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Report Background and Acknowledgements

This report was prepared by United Way British Columbia and the Housing Working Group, a
committee of the Community Based Seniors’ Services (CBSS) Leadership Council. The Leadership
Council advises United Way BC’s Healthy Aging Department and is a provincially-represented body
of leaders working in the not-for-profit and municipal-based seniors’ services sector, as well as older
adults who are leaders in this sector.

The Housing Working Group was established by the Leadership Council in response to growing
concerns raised by not-for-profit agencies and service providers across BC on two issues: the
growing unaffordability of housing for seniors and the lack of social supports tied to housing that
would make it possible for seniors to live well and remain in their own homes for longer.

The Housing Working Group includes members from urban and rural communities throughout
BC who have an interestin, and knowledge of, seniors’ housing needs, challenges, models, and/
or solutions. We would like to thank the working group co-chairs, Deborah Hollins and Tim Rowe,
as well as the other members of the working group for their insights and support on our journey to
develop this report.

We would also like to thank 411 Seniors Centre, and the agencies that work with them, who raised the
alarm bells about the growing crisis of housing insecurity (i.e., precarity) and homelessness within
BC’s seniors’ population.

And a special thanks to all the seniors, volunteers, and housing and service providers who
participated in interviews or shared their insights with us in other ways.
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Key Messages

Low-income rates for seniors in BC (15.2%) are now the highest for any age group, which is a
dramatic reversal from three decades ago when seniors had the lowest low-income rates of any

age group.

Population aging, coupled with rapidly rising costs of living and the inadequate incomes of
seniors, is contributing to the seniors’ housing precarity crisis.

A 70-year-old senior who is dependent on government benefits (i.e., OAS, GIS, BC Seniors
Supplement) would spend 78% of their income to rent an average one-bedroom apartment in
BC ($1,432), on average.

Access to subsidized rent-geared-to-income seniors’ housing has been declining in BC, while

at the same time, low-cost private market options are being lost due to skyrocketing rents,
evictions, renovictions, and redevelopments; as well as seasonal and regional influxes of people
into communities.

Almost 1 in 5 senior-led renter households (18% or 21,565 households) are spending 50% or
more of their income on housing and are considered to be precariously housed and at risk of
homelessness.

In our interviews we heard that:

* There is a growing number of seniors who are unsheltered or living in substandard or unsafe
housing situations (e.g., staying with abusive family members; living in cars or storage
lockers; camping in the woods; housing without heat or electricity).

* An increasing number of these seniors find themselves on the verge of homelessness for
the first time in their 60s and 70s.

* Housing precarity and homelessness takes a significant toll on the physical and mental
health of seniors. For example, one frontline service provider stated that over half of their
clients experiencing housing precarity talk openly about whether they want to live anymore.

* The current continuum of housing and housing supports does not serve seniors well, due to
gaps in the continuum as well as a lack of senior-specific supports and housing options.

In our report recommendations, we have identified six goals and sixteen specific
recommendations, including examples of positive actions that have been initiated by the

BC Government, municipalities in various regions of the province, and community-based
organizations. Expanding on these examples will help to achieve the goal of housing
affordability for seniors and other low-income British Columbians. The first three goals address
the need for more low-income rental housing stock in BC for all age groups, while the last
three goals focus specifically on the needs of the senior population.
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Executive Summary

Introduction

In British Columbia (BC), low- and moderate-income people of all ages and from all walks of life are
being affected by the housing affordability crisis. Our report highlights the impact of the housing

affordability crisis on one specific demographic: seniors. Over the past year and a half, community-
based seniors’ services (CBSS) have been sounding the alarm that the risk of homelessness among

low-income seniors is reaching crisis proportions.

Population aging, coupled with rapidly rising
living costs and inadequate retirement incomes,
is contributing to a growing number of seniors
experiencing housing precarity later in life.
Historically, seniors have received limited policy
attention in terms of their housing rights, as
improvements to retirement income benefits

in the 1970s dramatically reduced the low-
income rates for seniors to levels lower than
those of other age groups. However, today
seniors’ rates of low income in BC (15.2%) are
nearly double that of any other age group.
Furthermore, one in four seniors has an income
below $21,800.

In this report, we delve into the distinctive
housing contexts, challenges, and needs that
emerge later in life, as well as potential solutions
for meeting the needs of precariously housed
seniors. We synthesize data from various sources
to illustrate the scope of the seniors’ housing
precarity crisis among seniors and present
findings from interviews with seniors, volunteers,
housing providers, and service providers. While
our primary focus is on seniors, we acknowledge
housing as a basic human right, and emphasize
the significance of taking broader action to
ensure that British Columbians at all stages of life
have access to affordable housing.

United Way British Columbia - Aging in Uncertainty: The Growing Housing Crisis for BC Seniors



The Growing Affordability and
Precarity Crisis in Seniors Housing

In BC, the cost of housing has been skyrocketing,
making it nearly impossible to find an affordable
rental unit in many communities. The average
monthly rental cost for a 1-bedroom apartment
in a purpose-built rental building has surged from
$871in 2010 to $1,432 in 2022, marking a 64%
increase. In comparison, the monthly income
available to seniors through OAS/GIS/BC Seniors
Supplement for seniors aged 65-74 was only
$1,841.35 in 2023. While rental supplements are
available for seniors through the Shelter Aid for
Elderly Renters (SAFER) program, these subsidies
are inadequate to make housing affordable for
seniors, with the average monthly SAFER subsidy
amounting to only $195.

Furthermore, evictions for personal or family use,
renovictions, and redevelopments have displaced
many longstanding senior tenants. Seasonal and

n Uncertainty: The Growing Housin

regional influxes of people into communities
(e.g., tourists, migrant and remote workers, etc.)
have added extra pressure to housing markets.
One study estimated that from 2016-2021,
approximately 6.1% of BC's non-subsidized low-
cost units (units with rents below $750) were lost.

Subsidized housing with rent-geared-to-income,
where renters pay 30% of their income for
housing, is an effective way to ensure that
housing is affordable to low-income seniors.
However, despite a 20% increase in the senior
population from 2017-2022, access to subsidized
rent-geared-to-income housing remained
stagnant over this period (0.1% increase was
observed) (see figure 1). Close to 30,000 units of
subsidized rent-geared-to-income housing will
be lost in BC by 2033 and 51% of these will be
seniors’ units. This loss is due to the expiration
of operating agreements with the provincial
and/or federal governments that provided
funding for these subsidized rent-geared-to-
income housing units.

If a 70-year old senior was dependent
on government benefits (i.e., OAS,
GIS, BC Seniors Supplement)
they would spend

78% of their
income

to rent the average 1-bedroom
apartment.




Figure 1. Declining Access to Subsidized Rent-Geared-To-Income Housing in BC, 2017-2021/22

SENIORS
SUBSIDIZED
HOUSING UNITS:
30% RENT-
GEARED-TO-
INCOME?

SENIORS
POPULATION
IN BC'

20%
INCREASE

0.1%
INCREASE

1,058,462
(2022)

878,623
(2017)

20,805
(2022)

20,786
(2017)

SENIORS
SUBSIDIZED
HOUSING UNITS:
50% RENT-
GEARED-TO-
INCOME?

SENIORS
SUBSIDIZED
HOUSING
WAITLIST?

6%
DECREASE

45%
INCREASE

691
(2022)

8,707
(2022)

5,988
(2017/18)

737
(2017/18)

1 Statistics Canada. Table 17-10-0005-01 Population estimates on July 1st, by age and sex [Data table]. 2023. Accessed
September 21, 2023. https://doi.org/10.25318/1710000501-eng

2 Data request from BC Housing

The housing situations of senior renters are
extremely precarious. The loss of subsidized units,
rising rents, evictions for personal or family use,
renovictions and redevelopments are pushing
more senior renters to the brink of homelessness.
In 2020, almost 1 in 5 senior-led renter households
(18% or 21,565 households) spent 50% or more
of their income on housing, rendering them
precariously housed and at risk of homelessness.
In 2023, in Greater Vancouver, seniors made up
22% of the homeless population.

Interview Findings

In the interviews, we learned about the significant
toll that the housing affordability crisis is taking
on low-income seniors. There is a growing
number of seniors who are unsheltered or living
in substandard or unsafe housing situations (e.g.,
staying with abusive family members; living in
cars or storage lockers; camping in the woods;

housing without heat or electricity). The housing
affordability crisis has been reported to affect
seniors residing in large urban communities and
small rural and remote areas. Most shockingly, an
increasing number of seniors, who have worked
all their lives, are finding themselves on the verge
of homelessness or experiencing homelessness
for the first time in their 60s and 70s.

Housing precarity and homelessness
significantly impact the physical and mental
health of seniors. In addition, the high costs

of housing often leave seniors in impossible
situations, where they must choose between
paying for housing and meeting other essential
needs such as food or medications.

The interviewees also reported that the staff

and volunteers supporting these seniors are
experiencing significant moral distress because
there are no affordable housing options available
in their communities. Burnout is a concern for
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many organizations, due to heavy workloads
and insufficient resources, as well as the difficult
nature of the work. Several interviewees noted
that their organizations had staff members
currently on mental health leave or who had left
their positions due to the stress of their work.

The lack of coordination with and support from
the healthcare system, particularly to address
mental health needs, further exacerbates the
challenges for both the seniors and the staff
who assist them. The interviews also emphasized
that seniors, and particularly those who are
homeless and precariously housed, need access
to a continuum of housing options based on
their housing situation and level of support

need - including access to housing navigation
services, homeless shelters, transitional and
temporary housing, subsidized rent-geared-to-
income and other low-income rental housing
units, supportive housing, assisted living facilities
and long-term care facilities. The most persistent
concern expressed by interviewees was that the
current continuum of housing supports does

not adequately serve seniors due to gaps in the
continuum as well as a lack of senior-specific
supports and housing options.

66

And | would say, well,
over half of our clients
talk openly about the
question of whether or
not they want to live
anymore, and the burden
that they feel like in the
current system.

Service Provider

29

66

And so, we just see
this influx of people
that are in absolute
crisis because they
know that they have a
very limited time and
that their application
for BC Housing, or
their going into BC
Housing, probably
won't be realistic and
so [they're] looking
to us and are coming
to us and just saying,
"what are our options?”
And unfortunately, we
don’t say this to people,
but on our side, we
know that there are
none. And I've said this
multiple times on my
team before, | honestly
cringe whenever these
kinds of things happen,
because we have a

very limited ability, if
anything, to respond.

Service Provider
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Recommendations

Moving forward, there is an urgent need

for multigovernmental and intersectoral
collaboration to address the housing affordability
crisis in BC. In this report, we have identified six
goals and sixteen specific recommendations,
along with examples of positive actions initiated
by the BC Government, municipalities in various
regions of the province, and community-based
organizations. Expanding upon these examples
would significantly contribute to achieving the
goal of housing affordability for seniors and other
low-income British Columbians.

The first three goals target the necessity for more
low-income rental housing options in BC for all
age groups:

* Goal 1. To increase access to subsidized
rent-geared-to-income housing for low-
income people of all ages (i.e., where
tenants pay no more than 30 percent of
their income on housing).

* Goal 2. To retain the existing stock of low-
income rental housing for all age groups.

* Goal 3. To develop multisectoral community
tables, coalitions, or alliances to identify
common housing issues and develop
community-driven solutions.

Furthermore, we propose eight
recommendations detailing specific steps
that can be taken to accomplish these three
goals - such as increasing investments in non-
profit housing developments, utilizing local
government policy levers to encourage the
development of low-income rental housing,

9

strengthening protections for renters in the
private market, implementing a home repairs
grant program, and more.

The last three goals are specifically tailored to the
needs of the senior population:

e Goal 4. To increase financial assistance for
low and moderate-income seniors living in
private market rental housing by introducing
needed changes in the SAFER program.

e Goal 5. To increase access to housing with
supports (both social and health supports)
to ensure low-income seniors can maintain
their housing tenancy and improve their
health and well-being.

e Goal 6. To ensure that housing navigation
supports, the shelter system, and
transitional and low-income rental housing
are, not only adequately funded, but also
accessible, safe, and appropriate for seniors
who are homeless or precariously housed.

The report presents eight recommendations
outlining specific steps that can be taken to
achieve these senior-focused goals. These

steps include increasing SAFER amounts to
better align with the rental market, developing
funding streams to support community-based
organizations providing on-site tenant and
social connection supports, increasing access

to multidisciplinary mental health services,
supporting and expanding access to the Seniors
Housing Information and Navigation Ease
program, investing in transitional housing models
for seniors, and more.

United Way British Columbia - Aging in Uncertainty: The Growing Housing Crisis for BC Seniors




1. Introduction

In British Columbia (BC), there is a growing
number of reports and news stories focused on
the housing affordability crisis and the increasing
numbers of individuals who are homeless or at
risk of homelessness. Young couples wanting

to buy their first home and start a family, older
renters who are living on fixed incomes, students
who are despairing if they will ever be able

to move out from their parents’ home, recent
immigrants who have moved to BC to start a
new life — low and moderate income British
Columbians of all ages and across all walks of life
are being impacted by the housing affordability
crisis. While BC has been widely recognized as
one of the provinces that has been most severely
impacted by the housing affordability crisis, we
are not alone. Housing affordability and increased
homelessness is a challenge across our country.
In 2023, the Canadian Human Rights Commission
released a scathing report, stating:

Thousands of people across the
country are having their human right to
adequate housing violated. Affordability
for those who need it most is being
eroded. Housing insecurity is worsening.
People are at risk of falling through the
growing cracks of the safety net into
homelessness. Encampments are more
visible than they have ever been.'

Our report focuses specifically on seniors, a
population that has traditionally received little
policy attention when it comes to the right to
housing and issues of housing precarity and
homelessness. This is because of improvements
to retirement income benefits in the 1970s that
dramatically reduced the low-income rates for
seniors to the point that they were lower than
for other age groups in the population. This
began to change in the mid-1990s. Today, the

United Way British Columbia - Aging in Uncertainty: The Growing Housing Crisis for BC Seniors



incomes of many seniors are not keeping pace
with the rapidly rising costs of living and the
percentage of seniors with low incomes has
been rising. In fact, seniors’ rates of low-income
in BC (15.2%) are now almost double that of
any other age group (see Appendix 1).2 In 2020,
in BC, half of all seniors had an after-tax income
below $32,000, and one in four seniors had an
income below $21,800, an amount that is about
$10,000 below the minimum wage.?

In addition, over the past decade, the

proportion of the BC population that is over

65 has significantly increased, from 15% of the
population in 2010 (667,472 seniors) to 20% in
2022 (1,058,462 seniors).* The combination of
population aging, rapidly rising costs of living, and
inadequate retirement incomes means that many
more seniors are experiencing the effects of the
housing affordability and homelessness crisis.>¢’

In this report, we explore the unique housing
contexts, challenges, and needs that arise later

in life, along with some of the solutions for
addressing the needs of precariously housed
seniors. At the same time, we recognize
housing as a fundamental human right, and
stress the importance of taking broader action
to ensure that British Columbians in all stages
of life have access to affordable housing. Our
perspective aligns closely with a 2023 position
paper from the Health Officers’ Council of

BC, where they argue that homelessness is an
urgent public health crisis,® and highlight the
need for multisectoral, upstream approaches
to prevent homelessness. This includes options
for seniors, people living with complex chronic
health needs, young adults, and people in need
of transitional or emergency housing. While the
primary focus of this report is on seniors, we
identify goals and recommendations at the end
of the report to both increase the affordability
of housing for British Columbians of all ages
and specifically address the unique needs of
low-income seniors.

2. Report Methodology

Over the last year and a half, community-based
seniors’ services (CBSS) have been sounding
the alarm that the risk of homelessness

among low-income seniors is reaching crisis
proportions. The goal of this report is to draw
both the public’s and governments’ attention
to this crisis. The report begins with a review of
the relevant literature that establishes housing
as a human right and a social determinant of
health. It then summarizes recent data from
numerous sources to illustrate the scope and
reasons why the housing affordability crisis for
seniors is so dire. Lastly, and most importantly,
it includes findings from interviews with
seniors, volunteers, housing providers, and
service providers, to better understand what

this crisis looks like on the ground, including
the impact on the seniors, the community-
based agencies supporting these seniors and
the health system.

A total of 16 interviews were conducted, and
we received one response to our questions over
email. The interviewees are from communities
across the province, with all five health

regions and both urban and rural communities
represented. In addition, we also include the
lived experience of two seniors who have

direct experience with housing precarity and/

or homelessness. The names of the seniors and
some details of their stories have been altered to
protect their identities.

United Way British Columbia - Aging in Uncertainty: The Growing Housing Crisis for BC Seniors



Box.1 Report Terminology

Defining affordable housing

In Canada, housing has traditionally been considered affordable when the cost of rental
housing or housing ownership is less than 30% of a person’s income. Unfortunately,
today, many people use the term “affordable housing” in various ways, making it more
misleading than helpful. For example, “affordable rental housing” is often used to refer
to lower-end-of-market housing or below market housing where there may be some level
of subsidy, but the cost of rent is still often unaffordable for seniors and those with low
incomes. That’s why, in this report, and especially in the recommendations, when we
discuss rental housing that is affordable for everyone, we use the term “rent-geared-to-
income” (i.e., housing that costs no more than 30% of a person’s income). Subsidized rent-
geared-to-income housing may be available through BC Housing, co-operative housing
providers, or non-profit housing providers.?

Defining homelessness and housing precarity

The Canadian Observatory on Homelessness defines homelessness to include a range of living
situations. This encompasses situations where an individual is unhoused and living on the
streets, in emergency shelters, or in other locations unsuitable for habitation. Additionally, it
covers temporary living situations (e.g., couchsurfing, transitional housing). Individuals are also
considered at risk of homelessness if their current financial or housing situation is precarious
or does not meet public health and safety standards.”In this report, we use the term “housing
precarity” to refer to individuals at risk of homelessness. Housing is commonly considered
precarious, and an individual is at risk of homelessness if they are spending 50% or more of
their income on housing.

Note: Housing co-operatives (co-ops) are a unique form of housing that are controlled by
their members and provide at-cost housing. In BC, most housing co-ops offer non-profit rental
housing, and some are subsidized.




3. Literature Review: Housing, Human Rights,
and Health

3.1 Housing as a Human Right

The right to adequate housing has been
recognized as a basic human right internationally
since the United Nations’ 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights."" Key elements of
adequate housing include:"

e affordability (i.e., the cost should not
comprise other basic human rights);

* security of tenure (i.e., protection from
unjust evictions, harassment, and threats);

 habitability (i.e., providing physical safety
and adequate space);

* availability of services and infrastructure
(i.e., having access to sanitation, electricity,
safe drinking water, etc.);

¢ location (i.e., living in a safe location with
access to needed services and amenities);

e accessibility (i.e., ensuring vulnerable and
marginalized groups have access to housing)

* cultural adequacy (i.e., respecting your
cultural identity).

Canada is a signatory to the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, and the right to housing has
been enshrined in federal housing policy through
the 2019 National Housing Strategy Act, which
states, "It is declared to be the housing policy of
the Government of Canada to (a) recognize that
the right to adequate housing is a fundamental
human right affirmed in international law.” "3
Housing as a human rights issue was also
reaffirmed in a 2023 op-ed by BC's Human Rights
Commissioner, which emphasized the need for all
levels of government to collaborate in meeting
the housing needs of British Columbians.™

3.2 Housing as a Social Determinant
of Health

Housing precarity is both a human right

concern and a public health concern. Housing

is widely recognized in Canada as a key social
determinant of health. Social determinants of
health are the living and working conditions that
impact the health and well-being of individuals
and communities.™

There are several different ways through which
housing can impact health outcomes.™ First,
research suggests a relationship between
housing instability (i.e., housing insecurity and
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homelessness) and poor physical and mental
health. Second, individuals typically spend

a significant amount of time at home, and a
poor quality or unsafe home environment (e.g.,
moldy, overcrowded) can negatively impact
health. Third, when the costs of housing are too
high, this can lead to a lack of funds to cover
other expenses such as food and medications.
Fourth, the neighbourhood and built
environment surrounding our home (e.g., public
transportation, access to grocery stores, safety)
have an impact on our health.

The Health Impacts of Housing Precarity
and Homelessness

There is a consistent body of evidence

linking housing precarity with mortality. One
extensive study examined the relationship
between housing affordability and mortality
rates in 27 countries, including Canada, and
found that high housing costs were associated
with higher levels of avoidable mortality

and suicides. The study also revealed that

the impacts of housing costs on health were
mitigated in countries with greater social
spending on pensions and unemployment
benefits, more social housing, and rent control
policies. This suggests that these are effective
interventions for addressing the negative
health impacts of housing precarity."’

A second study, which analyzed mortality rates

in a sample of 881,220 Canadians aged 65 and
over, showed a clear gradient between mortality
and both housing assets and income. Individuals
who were renters (housing asset poor) had higher
mortality rates than homeowners, while people
who owned the most expensive houses had the
lowest rates of mortality. Having a lower income
was also associated with higher rates of mortality.’
Additional research suggests that for seniors,
being a renter or facing high housing costs or
difficulties paying for housing is associated with
greater odds of experiencing:

® an activity limitation,™

* cardiovascular risk factors and conditions®?'
* poor self-rated health??*?

¢ chronic conditions?

* symptoms of depression,??*

® poorer respiratory health.?

Unsurprisingly, homelessness is also associated
with significant negative health outcomes.
Analyses of the health needs of homeless seniors
aged 50 and up in the United States have found
that the prevalence of age-related conditions (e.g.,
activity limitations, cognitive impairments, visual
impairments, falls) is much higher among homeless
seniors than the general population of seniors.?#
In fact, one of these studies found that homeless
seniors experienced worse health than housed
seniors who were, on average, 20 years older.?

The Health Care Costs of Housing
Precarity and Homelessness

Researchers from the United States have studied
the impacts of housing homeless seniors on
their health care utilization and costs. One

study conducted in San Francisco followed a
group of 51 homeless seniors who were placed
in supportive housing for 7.5 years. In the year
prior to supportive housing placement, the total
health care costs of the seniors were $1.7 million.
After being placed in supportive housing, the
total annual cost of provide housing, day health
services, and hospital care for the group was
only $1.2 million per year.?® Another study from
the United States that followed 250 homeless
seniors (50+) in Boston for 12 months found that
at follow-up, participants who obtained housing
had a rate of acute care visits of 2.5 per year
compared to 5.3 per year for participants who
remained homeless.?
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4. The Growing Affordability and Precarity Crisis in

Seniors Housing

4.1 BC's Growing Seniors Population

The seniors’ population in BC has been rapidly
growing, and in 2022, one in five British
Columbians were seniors.* The vast majority
of seniors in BC (95%) live independently in
the community, while about 5% live in assisted
living or long-term care. Among seniors living
in the community, approximately 50% reside

in detached houses, 22% in an apartment or
condominium, and 23% in a townhouse, duplex
or other type of home.**Most seniors in BC are
homeowners (80%), while 20% are renters.3'

4.2 Many Seniors are Low-Income

While some seniors have comfortable retirement
incomes, a large proportion are low-income. Half
of seniors in BC have an after-tax income below
$32,000, and one in four seniors have an income
below $21,800.2 Most low-income seniors

rely solely on government retirement income
benefits, including Old Age Security (OAS),
Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS), and the
BC Seniors Supplement, for their income. The
income seniors receive from these government
benefits ($22,096.20 annually for seniors aged
65-74 and $22,934.52 annually for seniors

75+) is about $10,000 less than the income a
person would make at minimum wage in BC.*
(See Appendix 2 for more information about
Government Income Retirement Benefits).

*  Annual income from minimum wage ($34,840) was
calculated by assuming a 40 hour work week, 52 weeks
of the year. Minimum wage in September 2023 was
$16.75. Annual income from OAS/GIS/BC Seniors
Supplement is based on maximum amounts for a single
senior in September 2023 and was $1,841.35 per month
for seniors aged 65-74 and $1,911.21 per month for
seniors 75+.

Box 2. Spotlight on the Income of Older Women

The median after-tax income for senior
women in BC ($27,600) is approximately
$10,000 less than the median income of

senior men ($37,600).2 Senior women
typically have lower incomes than senior
men due to financial disadvantages
that accumulate over the life course.
Traditionally, married women with
children did not work outside of the
home. Unfortunately, these women were
not eligible for their own pension under
the Canada Pension Plan. The married
women who worked outside of the home
usually had different work patterns
than men. Women are more likely to
engage in part-time work or experience
work disruptions due to child-rearing
and caregiving responsibilities, which
also have implications for the receipt of
pensions. Finally, there is a gender pay

gap which still exists. In 2022, women in
Canada earned approximately $0.88 for

every dollar a man earns.*
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Box 3. Spotlight
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"[This] is exactly that
population [pre-retirement
seniors] that tends to end
up in the shelter or the
hospital because they just
get to the point where
their money has run out,
they can no longer afford
their rental, and there’s
nowhere else for them to
go. And they can’t even
apply for CPP, or they
don’t know how to apply
for CPP because that
application process is a
nightmare too.”

(Service Provider)
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4.3 The Cost of Rental Housing
is Growing Faster than
Seniors’ Income

The cost of rentals has been skyrocketing in
recent years, making it nearly impossible to find
an affordable rental unit in many communities.
For example, in Greater Vancouver, only 1 in 200
units are affordable for renters with the lowest
20% of incomes.*

As shown in Figure 2, particularly since 2016,
average monthly rental costs have been rapidly
increasing in the primary rental market. The
average monthly rental cost of a 1-bedroom
apartment increased from $871 in 2010 to $1,432
in 2022 (a 64% increase). In comparison, the
monthly income available to seniors through
OAS/GIS/BC Seniors Supplement for seniors
aged 65-74 is only $1,841.35 in 2023. Appendix 3
shows the current average rental cost of a
1-bedroom apartment in different communities,
ranging from a low of $651 in Quesnel to a high
of $1,643 in North Vancouver.

Almost half of older renters live alone.?¢ If

a senior is living alone and fully reliant on
government retirement income benefits (i.e.,
OAS/GIS/BC Seniors Supplement), it would be
practically impossible to rent a bachelor or one-
bedroom apartment. For example, a 70-year-old
senior would spend 69% of their income to rent
an average bachelor apartment ($1,271) and

be left with $570.35 to cover the costs of food,
utilities, transportation, medications, internet and
phone, clothes, and basic necessities. A one-
bedroom apartment ($1,432) would be essentially
out of the question, with 78% of the senior’s
income spent on housing and only $409.35 left.

Figure 2. Average Monthly Rental Cost ($) of Apartment in BC, 2010-2022
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Data Source: CMHC Housing Market Information Portal, Primary Rental Market Statistics.

Note: The Primary Rental Market refers to rental housing units in apartments that were purpose-built as rental housing.
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Box 4. Spotlight on Food and Housing Security

There are strong connections between food and housing security. When an
individual is living in unaffordable housing, food may be one of the areas that
they need to cut costs in order to afford rent. In a survey of low-income seniors
conducted by the Office of the Seniors Advocate, 84% reported running out

of food some of the time, with 16% reporting this happening most or all of
the time. Furthermore, 27% of low-income senior renters reported accessing a
foodbank.®” Canadian research suggests that individuals who are severely food
insecure die on average 9 years earlier than food secure individuals.3?

The provincial government regulates rent
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