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Over the past decade, Canadian governments 
have identified child well-being as a policy 
and spending priority. Several initiatives, 
most notably the National Children's Agenda 
(NGA), have set forth strategies and 
frameworks for concrete interventions to 
improve children's health and developmental 
outcomes. The specific goals of the NGA are to 
promote four broad issues relating to 
children: safety and security; health; success 
at learning; and social engagement and 
responsibility. 

Recent research has clearly demonstrated 
that positive outcomes in these areas are 
closely connected to housing quality and 
affordability. Findings from Canada's 
National Longitudinal Survey of Children 
and Youth, like those from other studies, 
have shown that stable, safe and secure 
housing is vital to children's healthy 
growth and development. The cost and 
conditions of housing, along with the 
neighbourhoods in which the housing is 
located, are key components of both the 
physical and social environments in which 
children live, and play both direct and 
indirect roles in children's well-being. 

Yet this evidence has been either over
looked or set aside by governments in the 
fields of housing policy and children's pol
icy. Over the past decade, social, eco
nomic and policy factors and trends have 
collectively contributed to a growing 
shortage of affordable and adequate 
housing across the country. Considered, 
comprehensive efforts to address bur
geoning problems are notably absent 
from policy and planning initiatives at all 
levels of government. 
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Housing conditions 
In Canada in 1996, 15 per cent of all 
households with children (516,000 house
holds), and 38 per cent of aboriginal chil
dren, lived in "core housing need." As 
defined by Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, this term denotes 
housing that requires major repairs, is too 
small for the number of residents, or 
entails shelter costs that consume more 
than 30 per cent of before-tax income. 
Most of the families living in core housing 
need were renters rather than homeown
ers, and 39 per cent were headed by lone 
parents. The number of renter households 
with children paying at least half of their 
income on rent has been steadily rising 
since 1991. In addition, in 1995, 63 per 
cent of children in households with an 
income less than $40,000 lived in 
dwellings with major structural deficien
cies. 

Statistics Canada data from the 2001 cen
sus are not yet avai lable, but it is believed 
that this situation has not improved and 
may have worsened over the past five 
years. 

Poor housing places children at 
risk 

Housing affordability 
For lower-income families, housing costs 
can consume a disproportionate amount 
of family income, which means that less 
money is available for other necessities, 
including food. Studies in both Canada 
and the U.S. have determined that high 
shelter costs contribute to the creation of 
emergency food needs. It is well estab
lished that child hunger is incompatible 

with both physical and intellectual 
growth and development, and 
that nutritional deficits have 
their greatest developmental 
impact on children under six 
years of age. 

The most extreme consequence of the 
affordable housing shortage is homeless
ness. In Canada, one of the most signifi
cant demographic changes among the 
homeless has been the burgeoning num
ber of homeless women and children. In 
Calgary, for example, the severe shortage 
of reasonably priced rental accommoda
tion has been identified as a key reason 
for increases in the number of homeless 
families with children in the 1990s. 
Homelessness can be devastating to chil
dren's development, even by comparison 
with poor housing. The literature reveals a 
high incidence of serious and sometimes 
permanent health-related, developmental 
and cognitive problems among homeless 
children. 

Housing quality 
In general , housing is least expensive 
when its physical quality is poor, or when 
its surroundings include social or environ
mental problems detrimental to physical 
health. For example, low-income housing 
is often located near major traffic arteries, 
on formerly industrial land, o_r in "problem 
neighbourhoods" (in other words, those 
characterized by negative aspects such as 
drug use or drug dealing, crime, prostitu
tion, gangs and concentrated poverty). 

Furthermore, such housing is often char
acterized by age, poor maintenance, 
indoor air-quality hazards, or the presence 
of toxic substances such as lead paint or 
asbestos. Home injuries suffered by chil
dren generally occur as the result of falls, 
poisonings and burns, all of which are 
commonly associated with structural 
problems and inadequate heating. For 
example, attempts to heat dwellings with 
kerosene, electric heaters or wood-burn-

ing stoves have been associated 
with burns and house fires. 

Canadian housing policy 
Economic, social , demographic and policy 
shifts over the past decade have con
tributed to both an increased demand for 
and a decreased supply of affordable 
housing, and have also complicated the 
possible solutions. In the past, housing 
policy was part of a larger social agenda 
premised on notions of equity and social 
citizenship. However, over the last ten 
years, governments have to some extent 
withdrawn from the social policy sphere, 
primarily through funding withdrawals, 
new cost sharing arrangements with 
provinces and municipalities, and devolu
tion of responsibilities to lower levels of 
government that may lack the resources 
to fulfill them. Government focus on fiscal 
restraint and debt/deficit reduction led to 
cuts in federal-provincial transfer pay
ments as well as to diversion of funds 
from universal social programs to pro
grams that target those most at risk or 
most in need. All of these factors have 
contributed to a shift in responsibility for 
the well-being of society's less fortunate 
from government to the voluntary sector. 

Collectively, these changes have dispro
portionately affected the lower-income 
stratum of society and, particularly, chil
dren and youth . Effects include a decline 
in real family incomes, especially among 
young families with children and lone-par
ent families headed by women. Although 
this decline appears to have halted 
recently, poverty rates remain higher than 
they were in previous decades, and the 
polarization of lower- and upper-income 
Canadians will likely continue. Moreover, 
as the population ages, there will likely be 
increasing pressure to shift spending prior
ities from children to services addressing 
the perceived needs of seniors, along with 
continuing demands for tax reductions. 

At present , Canada is the only 
industrialized country without a 

national housing strategy. As 
part of its retreat from the 

social policy sphere, the 
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federal government has gradually with
drawn its support for social housing and 
devolved responsibility to the provinces. 
In most provinces, this responsibility has 
been further devolved to municipalities, 
which lack the tax base to build and 
maintain a sufficient number of subsidized 
and supported housing units to meet the 
needs of the low-income population. 

At the same time, the quantity of low-cost 
rental housing stock has steadily declined 
as a result of gentrification, demolition 
and conversion to condominiums. Private 
developers assumed the lead role in the 
construction of new housing, but they 
have had little incentive to build afford
able family homes, particularly in the form 
of rental accommodation or housing in 
rural areas. New rental construction has 
been aimed at upper-income households, 
but the assumption that these households 
would vacate more affordable units, 
thereby increasing the number of units 
available for lower-income families, has 
proved false. In times of low vacancy 
rates, demand for all kinds of rental units 
maintains high rents, even for less desir
able units. Therefore, expectations about 
"trickle down" vacancies have not materi
alized. 

The result of these changes has been a 
precipitous decline in the supply of rea
sonably priced housing, such that low
income families have been increasingly 
unable to purchase homes or to gain 
access to adequate, low-cost rental 
accommodation. These developments 
have not gone unnoticed by the United 
Nations, which has sharply criticized the 
Canadian government for failing to take 
action on this escalating social problem. 

Building solutions 
Clearly, there is no panacea for the many 
interrelated issues that contribute to and 
result from the housing-affordability prob
lems of families and children. Solutions 
must include a number of micro-interven
tions by all levels of government, such as 
tax incentives, land-use regulations, and 
financing initiatives to encourage private
sector investment in high-quality afford
able housing. But such interventions will 
be inadequate to address the growing 
demands of lower-income families in the 
new millennium. At some point, signifi
cant public investment in new social hous
ing construction will be required if we are 
to arrest the housing crisis. Yet policy 
must address issues of bricks and mortar 
in conjunction with broader considerations 
regarding community development, 
amenities such as schools and transporta
tion, and programs and supports to 
ensure that social housing does, in fact, 
produce the desired benefits for families 
and children. While community supports 
are of little value in the absence of hous
ing, the presence of housing alone does 
not guarantee that objectives will be real
ized. 
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Debates about the role of housing in 
social policy have traditionally focused on 
whether problems involving affordability 
result from a shortage of household 
income or a shortage of available housing. 
From the perspective of children's policy, 
solutions must reflect both approaches; it 
would be folly to address housing supply 
in isolation from income problems. 
Further, housing policy must be integrated 
with other aspects of children's and social 
pol icy. 

The National Children's Agenda provides 
a unique opportunity for governments to 
come together to develop a cross-jurisdic
tional, comprehensive and long-term 
strategy to address family and children's 
housing problems for the purpose of 
encouraging good outcomes for Canada's 
children. While services for children and 
families are a provincial responsibility, chil
dren's health, poverty, homelessness and 
social well-being have been singled out as 
national priorities in federal policy. Such 
issues cannot be addressed until children 's 
housing needs have been met. It is of 
minimal benefit to provide community 
programs or enhanced educational inter
ventions to children who are hungry and 
in a chronic state of dislocation or home
lessness. 

Moreover, children do not live in isolation. 
Strategies must pay heed to the overall 
economic security and stability of the 
entire family unit. Parents must have the 
skills and strength to nurture their chil
dren, and the economic means to provide 
them with adequate food, clothing and 
shelter. Federal, provincial and territorial 
reporting requirements, as well as indica
tors of success for the NCA, have yet to 
be determined. If the NCA's goals are to 
be achieved for all of Canada's children, 
affordable and adequate housing for chil
dren and families must be included among 
the indicators reflecting progress. Now is 
the time for federal and provincial minis
ters responsible for children , along with 
those responsible for housing, to take up 
the challenge of redirecting resources into 
this neglected area of planning and social 
policy. 

Note: 
This article is based on a more compre
hensive report by the author: Housing 
Affordability: A Children's Issue, CPRN 
discussion paper n° Fl11 . (Ottawa: 
Canadian Policy Research Networks). This 
longer work can be found at: 
www.cprn .org 
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Summary 
The well-being of Canada's children is 
threatened by shortages of affordable 
housing and the deterioration of Canada's 
low-income housing stock. The National 
Children's Agenda provides a unique 
opportunity for policy-makers from the 
various spheres to come together and 
focus on housing as one vital means of 
ensuring a healthy futu re for Canadian 
children. 

Sommaire 
Le bien-etre des enfants canadiens est 
menace par un manque chronique de 
logements a prix abordable et par la 
deterioration des logements economiques 
existants. Le Plan d'action national pour 
les enfants offre un terrain d'echange pour 
les decideurs de tous les niveaux concernes 
afin d'encourager un renouveau dans le 
secteur de /'habitation et assurer un avenir 
meilleur aux enfants canadiens. 


