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This policy brief is based on Maytree’s submission to the Ministry of Municipal
Affairs and Housing regarding proposed amendments to Ontario Regulations
367/11 under the Housing Services Act, 2011 related to Required Local Eligibility
Rules, set out in Bill 184, Protecting Tenants and Strengthening Community
Housing Act, 2020.1

Introduction
On February 16, 2021, Ontario’s Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing
(MMAH) proposed regulation changes that would require all municipalities to
have income and asset limits when determining eligibility for rent-geared-to-income
(RGI) housing in the province. As part of the process, MMAH asked for comments
in relation to the proposed amendments.
This policy brief provides an overview of the intent of MMAH’s proposed
regulation changes and demonstrates that they do not help achieve the overall
policy goal MMAH has articulated.

Understanding the proposed regulatory
changes in relation to the Auditor General’s
2017 Value-for-Money Audit
Service managers are responsible for administering and delivering community
housing and determining rent-geared-to-income housing (RGI) eligibility in
Ontario. The Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH) is proposing
that all municipal and regional service managers have local eligibility rules on
household income and asset limits for RGI assistance. The proposed amendments,
if passed, would require all service managers to have income and asset limits that
aim to limit access to RGI housing, without meaningfully introducing measures
that would help service managers prioritize access to RGI housing based on need.

1

Housing Division, Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing. February 16, 2021. Proposed Amendments
to O. Reg. 367/11 under the Housing Services Act, 2011 Related to Required Local Eligibility Rules,
set out in Bill 184, Protecting Tenants and Strengthening Community Housing Act, 2020. Accessed at
https://www.ontariocanada.com/registry/view.do?postingId=36367&amp;language=en

Three recommendations for the Ontario government

1

Currently, all service managers have local household income eligibility rules for
RGI assistance.2 Service mangers can set household asset limits if they choose. For
example, Durham Region3 and the Region of Peel4 have household asset limits
for RGI eligibility. However, the Ministry is proposing that all municipal service
managers develop and apply income and asset limits in assessing eligibility for RGI
assistance to help “improve consistency in eligibility rules”5 across communities in
the province.
In the Auditor General’s 2017 Value-for-Money Audit of Social and Affordable
Housing Programs,6 the Auditor General noted that Ontario’s social housing
waitlist is managed based on a first-come, first-served basis, and not on the basis
of assessed need. As a result, the waitlist is managed based on chronological order
(when an applicant applies for RGI assistance), and doesn’t prioritize access based
on need (with the exception of victims of domestic violence).
The Auditor General also indicated that some households on the social housing
waitlist might be able to afford housing in the private market and recommended
that MMAH work with service managers to develop a needs-based eligibility and
prioritization system that includes information like the assets applicants may have.
This would help reduce the number of applicants on the social housing waitlist, as
applicants exceeding the asset limit thresholds would no longer qualify for support.
Without further assessment, the Auditor General’s recommendations may seem
reasonable. However, the proposed regulation responds to only parts of the
Auditor General’s recommendations, and do not indicate how MMAH intends to
better prioritize those in need of RGI assistance and increase the number of RGI
units available so that people in need of housing can actually access them.
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The problem: Too narrow a focus
Without indicating how it intends to work with service managers to establish
needs-based and prioritization processes, the Ministry’s focus on requiring all
service managers to have income and asset limits does not address the complete
nature of the Auditor General’s recommendations. Instead, MMAH is focusing
on one recommendation, while eschewing the other recommendations that
would help increase access to RGI assistance.

•

In the Auditor General’s 2017 Value-for-Money Audit, the Auditor General
indicated that there were over 185,000 households, representing over 480,000
people, on Ontario’s social housing waitlist in 2016.7 The average time for an
applicant to secure RGI housing is approximately 10 years.
¶ For low-income households in Ontario, social housing is frequently the
only affordable and secure option to meet their housing needs with dignity.
The length of the waitlist underscores the extent to which supply for social
housing has failed to keep up with growing demand.

•

At the time of the report, the Auditor General provided many recommendations
to MMAH on Ontario’s social and affordable housing programs, including
working with service managers to introduce processes that would enable
prioritization of people and families seeking RGI assistance based on need,
instead of chronological order.

•

As part of the set of recommendations provided to MMAH, the Auditor
General noted that the introduction of asset limit tests may help focus the
waitlist on those in greatest need, and reduce the number of people seeking RGI
support.
¶ The Auditor General found that 900 applicants on the social housing
waitlist, in three service manager areas, owned at least one home. The
Auditor General further reported that in one municipality, over 2,000
people on the social housing waitlist (out of 14,000) had assets valued over
$100,000.

•

While compelling on its own, the evidence provided by the Auditor General is
incomplete. The type of assets and the socio-demographic realities of applicants
and existing RGI tenants matter when assessing need.

•

There is little evidence to suggest that setting local asset limits is the ideal policy
approach to identify who is most in need of social housing or managing and
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optimizing social housing waitlist. If not done carefully, it could exacerbate
financial and housing insecurity amongst people seeking support.
¶ In 2018, for example, York Region introduced income limits of $80,000
and asset limits of $75,000 for new applicants and existing RGI
households.8 With the new income and asset limits, almost 2,500 applicants
on the waitlist were identified as exceeding the thresholds, over 80 per cent
of whom were seniors.
¶ While a $75,000 asset limit may sound significant, for seniors removed
from the social housing waitlist, there are limited affordable market rental
options and limited opportunities to increase incomes. Furthermore, if
Ontario’s general policy vision is to help seniors “age in place” (e.g., helping
seniors with their health care needs through increased provision of home
care), we need to make sure that there are affordable housing options
available. Otherwise, Ontario risks undermining broader policy goals to
support seniors in an effort to haphazardly apply new income and asset
limit thresholds.
•

Asset limits that disincentivize household savings directly impact reliance on
social housing and the length of the waitlist and the wait time.

•

There is also no publicly available and longitudinal data from service managers
or the Ministry highlighting the number of tenants who deliberately misreported income and asset limits in eligibility investigations, tenants who
became ineligible over time, the frequency of these cases, and the proportion
of tenants on the waitlist who were reprioritized or restricted as a result. This
information matters when developing new regulations that would limit access
to RGI support.

•

While the proposed regulation creates the illusion that the Ontario government
is taking steps to meaningfully address the housing crisis, the Ministry is
taking steps that might reduce the waitlist but exacerbate financial and housing
insecurity amongst people and families in Ontario.
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Recommendation #1:
A better understanding of depth of poverty could help establish better
prioritization processes and nuanced policy approaches that do not exacerbate
financial insecurity.

•

Seniors, lone-parent families, unattached non-seniors, racialized people, and
people with disabilities represent a significant proportion of individuals living
in poverty9 and in need for social housing.
¶ According to the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC),
15.3 per cent of all Ontario households were experiencing core housing
need in 2016. 10,11
¶ Among senior-led households in Ontario, 17 per cent were in core housing
need. Almost one-third of seniors living alone were experiencing core
housing need, compared to 7.6 per cent of seniors living with family.
¶ CMHC data also shows that that 22.6 per cent of singles, and 32.2 per
cent of lone parent families (non-senior led) were experiencing core housing
need.
¶ Core housing need among Aboriginal households in Ontario was 19 per
cent.
¶ Almost one-fifth of immigrant households were likely to experience core
housing need, and recent immigrants experienced greater core housing need
compared to those who have been in Canada longer.
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•

Research to date demonstrates that asset holdings vary by demographic
group.12 Given the socio-demographics of people living in poverty, a one-sizefits-all approach to income and asset limits will have unequal consequences.
¶ For example, Statistics Canada’s 2019 Survey of Financial Security (SFS)
reported that median liquid asset holdings for seniors was $107,000
compared to $5,500 for lone-parent families.13
¶ While both seniors and lone-parent families experience greater core housing
need than average (as discussed above), their incomes and assets vary. Policy
solutions, therefore, need to be attentive to the distinct financial insecurities
experienced by such groups.

•

Income and asset limits alone are inadequate when assessing financial security
(or vulnerability) and eligibility for social housing. We should also consider
household debt.
¶ The 2019 SFS reported that debt among senior-led families has grown, with
seniors less likely to be debt-free today compared to two decades ago.14

•

In a recent report, Prosper Canada found that 49 per cent of low-income
households in Canada carry debt, and most of this debt is consumer debt.15
¶ As much as 80 per cent of low-income household debt is linked to “credit
card debts, installment loans, and debt backed by depreciating assets, such
as auto loans.”16

•

On average, low-income households spend close to one-third of their income
on debt repayment, which significantly threatens their ability to meet their basic
needs.

•

Experts have suggested that asset poverty rates are generally two to three
times higher than income poverty rates, and caution that levels of economic

12 David Rothwell and Jennifer Robson. 2018. The prevalence and composition of asset poverty
in Canada: 1999, 2005, and 2012. International Journal of Social Welfare 27: 17–27. https://doi.
org/10.1111/ijsw.12275
13 Statistics Canada. December 2020. Survey of Financial Security,2019. Accessed at https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201222/dq201222b-eng.htm
14 Statistics Canada. December 2020. Survey of Financial Security,2019. Accessed at https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201222/dq201222b-eng.htm
15 Elizabeth Mulholland, Alex Bucik and Vivian Odu. 2020. Roadblock to Recovery: Consumer debt of
low- and moderate-income Canadian households in the time of COVID-19. Toronto: Prosper Canada.
Accessed at https://prospercanada.org/getattachment/901099d6-03fc-4550-9102-6f9fe91b94a3/
Roadblock-to-recovery_Consumer-debt-report.aspx
16 Ibid.
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security as measured by asset poverty vary by demography and other social
backgrounds in Canada.
¶ Holders of assets may still experience income poverty. Additionally, the
“nature, scope, and distribution of asset holding in society” are yet to be
systematically studied and, as such, asset based poverty measures often lack
reliability and standardization.17
¶ This can make it difficult to monitor and evaluate the outcomes of social
welfare policies based on such measures, as in social housing policy.
•

The rate of insolvency is very likely to grow and adversely impact low-income
households (who are also more likely to require social housing) given the
economic and employment uncertainties created by COVID-19.

•

In addition to developing a better understanding of the empirical research on
asset and income poverty, MMAH should also:
¶ Engage current and prospective RGI recipients on the proposed changes. It
is critical to account for their lived experience, especially the barriers they
face in accessing quality, affordable, and secure housing.
¶ Invest in the collection and distribution of good quality evidence and
disaggregated data. This will help the ministry develop better evidencebased policy solutions.

•

While the Ontario government may say that it is compelling all municipalities
to introduce asset limit tests to “prioritize” access to RGI housing, the
proposed regulation changes do not support this goal. Without a nuanced
understanding of income and asset poverty, MMAH risks exacerbating financial
insecurity amongst people and families in need.

•

With a nuanced understanding of income and asset poverty developed from
engagement of people with lived experience of poverty, empirical research, and
better RGI data, MMAH should focus on working with service managers to
develop processes that meaningfully prioritize those in need of RGI assistance.
This could include assessing priority by depth of income and asset poverty,
instead of income and asset holdings alone.

17 David Rothwell and Jennifer Robson. 2018. The prevalence and composition of asset poverty in
Canada: 1999, 2005, and 2012. International Journal of Social Welfare 27: 17–27. Accessed at https://
doi.org/10.1111/ijsw.12275
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Recommendation #2:
The type of assets matters when trying to understand need. MMAH has to be
clear on which illiquid and liquid assets should be used to assess RGI eligibility.

•

A substantial proportion of low- and modest-income households consistently
experience difficulties in building savings and assets.
¶ This wealth shortfall increases financial vulnerability and gaps in retirement
readiness. Workplace pension coverage, an important contributor to longterm financial security, has steadily declined since the 1970s. Younger,
lower-income, and less educated households are most vulnerable to such
financial insecurities. They are also less likely to contribute to registered and
tax-preferred savings accounts, such as Tax-Free Savings Accounts (TFSAs),
Registered Pension Plans (RPPs), and Registered Retirement Savings Plans
(RRSPs).18

•

Asset limits that require people to reduce their liquid assets run the risk of
keeping people in poverty. They are counterintuitive to the realities of housing
unaffordability in Ontario and are unlikely to aid tenants to transition off
social housing.

•

It is important to acknowledge that not all assets are equal, and the type of
assets that are used in the determination of need cannot be uniformly placed
on all RGI applicants and tenants. Otherwise, the ministry risks exacerbating
inequities.
¶ For example, it is important to consider how asset limits can be established
that do not require low-income seniors to deplete their retirement savings
and security, in an effort to respect “age in place” policy priorities.
¶ Similarly, asset limits should be designed to be sensitive to the needs of
women trying to escape intimate partner violence and facing housing
instability who may otherwise be disqualified based on financial assets held
jointly with their spouse or in their household.

18 André Côté, Alex Mazer, and Jonathan Weisstubb. February 2019. The Canada Saver’s Credit: A
proposal to build financial security for lower- and modest-income Canadians. Report by Maytree,
Common Wealth and Common Good. Accessed at https://maytree.com/wp-content/uploads/Canada_
Savers_Credit.pdf
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•

York Region has tried to balance imposing asset limits without reducing
incentives to save.19
¶ For example, the equity that one might have accrued from owning a home
is used in the asset limit determination for RGI eligibility, instead of whether
one simply owns a home.

•

According to 2016 Census data, lower-income households tend to use TFSAs as
their preferred savings instrument.
¶ Since TFSAs were introduced in 2009, many lower-income individuals and
households have begun using TFSAs as their primary savings vehicle.
¶ The census data also shows that RRSP contributions have declined while
pre-retirement RRSP withdrawals have grown, an indication of increasing
financial hardship due to lower and volatile earnings.20

•

MMAH should ensure that TFSAs, RPPs, and RRSPs are excluded from assets
considered in the determination of RGI eligibility.
¶ At present, Regulation 367/11 of the Housing Services Act, 2011, excludes
some assets like Registered Education Savings Plans and a motor vehicle
essential for work or for the operation of a business. The regulation does
not clearly indicate whether TFSAs, RPPs, and RRSPs are considered part of
“excluded assets.”
¶ A review of local eligibility criteria for RGI eligibility demonstrates that the
criteria vary across municipal service managers. For example, the Region of
Peel only lists Registered Education Savings Plans in the list of “excluded
assets.”21 However, the Region of Durham includes RRSPs and Registered
Retirement Income Funds (RRIFs).22 Neither include TFSAs.

19 Regional Municipality of York. March 29, 2018. Modernization of the subsidized housing wait
list. Accessed at https://www.york.ca/wps/wcm/connect/yorkpublic/819705cc-c72c-4dca-9d8e83684089b5f9/mar+1+modernization+ex.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=mu8lSiW
20 André Côté, Alex Mazer, and Jonathan Weisstubb. February 2019. The Canada Saver’s Credit: A
proposal to build financial security for lower- and modest-income Canadians. Report by Maytree,
Common Wealth and Common Good. Accessed at https://maytree.com/wp-content/uploads/Canada_
Savers_Credit.pdf
21 Region of Peel. August 26, 2019. Asset Limits – Centralized Waiting List. Accessed at https://www.
peelregion.ca/housing/provider/hip/policies/pdf/2017/asset-limits.pdf
22 Housing Services Division, Region of Durham. June 15, 2020. Durham Social Housing Directives
– Asset Limits. Accessed at https://www.durham.ca/en/doing-business/resources/Documents/
HousingDevelopment/Directives/RGI-2020-11-Asset-Limits.pdf
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•

Including TFSAs, RPPs, and RRSPs in the list of “excluded assets” in the
assessment of RGI assistance eligibility would be critical to improving financial
security for social housing applicants and recipients.

•

A list of assets that should be included and excluded in the determination
of RGI eligibility should be prescribed in the regulation and not left to
municipalities and service managers to decide. Otherwise, MMAH would be
undermining the spirit of the regulatory change to improve “consistency” in
RGI eligibility across municipal service managers.

Recommendation #3:
The long waitlist for social housing is a consequence of a lack of
adequate public investment in social and affordable housing. To help
resolve Ontario’s affordable housing crisis, the province has to invest in
social and affordable housing.
•

Ontario has one of the largest social housing waitlists in the country, and wait
times have steadily grown. According to the Auditor General’s report, more
people are on the waitlist than those currently living in social housing.
¶ In 2016, about 33 per cent of renter households found themselves in core
housing need, mostly because of the unaffordability of rents.23
¶ From 2011 to 2018, the social housing wait-list grew by 27 per cent. Today,
over 185,000 households find themselves on the waitlist.24
¶ During this time, the number of households in core housing need grew by
118,000 households—from almost 617,000 to 735,000 households. This
represents a 19.1 per cent increase.25

•

At the root of the current affordable housing crisis with its long wait list is
the failure to invest in housing programs meant to support Ontario’s most
vulnerable people.

23 Garima Talwar Kapoor. March 2021. Understanding what matters: Summary of the Financial
Accountability Office’s report Housing and Homelessness Programs in Ontario. Policy Brief by Maytree.
Accessed at https://maytree.com/publications/understanding-what-matters/
24 Ibid.
25 Financial Accountability Office of Ontario. March 4, 2021. Housing and Homelessness Programs in
Ontario. Accessed at https://www.fao-on.org/web/default/files/publications/FA1906%20Affordable%20
Housing/Housing%20and%20Homelessness%20Programs-EN.pdf
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•

From 2014-15 to 2018-19, the Ontario government spent less than 0.3 per cent
of its annual total expenditures on social housing programs.26 This estimate
builds on the Financial Accountability Office’s (FAO) recent review of housing
and homelessness programs in Ontario.27
¶ On average, the FAO estimates that between 2014-15 and 2018-19, Ontario
spent $856 million per year on housing programs. That’s less than 0.7 per
cent of Ontario’s total budget expenditures during those years, including
both federal and provincial investments.
¶ When we examine the FAO’s report alongside other public data, we
estimate that less than 0.3 per cent of the province’s own spending went
toward housing programs from 2014-15 to 2018-19.

•

While investments made through the National Housing Strategy will help
stabilize the number of RGI units and increase the number of rent supplements
available, the FAO estimates that the number of households in core housing
need is only expected to grow.
¶ The FAO estimates that the total number of households in core housing
need will increase to 815,500 households in 2027. This means that 80,500
more households are estimated to be in core housing need compared to
2018.

•

This is because the investments that Ontario has projected for social and
affordable housing (even with investments from the federal government) are
not going to be enough to address the number of people and families in core
housing need.
¶ The FAO estimates that spending in Ontario’s housing programs will
average $696 million from 2019-20 to 2027-28. On average, that’s a $160
million annual shortfall, compared to spending in the years before 2019-20.
Even if Ontario maintained investments at the insufficient levels that it had
previously, an additional $1.2 billion could go into housing programs over
eight years.

•

The proposed regulation change requiring all service managers to have income
and asset limits to determine RGI eligibility could push people in need of

26 Garima Talwar Kapoor. March 2021. Understanding what matters: Summary of the Financial
Accountability Office’s report Housing and Homelessness Programs in Ontario. Policy Brief by Maytree.
Accessed at https://maytree.com/publications/understanding-what-matters/
27 Financial Accountability Office of Ontario. March 4, 2021. Housing and Homelessness Programs in
Ontario. Accessed at https://www.fao-on.org/web/default/files/publications/FA1906%20Affordable%20
Housing/Housing%20and%20Homelessness%20Programs-EN.pdf
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support off the waitlist (as demonstrated above). Restricting access to the RGI
waitlist is not going to address the housing crisis that Ontario faces. Significant
investments in social and affordable housing, above and beyond what is already
prescribed through Ontario’s agreement with the federal government on the
National Housing Strategy, are required.

Conclusion
At Maytree, we undertake our work from a human rights-based approach. We
believe that fulfilling economic and social rights is the best way to protect against,
and reduce, poverty. Everyone in Ontario has the fundamental human right to safe,
secure, and affordable housing. Prioritizing those in greatest need of support is part
of a rights-based approach to policy, and on the surface, it seems that the ministry
wants to make these proposed regulatory amendments to help ensure that RGI
assistance goes to those who need it most.
However, without a nuanced understanding of income and asset poverty, a clear
delineation of which assets are included and excluded from RGI eligibility, and
adequate investments in social and affordable housing, the Ontario government
risks exacerbating financial and housing insecurity, as opposed to reducing it.
We encourage the government to consider the full picture, particularly the root
causes behind the very long social housing waitlist. The creation of local eligibility
criteria around income and asset limits alone will not address the housing crisis
facing the most vulnerable in Ontario.
The government should consider the following three recommendations:
1. Develop a better understanding of depth of poverty and the inequitable impacts
such a regulatory change may have.
2. Clearly indicate which assets are included and excluded for the determination
of RGI eligibility across the province.
3. Invest significantly in social and affordable housing. Changes to the income and
asset limits create the illusion of progress, without meaningfully addressing the
housing crisis.
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