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Abstract
Canada’s housing affordability crisis is worsening for renter households. The financialization of housing is contri-
buting to the loss of affordable units, as financial firms buy up existing apartments and raise rents. Government 
solutions focus on building new supply, but housing is being lost at a faster rate. This paper explores acquisitions 
programs to maintain, preserve, and expand affordable rental housing. Acquisitions programs fund the purchase of 
private-market and its transfer into non-profit and social ownership. This approach decommodifies housing, keeps 
prices low, reduces displacement, and expands non-profit capacity. Canada has five existing acquisitions programs 
that would be strengthened by a robust federal program. Based on interviews with housing experts from across the 
country, we discuss challenges, potential, and best practices for a national acquisitions program. 

Résumé
La crise de l’abordabilité du logement au Canada s’aggrave pour les ménages locataires. La financiarisation du loge-
ment contribue à la perte de logements abordables, à mesure que les sociétés financières rachètent les appartements 
existants et augmentent les loyers. Les solutions gouvernementales se concentrent sur la création d’une nouvelle offre 
de logements, mais ceux-ci disparaissent à un rythme plus rapide. Cet article explore les programmes d’acquisitions 
visant à maintenir, préserver et développer des logements locatifs abordables. Les programmes d’acquisition financent 
l’achat de biens sur le marché privé et leur transfert vers une propriété sociale et à but non lucratif. Cette approche dé-
marchandise le logement, maintient les prix bas, réduit les déplacements et élargit la capacité des organisations à but 
non lucratif. Le Canada dispose de cinq programmes d’acquisition existants qui seraient renforcés par un programme 
fédéral robuste. Sur la base d’entretiens avec des experts en logement de partout au pays, nous discutons des défis, du 
potentiel et des meilleures pratiques pour un programme national d’acquisitions.
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Introduction
Concern over housing affordability—a persistent crisis—has finally gone mainstream in Canada, with daily news 
headlines about unattainable shelter costs. Canadians need to save for 17 years to buy an average home (Kershaw et 
al. 2022), they require huge financial gifts to do so (Farooqi 2021), and have seen rising interest rates push ownership 
out of reach. The picture is worse for renters, who are twice as likely to be in unaffordable housing than owners (Stats-
Can 2023). In November 2023, average rents in Canada hit $2178, the sixth consecutive month of all-time highs 
(Hudes 2023). In big cities there are shocking headlines—such as a bed in a Toronto closet advertised for $1000 per 
month.1 There is almost nowhere where things are better.  Across Canada, minimum wage workers in 2022 could 
only afford housing in three of country’s 37 metropolitan areas (MacDonald and Tranjan 2023).

Governments have latched on to the idea that building new market supply will solve the housing crisis. To 
meet the projected need for 3.5 million homes by 2030 (CMHC 2022), the federal government’s National Housing 
Strategy (NHS) has committed the bulk of its spending to new home construction in the private sector. Provincially, 
Ontario’s More Homes Built Faster Act, 2002, aims to stimulate supply by removing regulations and incentivizing 
private construction. While policy makers focus on building new housing, existing affordable supply is steadily being 
lost. Between 2011–2021 Canada lost nine affordable units for each one built (Pomeroy 2022). This loss is driven in 
part by financialization, a trend in which financial firms are acquiring more and more rental housing and increasing 
rents to deliver profits to their investors (August 2020). In this context, promoting affordability depends not only 
on building new supply, but on protecting existing affordable rentals (sometimes called ‘naturally occurring affor-
dable housing’ (NOAH)) as well. Housing advocates (FCM 2020; CHRA 2022; Sullivan et al. 2024), progressive 
politicians (Kwan 2024), and even banks (Young 2023) have been calling for a federal fund to support non-market 
operators in buying NOAH and keeping it affordable. This paper focuses on housing acquisitions—the purchase 
of existing multi-family rental buildings—for use as affordable non-market housing. Acquisitions, we argue, are a 
necessary component of a progressive housing strategy, and will help to stem the loss, prevent displacement, address 
the impacts of financialization, and grow the stock of permanent affordable non-market housing.

This paper explores the history of and potential for acquisitions programming in Canada, drawing on scholarly 
literature and interviews with 35 housing experts from across the country.2  We begin with a literature review that 
examines the value of acquisitions programming in decommodifying housing, discusses the rise of financialization 
and loss of affordable supply, outlines best practices for acquisitions, and critiques the myopia of policy focused on 
new supply. Unlike other countries, Canada has very little support for acquisitions programs. We discuss the history 
of acquisitions in Canada and detail the state of current programming—which includes five programs (in Toronto, 
Montreal, Vancouver, British Columbia, and Nova Scotia). In our findings section, we share how interview partici-
pants view the hurdles and potential for acquisition programming, and how to apply best practices for acquisitions 
(drawing on Daniels and August 2023) in the Canadian landscape. We conclude with policy recommendations. 

Literature review and policy context

Loss of affordable housing supply, financialization, and acquisitions 
Researchers and housing advocates have recently described the importance of ‘naturally occurring affordable housing’ 
(NOAH)—existing private market rental housing that happens to be affordable. In the US, Kling et al. (2021) 
estimated that 70% of affordable housing is in the private rental sector. In Canada too, where only 5% of the stock is 
social housing, renters have come to rely on NOAH in the private market—often aging and sometimes undermain-
tained—for a lower-cost housing option. Private, for-profit housing, however, is subject to market forces, and there 
are no guarantees that it will remain affordable. Indeed, in recent years this valuable stock has eroded. According to 
Steve Pomeroy (2022), between 2011–2016, 322,000 rental units affordable to households making $30,000 or less 
(costing $750 per month) were lost. This loss outstripped new affordable construction at a rate of 15 to one. While 
the loss has slowed in recent years (a 9:1 built-to-lost ratio from 2011–2021), it has already dwarfed the government’s 
National Housing Strategy (NHS) 2017 goal to build 160,000 affordable units. If existing rental housing isn’t pro-
tected and preserved as affordable, ongoing losses will overwhelm any new supply, and affordable supply overall will 
continue to decline. 

Where do ‘lost’ affordable units go? While some are lost to demolition or conversion, the bulk remain as 
housing but are lost as affordable when rents go up and lower-income renters are priced out. This process is powered 
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in part by the financialization of rental housing, defined as the acquisition of apartment buildings by financial firms 
(including real estate investment trusts [REITs], publicly listed companies, private equity funds, asset managers, and 
institutions), which transform apartments into assets that can enrich investors (August 2020; August 2022; Fields 
and Uffer 2015; Teresa 2015). With access to capital, sophisticated platforms, and a mandate to generate returns 
for investors, these firms are more aggressive in extracting value from their properties, most notably by raising rents 
(August and Walks 2018). Financial firms began to consolidate apartments in Canada in the 1990s, and by 2023 
the largest 25 financial firms alone held nearly 20% of all purpose-built multi-family homes. Drawn to the sector in 
the 1990s by the lack of existing rental supply, the withdrawal of the federal government from social housing, and 
the deregulation of rent controls (ibid.), these firms saw the opportunity to profit by buying existing rental housing 
and closing the gap between low rents (paid by existing tenants) and higher potential ‘market’ rents (August 2020). 
Researchers have found that financial firms file for evictions at higher rates in the US (Raymond et al. 2021; Seymour 
and Akers 2021) and Canada (August and Mah 2023; Buhler 2024), and raise rents faster and by higher amounts 
that other types of landlords (August and St-Hilaire 2024). Madden and Marcuse (2016) see this process as the 
‘hyper-commodification’ of housing, in which its value as a financial asset is prioritized over its role as a human right 
and its value as a home.3

Acquisitions programs are a critical tool for stemming loss and expanding the supply of affordable housing. Ac-
quisitions programs are defined as those that support the purchase of existing multi-family rental housing to preserve 
its affordability. This typically involves funding (from government and other sources) to enable non-market owners 
(such as co-ops, non-profits, land trusts, charity, and government) to purchase housing in the private market. Ultima-
tely, acquisitions programs work by decommodifying housing—by taking ‘at risk’ NOAH from the private market, 
moving it into the non-market sector, and operating it with a social purpose rather than a profit-making agenda. 
Once housing is in social hands (i.e. once it is decommodified), it is protected from the pressures of the market going 
forward, so long as the operator has a social mandate and funds to pursue their mission. Acquisitions programs ge-
nerate the benefits associated with decommodification: they work to preventing homelessness and displacement—by 
keeping people in their homes who would otherwise be driving out by rising prices (Roy et al. 2020; Yelen 2020; 
Crowder 2019; Rose and Miller 2016; Diamond 2006). Acquisitions programs rapidly secure housing, particularly 
in places where new construction is expensive. Direct acquisitions are cheaper—they can provide affordable housing 
at 50–70% of the cost of building new (Yelen et al. 2020; Reed 2013), and can save 25% over the life cycle of the 
building (Wilkins et al. 2015; Brennen et al. 2013). When paired with energy-efficient retrofits, revitalizing existing 
multi-family housing to grow the affordable stock is good for the environment and public health (Preservation Green 
Lab 2016; Fannie Mae 2014). Finally, acquisitions programs are lauded for strengthening the non-profit sector, by 
building out “an alternative supply pipeline of affordable housing not dominated” by the market (Norris and Byrne 
2018; 243). Over time, as properties shift into non-market ownership, non-profit providers will grow their capacity 
and portfolios, and benefit from economies of scale in their operations.

Best practices for acquisitions: A focus on affordability
In Canada there is currently no support for acquisitions in federal programming. The federal Rapid Housing Ini-
tiative (RHI), launched in 2020 funds acquisition of hotels or offices (for conversion to housing), but forbids the 
acquisition of multi-family rentals. In other countries, by contrast, acquisitions are part of comprehensive strategies 
to maintain, protect, and build new affordable housing. In the US, existing federal incentive programs can be used for 
acquisition and rehabilitation (von Hoffman 2016), and the Low-income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program— 
worth $10.9 billion per year—funds new development and acquisitions. In France, about one-third of social housing 
added from 2013–2019 was acquired from existing stock (Housing Europe 2021). In Finland, about half the social 
housing added each year is acquired by non-profits from the private sector (Mahboob 2020). In Korea, about 25% 
of subsidized rental housing in the country is acquired from private stock (Land and Housing Corporation n.d.). 
Canada is clearly an outlier, and can learn from the more holistic approach to growing affordable housing elsewhere 
—including through acquisitions. 

Based on a review of 107 acquisitions programs (in Canada and internationally), we identified six ‘best practices’ 
in a separate report (Daniels and August 2023). Successful programs do the following:

1. Fund and coordinate programs across all scales of government; 
2. Systematically identify buildings based on criteria;
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3. Set strong affordability parameters;
4. Created streamlined, sustained, and dedicated funding, prioritizing grants;
5. Build capacity in the non-profit sector; and
6. Deliver programs alongside supportive policies and legal powers. 

In our findings section below we discuss these practices in more detail, informed by our interviews with housing 
experts. We want to focus for a moment, however, on #3, related to affordability—a slippery term that means diffe-
rent things to different people. The conventionally accepted definition of affordability is housing that costs not more 
than 30% of before-tax income. Canadian social housing includes rent-geared-to-income (RGI) subsidies that keep 
rents at this benchmark (for eligible low-income households) in buildings owned by co-op, non-profit, or govern-
ment operators. In the absence of funding for social housing since the 1990s, however, less-stringent definitions of 
affordability have emerged—often calculated based on average market rents (AMR). Canada’s ‘affordable’ housing 
programs from 2001–2018, for example, defined affordable as less than median market rents—even though much of 
that housing would be unaffordable to low-income families.4 Market-based definitions are not tethered to the needs 
of real households (based on their incomes), and simply re-brand less-expensive market housing as ‘affordable.’ In this 
context, new language of ‘deeply affordable’ has emerged to refer to housing for the lowest-income families. While 
these households were once the targets for housing policy, today’s government has switched to focus on helping “the 
middle class” (PMO 2024).5 We argue that while households across the income spectrum should have access to hou-
sing they can afford, deeply affordable housing should be the first priority for government spending, and government 
funds should not support for-profit companies in building (or acquiring) market-rate housing. At the same time, we 
believe that in the long-term, social housing should become a ‘universal’ and not ‘residual’ social good—accessible in 
the way that education (K-12), old age pensions, and health care are currently available in Canada. In places with 
high volumes of social housing (such as Vienna, Austria), it is not stigmatized, and market housing is less costly too. 
To get there, decommodification on a large scale (as well as social housing construction) is required. Ultimately, once 
it is more available, social housing would be ‘affordable’ to households of varying means, not just the very poor. To 
this end, we recommend decommodifying as much as market housing as possible, bringing housing into non-profit 
ownership, and working towards deep affordability—ideally right away with subsidies, but in some cases over time. 

The myopia of new supply
A hurdle to the success of acquisitions programming in Canada is the government’s myopic focus on building new 
supply. The centerpiece of Canada’s NHS, the Apartment Loan Construction Program,6 provides funds to build new 
rental housing; the RHI forbids multi-family acquisitions; and the Housing Accelerator Fund promises to “cut red 
tape and increase Canada’s housing supply” (ibid.). While we support policies that build new affordable housing, we 
question whether a focus on supply will lead to affordability. The pro-supply agenda draws from economic thinking 
(Been et al. 2019; Glaeser and Gyourko 2018) that blames unaffordability on a lack of supply, and promises that 
building new housing will bring down prices based on supply-demand principles. Critics note, however, that Cana-
da’s high prices can’t be attributed to a lack of supply (Pomeroy 2023; Condon 2020). Across the country, growth in 
homes has outpaced population growth (Younglai 2022a). During the pandemic, when immigration was suspended, 
house prices shot up dramatically—suggesting factors other than supply imbalance were at play. Another point of 
contention is whether building private market supply will create more affordable housing. Proponents say an increase 
in overall supply will cause older units to ‘filter’ down to lower-income households. Researchers have found, however, 
that this does not happen (Nygaard et al. 2022; Been et al. 2019; Rosenthal 2014; Skaburskis 2006), and that new-
build construction tends to lead to higher prices (Ooi and Le 2011; Brunes et al 2020; Lee and Liang 2018; Ding and 
Simons 2000). The pro-supply camp is often powered by industry lobbying for deregulation, suggesting that red tape 
and slow permitting are holding back supply (Kipfer and Sotomayor 2024). While this has been compelling to policy 
makers, researchers do not find that rezoning and cutting ‘red tape’ lead to greater affordability. Murray (2020), for 
example, found that even when developers hold permits, they do not necessarily build (see also Gold 2023a). It is well 
known in the industry that developers will simply choose not to build if it will bring down prices (Murray 2021). As 
a case in point, Toronto developers chose in 2022 to hold back 10,000 planned new units due to a slowdown in sales 
(Younglai 2022b). Even Canadian banking institutions argue that new market supply cannot improve affordability, 
and have encouraged governments to examine acquisitions to build up non-market supply (Young 2023). In addition, 
interest rates, supply chain costs, and labor shortages could mean that efforts to achieve greater supply will come at 
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significant costs on the economy more broadly (CMHC 2022; Gallent et al. 2017). While we recognize the ‘supply 
debate’ cannot be resolved in a short paragraph, we argue that a supply-only approach cannot be successful, and that 
governments should include acquisitions as part of a more comprehensive housing strategy.

The state of acquisitions programs in Canada
Before examining the potential for acquisitions programming, it’s useful to look at the history. Canada used to be 
more supportive of acquisitions for affordable housing. During the postwar period and into the 1990s, federal and 
provincial governments funded the construction and operation of social housing. The 1970s-1980s programs fo-
cused on co-op and non-profits, funding both new construction and acquisitions. Purchases were called “acquisition 
rehabs,” and often done to preserve inner-city housing. In Toronto, the City systematically acquired inner-urban 
properties through its CityHome program at this time (Campsie 1994), amassing a large ‘scattered-site’ portfolio. 
Beginning in the 1970s, Ottawa’s Centretown Citizens Corporation acquired over half of its properties through 
acquisition. In BC, acquisitions were done into the 1990s through the Non-Profit Asset Transfer Program, in which 
government acquired land and leased it to non-profits. Quebec was the most advanced jurisdiction, with robust 
acquisitions programs (Pomeroy et al. 2019; Paradis 2018).7 Most of this activity lasted until the early 1990s, when 
the federal government withdrew funding (Suttor 2016), effectively ending the creation of new subsidized housing in 
the country. Since then, sporadic acquisitions continued in the 1990s-2000s. Non-profits bought existing properties 
here and there to grow their stock, and programs in Quebec have continued, and in BC, hundreds of millions have 
been spent in recent decades to acquire housing. In Chilliwack, BC, for example, the City purchased a hotel in 2021 
and converted this into 80 new supportive homes.

While most contemporary acquisitions are one-off purchases, we conducted a policy scan in Canada and found 
five dedicated acquisitions programs (Table 1), most of which were quite recently launched. These were led both by 
provinces (BC, NS), and cities (Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal). Ultimately, these programs are small-scale,with 
limited funding—capable of supporting the acquisition of only a few buildings per year. However, they represent a 
good starting point, and examples of program infrastructure that could be expanded and scaled up if a more generous 
funding program were to be launched. We discuss these five programs, then turn to our interviews to explore expert 
insights into the barriers and potential of acquisitions programming in the country.

Toronto’s Municipal Residential Acquisitions Program (MURA)
The Multi-unit Residential Acquisition (MURA) program, established by the City of Toronto, funds the conversion 
of at-risk private rental housing into permanently affordable homes (Toronto 2021). With $10 million annually, 
MURA provides grants to non-profits to acquire small apartment buildings or rooming houses (from 5—60 units), 
paying up to $200,000 per unit (or $150,000 per dwelling room). Through MURA, non-profits compete to be 
‘pre-approved’ for funding, and receive 10% of funds up-front if they are successful. This allows them to act fast in 
the market to acquire a property, with a promise from the city to complete the full funding transfer within 30 days of 
a purchase. In addition, the City waives permit fees, waives property taxes, and streamlines approvals. MURA has a 
strong affordability requirement: funded properties must remain affordable for 99 years with building rent at 80% of 
Toronto’s average median rent (AMR) or less, and no unit may exceed 100% of AMR.

Montréal’s Right of First Refusal Program
The Right of First Refusal (ROFR) program in Montreal puts non-profit buyers on level footing with fast-acting, 
well-capitalized private-sector buyers. The program intends to address gentrification, as “a tool to get in and buy 
some land before private developers”, according to a city official. Enabled by provincial legislation, the 2020 program 
empowered the City with the first option to buy apartments on 350 pre-selected sites (in gentrifying areas). If one 
of these properties is put on the market and finds a buyer, the seller must notify the City, which has the right to buy 
it at the same price. So far, the ROFR has been used to acquire Plaza Hutchison, a vacant 6-storey building in the 
gentrifying Parc Extension neighborhood. The City’s action on this site was encouraged by community activism and 
will lead to 40 new social units (Morris 2021). Like MURA, the budget is $10 million per year (Ville de Montréal 
2023).
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Vancouver’s rooming house strategy
Vancouver’s approach to acquisitions focuses on a building-type—Single Room Occupancy (SRO) properties, which 
offer deeply affordable housing typically to very marginalized renters. Following the provincial acquisition of 24 
SROs, the City’s 2007-2009 SRO Initiative invested $147 million to purchase and renovate 13 more. In 2020, 
Vancouver announced the SRO Purchase Plan to acquire all remaining 105 private SRO properties (2,500 rooms) at 
a cost of $1 billion, contingent on federal and provincial funding (City of Vancouver 2020). While bold in seeking 
to preserve the entire SRO stock, challenges included a lack of funding and coordination. In addition, experts have 
argued that more investments in wrap-around supports for marginalized residents, and investments in property 
renovation are required to make the program a success.

Table 1
Canada’s acquisition program landscape, 2023
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Nova Scotia’s Community Housing Acquisition Program (CHAP) 
The 2022 Community Housing Acquisition Program (CHAP) helps community housing providers acquire mul-
ti-unit residential properties to preserve and expand affordable, non-market housing. Funded by the Province of 
Nova Scotia, CHAP provides up to $10 million per project via a 95–100% loan to acquire properties in which 30% of 
units (or more) were affordable (Housing Nova Scotia 2023). The program has supported acquisition of 355 units to 
date, in at least three projects. CHAP’s strength lies in offering affordable financing to non-profits and leveraging the 
creditworthiness of the Nova Scotia government to acquire further funding from private sources (Woodford 2022).8

BC Rental Protection Fund (RPF)
In 2023, BC followed NS as the second province to fund acquisitions. The $500 million RPF provides one-time 
capital grants to support acquisitions by non-profits and co-ops. According to a major player in the province “we’ve 
been advocating for acquisition since 2018, after we realized that ‘existing stock’ was missing from [BC’s] affordable 
housing strategy.” The fund is managed by a newly-created entity—the Housing Protection Fund Society, a joint 
effort of the BC Non-Profit Housing Association (BCNPHA), the Co-operative Housing Foundation (CHF) of 
BC, and the Aboriginal Housing Management Association (AMHA). It was launched with a promise to support an 
estimated 2000-3000 units and form the foundation of a self-sustaining fund controlled by the community housing 
sector (Gold 2023b).  

Findings: Expert insights into best practices for acquisitions
This section turns to findings from our discussions with experts in Canada’s housing sector. We conducted 26 in-
terviews with 35 participants, including representatives from eight national housing organizations; and from cities, 
regions, and provinces/territories spanning the country. Participants included consultants, investment specialists, 
policy advisors, advocates, and officials from governments and organizations. The purpose of our interviews was to 
understand the state of programming in the country, the appetite for acquisitions, and how to design and operate 
programs in the Canadian context. This section first explores participant’s insights into the value of and need for 
acquisitions programming. Next, we record their insights into the ‘six best practices’ identified in our literature review, 
and how these align with Canada’s program landscape. 

The value of acquisitions programming
Research participants were enthusiastic about acquisitions programming. A Canadian provincial/territorial (P/T) 
housing leader told us: “I think an acquisition strategy is absolutely a central part of any housing plan,” and a policy 
think-tank expert told is “it’s undoubtable that acquisitions should play an important role.” Participants viewed 
decommodification as central to promoting affordability. A P/T housing official explained that “the whole commodi-
fication of a scarce basic human right is why we have the problems that we have.” The leader of a national housing or-
ganization imagined that properties decommodified through acquisition would create “speculation free zones” where 
housing would be “operated and maintained at cost” for low-income renters instead of operated to create profits. 
According to a provincial government respondent: “moving [housing] to the community housing sector eliminates 
the profit motive … from that day on you have the ability to maintain that rent or decrease it over time, because 
you’re not driven by profit.” Participants pointed to the advantages of acquisitions, noting that such programs are 
cheaper and faster than building new housing. A housing leader with previous experience explained: “an acquisition 
was about 60–70% [the cost] of building new … it’s a much more expeditious way of doing things.” According to a 
big-city official, acquisitions are “one of the fastest ways to increase the impact on your housing stock.” Acquisitions 
programs were also described as a direct way to prevent displacement, by preventing the loss of affordable units. 
“Instead of trying to solve the problem [of displacement] by building more housing” asked a small-city official, “why 
not just prevent it at the outset?”

Participants emphasized a desire to use acquisitions as a bulwark against financialization. A P/T leader ex-
plained that “each unit lost to a REIT is lost forever as affordable housing … and governments have been slow off 
the mark—they’re fiddling while Rome is burning.” A national non-profit leader explained how financial firms buy 
properties and make them unaffordable. “So those in the non-market space—co-ops and non-profits—see that 
and want to stem that tide, she explained, “and at the same time grow their stock.” A co-op leader described how 
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acquisition has worked to prevent financialization. In Burnaby, BC, the Canada’s largest financial landlord, Starlight 
Investments, was poised to acquire 425 co-op units. Instead, funding was cobbled together to keep it non-market. 
“It’s a small example of what’s happening out there as real estate assets get gobbled up by the REITs and other 
investors with very predictable results,” he explained:

 
Starlight had an existing business model, it was going to apply it to the coops and amount to tripling 
their rents within the first six months, and that would’ve evicted people who lived there—some more 
than 30 years—seniors with fixed incomes of $22,000 a year. Just would’ve been a catastrophe for the 
community. 

Participants expressed frustration that federal funding in Canada focuses narrowly on new supply. “They’re focused 
on net new homes,” explained a co-op leader, “they don’t regard saving a new home that already exists as a political 
win.” A P/T housing leader agreed, “it’s not a sexy thing to do. You know politicians love cutting ribbons … but 
for every ribbon you cut—for every new unit—if you lose three you are going to continue to be further behind.” 
Focusing on building new housing exclusively was seen as too limited. A municipal-level participant explained that 
“it’s the number of total homes you have at certain affordability levels in the ecosystem that matters—not how many 
new homes you build in a budget cycle.” Another municipal operator explained that “we count [acquisitions] as net 
new because of the significant impact they would have in the housing system.” Many felt a mental adjustment was 
needed federally, to understand that stemming loss is essential to increasing affordable supply. According to a P/T 
housing leader, “I just feel the viability of an acquisition strategy will depend to some extent on the ability to counter 
the narrative of a supply shortage.” 

Fund and coordinate programs across all scales of government. The biggest barrier to creating acquisitions programming 
in Canada, as identified by participants, is funding. All five programs in Canada are limited to acquiring a few pro-
perties (at most) per year. One national leader put it bluntly: “nobody’s been able to figure out how, in the absence of 
specific government programs, to access the acquisition of rentals.” Government funding, and lots of it, is needed. A 
co-op leader emphasized that “the first [criterion of a good program] would be a budget that was actually adequate 
to have an impact at scale.” “Make it adequate—start with a billion dollars,” agreed another national housing leader. 
Importantly, this funding must support both purchase and renovation costs. In addition, participants described the 
importance of cheaper financing. With the Bank of Canada’s interest rate hikes in 2022–23, non-profits are often 
priced out of the market. Participants suggested that CMHC should lend to them at lower rates. “I wish they would 
see their role as not just a regular bank,” one participant explained. In addition, participants pointed to the need for 
coordination, recognizing that non-profits would be working with municipal, provincial, and federal governments— 
with programs being delivered and funded by different entities. We heard that programs should enable the stacking 
of funds, alignment of all program requirements, and delivery of funding through one window. 

Systematically identify buildings based on criteria. The most robust acquisitions programs have systematic approaches to 
identifying properties, and ‘early warning’ systems to enable non-profit actors to buy.9 Identifying properties requires 
clear program criteria based on things like affordability, property-type, or location. In Vancouver the criterion is 
property type (rooming houses), and in Montreal it is location (certain gentrifying communities). In other places the 
target is existing affordable buildings. Once criteria are set, cities can use a range of data sources to identify properties. 

We asked participants about strategies to identify properties. In general, there was support for a systematic 
approach to identifying good targets for acquisition. “There is a need for a database,” we were told by a non-profit 
housing provider. A regional official agreed it would be valuable to “actually track and be able to identify [properties]” 
for acquisition, and know “how much is left,” as another participant put it. At the same time, most participants 
viewed systematic approaches as unnecessary, given the nascent state of acquisitions programming. “To be honest,” 
said one national leader, “we haven’t put the energy we might have into that.” A P/T official explained: “there is cur-
rently no apparatus for identifying properties.” In Montreal, the only place with a ROFR program, an official felt it 
would be overkill to apply the ROFR to a large database of properties, given their limited funds to buy them. “What’s 
the point of pre-empting all those building sales when you have a fixed budget?” they asked, “there needs to be some 
proportionality between the budget and the volume of properties you’re targeting, otherwise it’s just pointless.” 
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If Canadian actors aren’t using a systematic approach, how have they identified properties for acquisition? In 
most cases, acquired properties had political significance, were the subject of protest and controversy, or opportunisti-
cally became available. Instead of a systematic approach, in BC a non-profit leader recommended searching for buil-
dings like financial firms do—by working with knowledgeable real estate agents: “[REITs] are actively seek properties 
all the time, whether or not they’re for sale,” they explained, “non-profits here work with market intermediaries who 
go and seek out opportunities.” A national leader similarly recommended: “building a relationship with a commercial 
real estate agent who’s going to have their ear to the ground and know about stuff before it gets listed.” Given the 
current state of most Canadian programs, this qualitative approach to identifying properties is cost-effective. If 
sufficient funding for acquisitions were to emerge, however, we argue that a systematized approach for identifying 
properties would be good to develop.

Set strong affordability parameters. The best acquisitions strategies establish clear affordability parameters and expand 
affordability over time. Robust programs include accountability mechanisms that enforce certain levels of affordability 
after purchase and include subsidies to ensure deeper levels of affordability. Except for MURA, Canada’s programs 
do not have clear affordability targets. Toronto is the standout, requiring buildings to remain affordable for 99 years, 
with average building rents at 80% of AMR. While this is not a robust affordability target (based as it is on market 
rents), deeper affordability has been achieved in Toronto by ‘stacking’ on additional subsidies. In one MURA-funded 
property, City-funded portable housing benefits kept average rents at 60–70% AMR.

Participants were split on the topic of affordability, between those who believed that an acquisition strategy 
should acquire already-affordable housing, and those open to achieving affordability through the work of time. In the 
first camp, lower-rent ‘target buildings’ were seen preferable to “just buying stuff.” The second camp recommended a 
more flexible starting point from which acquired properties would become affordable (compared to the market) over 
time. As one P/T official framed it, a $3000 apartment is expensive today but after a decade of non-profit ownership 
it could be 25% less than market rentals. The camps were also split on how deep affordability should set in acquired 
buildings. In the first camp a representative from a foundation explained “from a human rights-based approach, our 
focus will always be prioritizing those in the deepest need.” Others felt that acquisitions should provide moderately 
affordable ‘workforce housing’ requiring little or no subsidy to operate. In practice, a co-op housing leader described 
how it would come down to funding: “The more aggressive the financing, the deeper affordability you can achieve 
earlier in the process.” While we agree with the first camp—we also recognize that in the absence of operating sub-
sidies, making housing ‘somewhat affordable’ in the hands of non-profits is preferable to keeping it in the for-profit 
market, especially if there are efforts to increase the depth of affordability over time.

A model devised by the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM 2020) recommended using acquisitions 
for both deeply affordable and ‘workforce’ housing, which we think could satisfy both camps and contribute produc-
tively to growing the supply of decommodified housing across the affordability spectrum. With $4 billion in annual 
federal funding, the first prong of this approach would generate 12,000 units for very low-income households. This 
program would acquire housing with 100% capital grants, up to $400,000 per unit (plus $40–90,000 for renovations) 
and would cost $3.5 billion each year. The second prong, for moderate rent ‘workforce’ housing, would provide loans 
(covering 75%) and grants (covering 25%) for up to $350,000 per unit (plus $20–50,000 for renovations). With 
just $585 million in grant funding, this part of the program would support 10,000 moderately priced apartments. 
Properties required would retain existing rent levels and gradually increase affordability over time.

Create streamlined, sustained, and dedicated funding, prioritizing grants. Acquisitions work best if non-profits can count 
on sustained, dedicated funding, with streamlined program delivery (Daniels and August 2023). A quick, streamlined 
program helps non-profits compete in the market. A co-op leader described this need for speed: “by the time you run 
through [a cumbersome] process, the property is gone. It’ll be snapped up by a REIT that’s willing to pay more than 
market.” Another leader emphasized the need for “something far more nimble” than typical government programs, 
“that has pre-approvals.” Toronto’s MURA program is stand-out in this regard. It’s very streamlined, offering ‘pre-ap-
provals’, providing up-front costs right away, and delivering full funds quickly. Participants also identified grant-based 
funding identified as essential—a characteristic of MURA, BC’s RPF, and Montreal’s program as well. As one mu-
nicipal leader explained: “none of these programs—new or existing—will work with only financing.” Grants bridge 
the gap between market prices and what non-profits could afford, and de-risk projects by allowing non-profits with 
lower income streams (due to lower rents) to sustainably service their debt load. 
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To create a streamlined Canadian acquisition program, many participants suggested that governments create a 
large fund to buy properties but turn over its operation to a third-party intermediary (such as a community organi-
zation, a land trust, or a coalition of experts from non-profit organizations) that could act with more flexibility.10 A 
national housing leader envisioned an intermediary with “the autonomy … to be agile enough in the marketplace to 
actually score some deals.” That organization would “underwrite, assess, and conduct due diligence on transactions,” 
keeping governments “out of the weeds.” BC’s Rental Housing Fund, announced just as we completed interviews 
for this project, has exemplified this approach—with a government-resourced fund operated by an experienced 
third-party manager.

Building capacity in the non-profit sector. Programs to acquire, renovate, and promote affordability in existing mul-
ti-family housing create “capacity challenges for even the most experienced” (Yelen 2020, p. 28). Non-profits need 
skills in asset management, property management, purchase negotiation, and more, and in Canada institutional 
memory has been lost in the decades since federal funding withdrawal. A participant from a smaller city explained 
that “the non-profits here do not have the capacity and sophistication to do acquisitions well; they do not have the 
in-house know-how.” Support from governments could help. When Canada had a more active acquisitions profile, a 
network of resource groups provided expertise to organizations, according to one participant. He suggested bringing 
this back—developing intermediary organizations across the country to provide services and support to non-profits 
doing acquisitions. In some places, however, non-profits do have capacity, and just need funding. In Montreal, a 
city official said they have “large, non-profit providers who are able to do acquisitions on their own, using their own 
equity. But this equity doesn’t match market prices, so they come to [the city] for the little difference.” In BC, a 
non-profit leader saw many organizations acquiring properties with their own equity, but facing limits with rising 
prices. Their message was: ‘we’re ready, we just need funding.’

Another way to build capacity is by grow property portfolios held by non-profits. “We really believe scale is the 
way to capacity,” explained a co-op leader. “It can’t be a bunch of one-off acquisitions,” agreed another, “you have to 
do it at scale and as part of a portfolio.” “Otherwise,” a housing scholar explained: “you’re trying to fight a nuclear war 
with a hand grenade.” With more properties, non-profits could leverage their asset bases to grow, and over time be 
less dependent on government subsidies.

Governments can enhance the capacity of non-profits also by ‘de-risking’ their investments. At present, CMHC 
evaluates community-based operators just like capital-rich private firms—and ends up charging them high rates and 
imposing inflexible program terms. A national leader observed that “when a big multi-billion government-backed 
organization is transferring risk to little non-profits, that’s inappropriate.” A municipal official agreed: “it’s precisely 
because it is risky that you need government to be involved … their role is to actually de-risk some of the things that 
hold back the sector,” and contribute to building the capacity of non-profits. 

Deliver programs alongside supportive policies and legal powers. A final key to success is an ‘ecosystem’ of supportive 
regulations, policies, and legal powers. Montreal’s ROFR program exemplifies this best practice, evolving from a 
supportive policy environment in Quebec, where many acquisition programs before it were operated by the city and 
province (Pomeroy et al. 2019; Paradis 2018). In Vancouver, City Council has attempted to strengthen rent controls 
(applying vacancy control) in SRO properties, which would be supportive of the affordability goals of the SRO ac-
quisitions program.11 Across Canada, this ‘ecosystem’ needs work. As one foundation representative explained, “fiscal 
investments into public services do not hold their value if you do not shape regulation around it.” Even small changes 
could help, such as making acquisitions eligible for federal funding. More ambitious changes include stronger renter 
protections, the granting of new legal powers (i.e. Rights of First Refusal), bans on certain kinds of owners (i.e. finan-
cial landlords, see Wijburg 2021), or tax incentive programs. Several respondents suggested, for example, a ‘vendor 
tax credit’ that would incentivize building owners to sell to non-profit buyers. In a policy and regulatory ecosystem 
more geared to promoting affordability, a participant envisioned that acquisitions would be one among a “menu of 
options,” contributing to affordable supply alongside new construction.

Conclusions
In 2021, two apartment buildings on Toronto’s Maynard Street were sold. Located in the gentrifying Parkdale 
community, the first (32 Maynard) was acquired by Crestpoint Real Estate Investments Ltd., the real estate arm 
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of global investment management company with over $118 billion in financial assets. Crestpoint also bought nine 
other properties in Parkdale alone that year—over 1100 apartment suites. In just two quarters (six months) in 2022, 
the firm raised rents in these properties by an average of 24% ($409), a very-high increase, substantially reducing the 
affordability of those homes.12 The second property sold on Maynard, by contrast, was funded by Toronto’s MURA 
program13 and acquired by the Parkdale Neighbourhood Land Trust (PNLT), a non-profit dedicated to securing 
land for community use. PNLT protected the 36 units at 22 Maynard as affordable rental housing for low-income 
households, and prioritizes renters from equity-seeking and marginalized households. This story highlights, on the 
one hand, the success of acquisitions programming, in protecting affordable housing from being bought by a financial 
firm that would have surely raised rents and displaced the low-income residents. According to PNLT’s executive 
director: “every year we lose more affordable housing to real estate speculation than we could ever build or replace. 
We can secure affordable housing through acquisition for one-third to 50% of the cost of developing new affordable 
housing, and we can do it much faster” (Toronto Foundation 2021). This story also highlights, on the other hand, 
the failure of acquisitions programming in Canada. While 22 Maynard was saved, over 50% of Parkdale’s apartment 
units have been acquired by financial firms to date (PNLT 2022), and financial firms bought nearly all multi-family 
properties in Toronto that have sold in recent years (August 2022). This underlines the urgent need for more funding 
for programs like MURA and for organizations like PNLT, to ramp up acquisitions and save housing like 22 May-
nard—all across the country.  

This paper has discussed how acquisitions could be a critical tool for preserving and expanding affordable 
housing in Canada. In addition to promoting the benefits of decommodification, acquisitions are a fast, cost-effective 
way to provide affordable housing, and would progressively expand the capacity and sustainability of the non-profit 
housing sector. Our research has documented the existing acquisitions programs in the country, which are limited 
in their funding but provide a starting point. Through conversations with housing policy experts and officials, we 
learned that acquisitions programs need grant funding, low-cost financing, supports for non-profit capacity building, 
and streamlined design—with coordination across governments. Based on our analysis, we have put together a rough 
recommendation for how to design a Canadian acquisitions program. It should include a substantial capital fund 
operated by a third-party organization skilled in housing acquisition and operation. The program could provide 
capital grants for at least 25% of total acquisition costs (up to $400,000 per unit) and below-market loans for 75% of 
the costs. Renovation funds (up to $50,000 per unit) should be included as grants, and additional operating subsidies 
should be provided for supportive housing projects. The program should provide up-front funds to allow buyers to 
act quickly (perhaps via a pre-approval program). We recommend pursuing meaningfully affordable rents in acquired 
properties (in perpetuity) to alleviate financial hardship facing renters and to use public money for social benefit. A 
rough estimate suggests that $4.5 billion per year ($3.4B in loans and $1.1B in grants) could support up to 10,000 
acquisitions, ideally bolstered by provincial grant and loan programs. If sustained at this scale on an annual basis, 
within a decade 100,000 units of affordable supply would be added to Canada’s total stock—equivalent to 60% of 
the homes planned under the current NHS, and enough support half the unmet need for very low-income units in 
Canada.14 

There is a growing consensus in Canada about the need for an acquisitions program (FCM 2020; Blueprint, 
2020; HUMA 2022; CHRA 2022; Young 2023). Getting there, however, will require a shift from the myopic Ca-
nadian policy focus on building new supply (alone), to a well-rounded approach that also preserves, protects, and 
de-commodifies existing multi-family rental housing.
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End notes
1 In a viral TikTok video, Toronto realtor Anya Ettinger shared news of this listing in September 2023. 
2 This paper is modified and expanded version of our report, Acquisitions for Affordable Housing: Creating NonMarket 
Supply and Preserving Affordability (Daniels and August 2023), prepared as part of the CMHC-funded Housing 
Assessment Resource Tools (HART) Project (www.hart.ubc.ca).
3 A commodity is a thing that has usefulness that is for sale. Following Marx, Madden, and Marcuse define commo-
dification as “the general process by which the economic value of a thing comes to dominate it’s other uses” (p. 14). 
They argue that the hyper-commodification of housing lies “at the heart of the present crisis,” intensifying problems 
of gentrification, displacement, homelessness, and unaffordability, and instability (2004, 22).
4 These programs were the Affordable Housing Initative (AHI) and Investments in Affordable Housing (IAH)
(Suttor 2016). 
5 According to the Parliamentary Budget Officer (2021), funding for lower-income households actually declined 
under the NHS, compared to funding before its implementation. 
6 This was formerly called the Rental Construction Financing Initiative (RCFI), and renamed in 2023.
7 Montreal’s Société d’Habitation et de Development de Montreal (SHDM) and local Groupes de Ressources Tech-
niques (GRTs) introduced a variety of programs, which purchased 3080 units and 398 rooming house dwellings. 
Other programs included Fonds d’Investsement de Montreal (FIM), Fonds d’Acquisition Quebecois (FAQ), and 
Societe d’Habitation du Quebec (SHQ) societies—all part of wider (AccesLogis Quebec) strategy which acquired 
over 31,000 units of affordable housing.
8 Challenges for this program include the lack of long-term affordability requirements and it’s low funding limit. 
According to a local housing expert, the program is limited too in its Halifax-centric approach and lacks the design 
flexibility to support acquisitions in rural areas.
9 While ROFR is granted to a municipality in Montreal, it can be granted to community organizations (as is done in 
San Francisco), or to tenants (as is done in Washington, DC).
10 Participants were unanimous in suggesting that CMHC itself should not operate the acquisitions fund. One 
advocate, for example, said: “my first recommendation is don’t run it to CMHC, and another said “not to put too fine 
a point on it, but if it’s run through CMHC it probably isn’t going to work.”
11 Unfortunately, this was struck down after a legal challenge by landlords (Little 2024).
12 This was calculated based on rent data compiled from the Altus GTA Multi-family database, between Q2 and Q4, 
2022. Average rents were compiled for each unit size (bachelor, 1, or 2 bedroom) and the average all three of these 
was used. Data were available for properties at 40 Tyndall Ave., 60 Tyndall Ave., 47 Spencer Ave., 87 Jameson Ave., 
91 Jameson Ave., and 118 Tyndall Ave. Crestpoint also owned 169 Jameson, 200 Jameson, and 32 Maynard, but 
Altus did not have Q2 and Q4 2022 Ed’rent data for these properties. This database was organized and compiled by 
Cloe St-Hilaire.
13 This property was initially funded by the Vancouver Community Investment Bank’s Preserve and Protect Gua-
rantee program, in April 2021. In fall of 2022, the City offered PNLT $5.4 million from the MURA program to 
convert the property to community-owned affordable rental housing (Toronto Foundation 2021)
14 According to HART’s Needs Assessment tool (https://hart.ubc.ca/housing-needs-assessment-tool/), in 2021, 
there were 199,620 units required for ‘very-low income’ households (making less then $16,800 per year)
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