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What is 
Sustainable Housing? 

by Karen Ramsay 

ALTHOUGH SUSTAINABLE URBAN develop
ment . aims to achieve a balance between 
conservation of natural resources and economic 
growth, it is also strongly connected to the social 
dimensions of sustainab/,e development, including 
social equity and social justice. 

Development in the James Bay 
neighbourhood, Victoria, BC 
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While new urbanism, intensification poli
cies and other planning trends may 
encourage a mix of housing types and 
socioeconomic groups, they fail to address 
the issue of affordable housing in urban 
areas. Sustainable housing, often associ
ated with "green building" design, is one 
way cities can practice "social sustainabil
ity." 

Data from a national study of over 20,000 
households in Canada was analyzed in a 
recent master's thesis to make the con
nection between affordable housing and 
sustainability, explore the social dimension 
of sustainability, and develop a clear way 

to define and measure sustainable hous
ing, a term not easily understood. One 
objective was to examine general patterns 
and relative sustainability of three popular 
housing types across Canada: apartments, 
row housing and single detached . It was 
anticipated that results could serve as a 
tool for planners, policy-makers and other 
housing practitioners to improve the sus
tainability of their communities. 

Previous work has only partially explored 
the concept of sustainable housing. 
Literature on "healthy communities" and 
"livability" focuses on sustainability
related issues at the broader city or neigh
bourhood-wide level rather than at the 
housing level. Other studies have exam
ined the resource efficiency of housing 
and its relationship to design, construction 
methods and materials. 

Data from Statistics Canada's Survey of 
Household Spending was analyzed in 
order to test a new and important infor
mation source: it's the first national survey 
that provides comprehensive shelter, 
demographic and expenditure information 
about individual households. This survey 
also has a larger sample size and is con-

ducted annually rather than every four 
years, as with previous surveys, broaden
ing its application and increasing its rele
vance for housing research . 

Five components were argued in this 
study to be integral to sustainable hous
ing, and twenty indicators were devel
oped to measure it. The following defini
tion was created: housing that meets the 
needs of present and future generations, 
promotes efficient use of resources, sup
ports the well-being of its residents, and 
is accessible to all. 

Sustainable housing must: 

• Be affordable; 

• Be accessible to all persons and adapt to 
the needs of a variety of households and 
generations at different stages of their 
life cycle; 

• Be in good repair and provide enough 
room for each individual to live 
comfortably; 

• Meet the needs of individual we/I-being 
and livability; and 

• Use resources more efficiently by using 
less energy/ fuel, consuming less water 
and supporting reduced reliance on the 
private automobile. 

These five components were not said to 
be the same or equal ; rather, all five were 
considered essential to sustainable hous
ing. The study found row housing to be 
the most sustainable form of housing 
overall. It scored highest on all indicators 
of housing accessibility and adaptability 
with the most balanced mix of household 
member's ages-an indicator of housing 
for people at all stages of their life cycle. 
Row housing also had a balance of house
holds (e .g. single, married couple) and 
tenure types, as well as the most balanced 
household sizes. Literature on the "grow 
home," a row housing design produced 
by McGill's School of Architecture, sup
ports this notion of flexibility in row hous
ing. Finally, row housing tied apartments 
on indicators of resource efficiency and 
matched other housing types on measures 
of adequacy and suitability.1 
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Apartments scored higher on the indica
tors of individual well-being/livability.2 

The indicators included household 
employment, average expenditures on 
health care, education, recreation facili
ties, and tobacco and alcohol. Surprisingly, 
apartment dwellers reported higher rates 
of employment during the study year 
than did those living in other types of 
housing. The overall score on livability 
appeared counter-intuitive. This may have 
been caused by several issues: kinds of 
indicators selected, intervening factors or 
the limitations of this dataset. After con
trolling for factors such as income and 
houserold size, both health care and 
tobacco and alcohol expenditure patterns 
remained the same. Single-detached 
dwellers spent the most on education, a 
fact likely caused by higher numbers of 
school-age members and higher average 
incomes. Income and household size may 
also explain single-detached households' 
higher expenditures on recreation. 
Indicators may not have been broad 
enough to adequately gauge this complex 
component of sustainable housing. It 
became apparent that to measure livabil
ity, it's important to consider the location 
of housing types and distance from a 
given amenity. Two indicators from other 
data sources should be added: amount of 
accessible park land/green space and 
number of community services/amenities. 

This study found that single-detached 
housing was more affordable overall, a 
fact primarily explained by the larger pro
portion of higher income earners and the 
greater incidence of ownership than by 
any lower cost associated with the hous
ing type. This result points to a limitation 
of the study: in addition to the shelter
costs-to-income ratio indicator (the 30 per 
cent rule), affordability should be meas
ured by using the proportion of low 
income households living in particular 
types of dwellings. A final point in meas
uring housing resource efficiency: full cost 
accounting of all the energy required in 
the creation and operation of a home, and 
regional and seasonal weather variations, 
must be considered. 

Results of this study can help decision
makers identify more socially just, sustain
able housing options at the national, 
provincial and local levels. Renewed inter
est in environmentally efficient, ground
oriented housing with a variety of tenure 
options, suggest a considerable market for 
row housing in urban areas. Such housing 
may be built on its own or combined with 
apartments, cluster housing or a mixed 
development. Despite widespread desire 
for single-detached housing in suburban 
areas, rural municipalities and smaller 
towns, rising land costs in rapidly growing 
municipalities, along with a "fresh look" 
in design, may increase the appeal of row 
housing. 

At the provincial or local level, it is imper
ative that planners assess the extent to 
which their housing stock meets the 
needs of current and future generations. 
Most cities and provinces in Canada have 
a unique set of housing issues and prob
lems. For example, provinces in the North, 
along with cities located in economically 
or geographically desirable areas or with 
an aging population, need to address 
affordability or adaptability concerns. 
These areas may first select survey data 
for their province or CMA and broaden 
the range of housing types under study 
(e.g. duplex, secondary suites) before 
analyzing results. Other communities with 
a large supply of apartment buildings and 
concerns about aging stock may wish to 
examine this survey data in order to 
gauge the extent to which their apart
ment units require major repairs. 

This research provides a clear definition of 
sustainable housing and serves as an 
effective mechanism or tool for testing the 
relative sustainability of housing types in 
Canadian communities. It may prove use
ful to planners and policy-makers in their 
decisions about what kinds of homes they 
plan, develop, purchase, renovate or 
destroy. Creating more sustainable hous
ing is important to the future of Canadian 
urban centers and to rapidly growing rural 
or suburban communities, as a way to 
address certain primary issues: rapid 
urbanization, sprawl, increasing land 
costs, the changing demands of families, 
and the growing need for flexible,'afford
able housing. These trends require the 
development and/or retrofitting of sus
tainable forms of housing. The results of 
this study also demonstrate the impor
tance of including social sustainability in 
any definition of sustainable housing. 

Notes 
I Adequacy and suitability 

of housing is measured by 
the need for major repairs 
and the level of 
crowdedness. 

2 It must be noted that 
although the overall score 
was slightly higher for 
apartments, row housing 
then single detached 
followed close behind. 
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Summary 
A recent master's thesis used data from a 
comprehensive national survey in order to 
develop a clear method to define and 
measure sustainable housing in Canada. 
Five components were argued to be 
essential to this definition. As a way to 
make results tangible, a comparison of 
three popular housing types-apartments, 
row housing and single detached-were 
examined on the basis of their relative 
sustainability. Row housing was found to 
be the most sustainable form of housing 
overall. 

Sommaire 
Utilisant des donnees tirees d'une enquete 
nationa/e, un memoire de maftrise trace 
une methodologie d'identification et 
d'evaluation du logement viable au 
Canada. La methodologie repose sur cinq 
composantes. Une comparaison de la 
viabilite relative de trois types de 
logement, appartement, maison en rangee 
et maison isolee, a permis d'identifier la 
maison en rangee comme etant la forme 
d'habitation la plus generalement viable. 
Ce type de logement a en effet accumule 
le plus de points pour l'adaptablilite et 
l'accessibilite, autant de points que Jes 
appartements pour le rendement 
energetique et la meme cote que Jes deux 
autres types d'habitation pour la 
logeabilite. 

Row housing development 
on Queens Avenue, 
New Westminster, BC 
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