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Abstract 

Market housing is an integral aspect of the housing spectrum, traditionally 

providing housing options for a wide range of incomes. Residents of several British 

Columbian communities, however, increasingly face rising housing costs, reflected in 

both market sales and rents. Local governments play a significant role in the affordability 

of housing markets through their land use powers and control of the approval process for 

residential development. This paper examines relevant land use restrictions in Squamish, 

B.C. to assess how the elasticity and affordability of market housing options are either 

promoted or limited by the local government’s land use policy. The findings of this 

research indicate several land use provisions that restrict the elasticity of market housing 

in Squamish. This research informs potential adjustments to land use policy aimed at 

improving the elasticity and affordability of Squamish’s market housing stock. 

Keywords:  Housing; affordability; supply; land use; regulation; zoning  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Thesis Overview 

The purpose of this paper is to review existing theory regarding market housing 

affordability, where supported by research, and to apply empirical evidence and 

consensus identified in the literature review as a guideline for good land use practice, 

insofar as market housing affordability is promoted, within this paper’s research and 

analysis. Firstly, a brief introduction to both housing policy and the relevance of 

discussions regarding affordability will be provided in the sections immediately below. 

Next, theories for promoting market housing affordability will be explored and modern 

evidence and critiques for their claims will be provided. Naturally, the value of market 

housing will be considered and, incidentally, affordable (subsidized) housing will also be 

discussed when relevant to considering the value of market housing to a municipality’s 

housing stock or the limits of market housing’s efficacy in providing housing 

affordability and suitability for all incomes and socioeconomic statuses. Furthermore, the 

broader value and implications of market housing affordability to municipalities will be 

explored. As a final part of the following literature review, the implications of land use 

controls for market housing affordability will be investigated.  
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Next, the research and analysis sections of this paper will use the District of 

Squamish as a case study for analyzing how good land use practices for promoting 

market housing affordability, identified both in the empirical literature as well as in 

municipal reports (i.e. housing needs assessments), may be applied within the context of 

an existing land use regime. In this sense, this paper asks how a given municipality’s land 

use policy may be adjusted to better promote housing affordability through the private 

market. Certainly, further measures beyond those that the private market provide are 

necessary to creating a housing stock that is affordable and suitable for all incomes and 

socioeconomic statuses; however, the scope of this paper is confined to investigating 

market housing affordability. To this point, municipal land use policies that influence 

market housing affordability will be investigated, and analysis will be provided on how 

these policies may be adjusted or supplemented to better promote market housing 

affordability.  

Importantly, as the District of Squamish does not directly provide market housing to 

residents, the promotion of market housing affordability through adjustments in 

municipal land use policy will be a key consideration of this paper. While undoubtedly 

important in the prescription of policy, the expected extent of the affordability benefits of 

alternative regulatory environments – that is, the measured impact of individual land use 

policy proposals -- are not within the scope of this paper. To this point, as expected 

benefits from policy proposals should not only be measured, but also assessed for 

incidental impacts, discussion of the limitations of this research and analysis, as well as 

any gaps that require further investigation will be provided to accurately frame this 
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paper’s conclusions, their feasibility, and the value of supplementary research in 

confirming them. 

1.2. Purpose 

The introduction to this text will acquaint readers with the housing continuum and 

the various actors within the housing sector, including their general responsibilities. 

Furthermore, it will provide a definition of the often-ambiguous term housing 

affordability, while providing critical analysis as to why affordability is often difficult to 

accurately measure. In addition, the relevance and timeliness of this topic will be 

discussed.  

1.3. The Housing Continuum 

To start, it is important to understand that much of the day-to-day responsibilities 

of planners relate to land use. As residential housing is a ubiquitous use of land, there is 

clear value in understanding the housing continuum and its application to creating 

housing affordability. The spectrum of housing includes both market and non-market 

dwellings and ranges from seasonal shelters to market home ownership (see Figure 1.1). 

Between these two typologies, there exists several housing types available from very 

low- to above median-income households. As a point of clarification, this paper will 

exclusively study the affordability of market housing options. The production of many of 

these housing types is dependent on partnerships within the housing sector, including 

non-profit housing providers, private industry, and all levels of government.  
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Figure 1.1: The Housing Continuum (Basi, 2017). 

In B.C., the provincial government is the primary funder of subsidized 

(affordable) housing programs and projects, overseeing the Crown corporation BC 

Housing (City of Victoria, n.d.). The province also regulates tenant-landlord relations 

through the Residential Tenancy Branch and legislates building requirements for new 

development (City of Victoria, n.d.). The federal government is also an important actor in 

the housing sector, operating the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) 

which administers funding and loans while also undertaking data collection and research 

(City of Victoria, n.d.). Furthermore, as described in its first National Housing Strategy 

published in 2017, the Canadian government supports the purchasing, financing, and 

construction of subsidized housing (City of Victoria, n.d.). Local levels of government 

are another significant stakeholder within the housing sector, holding powers to restrict or 

promote housing development via land use planning regulations and policies. In recent 

years, many municipalities have also streamlined local development processes and even 
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provided incentives to homebuilders in order to promote additional housing supply and 

affordability (City of Victoria, n.d.). This review, as it pertains to land use restrictions 

and their implications for housing affordability, will focus on local governments’ land 

use planning powers – albeit, derived from provincial levels of government – and their 

effects on the affordability of market-rate housing options. 

1.4. Defining Housing Affordability 

Housing affordability is a term that is seemingly intuitive but in practice often 

leaves many to question what is actually meant. As the Final Report of the Canada-

British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability alludes 

to, it can be challenging to achieve consensus regarding which metrics or definitions best 

capture this term (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

This confusion, as Yglesias (2017) mentions, is often the result of various groups 

understanding the term differently. For some, the goal of improving affordability is to 

make it possible for more residents to share in the economic dynamism of a growing, 

high-income city such as Vancouver (Yglesias, 2017). On the other hand, others believe 

actions aimed at improving affordability should be targeted toward reducing average 

rents for existing residents (Yglesias, 2017). At its most fundamental level, however, 

housing is considered affordable when 30% or less of a household’s gross income before 

taxes is used towards housing costs (BC Housing, n.d. b; State of Washington, 2022). 

This is the definition that Canadian senior levels of government, their associated housing 

corporations, and various other non-profit and private organizations rely on for their 
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understanding of the term (Government of British Columbia, 2018b). Notably, other 

factors such as housing suitability and size are also important to understanding the 

efficacy of a region’s housing stock at meeting the current demand for dwellings as they 

provide additional information pertaining to the standard of living space and 

appropriateness of dwelling size per household composition, respectively. 

While the above definition of housing affordability, used by BC Housing and 

numerous others, can be useful when considering places to live, housing affordability is 

often based on a variety of factors. This can include externalities such as transportation 

expenses, family needs, and dwelling conditions. Indeed, one problem with assessing 

housing affordability is that many families attempt to reduce their housing costs by 

moving further from job centres — thereby increasing their transportation costs. 

Moreover, as Molloy (2020) describes, if regulation pushes construction to areas that are 

farther from jobs, the total cost of living for the typical household will be higher due to 

higher commuting costs. It is also important to consider that commutes are markedly 

different than they once were; for example, the proportion of U.S. commuters with a 

commute longer than 30 minutes has expanded from 28 percent in 1980 to 38 percent in 

2016 (Molloy, 2020). Notably, there are metrics to account for externalities such as 

transportation costs; combined housing and transportation costs can be used to reflect the 

financial pressures of housing beyond traditional housing costs-to-income ratios 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In any case, 

however, it is important to understand that a simple affordable housing metric may not 

encapsulate the full context of households’ financial environments.  
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Yet another example of the complexity of this term is the concept of Area Median 

Income (AMI) and its tendency to exaggerate the affordability of high-income regions. 

As Yglesias (2015) describes, basing affordability metrics on the local median income 

implies that when housing affordability is deficient — and lower income people therefore 

leave a region out of necessity — an area has actually increased the affordability of its 

housing stock due to the concomitant increase in an area’s median income that 

corresponds with the gradual replacement of low-income families with higher-earning 

households. Essentially, if the price of an affordable housing unit is based on the median 

income of a high-income area, families living near the poverty line may find themselves 

still unable to afford such units. In sum, although many families’ housing situations may 

not meet the official definition of unaffordable, these individuals may be paying the price 

of unaffordable housing in other ways, such as longer commutes and even smaller 

families (Yglesias, 2019). Considering this, it is important to understand that in any 

conversation regarding the extent of housing unaffordability, direct metrics and data can 

often understate the severity of the problem. 

1.5. Relevance 

This paper is both timely and relevant, both internationally and domestically, but 

especially as a reflection on supply-constrained and unaffordable housing markets within 

British Columbia. Over the past several years, the unaffordability of housing within B.C. 

has continued to sharply rise. Importantly, this effect is not constrained to new 

development as once-affordable housing has similarly experienced inflationary price 
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pressures. Unsurprisingly, available data demonstrate quite clearly that B.C.’s largest 

housing markets have experienced massive upward price trends in recent years. As 

shown in Figure 1.2, the costs to both renters and homebuyers have risen sharply over the 

past fifteen years, with home prices rising between 101% and 157%, and rental costs 

rising between 64% and 82% (Government of British Columbia & Government of 

Canada, 2021). Consequently, Victoria and Vancouver now have among the highest rates 

of households in core housing need (a metric analyzing household vulnerability based on 

both the cost, quality, and size of housing) in Canada (Government of British Columbia 

& Government of Canada, 2021). Not only is this phenomenon seen in the largest 

housing markets, but many smaller markets within the province exhibit rising prices due 

to similar underlying factors and are demonstrating poor or worsening housing 

affordability as a consequence (Government of British Columbia & Government of 

Canada, 2021). Likewise, this is an issue that is being experienced in a growing number 

of localities nationwide, with Metro Vancouver and the Greater Toronto Area serving as 

the least affordable major metropolitan areas for first-time homebuyers (Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 
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Figure 1.2: Composite Home Prices and Average Rents in B.C.’s Largest Housing 

Markets, 2005 - 2020 (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 

2021). 

 What is foremost important to understand regarding the explosive real estate 

markets in several localities are their underlying factors. First, as the Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada (2021) explain, the price of owning or 

renting housing is determined by local supply and demand dynamics. Put in another way, 

dwelling prices are influenced by the number of households seeking housing, the prices 

they are willing to pay for such housing, and the number and variety of homes available 

to rent or buy. Consequently, population growth, household income and wealth, and the 

availability and cost of credit to secure mortgage loans are therefore the primary forces 

influencing housing demand (Government of British Columbia & Government of 

Canada, 2021). As illustrated in Figure 1.3, British Columbia’s population and income 

have both experienced consistent growth over the previous two decades. In fact, as the 

Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada (2021) describe, this period 
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has seen B.C.’s median nominal family income rise by 79% and population grow by over 

a million residents.  

 

 

Figure 1.3: Population and Income Growth in British Columbia, 2000 - 2020 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

Standard microeconomics suggest that B.C.’s demonstrated population growth 

and rising household incomes will increase the demand for homes, both in their quantity 

and quality. This response can be viewed both in terms of available housing supply and 

the volume of home sales, illustrated in Figures 1.4 and 1.5, respectively. Notably, active 

real estate listings in British Columbia are down 40% (year-over-year) relative to the 

previous fiscal year, marking an all-time record low for the province (Ogmundson, 
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2021a). Notably, this decrease coincides with the COVID-19 pandemic which may have 

influenced mechanisms under which real estate is listed and therefore may not reflect 

typical market conditions. This being so, the collapse in the volume of real estate listings 

comes at a time when B.C. is welcoming the highest net number of immigrants in sixty 

years, adjusted for emigration, suggesting that population growth is no insignificant 

factor is the decline of available real estate (Statistics Canada, 2022). 

 

Figure 1.4: Total Active Real Estate Listings in British Columbia per Year (Ogmundson, 

2021a). 
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Figure 1.5: Rate of 2021 Home Sales vs. Average (Ogmundson, 2021b). 

Furthermore, as the Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada 

(2021) describe, this greater household income and wealth, when paired with low 

mortgage rates, has allowed for greater consumer borrowing power – further driving 

housing demand. Since 1986, nominal mortgage rates have fallen approximately 10% 

(see Figure 1.6).  
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Figure 1.6: Nominal Mortgage Interest Rates, 5-Year Fixed Lending Rate, 1986 - 2020 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

Over this same time period, as expressed in Figure 1.7, mortgage applicants have 

increased their borrowing power significantly; in fact, while households could qualify for 

loans approximately 2.5 times their annual income in 1986, this multiplier has risen to 

nearly 7 times their annual income in 2020 (Government of British Columbia & 

Government of Canada, 2021). In effect, this added borrowing power has influenced 

consumer purchasing decisions and affordability, especially in supply-constrained 

markets where homebuyers are incentivized to take on larger mortgages. Taken together, 

the three drivers of housing demand described above (growth in all of population, 

income, and borrowing power) have promoted increased housing demand in many parts 

of B.C. (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 
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Figure 1.7: Mortgage Borrowing Power as a Multiple of Income, 1986 - 2020 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

Policy responses to B.C.’s housing supply constraints and their primary 

influencers have included interventions from all of municipal, provincial, and federal 

governments, as well as the private and non-profit sectors. Direct interventions can 

generally be sorted into demand-side and supply-side policy responses. Demand-side 

policies generally either discourage or encourage demand by targeting groups (e.g., non-

residents, mortgage applicants, first-time homebuyers) with, for instance, actions such as 

taxes, credit constraints, and financial assistance programs. Recent policy responses at the 

provincial level of government have included the Additional Property Transfer Tax for 

Foreign Entities & Taxable Trustees (often referred to as the ‘foreign buyers’ tax’), the 

Speculation and Vacancy Tax, and the Additional School Tax Rate. Moreover, several 

municipal governments in B.C. have responded with short-term rental restrictions and, in 

the case of the City of Vancouver, an Empty Homes Tax. Federally, policy actions have 
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included the First-Time Home Buyer Incentive, as well as introducing minimum 

qualifying rates for mortgage applicants (known as the mortgage ‘stress test’).  

Whereas demand-side actions are generally oriented to either control or spur 

demand, supply-side policy responses focus effort on meeting existing or growing 

demands by expanding the supply of a commodity. With respect to housing affordability 

in B.C., all levels of government have, as the Government of British Columbia & 

Government of Canada (2021) allude to, developed policies and programs intended to 

boost the supply of dwellings across the housing spectrum. Federal programs include the 

National Housing Co-Investment Fund, the Federal Lands Initiative, the Rapid Housing 

Initiative, and the Rental Construction Financing Initiative. In B.C., the provincial 

government has developed the Provincial Rental Supply Program Framework and 

Building BC, the latter of which directly funds housing development through BC 

Housing (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In addition 

to federal and provincial programs, several municipal governments have taken supply-

side measures to address insufficient housing stocks, including policy changes to allow 

for greater density in traditionally low-density zones and offering responses such as fee 

waivers and land leases to incentivise the development of rental and affordable housing. 

Even some local demand-side policies, such as the City of Vancouver’s aforementioned 

Empty Homes Tax, have supply-side purposes in that dwellings that would otherwise be 

vacant may be returned to the rental or ownership markets. 

Another recent government response to B.C.’s worsening housing unaffordability 

has been the publishing of the Final Report of the Canada-British Columbia Expert 
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Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability (Opening Doors: Unlocking 

Housing Supply for Affordability), a report created by a professionally diverse panel that 

was originally established in September 2019. The panel was tasked with developing 

actionable recommendations to increase the supply of housing and improve affordability 

province-wide (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). While 

the findings of the Panel will be discussed further below, it is for the moment important 

to understand that the group of professionals considered several perspectives while 

developing the Final Report. Indeed, the Panel managed to consult with experts from 

academia, both private and non-profit housing providers, Indigenous housing providers, 

financial institutions, property developers, tenant and housing advocacy organizations, 

employers, public servants, and elected officials. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1. Market Housing Affordability 

2.1.1. Purpose 

As evidenced by the introduction to housing policy provided above, market 

housing affordability is critical to the overall affordability of a region’s housing stock. 

Regional housing stocks also include other important housing options beyond the private 

market, such as the subsidized forms of housing illustrated in Figure 1.1, in order to 

promote housing that is suitable and affordable for all income levels and socioeconomic 

statuses. The scope of the below review, however, will be constrained to market housing 

due to the discernible differences in the principles that impact the affordability of market 

and subsidized housing options. Considering this, it is important to note the mechanisms 

that inform market housing’s crucial role in the overall affordability of an area, as well as 

critically consider any common critiques associated with them. Furthermore, it is also 

imperative to demonstrate the value of land and market housing affordability to 

municipalities. While perhaps evident to many, the value of market housing affordability 

is often debated within individual communities and providing empirical analysis of this 

subject will be important to the framing of land use restrictions’ implications.   

2.1.2. Theory of Housing Scarcity (Supply & Demand) 

In the simplest terms, housing affordability is a direct reflection of the available 

housing supply in a region. As Yglesias (2015) describes, any approach to housing 
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affordability that does not address the supply of housing will ultimately face a problem 

familiar from the children’s game musical chairs — if there aren’t enough homes to go 

around, someone must lose out. In an unsubsidized market, those who lose out will be 

families and individuals with the least spending power. Put simply, unaffordable housing 

markets are generally a symptom of the fact that there are typically not enough homes to 

service existing or growing population levels in a given area. 

This theory articulates that land use restrictions limit the supply of housing 

through requirements for lower density development such as large single-family homes. 

These restrictions are often appreciated by higher income incumbent residents but result 

in significant local and regional needs in the supply of housing (Quigley & Rosenthal, 

2005). As Glaeser, Gyourko, & Saks (2005) note, this phenomenon has resulted in 

reduced construction and soaring housing prices in an increasing number of localities. 

Moreover, these changes do not appear to be the result of declining land availability, but 

rather a result of regulatory regimes that have made large-scale residential development 

increasingly difficult in expensive areas (Glaeser et al., 2006). Traditionally, this theory 

for why many markets experience unaffordable housing has been empirically ambiguous; 

however, this era’s increasing focus on housing affordability has spurned emerging 

evidence to suggest the theory has its merits. First, Glaeser & Gyourko (2002) suggest 

that zoning and other land use controls play a dominant role in housing price escalations. 

Furthermore, there is a plethora of credible papers discussed further below that suggest 

that the withholding and regulation of buildable land supply from the market can increase 

land and ultimately housing prices. 
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In theory, inflationary price consequences can be expected with increased land 

use regulation as urban expansion is determined by the elasticity of housing supply. As 

Glaeser et al. (2006) describe, regions with high levels of regulation will likely 

experience sustained population levels as a result of the relatively modest capacity for 

new development, thereby having an upward pressure on housing prices in cases where 

there is growth in the demand for housing (see Figure 2.1). This is due to relatively 

inelastic residential land (and housing) supplies. To expand further, as there are few 

opportunities to develop housing, population growth becomes stagnant, leading to the 

musical chairs conundrum mentioned earlier as new, wealthier residents move into the 

market, thereby displacing incumbent residents with less spending power. Importantly, 

the elasticity of housing is determined by regulatory regimes and, as Figure 2.1 

illustrates, promoting an elastic housing supply can not only promote more dwellings, but 

also lower housing prices in the process. 
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Figure 2.1: Housing Supply Elasticity and Housing Affordability (Glaeser et al., 2006). 

Ultimately, studies are increasingly suggesting that housing costs are higher in 

regions with stricter land use regulations, including: Pollakowski & Wachter (1990); 

Quigley & Raphael (2005); Li (2019); Been, Ellen, & O’Regan (2019); Cole-Smith & 

Muhammad (2020); Dong (2021); Mast (2019); Boustan, Margo, Reeves, & Steil (2019); 

Asquith, Mast, & Reed (2021); Freddie Mac (2018); Bertloet (2017); Glaeser (2017); 

Myers & Park (2019); Myers & Park (2020); Rosenthal (2014); and Bratu, Harjunen, & 

Saarimaa (2021). Moreover, studies are drawing evidence from both theoretical and 

empirical sources to conclude that adding new homes moderates price increases and 

therefore makes housing more affordable to low- and moderate-income families (Been, 

Ellen, & O’Regan, 2019). In fact, Mense (2020) estimated that adding 1% new housing 
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stock to a housing market was correlated with a 0.4-0.7% reduction in market rents. 

Furthermore, Mense (2020) noted that the housing quality at a household’s previous 

address acted as a poor predictor of the housing quality at the current address, suggesting 

that households often move into higher quality housing when given the opportunity. 

Moreover, this also suggests that new market-rate housing supply triggers the supply of 

housing units suitable for low-income families as more economically advantaged 

households move out of existing units and into new residential developments.  

With respect to British Columbia’s housing context, the Final Report of the 

Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and 

Affordability recommends several calls to action to the Provincial Government, with the 

foremost being the creation of a planning framework that proactively encourages the 

construction of new housing (Government of British Columbia & Government of 

Canada, 2021). The evidence heard by the Panel stresses the need for a more responsive 

(elastic) housing supply in British Columbia to alleviate existing insufficient unit 

availability (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In a 

similar vein, the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation’s 2018 report Examining 

Escalating House Prices in Large Canadian Metropolitan Centres found that price 

increases (while explained relatively well by their market features – population growth, 

income growth, and consumer borrowing power) were the result of upward pressures 

induced by an insufficient elasticity of housing supply. Further demonstrating this slow 

residential construction and responsiveness is recent research by Scotiabank that found 

Canada had the lowest per-capita housing volumes of all G7 nations, with volumes 
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appearing to be worsening in several key markets (Perrault, 2021). In fact, the report goes 

on to mention that in order to keep pace with the G7 average, Canada would need to build 

1.8 million additional dwellings (Perrault, 2021).   

2.1.3. Critiques on the Theory of Housing Scarcity 

Overview 

Although the theory of housing scarcity as the main driver of market housing 

unaffordability has benefitted from emerging academic research to support its claim, 

there still exist several ubiquitous assumptions and theories that run against this empirical 

evidence. In this section, several of these theories will be critiqued based on modern data 

and evidence. 

Firstly, a common local concern of development are the negative externalities 

associated. If the negative externalities of development can be overcome, however, there 

remain some who claim that additional housing could create a spiral of induced demand, 

resulting in sustained issues surrounding population growth and housing affordability. 

Moreover, some assert that while addressing housing affordability is a priority, any 

response should be undertaken by some level of government, rather than the private 

sector, and offer strategies such as social housing and rent control as the correct remedies. 

These assertions concerning the negative externalities of development, induced demand, 

social housing, and rent controls will be elaborated on and investigated below. 
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Negative Externalities of Development & NIMBYism 

To start, advocates of stricter land use restrictions often highlight the negative 

externalities of development. Certainly, as Glaeser & Gyourko (2018) allude to, new 

residential buildings can lead to more crowded schools and roads, and new infrastructure 

to reduce this congestion is undoubtedly expensive. Empirical investigations of the local 

costs and benefits of restricting building, however, generally conclude that such negative 

externalities are not nearly large enough to justify the costs of land use regulation 

(Glaeser & Gyourko, 2018). So then, if the welfare gains from reducing the regulation of 

housing construction are well understood, why are policy interventions permitting more 

building in expensive markets so few and far between? The great challenge, as Glaeser & 

Gyourko (2018) mention, is that attempts to loosen local restrictions are often stymied by 

existing homeowners. This phenomenon – wherein residents of a neighbourhood 

designate a new project (for housing, energy, transportation, or otherwise) as 

inappropriate for or undesired in their particular local area – is commonly referred to as 

NIMBYism (Not-In-My-Back-Yard). NIMBYism is a well-documented and understood 

reality that governments, especially at the local level, are increasingly having to directly 

confront due to the implications that this phenomenon can have for housing production. 

For example, two of the four recommendations in the Government of Ontario’s recently 

published Report of the Ontario Housing Affordability Task Force are to “override the 

ability for local politicians to prioritize the preservation of the physical character of a 

neighborhood” and “remove the right to appeal new development without evidence and 

make appeals more expensive when staff have recommended approval” (Housing 

Affordability Task Force, 2022).  
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Importantly, housing is increasingly approached as an investment and investors, 

by principle, want the value of their asset to rise, not fall. In essence, while many 

homeowners may state that they value community-wide housing security, there is often a 

broad unwillingness to accept their homes being made affordable. Consequently, many 

communities are largely hostile to projects aimed at promoting housing supply and 

affordability. Furthermore, such communities may be averse to the idea that new housing 

will bring in more people, including those from different socioeconomic groups (Glaeser 

& Gyourko, 2018; McAfee & French, 1986). Another common concern is that new 

residents would not wish to live in higher density buildings and that new construction is 

therefore misplaced given the perceived lack of demand. While homeowners often insist 

that proximity to a subject makes one informed, it also (if not entirely) makes one biased. 

In this case, as Yglesias (2021b) describes, either there is demand for higher residential 

density, in which case prohibiting it is costly, or else there is not demand for higher 

residential density, in which case prohibiting it is pointless. In either case, Yglesias 

(2021b) suggests that there is no compelling reason to restrict density far below what 

economic conditions would suggest the highest and best use of land is. Put simply, if 

many people do not like density, then it follows that there is little demand for dense 

housing, which is precisely why localities need not utilise overly prescriptive residential 

land use regimes. 

Induced Demand, Gentrification, & Filtering 

Induced demand is a phenomenon that occurs when an increase in something’s 

supply, inspired by existing high demand, results in a proportional escalation of demand 
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— only to possibly fuel calls for further supply. It is a vicious cycle that urban planners 

must often confront, typically with regard to transportation. As it relates to housing, some 

assert that additional supplies of market-rate housing induce more demand for housing 

units; therefore, only intensifying the existing housing affordability crisis. Moreover, 

proponents of this theory often suggest that new development activity actually causes 

gentrification via induced demand (Yglesias, 2021a). In particular, it is suggested that 

replacing existing buildings with larger developments increases housing scarcity — even 

while adding more units. This is because the resultant area is higher in amenity and 

relative value, thereby making newly constructed areas comfortable for high-income 

individuals to immigrate to (Yglesias, 2021a). Furthermore, it is often asserted that 

market housing development has an inflationary effect on the affordability of wider 

neighbourhoods and that this results in higher housing prices for existing, sometimes 

low-income, residents (Yglesias, 2021a). Finally, some also suggest that displacement 

occurs even when housing affordable to those at low incomes is not directly impacted by 

new development because it operates through indirect and exclusionary means, such as 

price shadowing (a phenomenon wherein new development increases the relative value 

of existing nearby dwelling units) (Yglesias, 2021a). 

Notably, the above arguments tend to focus on the impacts of added housing 

supply, namely gentrification, rather than the concept that development results in 

exponential growth. As Yglesias (2021a) discusses, there is a finite number of individuals 

who want to live in a given area; therefore, it does not logically follow that regulatory 

reform, by driving an improvement in the rate of housing construction, will generate a 
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regionwide infinite upward price escalator. In other realms of urban planning, such as 

transportation, the existence of induced demand is widely recognized — but even roads 

have a finite number of drivers who want to use them on a given day. The difference that 

exists between housing supply and roadway supply, as it relates to induced demand, is 

that building automobile transportation capacity for the entirety of the finite demand is 

widely recognized as bad policy due to its associated negative externalities (consider for 

instance the sustainability implications of such a policy). By contrast, building capacity 

for more of the finite demand for housing has few negative externalities to counter the 

direct benefits. Nevertheless, in some circles, this added capacity is viewed as equally 

bad policy as added road capacity due to fears over possible negative externalities such as 

gentrification. Considering this, critiques of induced demand as a response to campaigns 

for added housing supply are often fundamentally fears over negative social externalities 

– namely, gentrification.  

As Yglesias (2021a) describes, this critique is empirically false — at least most of 

the time — as displacement as a result of development is in practice considerably rare 

(Buntin, 2015; Cortright, 2015; Lewyn, 2017). Research summaries by Ding, Hwang, & 

Divringi (2016) and Florida (2015) affirm this. In fact, the Final Report of the Canada-

British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability 

indicates that a major source of housing for lower-income individuals and families is 

older housing units in the private market that have become more affordable over time 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). The report alludes to 

the fact that to become more affordable, cities generally undergo a process understood as 
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filtering, whereby dwelling units gradually depreciate in value as the structures age, and 

as original residents move on to newer or larger homes (Bier, 2001; Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In turn, depreciated units are freed up 

for those lower on the socioeconomic scale and, to this extent, sufficient increases in the 

supply of new housing units help reduce price and rent pressures on existing homes 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). Conversely, as the 

report goes on to mention, insufficient supply increases in a market can impede the 

filtering process, leading to higher housing and rent prices for aging homes (Government 

of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In this manner, reducing the 

competition for housing between low-income and higher-income households via, as the 

Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada (2021) describe, addressing 

the lack of all types of housing – rental or ownership, affordable or high-end (often given 

the label ‘luxury housing’), high-rise, mid-rise, or low-rise – helps to reduce inflationary 

pressures on housing values.  

Empirical investigations regarding the phenomenon of filtering have generated a 

growing body of literature that support the above theory. For instance, Somerville and 

Holmes (2001) explored both downward filtering (units becoming more affordable over 

time) and upward filtering (units becoming less affordable over time), finding that the 

land use characteristics of specific neighbourhoods play an integral role in determining 

which phenomenon is more likely to occur. Moreover, Phillips, Manville, and Lens 

(2021) argue in their review of recent studies on filtering that the positive affordability 

effects of downward filtering can be best achieved by spreading housing supply more 
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evenly across localities – particularly by promoting additional supply in existing low-

density, high-income neighbourhoods. Indeed, this point is expanded on within the Final 

Report of the Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply 

and Affordability, wherein it states that there would be less redevelopment pressures on 

the relatively few neighbourhoods where higher densities are permitted if in fact higher 

density development was allowed in areas currently zoned exclusively for low density 

residential uses (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). To 

connect this observation back to the phenomenon of filtering and gentrification, the 

report goes on to assert that better spreading of residential developments throughout 

localities would reduce the displacement of existing tenants in higher density 

neighbourhoods (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

Further studies upholding the above consensus include both Boustan et al. (2019) and 

Asquith, Mast, & Reed (2021), with the latter suggesting that new residential 

construction is correlated with a 6% decrease in nearby rental unit prices, higher in-

migration from low-income areas, and an insignificant effect of improved amenities on 

rent prices. 

Part of the misunderstanding between housing experts and the wider population 

alluded to above is in how the public interprets the term gentrification itself. That is, 

while some may worry that it is a process whereby the original residents are displaced by 

market forces, others may bemoan gentrification simply because change per se can be 

discomfiting (Yglesias, 2015). As Yglesias (2021a) mentions, it is true that if residents 

understand gentrification to be ‘new buildings and chain stores’, then stopping this type 
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of development will block gentrification. According to the empirical evidence, however, 

blocking development is counterproductive if the goal is to instead prevent the 

displacement of original residents, while at the same time promoting housing 

affordability. For example, Freeman (2005) finds little impact of gentrification on the 

pace of residential turnover within urban neighborhoods. In addition, Pennington’s 

(2021) findings suggest that increasing the supply of market housing has beneficial 

spillover effects for incumbent residents, reducing rents and displacement pressures while 

improving neighborhood quality. In fact, it was found that rents fall by 2% for parcels 

within 100m of new builds and also that renters’ risks of being displaced to a lower-

income neighborhood similarly fall by 17% (Pennington, 2021). Likewise, Li (2019) 

finds that new construction is correlated with net reductions in the average rents and sales 

prices of nearby residential properties — specifically, that for every 10% increase in the 

housing stock, rents decrease 1% and sales prices also decrease within 500 feet. While a 

1% decrease in sales prices is on its face unimpressive, the figure becomes more notable 

when taken in the context of avoiding the significant year-over-year property value 

increases constrained housing markets often experience. To this point, in many housing 

markets, a sales price decrease of 1% is unimaginable, due to the continued fall in the 

elasticity of market housing. Likewise, California’s Legislative Analyst’s Office (2016) 

found similarly in their report Perspectives on Helping Low-Income Californians Afford 

Housing that the change from a low-construction neighbourhood to a high-construction 

one was associated with a decline in the probability of displacement from 46% to 26%. In 

a similar vein, research by Mast (2019) finds a strong correlation between new 
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construction and affordable neighbourhoods and suggests that increasing housing supply 

improves housing affordability in the short run.  

Inversely, Charles (2013) demonstrates that teardowns, which replace a low-

quality housing unit with a higher quality unit, are more likely to occur in 

neighbourhoods with tighter housing supply regulations. Further combatting the 

traditional narrative that gentrification is by definition bad for incumbent residents is a 

study by Asquith, Mast, & Reed (2019) which demonstrates that, contrary to common 

concerns, new buildings slow local rent increases rather than initiate or accelerate them. 

Furthermore, Asquith et al. (2019) find that in addition to decreasing nearby rents by 5 to 

7 percent, new construction actually increased in-migration from other low-income areas. 

More recently, a study by Mast (2021) illustrates how new market-rate construction 

loosens the market for lower-quality housing; overall, suggesting that the migration ripple 

effects of new housing will affect a wide spectrum of neighbourhoods and loosen the 

low-income housing market. Interestingly, Mast’s (2021) findings include that 

constructing a new market-rate building that houses, for example, 100 people ultimately 

leads 45 to 70 people to move out of below-median income neighbourhoods, with most 

of the effect occurring within three years. There are also several other studies, such as 

Mast (2019) and Chapple & Zuk (2016), that generally support the above findings that 

market-rate housing construction reduces displacement pressures — rather than 

intensifies them by means of gentrification. Beyond this, however, it is in any case 

important to understand that accepting the logic of groups that fear market housing 
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construction due to perceived gentrification and induced demand would counsel against 

all efforts beyond simply housing construction to improve quality of life.  

Housing Commodification & Public Housing 

Another critique of the theory of housing scarcity as for why many markets are 

experiencing unaffordable market housing is the assertion that in fact the financialization 

of housing – that is, treating it as a market commodity – is the underlying cause of 

inflationary prices. Put simply, this theory stipulates that “the more that housing is 

commodified, the more it does worse in the effects of inequality” (Madden & Marcuse, 

2016).  

Inflationary land prices, however, are not seen in all housing markets and in fact 

are well established to be highly correlated to housing supply elasticity (see Figure 2.2).  
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Figure 2.2: Housing Supply Elasticity and House Prices, Selected U.S. Cities (Nunn, 

Parsons, & Shambaugh, 2019). 

For instance, Nunn, Parsons, & Shambaugh (2019) find that in cities with highly 

inflated housing values, increases in demand for housing is not met by sufficient 

increases in supply – thereby, pushing up prices in these particular localities. On the 

contrary, if the commodification of housing in-and-of-itself was the reason for 

inflationary price pressures, it would be reasonable to expect more consistent nationwide 

price increases across a variety of housing markets. Furthermore, as is suggested by much 

of the below literature, it is generally understood that housing costs, especially rents, are 

highly correlated with residential vacancy, with localities experiencing low vacancy rates 

having on average higher housing costs relative to municipalities exhibiting higher 

vacancy rates and, accordingly, lower average housing costs (Bergmann, 2022). 

Considering this, it seems reasonable to suggest that housing unaffordability in supply-
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constrained markets is not caused by the commodification of housing in the same sense 

that housing affordability in localities with higher residential vacancy is not caused by the 

altruism of developers. This observation is illustrated in Figure 2.3, wherein Bergmann 

(2022) uses Calgary as a case study for examining the relationship between vacancy rates 

and real rent changes. 

The solution to those who subscribe to this theory is relatively simple: utilise 

government powers to provide affordable, subsidized housing to residents. Social 

housing, a term often used synonymously with public housing, is a form of housing that 

has existed in Canada since 1938 when the first legislation was introduced to make 

provision for the construction of low-rent housing (McAfee, 2015). Generally, it is 

defined as a housing development that the government subsidizes and that either the 

government or a non-profit housing partner owns and/or operates (Government of British 

Columbia, 2018a). In its original form, social housing was largely funded by the federal 

government; however, austerity policies near the end of the 20th century prompted a 

download in the financial and administrative responsibility for social housing to Canada’s 

provinces, territories, and municipalities (Leone & Carroll, 2010). Although annual 

federal funding for social housing programs is available to provinces and territories, the 

Housing Services Corporation (2014) mentions that reductions in funding continue and 

by 2032 the federal government is expected to not provide any funding for public housing 

to lower levels of government. Despite this, the Government of Canada (2018) has in 

recent years indicated a return to federal housing policy, with Canada’s first national 

housing strategy being published in 2018. While Canada’s National Housing Strategy: A 
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Place to Call Home does identify creating new housing supply as a goal of the strategy, 

the provided objectives are generally targeted to complement the financing of residential 

development projects (e.g., via loans, funding for innovative ideas, or the use of federal 

lands), rather than to either lead such projects federally or provide significant funding for 

province-led projects (Government of Canada, 2018). 

In recognition of this downward trajectory of funding from senior government, 

one of the recommendations recently published in the Final Report of the Canada-British 

Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability is for the 

federal government to make long-term funding commitments, as was done as recently as 

the mid-1990s when nearly 10% of all national housing starts were public units 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). Despite this, the 

expert panel did not attribute housing unaffordability to the commodification of housing 

in-and-of-itself; in fact, proactively encouraging more housing supply – market-rate or 

otherwise – was a main call to action of the report. Likewise, most housing experts – 

while in agreement that better functioning, more flexible (elastic) housing markets are 

necessary – recognize that market-based approaches will not alone solve housing 

problems for everyone. Generally, while accepting the demonstrated applicability of 

supply and demand dynamics to local housing markets, housing experts also advocate for 

other complementary measures, such as more (and more consistent) legal protection for 

renters and more ambitious funding from senior levels of government for subsidized 

housing. 
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In British Columbia, the Crown corporation BC Housing administers the 

province’s social housing program. To give an idea as to the program’s current capacity 

to provide housing supply, 3,200 new affordable dwelling units in over 90 communities 

across the province were built in 2019; this includes any new rent supplements provided 

through the Homeless Prevention Program (BC Housing, n.d. a). Reports of the fiscal 

year 2020 are more impressive, however, with the Crown corporation subsidizing 19,000 

shelter spaces, housing units, and rent supplements (BC Housing, n.d. a). Nevertheless, 

BC Housing’s reach extends beyond the production of permanent housing supply (rent 

supplements and shelter spaces, for instance, do not expand the number of permanent 

dwellings) and therefore the corporation’s capacity to build the volume of housing units 

necessitated by B.C.’s current demand remains modest. Importantly, BC Housing’s 

capacity focuses on vulnerable groups, such as the homeless, women, families, and 

seniors — having an admittedly beneficial impact on individuals that the private market 

may disproportionately ignore. Despite this, if housing affordability is to exist in any 

quantity outside of the most financially disadvantaged regions and sectors of the 

population, significant additional growth in the development of housing units is necessary 

(Yglesias, 2020).  

Whereas some may assert that new supply must be built through government 

social housing programs to truly generate welfare improvements, research suggests that 

funding non-market housing is not in tension with the regulatory reform required to also 

expand market-rate housing supply. It is well understood that all of the for-profit, non-

profit, and government sectors have essential roles to play in growing the supply of 
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market-rate ownership and rental housing, as well as public housing (Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). Indeed, if the goal of housing 

advocates is to reduce housing costs, they would do well to begin with encouraging 

zoning reform. As Glaeser & Gyourko (2002) explain, reducing the implied zoning tax 

(that is, the de facto price, often expressed through community amenity contributions, of 

having land rezoned) on new construction by pre-zoning residential lands could prompt a 

massive deflationary impact on the prices of land and ultimately housing. In fact, a key 

recommendation of the Final Report of the Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on 

the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability is for the B.C. Government to phase out 

community amenity contributions, as also suggested within the Government of British 

Columbia’s 2019 report Development Approvals Process Review: Final Report from a 

Province-wide Stakeholder Consultation (Government of British Columbia & 

Government of Canada, 2021). On the other hand, Glaeser & Gyourko (2002) go on to 

assert that constructing a relatively small supply of subsidized housing units is likely to 

have a trivial impact on average housing prices, given any reasonable demand elasticity, 

even if the program is well targeted towards deserving low-income households. 

Moreover, Litman (2021b) notes that advocates of public housing seldom reflect on the 

potential flaws of social housing, such as that it can concentrate poverty and discourage 

households from moving to new areas that offer better economic opportunities but 

market-priced rents. Again — this is not to discourage the development of needed social 

housing. In the context of scarce funding from senior levels of government, however, it is 

clear that subsidized housing is limited to holding a modest part of the larger solution to 

housing unaffordability.  
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Even in areas of the globe that have, in contrast, made unprecedented investments 

in their social housing programs, housing affordability still remains an important issue. 

This is the case in Paris, where the City has proposed a social housing program that 

constitutes 30% of the city’s housing supply by 2030 — up 7% from its current 

proportion — yet the city’s housing remains as some of the most expensive in the world 

(Martinat & Robinet, 2020). Even in British Columbia, it is clear that strong public 

housing programs such as Whistler’s Housing Authority cannot alone increase housing 

affordability for the wider community. In any case, it is important to note that even in the 

scenario wherein government forces decide to significantly expand the volume of 

subsidized housing, the fact would remain that building such volumes of housing is 

illegal in much of localities’ residential land bases. Note that while senior levels of 

government could lawfully choose to ignore local zoning restrictions, this would signal a 

substantial paradigm shift in B.C.’s land use planning and, in my opinion, is unlikely to 

occur at this scale without considerable input from both local governments and the 

public. The main obstacles, therefore, to housing volume in any form – be it market or 

subsidized – are onerous land use restrictions that prevent added supply to the market 

(Schuetz, 2021). Importantly, the success of strong subsidized housing programs such as 

those enacted in Singapore and Vienna, Austria have been dependent on the sort of high-

density land use policy – and their implications for local land economics – that advocates 

of public housing often, curiously, deny the importance of (Jha, 2018; Cortright, 2017). 

Furthermore, as Anderson (2020) reports, recent land use reforms permitting higher 

densities in Portland, Oregon improve the viability of non-profit developments by 

allowing organizations to create mixed-income buildings that generate enough rent from 
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market-rate tenants to cover operating costs and thereby subsidize residents who rely on 

financial aid. 

Despite the strength of empirical research to suggest that market housing 

development is not in tension with subsidized housing, most advocates of market-based 

solutions are supportive of such solutions not because they believe they are morally or 

technically superior but, rather, because the problem at hand requires an urgent response. 

Alternatively, there are those who would suggest that we cannot solve the housing crisis 

until capitalism is retired, as capitalism is perceived to be inherently self-destructive. It is 

in this manner that theories for housing affordability utilising the ‘commodification of 

housing’ as its central tenet are occasionally designated by housing experts as mere 

propaganda (Litman, 2021b). On the other hand, Noam Chomsky – speaking apropos of 

climate change but offering some clarity on housing policy as well – suggests that even if 

there is some validity to the above statement regarding capitalism, it is simply not 

relevant (Klein, 2021). Chomsky, in an interview with New York Times columnist Ezra 

Klein, mentions that solving imminent issues requires a willingness to face reality and 

suggests that if we are to solve such problems, we must do away with unrealistic 

proposals that distract us from making progress within the timescale that is necessary to 

solve pressing issues such as housing insecurity (Klein, 2021). 

Artificial Supply Constraints 

On occasion, people may accept the logic and empirical evidence for the 

relevance of supply and demand dynamics as it relates to housing affordability; however, 
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alternatively suggest that identified supply constraints are in essence artificial. Advocates 

of this theory typically attribute the perceived artificial constraints to land and housing 

speculation. Often, the argument is formulated in a simple manner, such as indicating that 

there are more empty homes than homeless people within a given area and therefore the 

resources to solve the housing crisis are already constructed and are simply misallocated 

(The Gravel Institute, 2021). 

Notably, as Yglesias (2021c) describes, it is factually true that in almost all 

markets, empty homes will exceed the number of homeless individuals. The reason for 

this phenomenon is that all housing markets produce empty homes due to the reality that 

a home inventory of zero would quite obviously not work in a country wherein residents 

are free to move elsewhere. Beyond this, it stands to reason that the increased urban in-

migration in recent decades has left many unsaturated housing markets with an 

oversupply of dwellings (Ritchie & Roser, 2018).  

In addition to the above, there is plainly available data to suggest that housing 

vacancy is in fact negatively correlated with housing insecurity and homelessness. 

Yglesias (2021c) illustrates this phenomenon in Figure 2.3. Notably, the states with the 

highest homeless populations (New York, Hawaii, California, Oregon, and Washington) 

are also operating under high levels of housing scarcity.  
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Figure 2.3: State-Level Homelessness vs. Residential Vacancies (Yglesias, 2021c). 

 Moreover, metropolitan-level data seemingly affirm the above conclusions. 

Colburn & Aldern (2022) provide discussion on homelessness, finding that rents and 

vacancy rates are some of the only credible explanations for regional variations in the 

rates of homelessness, rather than typically assumed causes such as poverty, public 

assistance levels, and drug use. Illustrations comparing metropolitan-level data of 

homelessness rates with rental prices and vacancy rates are displayed in Figures 2.4 and 

2.5, respectively. 
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Figure 2.4: Metropolitan-Level Rate of Homelessness vs. Rental Prices (Colburn & 

Aldern, 2022). 
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Figure 2.5: Metropolitan-Level Rate of Homelessness vs. Residential Vacancy Rates 

(Colburn & Aldern, 2022). 

Evidently, a city where housing is scarce will be one with a low vacancy rate; 

furthermore, a city where housing is scarce will be one that is difficult to afford to live in 

without subsidy. This suggests that those who suffer economic misfortune will end up 

unhoused before they can attain housing assistance (Yglesias, 2021c). To summarise, the 

fact that empty homes exist in a locality does not indicate ‘speculation’ or ‘artificial 

supply’; rather, as Yglesias (2021c) asserts, the opposite is true. Indeed, housing markets 

operating under very low vacancy rates are likely dysfunctional, ensuring that new units 

are sold quickly at inflated values (Yglesias, 2021c).  
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Other policies advocated by those who claim that housing supply constraints are 

artificial include demand-side interventions such as taxes on foreign property buyers and 

owners of empty homes. Policies such as these have the effect of lessening the demand 

for housing among homebuyers who may not require particular dwellings in order to 

achieve housing security. Ironically, vacancy taxes in particular also have the effect of a 

supply-side policy as the strategy encourages the return of vacant homes to either the 

property or rental market. In essence, vacancy taxes are beneficial to communities 

because they effectively expand the supply of housing. Paradoxically, I believe it 

important to note that some housing advocates are skeptical of the importance of 

additional housing supply to the overall affordability of expensive housing markets – 

even while vigorously supporting policies that rely on the same economic theory. Put 

simply, there is a considerable cognitive dissonance in supporting one de facto supply-

based housing policy, while rejecting other supply-based policies. A good example of this 

policy in action is Vancouver’s Empty Homes Tax, which lowered the vacancy rate to 

1%, may have added a marginal supply of housing to the market, and has to-date raised 

$86.6 million dollars to support affordable housing initiatives (City of Vancouver, n.d.).  

Price Controls 

Yet another critique of the theory of supply and demand as it relates to solutions 

of unaffordable housing is the applicability of rent controls. While not a critique on the 

theory itself, rent controls are often used as an example of alternative reform that can 

achieve housing affordability and at the same time preclude developers and landowners 

from benefitting from perceived speculation. Essentially, rent control laws place a ceiling 
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on the amount of rent a landlord can charge and, logically, it should make housing more 

affordable. Similar to social housing, rent control is an important tool for policymakers to 

address affordability-related concerns and is a concept that most housing experts would 

agree has its place in land use policy. Nonetheless, while rent control and other tools such 

as inclusionary zoning and targeted subsidies can aid housing affordability programs, 

economists generally agree that regulatory reform that expands the opportunities for new 

construction is the only comprehensive way to lower housing prices (Yglesias, 2015). 

Therefore, while rent controls may directly help the affordability of existing units, it does 

not expand the number of units in a given area — thereby retaining the scarcity of 

dwellings that led to the housing crisis in the first place. In fact, some assert that rent 

controls may actually contribute to promoting housing scarcity. In theory, this is 

reasonable as rent controls can limit housing costs of existing units and thereby drive 

added demand as a wider proportion of the population will be able to afford that limited 

housing cost. This theory can also be applied to new construction; Yglesias (2015) 

mentions how rent control laws make it less profitable to build new dwellings and, as a 

result, housing may become scarcer relative to demand and therefore less affordable. 

Yglesias (2015) goes on to describe that while this phenomenon is certainly possible in 

theory, it is unlikely to be a significant factor in markets where the supply of housing is 

artificially restricted by zoning and other land use regulations. For instance, the state of 

Massachusetts entirely removed rent controls in 1994 but despite rising housing prices, a 

surge in high-rise development to meet housing demands never materialized for the 

simple reason that high-rise construction violates local zoning laws (Yglesias, 2015). 
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2.1.4. Implications of Inflationary Land and Housing Values to a 

Municipality 

Municipalities should be wary of significant local implications of inflationary 

land and housing values; namely, implications for labour mobility, economic growth, and 

burgeoning wealth inequalities. In particular, high housing prices present clear challenges 

for both renters and first-time homebuyers, resulting in broader consequences to a 

municipality and their residents.  

Labour Mobility 

One such implication is a loss in workforce as affordability challenges deter 

workers of all ages and skills from relocating to or remaining in popular urban centres 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). This loss may not 

always be expressed in net terms; however, can be seen in various sectors of the labour 

market, especially in those that require low-skilled labour. Demonstrating this, Ganoug & 

Shoag (2017) developed a model to show that housing prices can deter the migration of 

low-skilled workers into regions with high land and housing values, thereby slowing 

income convergence across geographical space. Similarly, Gyourko, Mayer, & 

Sinai (2013) provide evidence for the tendency of lower-income households to sort (the 

tendency for households to geographically arrange themselves based on factors such as 

household income) out of higher-priced areas.  

Impacts to local labour markets insofar as they are determined by the degree of an 

area’s residential mobility, as Schleicher (2017) indicates, are primarily caused by local 
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policies that have the effect of limiting housing supply. In fact, the above findings affirm 

the conclusions of Ganoug & Shoag (2017), who found that income convergence 

continues in less regulated places, while it has mostly stopped in areas with more land use 

restrictions. The findings of Glaeser et al. (2006) also support these conclusions by 

indicating the negative effects of restrictive land use regulations to economic mobility 

and personal income gains.  

As discussed above, housing supply and regulation are key determinants of housing 

and rental affordability. To illustrate the deterrent-effect of high levels of land use 

regulation on the immigration of low-income residents, Figure 2.6 graphs the correlation 

between housing supply regulation and rental affordability across U.S. metropolitan 

areas. Molloy (2020) finds a strong negative correlation between the two variables when 

utilizing national income data, while finding a weaker negative correlation when utilizing 

income data from metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs). Together, these data strongly 

suggest that household sorting can skew measures of housing affordability if local, rather 

than national, incomes are used (Molloy, 2020).  
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Figure 2.6: Correlation of housing supply regulation and rental affordability across U.S. 

metropolitan areas (Molloy, 2020). 

Importantly, the above studies affirm much of the theoretical discussion regarding 

the concentration of low-skilled labour and housing regulation, supply, and affordability. 

Generally speaking, this is to say that in supply-constrained housing markets with levels 

of land use regulation high enough to prevent the development of an adequate number of 

dwellings necessary to achieve a balanced market, the resultant effects on housing 

affordability will sort low-income households out of the region, surely straining many 

sectors of the labour market that depend on low-skilled labour. Moreover, declining 

residential mobility has impacts beyond local labour markets. In fact, Buttrick & Oishi 
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(2021) find that the 50% decline (below 1970 levels) in U.S. residential mobility is 

predictive of declines in happiness, trust, and perceptions of fairness. 

Economic Growth 

Another significant implication of inflationary housing markets to municipalities 

include the risks presented for economic growth. In fact, Erdmann (2018) states in his 

book Shut Out: How a Housing Shortage Caused the Great Recession and Crippled Our 

Economy that policies of housing deprivation are at the centre of the major economic 

dilemmas of our time. While these risks are described below, it is first important to 

consider why economic growth is fundamentally important. Firstly, economic growth 

(generally measured in gross domestic product (GDP) per capita) is closely correlated to 

basic human desires, such as life expectancy, education, lower child mortality, human 

rights, and happiness (see Figure 2.7) (Roser, 2021; Ortiz-Ospina & Roser, 2017). 

Moreover, local economic growth can support long range goals for municipalities. For 

instance, an improving local economy can promote greater proportions of residents 

working within the area they reside. Consequently, long, unsustainable transportation 

commutes to adjacent municipalities are avoided in favour of shorter, perhaps more 

sustainable transportation options.  
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Figure 2.7: Linear Relationship between Average Incomes & Life Satisfaction (Ortiz-

Ospina & Roser, 2017).  

In terms of direct costs to consumers, rapidly rising home prices and rents can 

absorb a greater share of households’ incomes at the expense of other spending 

(Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021; Schuetz, 2019). 

Moreover, Wilson (2019) describes how the increased monetary costs associated with 

land use restrictions fall most heavily on those in the lowest end of the income spectrum. 

Importantly, lower income households are well understood to spend (rather than save) a 

greater proportion of their disposable income versus higher income households – 
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including in 2020, wherein the lowest income households continued to have a negative 

savings rate (Statistics Canada, 2021c). In this manner, the consumption of lower income 

families can have a greater effect on local economies, relative to their income, than those 

of higher income residents. Nonetheless, as a consequence of inflationary housing 

markets that absorb greater shares of household incomes, resident spending power may 

be reduced, especially for low-income households, thereby limiting opportunities for 

economic growth within localities. 

Indeed, the negative correlation between economic growth and restrictive land use 

policy is beginning to amass a wide body of evidence for its claim (Fischel, 2015; 

Yglesias, 2012). For instance, Lindsey & Teles (2017) single out restrictive zoning as one 

of the most significant government policies that slow economic growth and enable 

existing homeowners to enrich themselves at the expense of those less economically 

advantaged. Moreover, Hsieh & Moretti (2019) correlate land use regulations with slower 

economic growth by quantifying the degree of spatial misallocation of labour across U.S. 

cities and considering their aggregate economic costs. As the study describes, 

misallocation arises due to high productivity cities (e.g., New York, San Francisco Bay 

Area, etc.) enforcing stringent restrictions on new housing supply – effectively limiting 

the number of workers who have access to such high productivity (Hsieh & Moretti, 

2019). Hsieh & Moretti (2019) go on to find that such land use restraints lowered 

aggregate U.S. economic growth by more than 50% in the 45 years between 1964 and 

2009. Furthermore, the study also suggests that if the three metropolitan areas of San 

Jose, San Francisco, and New York City alone adopted the median level of housing 

elasticity for U.S. metropolitan statistical area (MSA), U.S. GDP would increase by an 
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estimated 8.9% (Hsieh & Moretti, 2019). Another fascinating study relevant to this 

discussion was authored by Dericks & Koster (2021) and investigated the present-day 

economic impacts of the London Blitz by investigating the subsequent high-density 

redevelopment of bombed sites. Counterfactual simulations demonstrated that if the Blitz 

had not occurred, the concomitant reduction in agglomeration economies arising from the 

loss of high-density redevelopment would cause London’s present-day GDP to drop by 

some 10%, estimated at 50 Billion Pounds (Dericks & Koster, 2021). Generally, this 

study can be interpreted to demonstrate that the preservation of existing development can 

be detrimental to economic growth when the highest use of the land is restricted. 

Importantly, this realm of literature is impacting the nature of recommendations made to 

governmental bodies, including those made within the recently published Final Report of 

the Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and 

Affordability, wherein the authors assert that failing to ensure an adequate supply of 

housing undermines the social and economic future of British Columbia (Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). 

Wealth & Racial Equity 

While certainly not the only remaining implication for municipalities that operate 

inflationary land use regimes, wealth inequalities, as the Final Report of the Canada-

British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability 

describes, risk being exacerbated by restrictive land use regulations (Government of 

British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). In a similar vein, the report also 
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mentions improved housing supply as a key tenet of achieving more inclusive, equitable 

communities (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). To 

elaborate, as constrained housing markets will have disproportionate impacts on lower-

income individuals and families due to the nature of housing economics, these 

households will be the first to lose out if a relatively inelastic supply of housing cannot 

respond to added demand pressures. As noted in previous sections, lower-income 

households can benefit from added housing supply to a region due to the phenomenon of 

filtering. While this phenomenon may be limited in buoyant housing markets, it is 

concerning that localities operating restrictive zoning laws may be de facto withholding 

affordability benefits from low-income households.  

As less educated individuals are more likely to be low-income, this group is 

disproportionately impacted by the presence of housing scarcity, a phenomenon 

substantiated through research by Rothwell & Massey (2010), Resseger (2013), and 

Diamond & Moretti (2021). Furthermore, the 2016 Canadian Census records visible 

minorities as more likely to be in low income than the general population; therefore, 

these individuals’ conditions will be disproportionately depressed due to the presence of 

restrictive land use regimes (Statistics Canada, 2016c). Moreover, Song (2021) finds a 

high correlation between racial identity and preferences for neighbourhood zoning 

stringency, concluding that Caucasian households in particular have strong preferences 

for strict zoning in their neighborhoods, with other racial identities holding less 

significant preferences for low-density development. Considering this, inclusionary shifts 

in zoning regimes could reduce racial segregation; in fact, Rothwell (2011), in studying 
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the correlation between density regulations and segregation, found that a hypothetical 

shift in land use regime from the most exclusionary to the most liberal reduced the 

equilibrium gap between the most and least segregated U.S. Metropolitan Statistical 

Areas by at least 35%. This reflects poor existing conditions in wealth distribution and 

racial segregation and identifies the institutional force of local land regulation as a 

primary driver (Rothwell, 2011).  

2.1.5. Legal Implications 

Clearly, while municipalities have an interest in promoting housing affordability 

within their communities, their land use policies are often still exclusionary; thereby, 

limiting the labour, economic, and equity benefits that come with housing affordability. 

There may be a myriad of reasons for localities to not approve enough housing to meet 

the demand for an area. As alluded to in the above text, however, empirical investigations 

of the local costs and benefits of restricting building generally conclude that the negative 

externalities of development are not nearly large enough to justify the costs of land 

regulation; namely, housing insecurity (Glaeser & Gyourko, 2018).  

To this effect, legal opinion circa 1970 demonstrates that localities, in some cases, 

require legal imposition in order to make less exclusionary land use decisions. For 

example, a prominent land use case was heard in 1975 by the Supreme Court of New 

Jersey wherein it was found that each municipality must make realistically possible an 

appropriate variety and choice of housing (S. Burlington County NAACP v. Mt. Laurel, 

1975). Moreover, the use of zoning powers in such a manner that effectively 
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systematically excludes persons of low or moderate income from a jurisdiction was not 

found to be lawful (Buholzer, 2001). As a result of this case, Mt. Laurel – a suburban 

municipality – was ordered to amend its zoning bylaw so to make it less exclusionary, for 

example, by allowing smaller, more economically sized residential lots and dwelling 

sizes, as well as providing residential zones that facilitate multiple-unit buildings 

(Buholzer, 2001). As Buholzer (2001) notes, zoning that provides residential land for a 

variety of housing forms has become an accepted, if not effectively mandatory element of 

land use practice throughout the U.S.  

With regard to British Columbian legislation, Buholzer (2001) notes that while 

zoning for the inclusion of a variety of housing forms is also a ubiquitous element of 

Canadian land use planning, the only power to date that could be characterized as 

permitting inclusionary zoning in British Columbia is the provision for density bonusing, 

which may be used to secure subsidized housing (rather than alternative community 

amenities). Inclusionary zoning can be either mandated or voluntary; however, in the 

context of B.C.’s Local Government Act (LGA) and the City of Vancouver’s Vancouver 

Charter, Buholzer (2001) explains that the mandated inclusion of below-market units in 

new residential development would not likely be interpreted to be authorized. By 

contrast, inclusivity requirements for new builds are in fact authorized in other provincial 

land use regulation, such is the case in Alberta, Manitoba, Ontario, and Quebec, for 

example (Abrams, Downard, Feldthusen, Firestone, Goudge, Gold, Hull, Johnston, 

MacDougall, Mew, Sullivan, Waldmand, & Walker, 2006). Admittedly, B.C.’s LGA 

does promote housing affordability through other means; specifically, by requiring 
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localities identify appropriate land for five years of housing supply (Government of 

British Columbia, 2022). Furthermore, the Province requires localities to publish housing 

needs assessments that quantify the demand for additional housing in their jurisdiction. 

As will be further expanded on below, provincial legislation may in the not-too-distant 

future be introduced mandating municipalities to approve a volume of residential housing 

that is analogous to the measured demand. 

2.1.6. Summary 

To summarize the above discussion, it is clear from both economic theory and, 

more importantly, empirical research that housing scarcity is the primary driver of 

housing unaffordability in B.C. In this manner, I suggest that the ‘housing crisis’ may 

more accurately be described as a ‘housing supply crisis.’ While several critiques on this 

economic theory were considered – namely, the extent of development’s negative 

externalities, gentrification, the commodification of housing, the notion that supply 

constraints are in fact artificial, and the applicability of price controls – none were 

supported by empirical research, let alone to the extent that the theory of housing scarcity 

is. Furthermore, the value of both land and market housing affordability to municipalities 

was demonstrated by research overwhelmingly suggesting that restrictive land use 

regimes negatively affect local labour markets, residential mobility, economic growth, 

and both financial and racial equity. Lastly, the typical mechanisms used to either 

implicitly or explicitly promote or enact exclusionary housing and land use policies were 

examined.  
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Clearly, due to the strength of the literature identifying housing scarcity as a primary 

determinant for present levels of housing unaffordability in British Columbia, 

investigations into the correlation between market housing affordability and particular 

land use controls is an important and valuable exercise. In recognition of this, the 

following section of this review will provide analysis of existing literature regarding the 

implications of typical land use regulations on market housing prices and rents.  

2.2. Implications of Land Use Controls on Market Housing 

Values 

2.2.1. Purpose 

 The purpose of this section is to demonstrate any inflationary effects of land use 

controls on market housing values, as well as suggest best practices demonstrated by 

empirical research to reduce these inflationary pressures. First, studies investigating land 

use regulation in its entirety will be explored. Afterward, discussion of typical restrictions 

will be provided; namely, for zoning, inclusionary zoning, urban growth boundaries, 

development standards, minimum parking requirements, and limits to both accessory 

dwelling and short-term rental units. 

2.2.2. Land Use Regulation 

First and foremost, while much of the text below is concentrated on the costs of land 

use restrictions, it is important to note that land use regulation in-and-of-itself is not 

harmful. Indeed, many regulations discussed below have the potential to serve other 
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societal objectives than housing affordability, such as containing urban sprawl, 

preserving agricultural land, and to some degree protecting environmentally sensitive 

areas (although this particular objective is well documented to be regularly abused by 

anti-development groups). With this being said, the direct costs of housing supply 

regulations can be significant. In a 2016 survey by the National Association of Home 

Builders, the reported cost of complying with such regulations totalled $84,000 USD per 

house, on average, which amounted to 24% of the sales price of a new home (Emrath, 

2016). Empirically, a substantial volume of research documents a positive correlation 

between regulation and median dwelling values. In particular, Quigley & Rosenthal (2005) 

cite forty articles on this topic, most of which find a clear positive correlation between the 

two variables. Moreover, Dalton & Zabel (2011), Ihlanfeldt (2007), and Jackson (2018) 

have all indicated this within more recent literature. Furthermore, Gyourko & Molloy 

(2015) allude to the fact that the “vast majority of studies have found that locations with 

more regulation have higher house prices and less construction.” Using longitudinal data, 

Jackson (2016) assessed the effect of cities’ adoptions of additional land-use regulations 

on the number of new construction permits issued, finding that each additional land-use 

regulation adopted reduced multifamily and single-family permit volumes by more than 

6% and 3%, respectively, on average. Moreover, Jackson (2016) found that regulations 

reducing allowable density had even larger effects. Although most of the literature 

focuses on land use regulation’s relationship with dwelling prices, the papers that have 

explored its relationship with rent costs generally, as Molloy (2020) notes, find that areas 

with more regulation have higher median rents – albeit this correlation is slightly smaller 

than the correlation with median house values. 
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Understandably, most of this literature is unable to identify a causal effect; however, 

due to the ubiquity of environments and papers where large positive correlations are 

found between regulation and dwelling prices, it seems reasonable to conclude that land 

use restrictions likely have a significant inflationary effect on the price of housing units. 

It is important to note that such inferences must often be made in discussing literature as 

causal effects are difficult to assess, especially as land use regulations are inherently 

endogenous to a variety of local economic factors and amenities (Davidoff, 2015; Hilber 

& Robert-Nicoud, 2013; Saiz, 2010).  

2.2.3. Zoning 

Zoning laws predominantly implement municipal and regional land use planning 

visions and strategies. Typically, these laws express that even if the economic conditions 

of a location are conducive to development (be it residential, commercial, or industrial), 

the land use of a specified area shall be restricted to an expressed category of 

development and, within that category, generally a given typology or intensity of 

development. Epstein (2017), in his text Land-Use Planning provides candid legal insight 

into this circumstance in describing that “[traditional] Euclidean or exclusionary zoning 

segregates activities, especially place of residence, on the basis of economic value. The 

effect, if not the stated purpose of zoning is to exclude people from living in certain 

municipal districts by reason of their economic resources.” In British Columbia, 

regulatory zoning regimes are a powerful implementation tool for land use decisions 

made within the context of official community plans and regional growth strategies. 
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 Zoning generally divides land by uses – typically, between residential, 

commercial, and industrial uses. Commonly within each land use designation exist 

numerous categories of development, each with specific provisions for building intensity, 

massing, and placement. With regard to residential land uses, these sub-categories often 

range from an R-1 zone – typically, a zone for single-unit dwellings – to higher numbered 

zones with progressively permissive land use regulations. Recently, in British Columbia, 

residential rental tenure zoning has been introduced, providing localities with authority to 

zone exclusively for rental tenure; thereby, both requiring new construction to be 

developed as rental housing and also preserving existing rental housing stocks (Ministry 

of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2018).  

Overall, the strictness of zoning laws is highly positively correlated with housing 

prices (Malpezzi, 1996; Glaeser & Gyourko, 2003; Xing, Hartzell, & Godschalk, 2004; 

Chakraborty, Knaap, Nguyen, & Ho, 2010). As Glaeser & Gyourko (2003) allude to, 

while this evidence is suggestive and therefore not definitive, the broad consensus of 

empirical research seems to suggest that such land use regulation is responsible for high 

dwelling costs in supply-constrained housing markets. Furthermore, Glaeser & Gyourko 

(2003) go on to mention that land use regulations that effectively limit the number of 

homes in an area have the same effect on homebuyers or renters as an additional fixed 

cost. Similarly, Ihlanfeldt (2007) used a predictive approach to study regulation’s impact 

on local housing prices, finding that predicted restrictive regulations significantly 

increased the price of homes. Interestingly, Mast found in his 2019 study that both 

upzoning (the process of adjusting the zoning designation on a given piece of land so as 

to allow for greater residential density) and higher density zoning led to significantly 
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greater development probabilities, higher development densities, and increased housing 

supply. Furthermore, Mast (2019) correlated these housing supply increases with eased 

housing prices. Similar conclusions were made by both Gray & Millsap (2020) and 

Phillips (2022). This affirms much of the empirical research provided throughout this 

review and suggests that upzoning, in particular, could be an effective policy tool for 

increasing housing supply – especially, as Dong (2021) describes, when it is applied to 

vacant and underutilized parcels. 

As a consequence of the growing base of literature supporting affordability and 

supply interventions such as upzoning, governments of all levels, both in North America 

and elsewhere, have begun to act. Municipally, several cities – Minneapolis, Portland, 

and even Berkeley (the ‘birthplace’ of single-family zoning), to name a few – have now 

formally abolished zoning exclusively for single-family dwellings (Manjoo, 2021; 

Anderson, 2020; Kahlenberg, 2019). In the U.S., state-level actions are also targeting this 

particular land use restriction – Oregon, whose legislature effectively ended single-family 

zoning in 2019, is an example (Wamsley, 2019). Federally, current U.S. President Joe 

Biden has announced his intentions to tie federal programs providing grant and tax 

credits to localities that change zoning laws so as to promote more equitable access to 

affordable housing (Ruiz-Goiriena, 2021). In British Columbia, the recently published 

Final Report of the Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing 

Supply and Affordability provided several calls to action including the recommendation 

that the B.C. Government require all municipalities to proactively up-zone (pre-zone) as 

widely and rapidly as possible, while also discouraging the use of privately initiated 
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rezoning (spot-zoning) (Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 

2021). Other provincial reports have made similar recommendations, including Ontario’s 

recently published Report of the Ontario Housing Affordability Task Force wherein both 

the end of exclusive single-family zoning and the permitting of up to four units, with up 

to four stories on any residential parcel are recommended to improve housing 

affordability (Housing Affordability Task Force, 2022). Internationally, New Zealand has 

recently acted to abolish single-family zoning (Cassidy & Corlett, 2021). Furthermore, 

the rationale for this deregulatory decision was demonstrated in a report to the New 

Zealand Ministry of the Environment (2021) wherein the impacts of upzoning were 

modelled. Overall, the model projected the construction of 213,000 new homes, as well 

as a much slower housing price appreciation (New Zealand Ministry for the 

Environment, 2021).  

What should be clear from the above discussion regarding the significance of 

zoning laws is that the responsibilities of governmental bodies utilising zoning powers 

extend further than a locality’s existing residents. Indeed, as acknowledged by 

Pennsylvania’s Supreme Court in 1989, “[zoning] is a means by which a governmental 

body can plan for the future – it may not be used to deny the future…to avoid the 

increased responsibilities and economic burdens which time and natural growth 

invariably bring” (Mill Valley Assoc. v. ZONING HEAR. BD., 1989). 
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2.2.4. Mandated Inclusionary Zoning 

Despite the depth of the literature supporting housing scarcity as the primary 

driver of housing unaffordability, many individuals, organizations, and localities express 

a greater willingness to advocate for housing initiatives that target other factors and often 

produce unintended consequences. Furthermore, other groups propagate similar 

theoretical fixes, but do so in bad faith. This is to say that, for some, such as those 

attempting to avert changes in density, immigration levels, or neighbourhood character, 

the negative consequences of some housing policies are appealing in-and-of-themselves.  

For advocates of housing initiatives that do not directly target improvements in 

the elasticity of housing supply, proposed policy solutions often fixate on the direct 

affordability of a single unit or development. The theory here, as touched on above, being 

that if individual units are affordable, then the housing market as a whole will be 

affordable. Those familiar with behavioural economics will recognize the fallacy of 

composition in this statement; that is, the error in inferring what is true for some must be 

true for the whole. The predominant policy approach that utilises this framework is 

mandated inclusionary zoning, which is not to be mistaken for voluntary inclusionary 

zoning (generally referred to as density bonusing). While variations exist, this approach 

generally requires private housing projects that meet a minimum density or unit volume 

threshold to include a defined proportion of units that are sold (or, in other cases, rented) 

below-market value. Programs such as these seem auspicious at first glance, but often 

result in unintended ramifications that can affect the overall affordability of an area. The 

predominant critique is that requiring developers to subsidize below-market units may 
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effectively act as a tax on housing and the higher cost of development to homebuilders 

may make projects economically infeasible, leading to a shortage of new development to 

meet existing, growing, or latent demands for housing (Hamilton, 2021). In fact, Litman 

(2019) mentions that as total housing production declines as a consequence of these 

mandates, the volume of moderately priced housing is likely to be affected most (see 

Figure 2.8), thereby reducing supply that would service middle-income households, as 

well preventing filtering that would benefit lower-income households.  

 

Figure 2.8: The Relationship Between Inclusivity Mandates and Housing Production 

(Litman, 2019). 

In practice, several localities employing mandated inclusionary zoning policies 

have recently experienced this downward trajectory in the development of housing 
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supply, emboldening those that caution the negative externalities of such policies. In fact, 

Portland, Maine has experienced an 82% decline in housing development since the 

November 2020 passing of a referendum colloquially known as the Green New Deal. 

This referendum, while primarily addressing energy efficiency standards for new 

construction, intensified the City’s inclusionary zoning provision so that 25% of newly 

constructed units were to be priced below-market; thereby, as Finegan (2022) explains, 

exacerbating the already-strict affordable housing requirements for new development. 

While the new mandate has not stopped multi-family projects completely, they have 

made them increasingly difficult to finance. In fact, the only multi-family project to be 

approved under the new inclusionary zoning provision was only viable due to an 

additional 25% density bonus granted to the developer (Finegan, 2022). The City’s 

Director of Planning and Urban Development notes that most developers are finding it 

difficult to make their projects financially viable under the new law, while others are 

reducing the scopes of their projects so not to trigger the requirement for affordable 

housing, restricting residential land from being used toward the highest and best use 

(Finegan, 2022).  

 Empirically, as Litman (2019) notes, research indicates that inclusionary policies 

can increase housing supply, affordability, and social integration. Rosen (2013) describes 

that, as policymakers can craft inclusionary programs to fall within the range of economic 

viability, there has been no empirical evidence to-date suggesting a chilling effect on 

housing development resulting from inclusionary programs in California. If applied to 

less profitable projects, however, Litman (2019) asserts that they may reduce desirable 

housing development, particularly for units that are moderately-priced. Indeed, there is 
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growing literature to suggest a consistent negative correlation between inclusivity 

mandates and housing supply production, including Hamilton (2021); Bento, Lowe, 

Knaap, & Chakraborty (2009); Bertolet & Durning (2016); Hamilton (2018); Ikeda & 

Washington (2015); Mukhija, Das, Regus, & Tsay (2015); Shoag (2019); Schneider 

(2019); Williams et al. (20160; and Means & Stringham (2012).  

Importantly, as the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy (2015) mention in their report 

Inclusionary Housing: Creating and Maintaining Equitable Communities, most 

inclusionary housing programs do not simply impose costs on new development; rather, 

they also attempt to offset these costs with a variety of incentives – the most common 

being the right to build with increased density (known as density bonusing). Put simply, 

the intent of these programs is to stimulate the development of below-market units 

without restraining the development of new housing supply altogether. Clearly, 

inclusionary zoning policies can have an auspicious impact on a region’s housing stock 

and affordability; however, as the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy (2015) asserts, these 

programs must be designed with care in order to realise the full benefit of the approach. 

Manners in which inclusionary programs may maximize benefits could include 

exemptions for moderately priced units, smaller development projects (in terms of the 

number of units), or for residential developments in less attractive, higher-risk locations 

where maximum development is desired (Litman, 2019). 

 Admittedly, advocates for inclusionary zoning of any sort, including those that 

employ mandates, generally do so in the hope and belief that they will promote a more 

affordable housing market. More sinisterly, others (e.g., NIMBYs) – being either 

indifferent to or financially incentivised to promote the costliness of an area – are well 
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understood to advocate for particular housing policies that support a desire for a fixed 

environment. These policies can be implicitly restrictive to building, such as promoting 

development standards or inclusivity mandates that significantly limit the financial 

viability of proposed developments. On the other hand, policies can also be explicitly 

restrictive to new or denser forms of development; for instance, by enforcing low-density 

zoning in areas where economic conditions would suggest a greater and higher possible 

use of the land.  

2.2.5. Urban Growth Boundaries 

An urban growth boundary (UGB), also referred to as an urban containment 

boundary, is a geographic border that facilitates development within its limits and 

directly restricts urban development outside of them (Addison, Zhang, & Coomes, 2013). 

Its purpose is to concentrate growth within a defined area and limit opportunities for 

additional urban sprawl. 

When applied to the context of affordable market housing, the implementation of 

strategies such as UGBs can — as theorized by both Cooley & Lacivita (1982) 

and Engle, Navarro, & Carson (1992) — influence the supply-demand dynamics of local 

housing markets. Although UGBs do not include a direct housing component, this type of 

regulation is theorized to reduce land and housing supply, thereby increasing housing 

costs and lowering housing affordability (Addison et al., 2013; Phillips & Goodstein, 

2000). Rose (1989), corroborating the earlier conclusions of Mercer & Morgan (1982), 

examined the impacts of several Californian growth regulations and reported that UGBs 
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had a statistically significant inflationary effect on land values. This conclusion is aligned 

with the findings of Knaap (1985), who reported that vacant single-family zoned land 

inside the UGB of Portland, Oregon sold for significantly more than land outside the 

boundary. Furthermore, both Knapp (1985) and Nelson (1986) concluded that price 

escalations of land values within the UGBs were a result of the land scarcity produced by 

the restriction. Not only are UGBs correlated with increased land prices, but these 

restrictions may also consequently inflate local housing markets. Empirical studies 

suggest that growth management boundaries may both increase housing prices and lower 

affordability (Nelson, 2000; Carruthers, 2002; Downs, 2002; Anthony, 2003; Anthony, 

2006; Woo & Guldmann, 2011). This inflationary relationship was demonstrated within 

the context of Portland’s growth boundary by Phillips & Goodstein (2000), who reported 

that the boundary created upward pressure on dwelling values. Similar effects were found 

by Cho, Chen, & Yen (2008) in Knoxville, Tennessee. Moreover, Landis (1986) found 

that housing price increases were correlated not only to UGBs but also their level of 

enforcement. In fact, Landis (1986) reported that in areas of study without rigid 

enforcement, the median price of housing was only moderately increased while, on the 

other hand, areas of study where UGBs were strictly enforced had new housing that was 

larger, more expensive, and less amenable to affordable housing units because, as Landis 

remarks, the land scarcity effects of the growth boundary resulted in their financial 

unfeasibility. Similarly, Fischel (1989), alluding to the financial impacts of UGBs, 

concludes that they may reduce economic development; a finding later corroborated by 

both Quigley & Raphael (2005) and Wu & Cho (2007), whose studies also find 

agreement in correlating increased median housing prices to the restriction of 
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developable land imposed by an UGB. Further internationally, the effects of Korean 

greenbelts have been widely studied, with the World Bank involved in some of the 

research. Key contributions are made by Hannah, Kim, & Mills (1993); Kim (1993); Son 

& Kim (1998); and Green, Malpezzi, & Vandell (1994). Together, these researchers 

conclude that Korean greenbelts are partly responsible, along with other elements of the 

country’s land use policy, for Korea’s relatively high dwelling prices (Brueckner, 2009). 

Although the above studies show that there is a significant correlation between 

growth boundaries and housing prices, UGBs do not in all cases cause increased housing 

scarcity and prices. As noted by Anthony (2016), the inflationary effects of UGBs 

generally materialize due to shortages of developable land within the boundary. Simply 

put, while UGBs do not necessarily cause housing scarcity and price inflation, these 

effects are largely dependent on the extent of the boundary itself. Typically, when UGBs 

are delineated, there is consideration for ensuring adequate areas of developable lands 

within the boundary to meet future housing demands for a predetermined number of 

years. For instance, growth boundaries in Oregon and Washington must include adequate 

developable land for a 20-year housing supply (Mathur, 2019). Such policies affirm the 

research of authors such as Knaap & Nelson (1992), who found that the growth boundary 

did not increase Portland's dwelling prices as housing supplies in the late 1980s were 

sufficient to meet the demand. This phenomenon was later corroborated by both Knapp & 

Hopkins (2001) as well as Carlson & Dierwechter (2007) who reported that if boundaries 

and their expansions can keep pace with population growth and market trends, 

inflationary effects on the housing market may be muted. In these two cases, however, 
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the studies’ conclusions seem to suggest the need for ambulatory growth boundaries in 

order to ease housing price inflation, which would undermine the primary objective of 

UGBs; that is, to contain urban sprawl. More specific are Nelson, Pendall, Dawkins, & 

Knaap (2002) who, after a comprehensive literature review, reported that UGBs may not 

have an inflationary effect on the housing market if they facilitate sufficient housing 

development to meet market demand. This finding is corroborated by Landis (2006) who, 

in examining the effects of growth boundaries in California, concluded that controls that 

do not lower housing production beyond regional demand may not inflict housing price 

inflation. Moreover, Aurand (2010) concluded that there is a positive relationship 

between housing affordability and policies that promote density, mixed land uses, and 

housing type variety; therefore, if such policies are implemented in conjunction with 

UGBs, the anticipated inflationary land price effects of growth boundaries may be 

mitigated.  

The above literature suggests that the presence of urban growth boundaries may 

be inflationary to housing prices in cases where insufficient residential land has been 

designated inside the boundary to keep pace with population growth and market trends. 

Nevertheless, there are a host of extraneous variables that may influence the feasibility 

and affordability benefits of a boundary’s expansion, and therefore prevent such a 

response from either materializing new development or providing intended improvements 

in housing affordability. First, as land outside UGBs are generally not serviced with 

municipal utilities, new development to be serviced with typical utilities such as water, 

sanitary sewerage, and stormwater infrastructure may directly incur these additional costs 
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— costs that would inevitably be borne by consumers in the price of a home or even 

prevent construction due to the potential financial unviability of projects. Alternatively, 

depending on the particular land use regime, servicing costs could be borne by 

municipalities, which may give jurisdictions a credible reason — that is, beyond simply 

an aversion to change — to constrict growth if municipal revenue streams cannot support 

additional or reallocated capital funds. This being so, expanding UGBs so to provide 

additional residential land within municipalities that have an insufficient elasticity in the 

supply of either residential land or housing does, theoretically, improve the elasticity of 

both residential land and, ultimately, housing. Future research should consider the 

feasibility of materializing new residential growth that is enabled through the expansion 

of UGBs so to confirm the extent to which such development is restricted by concomitant 

costs such as servicing. 

2.2.6. Development Standards 

Development standards prescribed within zoning laws also impact housing supply 

and affordability by limiting the supply of developable land. Minimum lot size, for 

instance, is a general element of zoning laws that artificially restricts the size a parcel of 

residential land so to prevent the creation of small residential lots, and thus density. 

Likewise, floor-area ratios (FARs) are another land use restriction that can have the effect 

of limiting density. Of course, the severity of minimum lot size and FAR regulations 

varies between residential zoning land uses, as well as localities. While such a regulation 

can be expected to have a similar effect on affordability as restrictive zoning, Dalton & 

Zabel (2011) used longitudinal data to find that increases in minimum lot size 



 

71 

requirements were followed by significant increases in the prices of associated real estate. 

Similarly, Song (2021) found that doubling the minimum lot area increased sales and rent 

prices by 14% and 6%, respectively, while also intensifying residential segregation. 

Conversely, Song (2021) evaluated a counterfactual zoning reform that halved minimum 

lot areas and found substantial increases in the supply of small and affordable homes, as 

well as reduced wealth and racial segregation – all while minimally affecting existing 

home values. 

Another consideration is that laws restricting the density of development through 

large minimum lot sizes and low FARs risk undermining other policy interventions aimed 

at curbing exclusionary zoning practices. Oregon, for instance, became the first state in 

the U.S. to pre-empt local single-family zoning when it required all localities (with at 

least 10,000 residents) to allow duplexes, and in some cases fourplexes, in every zone 

and therefore on each lot (Hamilton, 2020). This reform, as Hamilton (2020) describes, 

did not change the authority of municipalities to prescribe densities in other manners, 

however, such as by imposing large minimum lot sizes or requiring significant setbacks 

around new structures. Hence, changing some elements of zoning laws does not 

necessarily make housing construction feasible at lower prices – meaning that reforms 

that on paper appear to allow more housing to be built may not result in the flexibility 

homebuilders need to expand the supply of housing in localities (Hamilton, 2020). As the 

allowable built space on lots can remain the same, it remains to be seen how profitable it 

will be for homeowners or builders to subdivide land; however, Hamilton (2020) asserts 

that allowing larger structures could make more conversions more comfortable and 

profitable, thereby incentivizing development of additional housing supply. Moreover, 
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Affordability and Choice Today (2009) provides a practitioner’s guide to alternative 

development standards in Canada, suggesting reforms to lot size, configuration, and 

distribution, as well as parking in order to promote increased housing affordability, 

among other stated benefits. This is all to demonstrate that, apart from the general 

residential zoning of an area, large minimum lot sizes and low FARs can affect the 

availability of developable land and housing supply, leading to inflationary pressures on 

home values. Lastly, as Brueckner (2009) notes, it is important to note that restrictions on 

building heights have a demonstrated correlation with higher housing prices. 

2.2.7. Minimum Off-Street Parking Requirements 

Minimum off-street parking requirements are ubiquitous within zoning bylaws and 

are another form of regulation that has been empirically correlated with increased costs to 

homebuyers. Moreover, this effect has been shown to be more causal in nature relative to 

other regulations expanded on above. For instance, Jia & Wachs (1999), while 

controlling for other factors, found that housing units in San Francisco were more than 

10% more costly if they included off-street parking. Another study by Litman (1995) 

estimates that adding one parking space to a development unit increases the unit cost by 

12.5%. Additional research, such as Lubell (2003), suggest that onerous parking 

requirements are in some cases responsible for preventing the development of 

multifamily rental housing and can therefore have an inflationary effect on home values 

due to the minimizing effect on housing supply. The depth of research directly attributing 

parking requirements to higher housing and rent prices for consumers is extensive and 

includes a plethora of additional literature, including: Spivak (2018); Gabbe & Pierce 
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(2017a); The Center for Neighbourhood Technology (2016); Manville (2014); Manville, 

Beata, & Shoup (2013); Litman (2021c); London & Williams-Derry (2013); United 

States Government Accountability Office (2018); Ellen, Glaeser, Hanushek, Kahn, & 

Renn (2015); McDonnell, Madar, & Been (2011); Gabbe, Pierce, & Clowers (2020); Jia 

& Wachs (1990); Chester, Fraser, Matute, Flower, & Pendyala (2015); Brown, Mukhija, 

& Shoup (2020); Hess & Rehler (2021); Shoup (2014); Lehe (2018); Franco, Cutter, & 

Lewis (2020); Albert, Jones, Metcalf, & Thompson (2006); Kober (2020); The Institute 

for Affordable Housing Policy (2012); Andersson, Mandell, Thӧrn, & Gomér (2016); 

Shoup (2016); Portland, Oregon Bureau of Planning and Sustainability (2012); Shoup 

(1999); Willson (1995); Litman (2020); Wade, Cort, & Glaros (2004); Gavaldón (2014); 

Canepa & Karlin-Resnick (2015); Shoup (2015); Manville & Shoup (2010); Shoup 

(2020); and Gabbe & Pierce (2017b). 

Scharnhorst (2018), in comparing the density of parking and housing in cities across 

the U.S., found that parking densities in almost every city far exceeded population 

densities. While an American study, the authors’ findings call into question the 

immediate need for parking in Canadian cities – especially given the immediate need for 

additional residential land and housing, identified within recent community housing 

needs assessments, in many of these communities. Indeed, as much of the research above 

suggests, low-income families would stand to gain from additional housing supply; 

therefore, it is in many ways ironic that these developments be met with onerous parking 

restrictions when it is well established that low-income households own private vehicles 

at a disproportionately lower rate. Moreover, Litman (2021a) suggests that if policies 

reducing or eliminating required parking are paired alongside initiatives aimed at creating 
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denser neighbourhoods (where transportation costs are typically lower), low- and 

moderate-income households may experience improvements in both direct housing costs, 

as well as indirect cost measures such as transportation. This runs in tandem with 

research by Schuetz (2019) that demonstrates that long commutes are more common in 

expensive housing markets and, conversely, households living in more affordable 

housing markets are less subjected to transportation needs. Interestingly, where local 

authorization exists, housing projects are increasingly providing opt-out options to 

homebuyers who favour significantly discounting their sales price over owning an off-

street parking space (Metropolitan Planning, Environment, and Parks, 2012).  

2.2.8. Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) Restrictions 

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are an urban phenomenon that has, as Liebig, 

Koenig, & Pynoos (2006) describe, gained momentum on the policy agenda of all levels 

of government for the last several decades. For decades, as Brinig & Garnett (2013) note, 

well-documented parochialism in the land use context has represented the primary 

obstacle to increasing the supply of affordable housing options, especially in suburban 

jurisdictions. For a number of reasons, land use reforms targeting the development of 

ADUs theoretically represent an excellent vehicle for overcoming such parochialism. 

First, Brinig & Garnett (2013) provide that such reforms preserve the zoning pattern 

preferred by most homeowners – that is, those dominated by and protective of single-

dwelling residences. Secondly, particularly if the law requires the appearance of ADUs to 

match the materials and architecture of the principal dwelling or if there is a limit on the 

proportion of parcels that can include these types of units, neighbourhoods themselves 
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need not significantly change in appearance (Brinig & Garnett, 2013). Third, relative to 

multifamily housing projects, the risk of significant externalities resulting from the 

inclusion of ADUs as an affordable housing option ought to be far more minimal (Brinig 

& Garnett, 2013). Lastly, since the homeowner typically resides on the same property as 

the ADU, existing neighbourhood residents have far more power over the screening and 

supervision of tenants (Brinig & Garnett, 2013).  

Due in part to the reasons listed above, several governmental bodies have 

expanded the legality of ADUs in recent years. In the U.S., several states have passed 

legislation requiring localities to authorize ADUs, with others pre-empting local 

prohibitions to varying degrees (AARP Government Affairs, 2021). Locally, the City of 

Vancouver, with a view to increasing the rental housing stock while minimally disrupting 

existing neighbourhoods, rezoned single-family areas to allow small accessory dwellings 

behind residential structures in 2009 (Davidson, 2017). 

Empirically, studies suggest that government actions such as those described 

above are well suited to their overall housing goals (Maaoui, 2018). For instance, 

Ramsey-Musolf (2018) found that legalizing the production of ADUs did increase local 

housing inventory. Furthermore, Anacker & Niedt (2019) recognized the unique position 

of ADUs as a strategy to promote housing affordability in areas that have a high presence 

of aggressive growth controls. Moreover, the authors suggest that jurisdictional 

fragmentation in policy may negatively affect the readiness and willingness of 

contractors to design and build accessory units; in fact, it was recommended that where 

local officials support such housing measures, they consider standardizing regulations 

with adjacent jurisdictions to positively affect the production of ADUs (Anacker & Niedt, 
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2019). Others suggest that an increase in the production of ADUs, while primarily an 

affordability issue, can lead to the important production of dwelling units suitable for 

housing a disproportionately aging population (Liebig et al., 2006; Gagen, 2019; Nichols 

& Adams, 2013; Brinig, 2015; Duff, 2012; AARP Government Affairs, 2021). 

2.2.9. Short-Term Rental Restrictions 

Short-term rentals are relatively new to zoning laws across British Columbia. While 

businesses such as bed and breakfasts have been long included within zoning bylaws, 

new players in the short-term rental market such as popular booking website Airbnb are 

hypothesized to be placing pressure on local rental markets. This, as Mast (2021) 

discusses, is because new short-term rental listings may remove housing inventory from 

local long-term housing markets, which can exacerbate local shortages of rental housing 

and have an inflationary effect on nearby rents. While originally a theory, several 

empirical investigations into the effects of short-term rentals on local housing markets are 

beginning to share similar conclusions. Studies of short-term rentals in both New York 

City and New Orleans, for instance, found that such forms of tenure were associated with 

increased property values (Schuetz, 2021; Smith, 2021). Furthermore, Jha (2018) found 

that Airbnb units and similarly tenured establishments can significantly inflate property 

values. Additionally, it was also found that due to the uneven spatial market penetration 

of short-term rentals, such inflationary price impacts could inequitably affect low-income 

homebuyers, thereby deepening many cities’ housing crises (Jha, 2018). Further reading 

on this subject similarly points to platforms such as Airbnb resulting in net increases in 

either property prices or rents (Cortright, 2017; City of Victoria, n.d.; Government of 
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British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021). Importantly, it is of note that due to 

the lack of standard or broadly agreeable definition for short-term rentals, drawing clear 

conclusions on causality across geography is extremely difficult. 

Notably, several governments are presently limiting the impacts of short-term rentals 

in their communities. Internationally, touristic hotspots are increasingly leaning on short-

term rental restrictions or outright bans to preserve housing affordability for locals 

(Kayali, 2021). Locally, several B.C. municipalities (e.g., Squamish, Tofino, Vancouver, 

Victoria, and several others) employ similar restrictions on or requirements of short-term 

rentals, with varying degrees of intensity, as well as different degrees of pushback from 

local residents, as well as commerce and tourism organizations (Tourism Squamish & 

The Squamish Chamber of Commerce, 2022). 

2.2.10. Summary 

Clearly, the empirical research presented above suggests a strong positive 

correlation between the strictness of a particular land use regime and local housing prices 

and rents. Additionally, the research investigated demonstrates in many cases that the 

loosening of overly onerous land use restrictions in supply-constrained housing markets 

can promote an additional supply of dwelling units and an improvement in housing 

affordability. Despite this, it has been shown that for short-term rental restrictions in 

particular, regulation is positively correlated with housing availability and ultimately 

affordability. With this exception in mind, in the context of land use regimes acting to 

improve community affordability, the deregulation of land use controls, to some degree, 

ought to be seen as sound practice. In particular, restrictions that may be targeted for 
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adjustment in an effort to improve affordability include: zoning use restrictions; urban 

growth boundaries; minimum lot sizes, floor-area ratios, and other development 

standards; minimum parking requirements; restrictions on accessory dwelling units; and, 

finally, short-term rental unit controls. 

Several gaps exist within the present literature; foremost, the efficacy of various 

policy responses, relative to each other, to limited supply requires further research. Most 

fundamentally, additional research investigating the efficacy of the manners in which 

government forces have sought to encourage new supply would be helpful in providing 

direction to both housing researchers and policymakers. Furthermore, as demand 

pressures faced in urban areas are part of larger housing and labour markets, research is 

needed to assess whether addressing such issues at a higher scale of geography is 

effective. Specifically, surely not all supply needs to be added within the municipalities 

facing increased demands; rather, adding supply in neighbouring jurisdictions would in 

theory help to alleviate demand pressures experienced within localities. Accordingly, 

further investigation into the efficacy of different forms of regional housing efforts at 

moderating inflationary housing markets and in providing housing affordable to 

households of varying incomes would be of particular value. Thirdly, despite a wide base 

of both theory and empirical evidence supporting the phenomenon of filtering, the extent 

to which housing filters both up and down in Canadian submarkets would be important to 

understanding both the extent and the pace to which housing filters down to lower price 

points or up to higher income consumers. Lastly, policymakers would also benefit from 
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additional studies into the efficacy of varying strategies to protect the supply of existing 

affordable market housing from deterioration, demolition, or upward filtering. 

Furthermore, as much of the above research is generally of American context, 

whose study areas are often large metropolitan areas, literature directly investigating 

Canadian markets, especially smaller submarkets, would be of particular value in 

identifying good land use practices for promoting greater market housing affordability. In 

this view, the dominance of American evidence within the above literature review 

reflects a gap in the existing literature, as well as a limitation of the above literature 

review’s ability to identify good land use practice for promoting greater market housing 

affordability in small Canadian housing submarkets, such as that of Squamish, B.C. 

Clearly, differences between municipal, regional, provincial, and national land economics 

undoubtedly exist. For instance, American income tax policy allows for homeowners to 

deduct home mortgage interest from their income, while Canadian income tax policy 

does not allow for this (Internal Revenue Service, 2022; Grant, 2021). This being so, 

while the magnitude of general economic principles differ between various levels or 

geographies of government, the underlying relationships inherent to economic principles, 

such as the relationship between housing affordability and housing supply elasticity (see 

Figure 2.1), are likely to remain similar. Referenced literature that investigates land use 

policy outside the American context confirm the existence of similarities in the 

relationships between market housing affordability and individual land use regulations 

for American and international land use regimes; however, further international empirical 

evidence would strengthen this understanding (Andersson, Mandell, Thӧrn, & Gomér, 
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2016; Aurand, 2010; Brueckner, 2009; Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 

2018; Carruthers, 2002; Dericks & Koster, 2021; Government of British Columbia, 2019; 

Government of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021; Green, Malpezzi, & 

Vandell, 1994; Hannah, Kim, & Mills, 1993; Housing Affordability Task Force, 2022; 

Kim, 1993; Litman, 1995; Litman; 2020; Litman, 2021; New Zealand Ministry for the 

Environment, 2021; Perrault, 2021; Son & Kim, 1998). Empirical investigations 

regarding the relative strength of such relationships for Canadian submarkets would 

therefore be important for confirming the efficacy of land use policy decisions. For 

instance, while the relationship between housing affordability and housing supply 

elasticity is well understood, investigations into the magnitude of the market housing 

affordability impacts of adjusting land use policy so to promote greater housing supply 

elasticity would be of benefit to policymakers in assessing the efficacy of adjustments to 

land use policy. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

As the literature above has provided and reviewed a wide range of empirical data 

for a variety of topics that influence market housing affordability, it is useful to now 

apply the literature’s understandings in the context of local land use policy. In particular, 

due to the relationship between market housing affordability the elasticity of market 

housing supply, land use controls restricting housing elasticity will be a main 

consideration of the research. Importantly, this research is increasingly relevant to British 

Columbian communities, especially those that are experiencing growing populations, 

constrained housing supply, and worsening housing affordability. This relevance has 

been further explored above within section 1.4.  

The following research will investigate the interplay between market housing 

affordability and land use regulation by focusing on the community of Squamish, their 

land use regime’s restrictions on market housing supply elasticity, and its correlated 

impacts on housing affordability metrics. Demographic information will be provided in 

advance of a land use review to shed light on local housing, population, and economic 

conditions. Data sources used for demographic information include both the 2016 and 

2021 releases of Census information, as well as the District of Squamish’s most recent 

Housing Needs Assessment, published in 2018. As alluded to above, the research 

component of this text will be undertaken as a content review of the District of 

Squamish’s zoning bylaw, as well as other relevant land use policies. The objective of the 

research is to identify the primary actors within District land use policy that influence the 
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elasticity of market housing supply and conceptualize how they may be adjusted so to 

promote a greater elasticity of market housing supply and consequently, as the literature 

would suggest, the affordability of market housing. Specifically, policies to be analyzed 

include the urban containment boundary, residential zoning and development standards, 

commercial and mixed-use zoning and development standards, provisions for accessory 

dwelling units and other secondary suites, short-term rental policy, minimum off-street 

parking requirements, and density bonusing incentives. This content review reflects a 

strictly quantitative approach to research that thereby does not include provisions for 

supporting qualitative research. Data sources used throughout this research include 

District bylaw (i.e., zoning bylaw, OCP), District geographic information system (GIS) 

information, as well as District communications regarding proposed changes to zoning 

practices; namely, new density bonusing incentives and adjustments to existing policy 

restricting the supply of short-term rentals. 

Following the research in Chapter 4. Research, analysis will be provided within 

Chapter 5. Discussion & Analysis. Empirical evidence and, where applicable, consensus 

of the relationship between various land use regulations and the elasticity and 

affordability of market housing will be utilised to provide analysis of how the District of 

Squamish may adjust their existing land use policies and bylaws to better promote the 

elasticity and affordability of several typologies of market housing. Content exploring the 

financial equity between household incomes and residentially zoned lands so to guide this 

section’s overall discussion will be provided at the outset of this chapter. In addition, this 

analysis will utilise similar key sources cited throughout the preceding research; however, 
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a greater emphasis will be placed on visionary documents such as the municipal OCP in 

order to guide determinations of how closely existing land use policy aligns with the 

District’s visionary documents.  
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Chapter 4. Research 

4.1. Purpose 

The purpose of the following research is to study the strictness of the District of 

Squamish’s residential land use policy as a means for assessing how land use restrictions 

promote or restrict the elasticity and affordability of market housing. To reiterate, while 

subsidized forms of housing are critical to the affordability of a region’s housing stock, 

due to the economic needs of low-income households, the scope of the below research — 

in accordance with the above literature review — will be constrained to Squamish’s 

market housing options. Following the research, analysis will be provided regarding how 

Squamish’s land use policy may be adjusted to better align with sound practices indicated 

within the literature review to promote the elasticity and affordability of market housing. 

4.2. Demographics 

The District of Squamish is located along the Sea to Sky Highway between 

Vancouver and Whistler, nestled at the edge of the Howe Sound and surrounded by 

coastal mountains. Well known for its world-class recreation and mountain lifestyle, 

Squamish is home to 23,819 residents (Statistics Canada, 2021a). One of the fastest 

growing municipalities in the province, and indeed the country, Squamish has 

experienced soaring rates of population growth over the past two census cycles – reported 

at 13.7% and 22.2% in 2016 and 2021, respectively (Statistics Canada, 2016b; Statistics 

Canada, 2021a). This compares to provincial growth rates of 5.6% and 7.6% in 2016 and 
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2021, respectively, as well as a national average of 5.2% in 2021 (Statistics Canada, 

2016a; Statistics Canada, 2021b). Whereas the figures described above paint a clear 

picture of the population trend impacting Squamish’s housing market, further 

investigation sheds light on the upstream effects of this phenomenon. Specifically, 19.4% 

of Squamish residents reported to have immigrated to the area in the year prior to the 

2015 census count and, furthermore, it was also reported that 50.0% of residents had 

emigrated to the municipality in the five years leading up to the same count (Statistics 

Canada, 2016b). At face value, this information may not provide meaningful housing 

data; however, taken in the context of an increasingly scarce housing market, this data 

may indicate the displacement of existing residents by newer, wealthier residents – a 

phenomenon that the literature provided above would certainly support. Further research, 

however, would be necessary to confirm this. To be clear, the immigration of new 

residents into municipalities should not be scapegoated as the cause of housing 

unaffordability; rather, displacement would indicate an inability to retain appropriate 

elasticity in the region’s housing supply. Nevertheless, as a result of the community’s 

growth, Squamish has also experienced a rising population density which, in 2021, stands 

at 227.5 residents per square kilometre (Statistics Canada, 2021a).  

Not surprisingly, given both the recreation-driven nature of and the typically high 

housing values (the median single-detached and strata dwelling units are valued at $1.38 

million and $724,000, respectively) in the district, the median (2015) household pre-tax 

income in Squamish ($89,012) is significantly higher than the provincial average 

($69,995) (Chua, 2022; Statistics Canada, 2016b). Despite this, more than a quarter of 
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Squamish residents report spending 30% or more of their income on shelter costs, 

including over a third of tenant households (Statistics Canada, 2016b). Notably, the 

proportion of Squamish’s population that are a visible minority is less than half of that for 

the province as a whole – an unsurprising figure given the area’s historically Caucasian 

population (Statistics Canada, 2016b; Statistics Canada, 2016a). Despite this, rising 

housing costs in recent years undoubtedly act as a considerable financial barrier for those 

wishing to immigrate to the District and, consequently, as Canadian visible minorities are 

disproportionately low-income, their residential mobility will be hindered beyond that of 

the general population, possibly contributing to the District’s modest racial diversity 

(Statistics Canada, 2016c).  

The District of Squamish’s most recent housing needs assessment was published 

in 2018 and indicated a critical need for 488 and 720 new rental and ownership units, 

respectively (M’akola Development Services, 2018). Beyond this, the report remarks that 

the above figures are likely an undercount, and do not consider the latent demand for 

housing inferred by the community’s 0.3% vacancy rate, 9% rate of overcrowding, and 

7% proportion of dwellings requiring major repairs (M’akola Development Services, 

2018). Overall, the report recommends several mechanisms for improving affordability; 

namely, increased residential density, the diversification of housing options, additional 

supply of purpose-built rental dwellings, and policies that return short-term rental units to 

the long-term rental market.  

Importantly, a primary conclusion of the housing needs assessment is that 

Squamish’s housing market requires improved elasticity in its supply if it is to moderate 
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price increases from rising demand. Related to this, historical data from 2016 indicates 

that approximately 70% of Squamish’s existing housing stock (in 2016) was built prior to 

the 21st century (see Figure 4.1). Obviously, this does not represent the entirety of 

housing that was historically built, as much of the earlier-built dwellings will have been 

removed by 2016; however, this data illustrates that Squamish’s housing production has 

remained relatively stable. This suggests that Squamish’s historical land use practices are 

inefficient at responding to the greater levels of demand experienced in recent years, 

indicated by the presently near-zero vacancy rate within the district. 

 

Figure 4.1: Proportion of Existing Housing by Period of Construction – Squamish 

(Statistics Canada, 2016b). 
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Presently, Squamish’s built-up residential land use is predominantly characterized 

by low-density forms of housing (see Figure 4.2). In fact, approximately three quarters of 

households live in single-unit residential buildings, with the remainder living in denser 

forms of housing ranging from duplexes to small to medium sized apartment buildings 

(Statistics Canada, 2016b).  

 

Figure 4.2: Prevalence of Housing Typology – Squamish (Statistics Canada, 2016b). 

4.3. Land Use Review 

In assessing the efficacy of Squamish’s land use regime, a myriad of regulations 

should be considered, including the District’s urban containment boundary, zoning 
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policy, any actions regarding short-term rentals, as well as other interventions that impact 

local land economics. 

4.3.1. Growth Containment Boundary 

First, aside from a few parcels zoned for rural residential use, Squamish’s growth 

management boundary encompasses the built-up area of the District. This is shown 

within the District’s Growth Management map provided in Appendix B. Generally, there 

are opportunities for infill development both downtown and throughout the community as 

the District has not limited the buildable supply of land to an area that cannot feasibly 

meet the growing demand for dwellings. Importantly, and as will be expanded on below, 

the intensity of development within the containment boundary is, however, often heavily 

restricted.  

4.3.2. Residential Zoning 

Squamish’s zoning bylaw stipulates several residential zones, as well as numerous 

comprehensive development (CD) zones that also contribute to the District’s housing 

stock. Furthermore, some commercial zones include provisions for residential use, while 

other zoning codes that primarily regulate agriculture, institutional, and other uses feature 

provisions that promote the inclusion of caretaker units. Due to the difficulty in assessing 

the proportion of existing CD and non-residentially zoned parcels that currently utilise 

residential provisions provided in the zoning bylaw, assessing the effective extent of 

residential land use is challenging. First, commercial zones that allow for residential use 

may or may not currently provide residential units. Secondly, however, comprehensive 
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development zones apply a range of development standards and, as each zone is planned 

independently, it is impractical to derive singular land use characteristics (e.g., applied 

density) that applies across all CD zones. Consequently, when assessing Squamish’s 

current zoning policy, residential zoning codes will be primarily discussed. Secondary to 

this analysis, residential provisions within commercial zoning, as well as any incentives 

provided to induce the development of mixed-use builds will be examined.   

Squamish’s zoning bylaw prescribes thirteen residential zones, as indicated in 

Table 4.1. Rural residential zones RL-1 and RL-2 are not within the District’s growth 

management boundary and are moreover not designated within the OCP as lands for 

future residential neighbourhood use; therefore, these two codes will be excluded from 

this analysis.  

Table 4.1: District of Squamish – Residential Zoning Codes (District of Squamish, 

2022c). 

Designation Zone Intent 

RS-1 Residential 1 The intent of this zone is to accommodate single-unit 
dwellings on municipal water and sewer. 

RS-1A Residential 
1A 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate single-unit 
dwellings within the Veterans Land Act (VLA) 
Subdivision. 

RS-2 Residential 2 The intent of this zone is to accommodate single-unit 
dwellings and two-unit dwellings on municipal water 
and sewer. 
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RS-3 Residential 
Small Lot 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate single-unit 
dwellings on small lots on municipal water and sewer. 
(Bylaw 2241, 2012) 

RM-1 Multiple Unit 
Residential 1 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate low density 
multi-unit development. (Bylaw 2235, 2012) 

RM-2 Multiple Unit 
Residential 2 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate medium 
density multi-unit development. (Bylaw 2235, 2012) 

RM-3 Multiple Unit 
Residential 3 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate apartment 
development. 

RM-4 Mixed 
Multiple Unit 
Residential 

The intent of this zone is to provide for a mix of 
housing forms in a comprehensively planned 
neighbourhood. (Bylaw 2614, 2018) 

RM-5 Multiple Unit 
Residential 5 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate low rise 
apartment development and neighbourhood 
commercial. (Bylaw 2742, 2020) 

RMH-1 Residential 
Mobile Home 
Park 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate mobile home 
park development. 

RMH-2 Residential 
Modular 
Home 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate single-unit 
dwelling and modular homes, on municipal water and 
sewer. 

RL-1 Rural 
Residential 1 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate rural 
residential development and accessory uses. 

RL-2 Rural 
Residential 2 

The intent of this zone is to accommodate rural 
residential development and accessory uses. 

 Between each of the above residential zones, there are distinct differences in the 

allowable development characteristics. For instance, the maximum floor-area ratios of 
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less dense forms of housing are noticeably small and therefore promote household 

dispersion, rather than density. As discovered in the above literature review, the 

minimum size of lots, maximum lot coverage area, and the number of units permissible 

per lot all act on the affordability of housing by limiting the supply of buildable land. 

This relationship between these zoning characteristics and Squamish’s land use policy is 

illustrated below in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2: Residential Zoning Code Characteristics – Squamish (District of Squamish, 

2022c). 

Designation Permissible 

FAR 

Units per Lot Minimum Lot 

Size (square 

metre) 

Maximum Lot 

Coverage 

RS-1 0.3 1 690 33% 

RS-1A Same as RS-1 

RS-2 0.3 2 690 33% 

RS-3 0.3 1 250 37% 

RM-1 0.4 2 1600 33% 

RM-2 0.53 2 2400 40% 

RM-3 0.67 n/a 3000 50% 

RM-4 0.60 4 1500 40% 

RM-5 0.13 12 10,000 25% 
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RMH-1 20 units per 
Ha 

40 20,000 40% 

RMH-2 0.3 n/a 558 33% 

RL-1 Not within growth boundary 

RL-2 Not within growth boundary 

RS-1 and RS-1A zoning effectively administer the same land use scheme and 

collectively amount to approximately 54% of Squamish’s residentially zoned lands. The 

base maximum floor-area ratio (FAR) for these zones is 0.3, meaning that a lot sized at 

the minimum permissible area of 690m2 would be able to accommodate one 207m2 

(679ft2) dwelling. If that same dwelling is to include an accessory dwelling unit, the 

permissible FAR is increased to 0.33, which provides homebuilders with approximately 

an additional 21m2 (68ft2) of residential living space. Interestingly, there are provisions 

within the zoning bylaw to increase the permissible FAR from 0.3 to 0.45 (0.33 to 0.50 

for dwellings with an ADU) for low carbon buildings. Also of note not only for this zone, 

but for the wider array of low-density zones that authorize the provision of accessory 

units, is that ADUs are restricted to nearly a third of the height of the principal building, 

which may impact both the suitability of these dwellings for larger households and the 

economic viability of constructing and maintaining the units. 

Provisions within RS-2 zoning essentially use RS-1 zoning as a template, with 

added language that permits very gentle density through (a) duplexes, (b) triplexes on 

corner lots, and (c) cottage clusters (4 to 10 units) for lots of a higher minimum area.  
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Similar to RS-2 zoning, the RS-3 code shares many of its characteristics with RS-

1 zoning as it is intended for the same use – single-unit dwellings – albeit, on 

significantly smaller lots. Due to this reduction in maximum permissible lot size, the 

proportion of the lot that may be covered by a dwelling is marginally greater than for RS-

1 lands. Note that, as FARs are relative to the size of the lot, no adjustment in permissible 

FAR is needed to adjust for the smaller parcel. Unlike other single-dwelling zones, RS-3 

lands are subject to lower maximum building heights and provisions that limit the 

residential capacity of the uppermost storey.  

Multiple unit residential codes RM-1 through RM-5 all permit varying intensities 

of development generally of greater and higher use of lands than the residential codes 

described to this point. First, RM-1 zoning, a code intended for two-unit and townhome 

dwellings, requires a minimum lot size well over double what the analogous area is for 

RS-2 zones and even two RS-1 parcels. Similar to these zones, RM-1 zoning also 

employs a maximum lot coverage of 33%. Despite this similarity, RM-1 lands are 

permitted a higher FAR, thereby theoretically allowing for more residential living space 

to be built vertically. Importantly, these zones are restricted to a maximum height of 

10.68m – slightly higher than RS-1 and RS-2 lands that are restricted to 9m. Similar to 

the lower density zones discussed above, this zone also applies a 50% density bonus for 

low carbon builds. Despite this, residential construction on RM-1 lands is subject to 

larger setbacks than for lower-density zones. Furthermore, new builds are required to 

ensure that exterior patios matching or exceeding 10% of the gross floor area of the 

dwelling are provided. 
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RM-2 zoned lands, while similarly allowing for two-unit dwellings and 

townhouses, also permit apartment buildings. Importantly, provisions for apartments are 

restricted to two specific lots within the District and the net number of units permissible 

between the two totals to fifty-three dwellings. Consequently, whereas the two lots 

permitting apartments may exhibit a higher and better use of the land, the remainder of 

the RM-2 zone experiences a similar residential land use as RM-1 lands; however, with a 

50% greater minimum lot size, 7% greater maximum lot coverage, and 0.13 greater FAR. 

As RM-2 lands do not permit a wider arrangement of housing types (aside from the two 

lots mentioned above), the population density of this zone can in effect be lesser than for 

RM-1 lands, as higher gross floor areas per dwelling (for two-unit dwellings) are 

promoted by the above zoning characteristics. For townhome developments, however, 

this zone does in fact permit greater density and a higher use of the residential land. Other 

zoning characteristics of note for this zone include large rear and side setbacks, above or 

akin to the large front setback requirements for RS-1 lands, as well as provisions for 

exterior patio features of a minimum area. Importantly, both apartment-permitting lots, as 

well as two other lots exclusively for two-unit or townhouse development, apply rental 

tenure zoning. This additional zoning provision would, for the two lots permitting 

apartment development, require that all units be purpose-built rentals. In contrast, other 

RM-2 lots (where apartment buildings are not permissible) either (a) do not apply 

residential tenure zoning or (b) apply a threshold of units that would be required as 

purpose-built rentals.  
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Similar to the two multiple-unit residential zones discussed above, RM-3 lands 

also apply large setbacks and provisions for an exterior patio of a minimum area. This 

zoning code, however, is intended primarily for the residential development of 

apartments. A such, the base maximum FAR for these lands is 0.67 (rising to 1.0 for low 

carbon builds) – the highest of the residential zones and just above double that of single-

dwelling zones. RM-3 lands also exhibit the highest permissible height for a principal 

building at 15m. Presently, this zone is applied to twelve lots within the district, three of 

which are subject to residential tenure zoning, wherein developments must build a 

minimum threshold of purpose-built rentals before they are permitted to include market 

units within the projects. 

In contrast to the multiple-unit residential zones discussed above, RM-4 lands are 

intended for the development of a mix of housing types within a comprehensively 

planned neighbourhood. As it is presently applied, this zoning exclusively impacts two 

lots that are a part of the future Garibaldi Springs development. These lands are subjected 

to a lesser FAR than RM-3 lands discussed above and, for areas within this zone’s 

cottage sub-zone, this ratio is decreased even further to 0.45. Likewise, while the zone 

generally permits a 40% lot coverage, this is decreased to 30% for the cottage sub-zone. 

Other factors within the zoning bylaw that affect the supply of housing within this zone 

include large setbacks of over 9m between buildings and their side lot lines, as well as 

provisions preventing habitable space above the first storey in cottage dwelling units. The 

most direct factor limiting the supply of housing in this zone is, however, the District’s 

cap on the number of dwellings within these lands, which is 310 units.  
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Undoubtedly the most peculiar residential zone, RM-5 lands are intended for 

apartment dwellings or neighbourhood commercial. The term or is the operative word 

here, as the conditions of use for neighbourhood commercial specify that it cannot exist 

on the same parcel as apartment dwellings. Despite being intended for commercial and 

apartment buildings, this zone is generally characterized by low density development. To 

elaborate, the zone’s FAR is by far the lowest of any residential zone in Squamish (at 

nearly a third of that for single-family zoned lots), the maximum permissible lot coverage 

is again the lowest of all zones at 25%, and the minimum lot size is one hectare 

(10,000m2). Despite the low FAR, the District also restricts the density of apartments by 

restricting their development to a maximum of twelve units within the minimum one-

hectare lot. In practice, this zone has the effect of limiting density beyond even 

traditionally exclusive zones, such as RS-1 lands. As RS-1 lands have a minimum lot area 

of 690m2, single-dwelling units could exist at a density of fourteen units per hectare, 

above that of RM-5 lands’ twelve units per hectare. In addition to the significant FAR 

restriction, buildings on RM-5 lands are only permitted a height of 8m – lower than 

permissible heights of low-density zones such as RS-1. Furthermore, all setbacks within 

RM-5 lands are equal to the largest (front) setback applied within RS-1 parcels.  

Having discussed all of the multiple-unit residential zones, the final codes to be 

considered are RMH-1 and RHM-2 lands. RMH-1 zoning is intended to accommodate 

mobile home park development. This zone does not apply the use of a FAR; rather, 

District bylaw specifies that the maximum permissible density is twenty units per hectare 

(twenty-two units if appropriate common area is included). Considering this, RMH-1 
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lands’ density provisions permit a marginally greater use of the land when compared to 

RS-1 lands, that also permit the exclusive development of single-unit dwellings. While 

permitting a slightly greater density, the minimum area for a mobile home space is 

325m2, under half of that for RS-1 zones. Setback requirements, in contrast, are more 

burdensome for RMH-1 parcels, with all setbacks equal to the largest (front) setback for 

RS-1 zoned lands. While restrictive in nature, these setback requirements would not 

likely be a considerable factor in the provision of additional housing supply, however, as 

the limiting factor to RMH-1 lands providing additional residential density are, clearly, 

the direct unit cap placed on these parcels by the District. 

Lastly, RMH-2 lands are intended for the development of single-unit dwellings, 

including modular homes, but excluding mobile homes (which are provided under RMH-

1 zoning). This code is quite similar in characteristics to RS-1 zoning as it applies the 

same FAR, density bonusing, and minimum lot coverage regulations. Notably, the 

minimum lot size for RMH-2 lands is nearly 20% below that of RS-1 parcels, permitting 

those wishing to build single-unit housing the opportunity to do so on smaller, more 

economically sized lots. In alignment with the smaller permissible lots, setback 

requirements in this zone are also reduced relative to those required in the RS-1 zone. 

Of the eleven residential zoning codes described above, five classifications (RS-1, 

RS-1A, RS-3, RMH-1, and RMH-2) restrict residential development to one-unit 

dwellings. Likewise, RS-2 zoning restricts residential development to either one- or two-

units. In contrast, a total of five residential zoning codes exist for multi-unit residential 

development, resulting in the residential land base proportions illustrated in Figure 4.3.  
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Figure 4.3: District of Squamish Residentially Zoned Land Base (District of Squamish, 

2022b). 

As per Figure 4.4, the proportion of Squamish’s total residentially zoned land that 

permits the exclusive development of one-unit dwellings is 55%, with an additional 7% 

of the residential land base being oriented toward either one- or two-unit development. 

Conversely, 38% of the District’s residential land base is zoned for multiple-unit 

residential development.  
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Figure 4.4: Proportion of Residentially Zoned Lands by Number of Units Permitted 

(District of Squamish, 2022b). 

While the figures above are accurate, it is important to note that the primary value 

of higher density housing forms such as apartments and other multiple-unit buildings is 

that they increase a given area’s housing supply; therefore, considering the density 

permitted in multiple-unit residential zones is critical to assessing whether these lands 

have the capacity to produce greater numbers of dwellings. As previously indicated, RM-

5 zoned lands permit residential development at a lesser overall density than RS-1 lands; 

therefore, it is not realistic to expect these lands to provide improved elasticity in the 

supply of buildable land or, eventually, housing. Furthermore, the lands’ topographies 

suggest that building on the currently undeveloped lots may be difficult and expensive 

due to the challenging contours of the terrain (see Figures 4.5 and 4.6).  
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Figure 4.5: First of Two RM-5 Zoned Lots (District of Squamish, 2022b). 
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Figure 4.6: Second of Two RM-5 Zoned Lots (District of Squamish, 2022b). 

In turn, any added design and construction costs as a result of potentially 

challenging topography would be passed onto the eventual consumers of the built 

dwellings. Ultimately, while adding much needed units to Squamish’s housing market, 

these lands’ development will not, as currently zoned, result in a great influx of housing 

supply, and furthermore, housing affordability may be difficult to promote due additional 

costs that the challenging terrain of the RM-5 zone may impose on development. Further 

economic pro forma analysis would, however, be beneficial to confirming this 

observation. Considering the above, if the proportion of residentially zoned land 

exclusively permitting one-dwelling development is adjusted so to include zones, such as 
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RM-5, that apply a lesser density than RS-1 lands, the inclusiveness of residentially 

zoned lands is considerably reduced (see Figure 4.7).  

 

Figure 4.7: Proportion of Residentially Zoned Lands by Number of Units Permitted, 

adjusted for RM-5 Zoning (District of Squamish, 2022b). 

As Figure 4.7 illustrates, 88% of Squamish’s residentially zoned land is directed 

toward a density that incentivizes either (a) one-unit dwellings or (b) multiple-unit 

development at a density lesser than that of single-family zoning. Similarly, 95% of the 

residentially zoned lands are for the same two uses, as well as the development of two-

unit dwellings. As a result, only 5% of the District’s residentially zoned land allows for 

multiple-unit development at a greater overall density than single-family zoned areas. 

Furthermore, RM-4 land in particular face similarly financially burdensome topography 
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as the RM-5 lots discussed earlier (see Figures 4.8 and 4.9). Again, this indicates that 

higher-than-average design and construction costs may be expected, resulting in higher 

net costs to consumers. 

 

Figure 4.8: First of Two RM-4 Zoned Lots (District of Squamish, 2022b). 
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Figure 4.9: Second of Two RM-4 Zoned Lots (District of Squamish, 2022b). 

4.3.3. Commercial & Mixed-Use Zoning 

In total, thirteen commercial zoning codes exist in Squamish, with an additional 

two zones oriented toward mixed use districts. Of these codes, four commercial zones, as 

well as the two mixed use district zones, also permit residential development. Information 

regarding the development of residential units within these zones is provided below. 

First, C-1 zoning (referred to as Local Commercial) is intended to provide 

convenience shopping serving immediately surrounding neighbourhoods and is one of 

four commercial zones to permit apartments as a principal use. This zone applies near-

identical minimum lot size, maximum building height, and minimum setback 

requirements as low-density single-dwelling zones such as RS-1. In contrast to these low-

density zones, C-1 zoning does however permit a somewhat greater FAR at 0.5 (rising to 

0.75 for low carbon builds), and a higher maximum lot coverage of 50%. Additionally, 

three parcels within this zone apply residential tenure zoning that ensures that any 



 

106 

residential development is to earmark dwellings below a given unit threshold as purpose-

built rentals.  

In contrast to low-density C-1 zoning, the C-4 zone (referred to as Downtown 

Residential) generally allows for the greater and higher use of land. Intended for a variety 

of shopping, entertainment, and tourism activities in the downtown area, this zoning code 

also permits apartments as a principal use – provided that the building meets a minimum 

employment area of 25% of the gross floor area. Minimum lot sizes are relatively small 

for this zone at 279m2. FARs are applied in a more complex manner, being dependent 

both on lot size and the extent of the employment space provided. At a minimum, 

however, a FAR of 1.0 is permissible and this may rise as high as 2.5 (the range is 

adjusted to between 1.5 and 3.0 for low carbon buildings). Notably, exceptions are 

provided to two large downtown lots that are subject to a lower FAR of 0.5. These 

parcels currently provide ample surface parking near the gateway to downtown and, as 

such, this regulation may be intended to maintain some of this surface parking, among 

other objectives, whenever these sites are subject to redevelopment. Lastly of note is that 

the C-4 zone also applies residential tenure zoning to a number of lots in a similar manner 

to how it is applied for C-1 lands. 

Next, C-10 zoning (referred to as Artisan Village) also permits apartment 

buildings as a principal use, while allowing for home occupation and live-work units as 

well. These lands are intended to provide for a broad mix of uses, including living, 

working, commerce, and leisure activities. While this zone applies a higher minimum lot 

size (929m2), the maximum lot coverage is 75% and building height is permitted as high 
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as 14.6m. Additionally, the zone employs relatively more lenient setbacks relative to RS-

1 lands and, moreover, the FAR for the zone is 1.4. It is noteworthy that multiple lots, 

however, are subject to a more stringent FAR of 0.9. 

Finally, the last commercial zone that permits apartments as a principal use is C-

13. Also referred to as Neighbourhood Node Commercial, these lands are intended to 

provide for neighbourhood commercial uses and market rental uses in neighbourhood 

nodes. Both this zone’s regulations regarding minimum lot size, as well as its maximum 

building height, are identical to the RS-1 single-dwelling zone – with setback 

requirements being similarly stringent as well. Although this is to suggest that these lands 

are oriented toward low-density use, C-13 zones do, however, apply a greater maximum 

lot coverage (50%) and higher FAR (0.8) relative to RS-1 regulations. Other important 

provisions within this code include that (a) all apartment buildings are to provide a 

minimum of 25% of the building’s gross floor area for commercial use and, (b) all 

apartments within this zone be subject to residential tenure restrictions. 

Two other zones exist in Squamish for promoting residential units within 

commercially oriented buildings. First, MUD-1 zoning (referred to as Mixed Use 

District) is intended to accommodate a mixture of uses; namely, light industrial 

(production, distribution, and repair), office, and limited commercial and multi-unit 

residential development. This zone is used sparingly within the District, exclusively 

applying to a handful of adjacent lots (see Figure 4.10). Overall, these parcels are subject 

to similar land use restrictions as the C-10 code described above; albeit with a greater 

permissible building height (16m). Residential density is restricted differently among the 
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three areas illustrated in Figure 4.10. For Area 1, one live-work unit is permitted per 

commercial unit, while the gross floor area of live-work units is not to exceed 50% of 

that of commercial units. Furthermore, all live-work units are restricted to the third storey 

of the building or higher. For Areas 2 and 3, similar restrictions are imposed, except live-

work units are permitted to make up 75% of the gross floor area of commercial units. 

Importantly, density bonuses are afforded to builders in exchange for either (a) a higher 

ratio of live-work units to commercial units or, (b) a significant increase in the gross floor 

area of live-work units, as well as provisions allowing such units to occupy up to 60% of 

the building’s second storey. 

 

Figure 4.10: MUD-1 Zones and The Three Areas Guiding Their Residential Density 

(District of Squamish, 2022c). 
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The last zone to be considered within this section of the research is MUD-2 

zoning. Also referred to as Creative Mixed Use District zoning, these lands are intended 

to accommodate a creative mixed-use district comprised of artisan studios, offices, 

service commercial, and light industrial mixed with multi-family residential. This zone 

applies minimal setback requirements (between 0m and 2.5m), a maximum lot coverage 

of 60%, and a maximum building height of 10.68. Interestingly, this is the only zone 

considered within this review to implement a maximum lot size (1,120m2), suggesting 

that more economically sized lots may be created under this zone relative to what may be 

provided without this provision. Residential density is regulated through a provision 

stipulating that the maximum gross floor area for live-work and apartment use is not to 

exceed 50% of the building’s total gross floor area. Density bonusing mechanisms are 

provided, however, so to promote either (a) housing agreements being registered on title 

securing a minimum of 20% of all residential units as purpose-built rentals or, (b) a 

dedication of a minimum of 20% of the lot area as common useable open space. These 

two mechanisms are applied differently, however, with the former permitting an 

additional 20% of the building’s gross floor area to be used toward residential units, and 

the latter permitting 10%.  

Alluded to at the beginning of this research, Comprehensive Development (CD) 

zones were not considered in this land use review. Furthermore, caretaker units within 

non-residential and non-commercial zones were also not considered. Moreover, the 

University Housing zone was also not considered within this land use review, primarily 

as this housing option operates as a restricted market for enrolled university students. 
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Lastly, recreation vehicle parks, campgrounds, and other accommodation intended for 

commercial tourism use were not within the scope of this zoning analysis. 

4.3.4. Accessory Dwelling Units, Multi-Unit Flex Units, & Secondary 

Suites 

Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are permitted in all zones within the District 

that allow for a single-unit dwelling. Parcels are limited to one ADU and must provide an 

additional off-street parking space for this unit. The units themselves are to be attached to 

the principal dwelling and are limited to a height of 4.58m and may not exceed a gross 

floor area of 50m2 (90m2 for lots of minimum 2,000m2 that meet given renewable energy 

provisions or energy efficiency standards).  

Multi-unit flex units are relatively new to Squamish and are described as rental 

suites within two-unit dwellings and townhomes. Similar to ADUs, these units require a 

designated off-street parking space. Flex units are also required to be of a greater gross 

floor area than 40m2.  

Similar to ADUs, secondary suites are permitted in all zones that allow for a 

single-unit dwelling. Furthermore, these suites are also limited to one per parcel and are 

required to provide an off-street parking space. 

4.3.5. Short-Term Rental Policy 

Short-term residential rental units, as indicated by research reviewed in Chapter 

2. Literature Review, can have the effect of removing dwellings from a locality’s long-
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term housing market. A key outcome of the District of Squamish’s latest housing needs 

assessment was to discourage and regulate short-term vacation rentals. Consequently, in 

recent years, Squamish has indeed imposed restrictions on short-term rentals. First, short-

term rentals within the District are restricted to principal residences; therefore, a range of 

housing options remain entirely within the long-term housing market, including 

secondary suites, caretaker dwellings, accessory dwelling units, and multi-flex units. 

Several additional limitations to short-term rentals are imposed by the District, including 

that (a) the residence must be owner-occupied, (b) a business license is required as a 

precondition of a unit’s marketing, and (c) additional off-street parking must be provided 

for the short-term unit. Despite these restrictions, the District does, however, issue up to 

thirty short-term rental temporary-use permits annually which allow for short-term rentals 

to be provided within non-principal residences. This number is subject to monitoring and 

adjustment, however, with the 2022 cap on temporary use permits set at eighteen. 

4.3.6. Minimum Off-Street Parking Requirements 

Off-street parking requirements are a common specification within municipal land 

use policy that condition the permitting of development, be it residential or otherwise, to 

the contribution of a given number of parking spaces on private property. As discussed in 

Chapter 2. Literature Review, this directly impacts the affordability of residential units 

due to higher design and construction costs that are passed onto homebuyers. In 

Squamish, low-density dwellings are typically required to provide two spaces, with an 

additional compulsory space if the parcel also contains an accessory dwelling unit. 

Higher density living space generally correlates with less stringent requirements and can 
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in some circumstances be based on the number of bedrooms within a unit. An exception 

to this is for RM-4 zoning, which requires more stringent parking requirements than is 

otherwise compulsory for higher density development. Specifically, this zoning code 

stipulates that townhomes are to be provided with two spaces per unit, above the 1.25 to 

2.00 range prescribed elsewhere in the bylaw. By contrast, affordable housing units 

within this zone need only provide parking spaces in accordance with bylaw standards. 

Standard parking requirements prescribed within Squamish’s zoning bylaw are described 

within Figure 4.11 below. 
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Figure 4.11: Minimum Off-Street Parking Requirements – Squamish (District of 

Squamish, 2022c). 
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4.3.7. Density Bonusing 

Historically, the District of Squamish has not applied a density bonusing 

mechanism as a part of its land use policy. Recently, however, the District has taken 

strides to study two variations of density bonusing, a Low Carbon Incentive and a Smart 

Growth Neighbourhood Incentive, with the former already approved by Council. 

 First, the Low Carbon Incentive program is intended as a mechanism through 

which the District can promote energy efficiency in residential buildings. Developments 

making use of this program would incorporate appliances that utilise energy derived from 

low carbon sources such as electricity instead of high carbon fossil fuels such as natural 

gas. Applied to the vast majority of residential zones and commercial zones permitting 

residential apartments as a principal use, this incentive reduces the permitted density 

(below the FARs that existed before the approval of this incentive) by one third for 

buildings that use high carbon sources. By contrast, developments that exclusively 

incorporate low carbon sources would be permitted to achieve full density. In developing 

this program, the District considered four primary factors. First, the anticipated 

effectiveness of the program was analyzed for how successful this program would be at 

directly eliminating greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions associated with building 

operations. Secondly, the extent to which this policy would be costly and onerous for 

developers to administer was also considered. Moreover, from a municipal perspective, it 

was critical to also investigate the difficultly of implementing and administering the 

mechanism over time. Lastly, the program’s applicability to both low-density and higher-
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density residential and mixed-use development was also studied. Ultimately, the program 

was adopted by District Council in April of 2021.  

Similar to the Low Carbon Incentive, District Staff have also been engaged on a 

proposed Smart Growth Neighbourhood Incentive. By contrast, this incentive does not 

apply broadly across zones but would rather affect given areas within Squamish, 

illustrated in Figure 4.12. Importantly, this incentive is only available to development that 

has also utilized the Low Carbon Incentive. Overall, the intention of this program is to 

incentivize development in existing residential areas along the core transit network in 

order to encourage residential density that supports more frequent transit service. 

Additionally, this incentive would promote the gentle addition of density into established 

neighbourhood nodes in order to support a mix of shops, services, and transit 

connectivity within a walkable area. This density would be supported through provisions 

for duplexes and triplexes in areas zoned exclusively for single-unit dwellings, as well as 

permit additional floor space in multi-family projects. Another characteristic of this 

policy is that the District would require a cash amenity contribution of 50% of the 

increased value achieved through the density bonus so to capture a portion of the 

resulting land lift (the increase in the value of a property). This value is based on an 

analysis of relevant costs, fees, and profit margins. Hard costs assumed a low carbon 

energy source and were verified with a selection of local developers. Moreover, the 

analysis also incorporated municipal fees, financing, other soft costs, and developer profit 

margins. This analysis aided the District in estimating the anticipated land lift that would 

be experienced through this density bonusing system and the resulting assumption was 
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that 50% of this value could be captured via the contribution of municipal amenities. 

Several additional assumptions were made in the development of this policy, including 

quick residential absorption rates and high average sale values, which may over time 

change and consequently lead to shortfalls in the captured land lift. In contrast to the Low 

Carbon Incentive, this proposed program is yet to be adopted by District Council. 

 

Figure 4.12: Proposed Extent of Squamish’s Smart Growth Neighbourhood Incentive 

(District of Squamish, 2020). 
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Chapter 5. Discussion & Analysis 

5.1. Purpose 

The purpose of the following discussion and analysis is to apply sound land use 

practices indicated within Chapter 2. Literature Review to my case study research 

provided in Chapter 4. Research so to inform how the District of Squamish may adjust its 

land use policy to better promote the elasticity and affordability of market housing so to 

better align with the community’s vision for housing affordability, as described in the 

OCP (District of Squamish, 2022a).  

This is important as the research above suggests that severe land use inequities exist 

in Squamish. This is furthermore evident by comparing housing prices to the proportion 

of Squamish resident households that can afford to purchase at these prices. Despite 

Squamish’s median household pre-tax income of $89,012 being approximately 27% 

higher than the provincial average, resident households possess a wide range of incomes, 

as illustrated by Figure 5.1. Utilising this income group data, the proportion of Squamish 

households that can afford various housing prices were determined and are illustrated 

below in Figure 5.2.  
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Figure 5.1: Household Income Groups – Squamish (Statistics Canada, 2016b). 

 

 

HOUSEHOLD INCOME GROUPS -

SQUAMISH

$0 - $19,999 $20,000 - $39,999 $40,000 - $59,999

$60,000 - $79,999 $80,000 - $99,999 $100,000 - $124,999

$125,000 - $149,999 $150,000 - $199,999 $200,000 and above
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Figure 5.2: Proportion of Households That Can Afford Housing Prices – Squamish 

(Statistics Canada, 2016b). 

Affordability values in Figure 5.2 were determined by assessing the minimum 

household income required to afford a given purchasing price. This was calculated using 

an equation, expressed linearly below: 

H = (((P * I * (1 + I)n) / ((1 + I)n – 1))) / (0.3)) * (12) 

where: 

H = the minimum household income required to afford the housing unit; 

P = the principal loan amount;  

I = the monthly interest rate; and, 

n = the total number of mortgage payments. 
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Various assumptions were made in the development and application of this equation 

which together imply that the values illustrated in Figure 5.2 are to be interpreted as a 

liberal estimate; that is, one in which the affordability of units may be exaggerated. To 

expand, homebuyers were assumed to be able to afford a down payment equaling 20% of 

the purchase price, which at its face is a clearly optimistic expectation for many 

households. Moreover, a monthly mortgage payment frequency over a twenty-five-year 

amortization period was assumed; albeit a thirty-year amortization period would in 

practice be permitted in cases when homebuyers can afford a 20% down payment. The 

annual mortgage rate was assumed to be equal to the Bank of Canada’s minimum 

qualifying mortgage rate under the stress test, which is 5.25%. In practice, however, this 

minimum qualifying mortgage rate could be higher as the rate is determined by the 

greater value of either (a) the federal stress test’s minimum qualifying rate of 5.25% or, 

(b) the negotiated rate plus 2%. This provision would especially apply to those 

homebuyers with lower credit scores and who therefore may be subject to higher 

mortgage rates. Another limitation of these calculations is that they do not consider 

several other expenses, such as CMHC Mortgage Loan Insurance, homeowner insurance, 

land transfer tax, additional closing costs, expenses associated with housing (i.e., utility 

payments), property taxes, title insurance, strata fees, and legal, home inspection, and 

appraisal fees. These are all expenses that should be considered as a part of housing costs 

when assessing a household’s maximum gross debt service. BC Housing’s value of 30% 

of household pre-tax income was used to determine maximum gross debt service (BC 

Housing, n.d. b). This rate may vary slightly between organizations and financial 

institutions; however, 30% of pre-tax income is generally understood to represent the 
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upper limit of affordability for housing expenses. Financial institutions may also impose 

limitations on borrowing as a function of income (i.e., by limiting borrowing to a given 

multiple of a household’s income), posing an additional constraint on the borrowing 

power of households aiming to secure a mortgage that represents the upper limit of 

appropriate housing costs (30% of income). Lastly, although the most current data was 

used for this analysis, it is important to consider that the data represented within Figures 

5.1 and 5.2 are 2015 census values. 

 Importantly, the data illustrated in Figure 5.2 reveals important considerations in 

assessing the affordability of Squamish’s ownership options for market housing. First, 

nearly one in every five Squamish households are not able to afford market housing at or 

above a $210,000 purchase price, which when taken in the context of a near-zero vacancy 

rate indicates a need for growth in not only market housing supply, but also the 

production of subsidized dwelling units. In contrast, the median household in Squamish – 

with a pre-tax income of $89,012 – can at maximum afford market units at a sales price at 

or below $465,000. Median housing prices, however, far exceed this price as per BC 

Assessment’s 2022 data (Chua, 2022). For instance, the median single-detached home in 

Squamish was reported to be valued at $1.38 million – a price that would require a 

minimum annual household income of $263,067. According to the latest census data, 

only 7.3% of Squamish households make more than $200,000 annually, with certainly an 

even smaller proportion making at least $263,067. Yet, as explored within the research, 

53% of Squamish’s residentially zoned land is dedicated for the exclusive use of single-

detached dwellings. This indicates a significant inequity in the form of development 
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permitted throughout residentially zoned land in Squamish. In essence, the land use 

regime has dedicated over half of its residentially zoned land base toward a housing form 

that less than 7.3% of local households can afford. In fact, the median Squamish 

household would need to make an additional $174,055 annually – a figure nearly double 

their existing income – in order to afford the median single-dwelling home, assuming 

these households do not have assets that would allow them to contribute a larger down-

payment up front so to decrease the monthly costs of a mortgage. Even strata properties 

are fast becoming out-of-reach for middle-class households. Indeed, the median 

residential strata property in Squamish is valued at $724,000, a price which would require 

homebuyers to earn a minimum annual household income of $138,015 (Chua, 2022). As 

a consequence, a meager 23.5% of households can afford to purchase the median-priced 

strata unit in Squamish.  

 Despite Squamish’s housing market being broadly unaffordable, it is clear that 

lower-density housing forms such as single-detached houses are particularly out of the 

range of affordability for the vast majority of residents. As alluded to earlier, such 

housing forms, however, encompass a disproportionate area of residentially zoned lands 

relative to the proportion of households that can afford to live within them. This suggests 

that in order to promote affordability, greater action toward land use equity is required to 

appropriately align the extent of land zoned for given housing forms more closely with 

the proportion of resident households that can afford to live in such dwellings. This need 

for greater housing supply elasticity for higher-density forms of housing is further 

established by investigating recent trends in the appreciation of different segments of 

Squamish’s housing market. Speaking apropos of Squamish’s housing trends, Tsur 
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Somerville, professor of real estate finance at the University of British Columbia, 

mentions that an emerging trend in Squamish is the recent significant appreciation of 

condo units, relative to the appreciation rates of similar units within Metro Vancouver 

(Chua, 2022). Somerville notes that there is seemingly a particular price range that is 

especially in demand, demonstrated by the less expensive market segments exhibiting 

larger price increases than more expensive segments (Chua, 2022). As Somerville goes 

on to describe, this suggests that Squamish’s housing demand was the highest for condo 

units at the lowest price entry level (Chua, 2022).  

At this point, it should be clear that Squamish is in critical need of greater density 

so to promote improved elasticity in the supply of housing. Considering this, it is 

important to assess how current land use policy envisions the development of additional 

housing supply throughout the community. Generally, the primary visionary bylaw that 

applies long-range planning is the Official Community Plan (OCP) which, among other 

functions, designates future land uses throughout a community. Squamish’s OCP 

includes several land designations; however, Neighbourhood Residential areas are 

particularly important in regard to housing as these locations are intended to 

accommodate residential growth for the municipality (District of Squamish, 2022a). 

Inversely, Future Residential Neighbourhoods are indicated within the OCP as not 

intended to be a source of population growth until substantial redevelopment of existing 

residential areas has occurred (District of Squamish, 2022a).  

As Residential Neighbourhood land, illustrated in Squamish’s OCP Land Use 

Map provided in Appendix A, generally coincides with residentially zoned land, the latter 

will be a primary consideration of the following discussion. As the District’s current 
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zoning map generally reflects existing density, however, the degree to which this land use 

regime is utilising pre-zoning seems limited. Considering this, several opportunities to 

proactively plan for greater housing supply and density throughout these areas will be 

explored in the analysis provided below. Other land use policies, including mixed-use 

commercial zoning, the extent of the urban containment boundary, provisions for 

accessory dwelling units, minimum off-street parking requirements, short-term rental 

restrictions, and density bonusing efforts will undoubtedly complement the 

redevelopment of existing residential areas and will therefore also be discussed below. 

5.2. Residential Zoning 

Beginning with RS-1 zoning, several adjustments to provisions within this zone 

could, given the extensive literature on this subject, promote greater housing 

affordability. This analysis also applies to RS-1A zones as they effectively administer an 

identical land use scheme. As this zone is currently intended exclusively for single-unit 

dwellings, Squamish could follow the example of several localities (and indeed some 

senior levels of government), both domestically and internationally, in permitting the 

construction of additional units on RS-1 zoned parcels. Specifically, allowing for greater 

numbers of units to be built on individual lots has the potential to both increase local 

housing supply (relative to what is currently being built on these parcels) and promote the 

construction of a wider array of housing forms, such as duplexes and triplexes. 

Importantly, allowing for a greater number of units to be built on parcels in this zone may 

not, in-and-of-itself, promote greater housing supply. Clearly, other zoning provisions, 
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such as the maximum permissible FAR, need to be similarly adjusted so to allow 

homebuilders the flexibility needed to expand the supply of housing. Furthermore, 

aligning the maximum permissible lot coverage with the above policy objectives could 

help promote greater housing supply. Admittedly, this change could also promote large 

single-unit dwelling (often referred to as ‘McMansions’); however, implementing 

maximum dwelling unit sizes or associating increases in maximum lot coverage with 

requirements for additional units are strategies that may help to avoid this effect. Yet 

another consideration for reforming the RS-1 zoning code is the application of minimum 

lot sizes. Due to traditional requirements for large parcels, minimum lot sizes can have 

the effect of pricing eligible homebuyers out of a geographic area. The District 

themselves implicitly acknowledge this phenomenon by applying significantly less 

stringent minimum lot sizes for single-unit dwellings on non-RS-1 lands, such is the case 

for RS-3, RMH-1, RMH-2 zones who apply minimums of 250m2, 325m2, and 558m2, 

respectively. This suggests that single-unit dwellings can still be built on considerably 

smaller parcels; therefore, applying reduced minimum lot sizes for RS-1 lands could 

promote more economically sized lots which would better align housing values with 

resident incomes. Another adjustment to minimum lot sizes that could be explored is 

applying them alongside maximum lot sizes, so to discourage the creation of large lots. 

This is an especially important provision in the case that zoning laws are not otherwise 

adjusted to promote more dwelling units per parcel. Notably, this action is used 

elsewhere in Squamish’s current zoning bylaw (e.g., MUD-2 zoning), which suggests a 

recognition of this policy tool’s potential efficacy.  
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RS-2 zoning, as currently applied, allows for the provision of both single- and two-

unit dwellings. As the literature demonstrates, zoning that allows for a diversity of 

housing forms – especially in low-density zones – can be a powerful tool for expanding 

the supply of residences within an area. In this manner, the RS-2 code already applies an 

aspect of good land use practice. What is also true, however, is that whereas gentle 

density is increasingly becoming normalized within communities experiencing scarce 

housing markets, the policy can serve as a sort of red herring for affordability if not 

applied appropriately. For example, Squamish’s RS-2 zoning allows for a greater 

diversity of housing forms relative to RS-1 lands, but the code does this without 

permitting either (a) a greater minimum lot size, (b) a greater FAR, or (c) a higher 

maximum lot coverage. As described in the literature review, municipalities can prescribe 

densities in a myriad of manners and reforms that only change some elements of zoning 

laws therefore do not necessarily make housing construction feasible at lower prices. This 

means that reforms that appear on paper to allow more housing to be built may not result 

in the flexibility homebuilders need to expand the supply of housing. Ultimately, a 

primary consideration in any reform of the RS-2 code should aim to align the zone’s 

expanded options for housing forms with corresponding adjustments that reduce the 

minimum lot size, permit a greater FAR, and allow for a higher maximum lot coverage. 

Moreover, as alluded to earlier, permitting several units per residential lot could be a 

minimum standard for RS zones in order to promote greater residential supply and 

affordability. In such a case, the District should likewise explore permitting additional 

forms of ‘missing middle’ housing for RS-2 zones – above what could in this scenario be 

ultimately allowed on RS-1 lands.  
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 Squamish’s RS-3 zone is an interesting case when considering any prospective 

zoning reform. First, it is important to note that this zone is sparingly used, rounding to 

0% of the District’s residential land base. Despite this, if the District were to keep 

exclusive single-dwelling zoning in any capacity, it seems reasonable to suggest that this 

zone be utilized for the purpose. This is because, at present, the minimum size of RS-3 

lots are 440m2 less than RS-1 lots, making these lots more economically accessible in 

comparison. Once again, the provision for maximum lot sizes, especially for a zone 

exclusively permitting single-unit dwellings, is an important consideration that could 

promote economically sized parcels and in turn expand accessibility to this housing form. 

While currently permitting a 4% higher maximum lot coverage than RS-1 lands, raising 

this value for RS-3 zones – especially considering their significantly smaller permitted lot 

sizes – could improve the financial viability of projects, increase the number of bedrooms 

within principal buildings, or promote additional ADUs and secondary suites. Lastly, in 

any reform of RS-3 zoning, it would be critical to understand that single-detached homes 

occupy a disproportionate area of residential land in Squamish. Hence, whereas measures 

to increase housing supply may include provisions for single-unit dwellings, particular 

attention should be paid toward developing a housing stock that is diverse and that uses 

land more economically than traditional low-density parcels so to promote greater 

affordability for market housing relative to conditions under further low-density 

development. 

 Multiple Unit Residential 1 (RM-1) zoning is intended to accommodate low-

density multi-unit development; namely, two-unit dwellings and townhomes. Notably, in 

order to build two dwelling units, homebuilders would need to procure more RM-1 land 
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(1,600m2) than would be necessary to build the same number of units on RS-1 (1,380m2), 

RS-2 (690m2), or RS-3 (500m2) lands. This requirement seems at odds with much of the 

literature on land use policy, which generally articulates that additional elasticity in 

housing supply is a key factor in improving its affordability. Considering this, it seems 

reasonable to suggest that a reduction in the minimum lot sizes of RM-1 parcels would 

provide a greater and higher use of the land through permitting housing at a greater 

residential density than the RS zones described above. Another aspect of this code that is 

due for analysis is the relationship between maximum permissible FAR and the 

maximum lot coverage. Whereas this zone’s FAR is currently 33% greater than, by 

comparison, what is permitted in RS-1 lands, RM-1 lands are subject to the same 

maximum lot coverage. Due to this, while an additional 33% in floor space is afforded, 

utilising this additional density may prove challenging in practice. In fact, RM-1 lands 

must fit this additional density within 1.68m of extra permissible vertical height, relative 

to RS-1 zones, due to the similarities between the remainder of these two zones’ land use 

regulations. Ultimately, while the District has already provided RM-1 zones with added 

density on paper, the viability of such projects could be improved by aligning this greater 

permissible density with a higher maximum lot coverage.  

Multiple Unit Residential 2 (RM-2) zoning is intended for the same uses as the RM-1 

code described above; granted, at a somewhat higher density. This zone also provides 

provisions for apartment development, albeit with significant restrictions. These zones, in 

contrast to the RM-1 code, provide a higher FAR than is presently permitted in RS zones 

but also permit homebuilders a greater maximum lot coverage. Importantly, this provides 

homebuilders with improved flexibility for constructing this additional density. 
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Considering the marginal increase in maximum lot coverage (7%) and the more 

considerable increase in FAR (0.23) relative to the RS-1 requirements, I believe it 

reasonable to assume that homebuilders could be provided with even greater flexibility to 

implement this higher density, however. This could be accommodated by expanding the 

maximum lot coverage of the site, especially for projects that aim to produce higher 

volumes of units per parcel. Another important consideration for this zone’s influence on 

housing affordability are its provisions for apartment development. Currently, apartments 

are only permitted on two specific lots within this zone, with residential tenure zoning 

applying to all units developed on both parcels. Furthermore, a cap on the number of 

units provided on these lots is prescribed in the case of apartment development. This 

suggests that (a) the supply of buildable land for apartments within this zone is 

constrained and, (b) apartment units within this zone are subject to greater regulatory 

barriers than other, less dense forms of housing. As a result of the above two 

observations, I believe it reasonable to assume that in order to align this zone with 

practices that expand both the supply and diversification of dwellings, a greater elasticity 

in supply should be promoted. This may be achieved, for instance, through increasing the 

proportion of lands permitting apartments, thereby expanding the buildable land for this 

housing form beyond two parcels. Admirably, the District does apply residential tenure 

zoning to a few lots within this zone; however, particularly for the two lots permitting 

apartment use, units are to be exclusively purpose-built rentals. This may not be an issue 

if market conditions allow such projects to be viable; however, the District should 

monitor the tool’s implementation here, as well as the impacts of residential tenure 

zoning for the viability of development projects more broadly throughout the community 
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so to inform any necessary adjustments to the program. In the case where projects 

exclusively providing purpose-built rentals on these lands do, in fact, prove unviable, it 

may be of interest to the District to adjust the regulation so to provide a threshold of units 

above which market dwellings can be built. Although this will be discussed to a greater 

extent below, potential density bonusing schemes are another alternative that could 

improve the viability of purpose-built rental projects. 

Multiple Unit Residential 3 (RM-3) zoning is intended for the development of 

apartment dwellings. Notably, the maximum height of principal buildings on these lands 

is 15m, the highest of all residential zones. The applicability of any dense development as 

a result of this greater height seems, however, limited by the scarcity of RM-3 lands 

throughout the community. As illustrated in Figure 4.3, the RM-3 zone makes up 

approximately 1% of Squamish’s zoned residential land base, effectively constraining the 

supply of dense housing that this zone promotes. In fact, the net proportion of 

residentially zoned lands permitting RM-1, RM-2, RM-3, and RM-4 development is 5%. 

This suggests that in order to provide additional housing supply and a wider range of 

housing forms that better align with resident household incomes, any land use reform 

should aim to expand the use of these zoning codes, given their tendency to utilise land 

more economically through the application of higher permitted densities. In particular, 

the RM-3 zone is a good candidate for expansion due to its higher permissible building 

heights. To illustrate the importance of this zone in providing high-density dwellings, 

RM-1 lots would have the highest permitted building heights (10.68m) in the absence of 

the RM-3 zone’s twelve current parcels. In contrast to building heights, this zone applies 

more stringent setback requirements than RS-1 lands; however, it is of note that a 
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proposed bylaw update would halve one of these setbacks in order to improve the 

viability of residential development. As RM-3 lands in particular offer the ability to 

provide dense forms of housing, it may be good land use policy to refine these setback 

regulations even further so to similarly promote the viable of future projects.  

RM-4 zoning is an interesting case for recommending land use reform as this zoning 

code is exclusively associated with one unrealized development project. As a 

consequence, the ability for any reform to this code to provide wider, more diffuse 

benefits to the housing market may be limited over time. It is, however, important to note 

that as currently zoned, these lands seemingly encapsulate challenging topography (see 

Figures 4.8 and 4.9) which could increase the cost of development, especially the 

associated hard construction costs. Even if the project is financially viable, a higher cost 

of development would inevitably be borne by consumers through high dwelling prices. 

This being so, the District could explore measures to offset these costs by providing 

additional provisions to the project, such as increased density to be used toward purpose-

built rentals or by permitting a greater area of the comprehensively planned 

neighbourhood to be used toward the development of residential dwellings. 

As mentioned in the above research, while RM-5 zoning is intended to accommodate 

low-rise apartment and commercial development, the provisions within this code seem at 

odds with the promotion of housing affordability. Despite the fact that this zone allows 

for a more diverse form of housing to be built adjacent to single-dwelling units, what this 

zone lacks is a permitted density that would incentivize the supply and affordability of 

dwellings. To elaborate, while the minimum lot size for the two RM-5 parcels within the 

District is one hectare, the permitted density within these lots is in effect lesser than what 
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is experienced in low-density zones such as Squamish’s RS-1 lands. Specifically, RM-5 

lands are permitted twelve residential units per hectare, while single-dwelling RS-1 zones 

permit up to fourteen. Moreover, relative to RS-1 lands, this zone is subject to 

significantly more strict regulations concerning maximum lot coverage, FAR, setbacks, 

maximum building height, and as previously alluded to, minimum lot sizes. All this is to 

suggest that the existing land use regulations for RM-5 zones are onerous and constrict 

the lands to be used toward their highest and best use. At reasonably higher densities, 

development of these lands could further expand the supply of various forms and tenures 

of housing in Squamish while secondarily, as the literature would suggest, having a 

deflationary effect on housing and rent prices. Notably, similar to RM-4 parcels, these 

lands are also currently undeveloped and seemingly face comparable topographical 

barriers (see Figures 4.5 and 4.6), suggesting an opportunity for the District to help offset 

possibly higher development costs while at the same time securing the supply of needed 

forms or tenures of housing, such as purpose-built rentals. 

Residential Mobile Home Park (RMH-1) zoning is, unsurprisingly, intended to 

accommodate single-unit dwellings within a mobile home park. The provisions within 

this code cap the number of dwellings within a minimum lot size of two hectares at forty 

units and, furthermore, provide a minimum area of 325m2 for each mobile home space. 

While this minimum area is below half the minimum lot size of RS-1 lands, it is also 

above that required in RS-3 lots (250m2), suggesting that a more economical use of the 

land may be possible. Of course, allowing for a more economical use of land would 

require also adjusting the twenty unit per hectare ratio used to prescribe density within 
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this zone so to allow for opportunities to expand the supply of this form of housing 

throughout Squamish. 

Residential Modular Home (RMH-2) zoning is intended to accommodate single-unit 

dwellings and modular homes and, in contrast to RMH-1 lands, utilises a FAR to 

prescribe density. Interestingly, while applying many identical restrictions as RS-1 

zoning, these lands are subject to a less stringent minimum lot size of 558m. This 

suggests that the District understands to a degree the importance of providing single-unit 

dwellings with lower minimum lot sizes in order to facilitate a more economical use of 

residential land. It seems reasonable, as discussed with regard to RS-1 zoning above, that 

the minimum lot size not only be reduced, but also that a maximum lot size be introduced 

in order to improve the economic use of land. Notably, such a provision may become 

increasingly necessary as a wider range of housing forms are developed in Squamish and 

homebuyers seeking single-family dwellings are left with a shrinking proportion of 

residentially zoned lands devoted toward that form of dwelling. 

5.3. Commercial & Mixed-Use Zoning 

Local Commercial (C-1) zoning is intended to provide convenience shopping for 

surrounding neighbourhoods and may utilise up to 75% of its gross floor area for the 

purpose of apartment units. This zone features similar land use restrictions as found 

within the RS-1 code; specifically, the maximum lot size, maximum building height, and 

setback requirements are all nearly identical between the two zones. By contrast, C-1 

zones permit a greater FAR relative to the RS-1 zone at 0.5 and may rise to 0.75 for low-
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carbon buildings. It seems reasonable to assume that C-1 zones offer the District an 

opportunity to improve density near to amenities and transit so to encourage housing 

affordability. It seems of good practice, therefore, to amend this zone’s existing land use 

policy accordingly. While permitting a greater FAR and perhaps applying a density 

bonus geared toward purpose-built rentals seem like obvious candidates for improving 

density and affordability, the resemblance between the other land use restrictions of this 

zone with the regulations guiding lower-density RS-1 lands are to me the limiting factors 

involved in promoting density within the C-1 zone. To elaborate, despite this commercial 

zone permitting a higher FAR relative to RS-1 lands, C-1 lands are effectively restricted 

to a similar density of single-unit dwellings due to their application of near-identical 

maximum lot size, maximum building height, and setback requirements. Adjusting these 

regulations so to allow commercial developers greater flexibility in using the positive 

FAR differential between the C-1 and RS-1 zones may help to promote additional 

housing supply, especially if the FAR and density bonusing system(s) are similarly 

modified. Notably, select parcels within this zone apply residential tenure zoning; hence, 

if higher density residential was permitted, additional purpose-built rentals seem likely to 

be provided. Lastly, as mentioned earlier, the District of Squamish’s (2022a) OCP 

designates residential neighbourhoods – the vast majority of them existing – as areas that 

will accommodate population growth; therefore, it seems sound practice for C-1 zones to 

proactively accommodate a similar targeted density so that there are existing amenities in 

place for expanded neighbourhood populations as growth occurs.  

 Downtown Commercial (C-4) zoning is intended for a variety of shopping, 

services, and activities within the downtown area. Similar to the C-1 zone, these lands 
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permit apartment dwellings as a principal use (for a maximum of 75% of the gross floor 

area) and on select parcels apply residential unit thresholds under which residential tenure 

zoning is administered. Likewise, this zone also permits a higher FAR than otherwise 

allowed for in surrounding residential neighbourhoods. In contrast to how land use 

restrictions are applied to C-1 zoning, Downtown Commercial lands do in fact provide 

added flexibility to developers in utilising this additional permitted density by, for 

example, permitting a smaller minimum lot size (279m2) and greater maximum height 

(20m). The FAR for C-4 lands ranges from 1.00 to 2.50 (1.50 to 3.00 for low carbon 

buildings), depending on both the lot size and the extent of employment space provided. 

Admittedly, this permits a significantly higher residential capacity relative to most other 

zones; however, as Squamish’s population continues to grow, additional housing supply 

will need to keep pace in order to promote greater affordability throughout the 

municipality. Clearly, if the FAR for high density, mixed-use commercial lands do not 

increase to provide even greater residential capacity, more intense adjustments to other 

zoning codes, namely residential zones, will likely be necessary to accommodate this 

growth.  

 Artisan Village (C-10) zoning is intended to accommodate a broad mix of uses 

and allows for both live-work units and apartment dwellings. These lands permit a FAR 

of 1.4, with several parcels being subject to a considerably lower ratio of 0.9, and the 

maximum density of apartments is furthermore restricted by a provision that limits the 

number of residential units within an area of 4,000m2 to sixty-two. The zone allows for 

principal buildings to be as tall as 14.6m; however, it also restricts several lots to a height 

of 11.9m which, for comparison, is 2.9m above that permitted in RS-1 zones. Whereas 
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these restrictions may constrain residential capacity, other restrictions generally allow for 

greater development flexibility, such as a 75% maximum lot coverage and the provision 

for up to two principal buildings per lot. This suggests that the FAR and building height 

regulations may be the limiting factors of residential capacity within this zone. 

Accordingly, if the District intends for this zone to absorb a portion of the municipality’s 

growing population, adjusting these regulations to permit greater residential capacity may 

be warranted. 

Neighbourhood Node Commercial (C-13) zoning intends to provide both commercial 

and market rental uses in neighbourhood nodes throughout the municipality. As such, 

apartment dwellings, wherein all units are subject to residential tenure requirements, are 

permitted as a principal use. In assessing this zone’s capacity for residential use, it is 

helpful to use RS-1 lands as a comparison. This is as both zones are subject to identical 

minimum lot sizes (690m2) and similarly stringent maximum heights and setback 

requirements. Despite these similarities, the C-13 zone does by contrast permit a 17% 

higher maximum lot coverage and a 0.5 greater FAR. Admittedly, while the latter 

restrictions certainly promote a greater and higher use of land, the application of 

regulations that are analogous to the RS-1 code in stringency seemingly limit the 

residential capacity of this zone. Accordingly, adjusting these land use restrictions so to 

permit homebuilders added flexibility in utilising the higher FAR permitted in this zone 

may promote a greater supply of residential units. 

Mixed Use District (MUD-1) zoning intends to accommodate a mixture of light 

industrial uses, as well as office, commercial, and multi-unit residential development. 

Admittedly, the existing land use restrictions applied to this zone seem reasonable. To 
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elaborate, this land use code features a relatively high maximum building height (16m), a 

high maximum lot coverage allowance (75%), and reasonable setback requirements. 

Moreover, while the residential capacity of buildings within this zone is limited to 

between 50% and 75% of the provided commercial gross floor area, a considerable 

density bonus is provided to developments that register a given proportion of units as 

purpose-built rentals. Notably, as Figure 4.10 illustrates, the application of this zone is 

constrained to five adjacent parcels of land, suggesting that any positive runoff effects of 

developing housing capacity in this zone may be limited in alleviating Squamish’s 

significant existing supply constrains for housing. Expanding this zoning to other 

industrial parcels within the municipality, however, may promote a more significant 

growth in residential units. 

 Creative Mixed Use District (MUD-2) zoning intends to accommodate a range of 

uses, including artisan studios, office, service commercial, light industrial, and multi-

family residential. Similar to the MUD-1 code, these lands provide several reasonable 

land use restrictions. First, setback requirements vary between 0m and 2.5m, which is the 

lowest of all zones considered in this paper. More critical, however, is that this zone 

limits density very similarly to MUD-1 zoning and likewise provides a considerable 

density bonus to developments that can offer a given proportion of units as purpose-built 

rentals. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this zone, however, is the fact that it, 

unlike any of the other lands discussed in this paper, implement a maximum lot size 

(1,120m2). Not only does this imply that more economically sized lots may be created 

under this zone relative to what may be permitted without this provision, but it also 

suggests that the District is to some extent aware of the affordability-benefit of permitting 
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more economically sized lots. Importantly, this sort of restriction offers an example of a 

measure that may promote more economically sized lots within other residential zones, 

particularly those with large existing minimum lot sizes such as RS-1 lands. Furthermore, 

when applied alongside increases in FAR, smaller setbacks, a higher maximum lot 

coverage, reduced parking requirements, and the significant reduction of minimum lot 

sizes, maximum lot sizes could have a considerable influence on promoting greater 

housing supply throughout the municipality. In fact, such an intervention would be 

valuable even in the MUD-2 zone, where buildings are currently restricted to a height 

only 1.68 metres greater than that permitted in the low-density RS-1 zone. 

5.4. Urban Growth Boundary 

As alluded to within the research, Squamish’s existing urban containment 

boundary encompasses the developed areas of the community. As such, no developed 

areas are excluded from the prospect of redevelopment – a practice that enables sufficient 

buildable land within the UGB to accommodate the housing need that the District has 

itself identified. By contrast, several Future Residential Neighbourhood lots designated 

within the OCP do exist outside the District’s urban growth boundary; however, this is 

likely to have little effect on current housing affordability as these lands are not 

designated for population growth absorption. Rather, the infill and redevelopment of 

existing residential land is projected to meet rising housing demand for the foreseeable 

future (District of Squamish, 2022a). 
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5.5. Accessory Dwelling Units, Multi-Unit Flex Units, & 

Secondary Suites 

Provisions for accessory dwelling units are, its terms of the intensity of density, the 

proverbial low-hanging fruit of land use regimes attempting to incorporate gentle density 

into existing neighbourhoods. In Squamish, both ADUs and secondary suites are 

permitted in all zones that also permit a single-unit dwelling. Furthermore, the 

municipality has recently permitted flex-units as rental suites for two-unit dwellings and 

townhomes. As with ADUs and secondary suites, flex-units must also provide the unit’s 

resident with an off-street parking space – a general requirement that will be expanded on 

within section 5.7 of this chapter. Notably, flex-units employ a minimum required floor 

area of 40m2, in contrast to the maximum floor areas regulating ADUs (50m2). Although 

this is not to suggest that a minimum required floor area should not be mandated, it is 

curious that minimum floor area requirements are imposed to higher-density forms of 

housing, while the opposite philosophy is employed to ADUs within single-unit 

dwellings on what are generally larger lots. Surely, limits on the permissible floor area 

for accessory units promote smaller sized units which, as a consequence, make such 

dwellings unsuitable for larger sized families. Beyond this, ADUs are also restricted in 

height, permitted to a maximum of 4.58m relative to principal buildings which may be as 

tall as 10.68m. Going forward, permitting ADUs to be both larger in floor area and 

equally as tall as the principal building may have the effect of making this housing form 

available to families of larger sizes. On the other hand, as these policy adjustments would 

effectively permit two attached buildings on one single-dwelling lot, perhaps the less 
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circuitous intervention would be to simply permit several units on any residential lot, as 

has recently been applied by a variety of land use regimes, as referenced in section 2.2.3.  

5.6. Short-Term Rental Units 

Similar to other housing forms discussed above, the supply of short-term rental units 

is negatively correlated with the stringency of regulations set in place by the land use 

regime. Put simply, more intense land use restrictions will create more difficult 

conditions for the rise of short-term rentals, thereby limiting their supply. District policy 

includes several provisions that effectively limit the supply of short-term rentals within 

the municipality. While restricting these units to owner-occupied principal residences, the 

District does, however, issue up to 30 temporary use permits for the short-term rental of 

non-principal residences annually. Going forward, this policy should be monitored and 

perhaps adjusted according to the rental vacancy rate of the municipality. Notably, this 

philosophy seems to already be taking shape within the District, with the maximum 

number of temporary use permits to be approved in 2022 set at eighteen. In the future, the 

District may consider not issuing temporary use permits for years in which the 

municipality experiences exceptionally low rental vacancy rates, in order to promote the 

return of units to the long-term rental market during these conditions. 

5.7. Minimum Off-Street Parking Requirements 

As described in the above research and illustrated in Figure 4.11, the District of 

Squamish generally requires off-street parking for new residential development. 
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Although Squamish is situated between Whistler and Vancouver, and many residents 

therefore use motor vehicles to access these labour markets, there may be opportunities to 

adjust minimum off-street parking requirements while minimizing negative impacts to 

the community. Moreover, as the literature would suggest, the removal of some degree of 

minimum off-street parking requirements may provide benefits to the community through 

more affordable housing supply and the promotion of a more localized economy.  

Regarding the former, the District may consider waiving parking requirements for 

residential developments that attract a sub-section of the general population that do not 

own motor vehicles. This philosophy is already being used elsewhere in British 

Columbia, such as in Victoria where homebuilders such as Urban Thrive Developments 

have been securing variances that remove the requirement for off-street parking (Urban 

Thrive, n.d). As an alternative to providing vehicle parking, the residential developments 

provide greater bicycle facilities and, importantly, provide market housing at a lower 

price to the consumer (Urban Thrive, n.d). Furthermore, in order to attract residents 

suited for this form of housing, the developer secures agreements with homebuyers that 

refrain consumers from parking vehicles on neighbouring streets (Urban Thrive, n.d). 

Admittedly, car-free living may not be suited for many Squamish residents; however, it is 

also true that this lifestyle offers the District an opportunity to meet the needs of a sub-

sections of the population while at the same time promoting housing affordability. 

Moreover, the District may explore the incremental removal of parking minimums more 

broadly, especially in the municipality’s denser locations that feature greater amenities 

and are typically closer to more diverse transportation options relative to those available 

in the more rural or suburban areas of the community.  



 

142 

Another manner in which the District may reform their minimum parking standards in 

an effort to improve housing affordability is to offer a density bonus wherein additional 

units, perhaps subject to residential tenure restrictions, are not required to provide parking 

infrastructure. As a result, additional units that would have otherwise not been 

constructed could be added to Squamish’s housing market and made available for car-less 

households.  

5.8. Density Bonusing 

As described within the research above, Squamish currently employs one density 

bonus scheme to residential development with another proposed as part of an upcoming 

policy amendment. First, the Low Carbon Incentive permits developments utilising low-

carbon energy sources to build to the permitted density of the zone. On the contrary, for 

developments that utilise high-carbon energy sources, a penalty is applied that restricts 

the permissible FAR. This restriction varies across zones but is by and large reflective of 

an approximately 33% decrease in the permitted density below what was permitted 

before this incentive program was introduced. In effect, this policy acts as more of a 

penalty on developments utilising high-carbon energy sources, rather than a density 

bonus. Ultimately, promoting additional housing supply and low-carbon energy sources 

in future residential development are both worthwhile goals. Nevertheless, this density 

bonus could be more influential on housing affordability if the FAR for low-carbon 

buildings was increased above that previously permitted, rather than the FAR for high-

carbon builds being decreased below that previously permitted. Notably, this density 
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bonus likely behaves in different manners across different zones; therefore, what may be 

feasible for one zone may be infeasible for another. I find it reasonable to assume, 

however, that permitting an increased FAR for low-carbon builds, rather than a reduced 

FAR for high-carbon developments, could promote additional housing supply, 

particularly in high-density zones, while also taking strides to reduce the carbon footprint 

of building operations. 

In addition to the Low Carbon Incentive currently utilised by the District, the 

proposed Smart Growth Neighbourhood Incentive provides homebuilders with another 

option to increase the density of their projects. The intent of this scheme is to allow for 

increased density exclusively along the District’s core transit network and within 

neighbourhood nodes by requiring a cash amenity contribution of 50% of the increased 

property value achieved through the density bonus. Importantly, this incentive is only 

available to those developments that have also made use of the Low Carbon Incentive. 

This requirement, in my view, likely diminishes the effect of this program on expanding 

the supply of housing units and therefore promoting housing affordability. Likely also 

limiting this policy’s effect on housing affordability is the fact that the amenity received 

by the District is a cash amenity contribution, rather than the direct supply of purpose-

built rentals or below-market housing, a point that will be expanded on below. As will be 

discussed further below, qualitative research into municipal and private development 

perspectives on the above programs would be beneficial to assessing how the 

requirements of these incentives influence the supply of new housing in practice. 

Generally, density bonusing schemes permit a greater and higher use of residential 

and mixed-use lands in a manner that promotes the additional supply of market rate and 
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below-market value dwellings, as well as purpose-built rentals. In this manner, the 

housing units in-and-of-themselves are viewed as inherently valuable and are provided as 

a benefit in exchange for increased density. In contrast, Squamish’s approach uses 

density bonusing programs to receive amenities. Despite the fact that mitigating climate 

change and promoting complete, nodal communities are admirable initiatives, the lack of 

density bonusing that reflects housing supply as a primary civic objective is surprising 

given the municipality’s near-zero vacancy rate and low level of housing affordability. 

As an alternative to the above two programs, or perhaps even as a third density bonusing 

option, it may be beneficial to introduce an incentive that targets additional housing 

supply as an amenity in order to alleviate housing unaffordability, as per the 

recommendations of the Final Report of the Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on 

the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability (Government of British Columbia & 

Government of Canada, 2021). Financial pro forma analysis of such a proposal, however, 

would be needed to project the extent of any potential benefits to the elasticity and 

affordability of housing as a result of the program. As alluded to earlier, these additional 

units could be designated as purpose-built rentals or even be occupied below-market 

value. To this effect, M’akola Development Services (2018) identified in the District’s 

most recent housing needs assessment that, in particular, there is a need for additional 

purpose-built rental units in Squamish. Ultimately, density bonusing is a powerful tool in 

achieving municipal goals and promoting housing affordability should undoubtedly be 

one of those goals. It is often said that the most expensive housing is the housing that 

does not get built, both literally (due to project unviability) and figuratively (due to the 

negative effects of housing unaffordability to localities). Density bonusing that values 



 

145 

additional housing supply as an amenity, importantly, resolves both points and offers 

municipalities such as Squamish a meaningful policy option to address their housing 

shortfalls. 

5.9. Summary 

Altogether, the above findings reflect the empirical research to date regarding how 

land use practices may be adjusted to promote market housing affordability, generally via 

provisions for additional elasticity in the supply of housing. Most relevant, the 

diversification of residential zoning so to promote housing forms that utilise land more 

economically have the potential, in theory, to improve the elasticity of housing supply. 

Understanding this policy change’s application and full range of outcomes in practice 

would, however, benefit from further economic analysis. This is an especially important 

policy adjustment in Squamish as the District’s OCP designates largely existing 

residential neighbourhoods as locations wherein future population growth will be 

absorbed (District of Squamish, 2022a). Complementary policies to residential zoning 

reform include similar supply-side actions for commercial and mixed-use zones which 

permit apartment dwellings. Furthermore, some adjustment and/or monitoring of the 

municipality’s policies regarding accessory dwelling units, multi-unit flex-units, 

secondary suites, and short-term rentals may be necessary. Issuing variances which 

remove minimum off-street parking requirements for developments that demonstrate a 

need for car-less development and removing or phasing out such requirements in 

residential and commercial nodes that appropriately support access to alternative 
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transportation options are other considerations for removing cost-barriers to both 

residential development and affordability. Lastly, consideration should be given to 

adjusting existing and proposed density bonusing mechanisms in such a manner that 

identifies housing, especially those forms with an identified need in Squamish – such as 

purpose-built rentals and below market dwellings – as an inherent amenity. For the above 

proposed adjustments to land use policy, advance research would be beneficial to 

understanding optimal extents of policy changes, as well as their expected affordability 

benefits for market housing. To this point, it would be important to measure how 

adjustments to these land use provisions interact with each other, as well as identify any 

correlative impacts of land use policy changes to other municipal objectives, municipal 

revenue streams, and capital costs, namely servicing and maintenance. Furthermore, any 

adjustments to Squamish’s land use regime should be continually monitored to study the 

efficacy of these adjustments in providing expected affordability benefits for market 

housing options. 

 By and large, what the above research demonstrates is that, in Squamish, there is 

a significant lack of both (a) residential lands zoned for moderate-density housing and, 

consequently (b) moderate-density forms of housing. This suggests that the current land 

use regime has generated an environment wherein the buildable land for such housing is 

considerably constrained – a phenomenon which the literature provided in this text would 

suggest as inflationary to the land values of the handful of parcels zoned for moderate 

density. Reducing the implied zoning tax in existing low-density neighbourhoods 

indicated within the OCP as locations for the absorption of population growth by the 

proactive ‘pre-zoning’ of parcels, therefore, could have significant positive implications 
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for housing affordability that would be generated through greater elasticity in the supply 

of market housing. 

 Other interventions not discussed in the above analysis but that may offer 

innovative policy or affordability benefits to localities include (a) provisions for 

automatic stabilizers within zoning bylaws, (b) action by the B.C. Government that 

effectively removes a range of zoning powers from local political environments, and (c) 

the strategic procurement, zoning, and sale of municipal land.  

First, the concept of automatic stabilizers has been a growing economic concept 

of interest over the last several years as many national governments have provided direct 

stimulus to their citizens as a response to the economic recession triggered by COVID-

19. Put simply, the approach uses an indicator for when certain economic interventions 

are triggered; thereby, removing necessary policy responses from the political realm (Tax 

Policy Center, 2021). For example, in federal economic policy, a given indicator may be 

triggered during a recession, resulting in a given economic response such as providing 

direct fiscal stimulus to citizens. This concept, however, may hold value for local 

governments as well insofar as it has the potential to remove housing affordability from 

the political realm. Automatic stabilizers, for example, could be included within zoning 

bylaws so to trigger adjustments in FAR when the vacancy rate of a locality is below a 

targeted value. Such a policy has the potential to respond to demand for land use 

provisions that allow for greater housing supply and affordability while, importantly, 

removing the authority over housing affordability from the political realm. 

Despite the significant effects of housing unaffordability to municipalities, adding 

residential supply to existing neighbourhoods can often be politically contentious. 
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Undoubtedly, political opposition, often expressed through NIMBYism, can deter 

political actors from making educated decisions on behalf of the existing and future 

residents of a community. In essence, excessive deference is often paid to the few 

individuals who perceive they will experience harms as a result of housing policy aimed 

at generating overall residential affordability, generally at the cost of wider, more diffuse 

benefits to the broader community. Indeed, the findings of the Final Report of the 

Canada-British Columbia Expert Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and 

Affordability identifies the public hearing process mandated by the Local Government 

Act and the Vancouver Charter as particular governance failures that interfere unduly 

with the production of housing supply by the private market (Government of British 

Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021; Buholzer, 2021). In consideration of this, 

another action oriented toward removing provisions for housing affordability from local 

political environments includes potential pre-emptive action from the Province. First, 

such action would be appropriate as municipal governments derive their land use powers 

through the delegated authority of the provincial government and, therefore, there exist 

no inherent local government powers within the Constitution Act, 1867 (Government of 

Canada, 2022). As such, actions of provincial governments are paramount to the desires 

or policies of localities. Provincial governments, therefore, may legislate supply-side 

policies that effectively remove zoning powers from municipalities. This approach is 

already utilised in other regions of the country, such as in Ontario where the Government 

of Ontario may issue Ministerial Zoning Orders that override local land use decisions 

(Government of Ontario, n.d.). The Government of British Columbia has seemingly been 

hesitant thus far to adopt a widespread approach that utilises their inherent land use 
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powers to permit greater housing supply in communities apprehensive to residential 

development; however, there are indications that this approach may soon change. For 

example, in October of 2021, the Province removed default requirements for local 

governments to hold public hearings for zoning bylaw amendments that are consistent 

with a municipality’s OCP and enabled these governments to delegate decisions on minor 

development variance permits to staff (Ministry of Municipal Affairs, 2021). Another 

instance of the B.C. Government recognizing the importance of their leadership in 

housing policy includes recent indications by David Eby, the MLA responsible for 

housing, that the provincial government may introduce legislation removing some 

housing approval powers from municipalities (Vecina, 2022). Moreover, the Province has 

in recent years required municipalities and regional districts to complete housing needs 

reports (The Government of British Columbia, n.d.). These reports assess the extent of 

existing housing supply and demand and provide both the provincial government and 

local governments information that help them better understand and respond to housing 

needs in communities (The Government of British Columbia, n.d.). Going forward, some 

observers believe that at this point in British Columbia’s development, it may have 

become necessary for the B.C. Legislature to mandate local governments to set binding 

targets for the inclusion of appropriately zoned land for a variety of housing types 

(Buholzer, 2021). In fact, even Eby himself has indicated that requiring local 

governments to connect their housing approvals to the demand in their community is a 

natural and necessary next step of the presently mandated housing needs assessments 

(CBC News, 2022). In this manner, such a proposal may in effect become the 
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implementation tool for addressing the shortfalls expressed in localities’ housing needs 

reports (Buholzer, 2021). 

Lastly, the strategic procurement, zoning, and sale of municipal land is another 

available opportunity for increasing housing supply and affordability. Generally, this 

concept posits that local governments procure low-density land, upzone it, and sell it at a 

profit to a residential developer. This then generates both a new supply of housing and 

additional funding for municipal housing initiatives, such as a subsidized housing 

program. Admittedly, however, this approach does not actually reform the issue of 

inflationary land values – and moreover depends on spot-upzonings inflating the values 

of parcels – and therefore likely does not offer local governments a sustainable housing 

affordability policy by and of itself. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

6.1. Summary 

This document has reviewed a number of issues regarding housing policy. First, 

introductory information regarding the housing continuum and general metrics for 

understanding housing affordability were provided. Additionally, the relevance of the 

research was described to be increasingly important for British Columbian communities, 

especially those that are experiencing growing populations and supply-constrained 

housing market conditions. While several actors influence housing affordability, three 

primary dynamics that, as indicated by the Final Report of the Canada-British Columbia 

Panel on the Future of Housing Supply and Affordability, reduce housing affordability in 

inelastic housing markets were reviewed: namely, household income growth, population 

growth, and the rise in consumer buying power via reduced mortgage rates (Government 

of British Columbia & Government of Canada, 2021).  

Literature provided within the review of historical and empirical data focused on 

two predominant subjects: the value of market housing affordability and the implications 

of land use controls for market housing prices. Regarding the former, the theory of 

housing scarcity was first addressed, with an abundance of empirical evidence for its 

claim that inflationary housing prices generally follow scarce housing conditions. 

Importantly, several critiques of this theory were explored; namely, claims that the 

negative externalities of development outweigh the benefits of housing security, concerns 

over induced demand and gentrification, assertions that the commodification of housing 
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is in fact the cause of housing unaffordability and insecurity, the contention that 

identified supply constraints are artificial, and the suggestion that price controls offer a 

solution to housing unaffordability. In each of the above critiques on the theory of 

housing scarcity as the cause of unaffordable housing markets, research demonstrates that 

the general population is often unaware of several factors influencing housing 

affordability and, consequently, their critiques on the principal theory espoused by 

housing experts are prone to several logical fallacies that are seemingly reflective of 

individuals’ personal biases. Another area of literature explored to understand market 

housing affordability’s value was the implications of inflationary housing prices for 

municipalities. Specifically, inflationary housing markets were correlated with reduced 

labour and residential mobility, lower economic growth, and growing racial, wealth, and 

other inequities within a community. Considering the demonstrated value of market 

housing affordability, the legal implications of unaffordable market housing were also 

briefly identified. 

 The second aspect of the provided literature reviewed evidence of the 

implications of land use controls for market housing prices and explored several 

regulations; namely, zoning, mandated inclusionary zoning, urban containment 

boundaries, development standards, minimum off-street parking requirements, and 

restrictions on both accessory dwelling units and short-term rentals. Generally, a 

consistent positive correlation was found between restrictive land use regulations and 

housing and rent prices. 
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For the research conducted within this document, the District of Squamish was 

used as a case study for reviewing local land use policies for their efficacy in promoting 

market housing affordability. Shortcomings identified within the research were then 

discussed within the following analysis and several adjustments to existing policy were 

suggested so to better align District land use policy with sound practices identified within 

the literature review. Notably, Squamish demonstrated gross inequity in the relationship 

between existing land use policy and resident household incomes. A financial analysis 

was used to identify the proportion of existing Squamish resident households that can 

afford to ‘buy-into’ several forms of housing, which overwhelmingly suggested that (a) 

there is not enough housing form diversity within the municipality and, (b) more 

emphasis is needed to align existing land use policy with sound land use practices, as 

identified by the above literature, as well as the visionary objectives of the municipality’s 

OCP in order to better support a more inclusive, diverse, and affordable housing 

paradigm in Squamish. 

6.2. Limitations 

While the findings of the above research are undoubtedly limited to the District of 

Squamish, the research approach utilised can be similarly applied to other communities 

and may surface consequential questions regarding the efficacy of their land use regimes 

at promoting market housing affordability. Furthermore, the literature explored in this 

paper, especially where large empirical consensus has formed, stands to offer guidance to 

the several supply-constrained and unaffordable housing markets across the province. As 
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mentioned earlier in this paper, however, much of the above research is generally of 

American context, whose study areas are often large metropolitan areas. In this view, the 

dominance of American evidence within the literature review reflects a gap in the 

existing literature, as well as a limitation of the above literature review’s ability to 

identify good land use practice for promoting greater market housing affordability in 

small Canadian housing submarkets, such as that of Squamish, B.C.  

Another limitation of this paper is that suggested areas for land use policy 

adjustment are not assessed for the magnitude of market housing affordability that they 

will provide to the municipality’s housing stock through an improvement in the elasticity 

of housing supply. Conducting financial proformas so to understand the magnitude of 

affordability benefit from both individual policy adjustments, as well as multiple 

interventions relative to each other would be important to estimate the expected 

affordability benefits of such changes in advance of their prescription. 

In addition to the above limitations, research and analysis regarding the suggested 

areas for adjustments in the District of Squamish’s land use policy would benefit from a 

qualitative aspect that consulted both public and private professionals. Interviewing 

municipal professionals, such as planning staff, would be valuable insofar as identifying 

challenges to the feasibility of proposed areas for policy change; for example, the 

magnitude of development cost charges, limitations in sources for municipal revenue, and 

constraints to municipal servicing capacities. Similarly, future research interviewing 

market housing development professionals would add value to the above research and 

analysis by gaining a qualitative understanding of market demand, as well as gaining 
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professional development opinion on the initiative proposed. Furthermore, the market 

impact of initiatives explored in the research and analysis would benefit from further 

investigation. Interviews with private development professionals would help gather 

information pertaining to the affordability of the additional market housing stock 

resulting from the initiatives discussed in the research. Additionally, other topics could be 

explored, such as the capacity for the development industry to deliver under the adjusted 

zoning measure proposed – both immediately and in the future. 

Lastly, while not a limitation of the study itself due to its inherent absence from the 

scope of the above research pertaining to market housing affordability, investigation into 

housing measures and subsidies that may promote or directly generate housing 

affordability for low-income households unable to be lifted out of core housing need by 

the private market would be beneficial in identifying targeted minimum household 

incomes for which market housing could feasibly provide housing that is affordable. 

Under this income, households would require other forms of housing within the housing 

continuum, discussed in the introduction to this paper and illustrated in Figure 1.1, so to 

avoid being in core housing need. 

6.3. Closing 

My sincere hope is that the evidence provided within the above literature review, 

research, and analysis prompts readers to consider their understanding of housing policy 

and the factors that influence local affordability. Clearly, there is a depth of empirical 

research available within this field that consistently correlates the use of land use 
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restrictions with higher housing prices. Despite the fact that some level of land use 

regulation is likely required to promote other civic objectives, the denial of housing 

supply and density is generally poor practice due to its inflationary effect on land and 

housing values in markets without sufficient housing elasticity. In contrast, evidence-

based policy supports greater housing supply where the elasticity of dwellings is 

insufficient to prevent housing insecurity.  
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Appendix A.  

 

District of Squamish OCP Land Use Map 

Information provided within this appendix utilises data from the District of Squamish 

(2018). 
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Appendix B.  

 

District of Squamish OCP Growth Management 

Map 

Information provided within this appendix utilises data from the District of Squamish 

(2018). 

 

 




