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Like many communities in BC, Cranbrook is facing a shortfall of 

affordable rental housing and ownership units. Affordable housing 

is a critical issue in addressing poverty,1 impacting local 

economy, quality of life and community.  

 

This report provides a snapshot of core housing need in Cranbrook, the resources and 

support available to support action, and concludes with a call for stronger collaboration 

within the community housing sector to engage solutions.  

 

The Keys to Home collaborative wishes to acknowledge the financial contribution of the 

federal Homeless Partnering Strategy in support the data gathering activities that 

informed this report. 

1. Setting the Stage  

The concept of “core housing need” was developed by the Canadian Mortgage and 

Housing Corporation (CMHC) in the 1980s to help measure the need for affordable 

housing.  

 

It is based on three criteria:  

 

Affordability: If a household is paying more than 30% of its gross household income on 

shelter costs, then its accommodation is deemed to be unaffordable.  

Suitability: If a household does not have enough bedrooms for the size and make-up of 

its occupants (according to the National Occupancy Standard), it is considered 

unsuitable. 

Adequacy: If a household’s dwelling needs major repairs, as determined by its 

occupants, then its accommodation is deemed to be inadequate.  

 

If a household fails to meet one or more of these three criteria, and cannot afford a local 

                                              
1 RDI Trends Analysis on Poverty, Columbia Basin Rural Development Institute, 2016. 
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rental unit that meets all three standards, they are deemed to be in core housing need.2  

Depending on local conditions, core housing need will include both low and moderate 

income households. The latter is often described as “the missing middle”: renter 

households who have incomes between $30,000 and $76,000, yet are having difficulty 

finding affordable, adequate, and suitable rental housing in the private market. 

 

The Canadian definition of homelessness3 describes the situation of an individual or 

family without stable, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, 

means and ability of acquiring it. 

 

The definition includes a range of housing and shelter circumstances, from individuals 

and families without any shelter to those who are insecurely or precariously housed. 

Homelessness encompasses a range of physical living situations, organized in a 

typology that includes:  

1) Unsheltered, or absolutely homeless and living on the streets or in places not 

intended for human habitation;  

2) Emergency sheltered, including those staying in overnight shelters for people who 

are homeless, as well as shelters for those impacted by family violence;  

3) Provisionally accommodated, referring to those whose accommodation is 

temporary or lacks security of tenure, and finally,  

4) At-risk of homelessness, referring to people who are not homeless, but whose 

current economic and/or housing situation is precarious or does not meet public health 

and safety standards.  

 

Homelessness is rarely a static state; depending on an individual’s or family’s overall 

vulnerability, their shelter circumstances and options may shift and change quite 

dramatically and with frequency. 

2. Causes of Homelessness 

Most people do not choose to be homeless, and the experience is generally negative, 

unpleasant, stressful and distressing. The reasons for any one individual’s 

homelessness may be the result of one or more factors, including: 

● a lack of affordable and appropriate housing 

● a significant change in health or economic circumstances 

● financial, mental, cognitive, behavioural or physical challenges 

● domestic violence and/or abuse 

                                              
2 An Affordable Housing Plan for BC, BC Rental Housing Coalition, 2017. 
3 Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, 

http://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/COHhomelessdefinition.pdf 

http://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/COHhomelessdefinition.pdf
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● change in marital status 

● discrimination based on age, gender, race, health, economic status 

● difficulty navigating government programs and services for those who are homeless 

or at risk of homelessness 

● systemic or societal barriers such as 

o incomes not keeping up with cost of living 

o public opposition to the creation of new affordable housing 

o very low vacancy rates increasing the risk of discriminatory rental practices, 

especially towards vulnerable or disadvantaged groups. 

3. Cranbrook Hidden Homeless Survey and Point-in-Time Count 2017 

To better understand the scope of homelessness and core housing need among 

Cranbrook’s most vulnerable populations, three separate surveys and counts were 

undertaken in early 2017: 

 

a) A hidden homeless count and survey was conducted between January and 

March of 2017. Over 34 agency and health care workers from 18 local 

agency/programs and outreach teams collaborated to complete the count.  

b) In collaboration with School District 5, a modified version of the hidden homeless 

survey was completed by 360 local high school students, the results of which are 

reported separately below. 

c) A Point-in-Time Count4 (PiT Count) was undertaken on March 8, 2017. 

 

For all the surveys and counts, homelessness was defined as unsheltered, 

emergency sheltered or provisionally accommodated, which includes: 

● couch surfing 

● remaining in an unsafe relationship 

● trading sex for food or shelter 

● living rough (i.e. vehicle, tent, outside) 

● paid-for accommodation with unsafe, unhealthy or otherwise inadequate 

conditions 

● staying somewhere temporarily that you didn't want to be but had no other option 

● staying in shelter or transitional house 

● staying in a hotel or motel (short-term with no tenant rights) 

                                              
4 Alternatively referred to as “street counts” or “homeless counts”, Point-in-Time Counts provide a local 

snapshot of homelessness over a 24-hour period.  
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a) Hidden Homeless Survey and Count 

The count identified 214 adults as experiencing homelessness during the previous 

12 months. This includes 112 adults identified directly through the survey and an 

additional 102 adults identified by Cranbrook’s Homeless Outreach and Prevention 

Program (HOP/HPP).  

 

Approximately 50 percent (106 of the 214) experienced absolute homelessness in 

the last 12 months. Absolute homelessness means living rough, or in places not 

intended for human habitation or in shelters. 

 

Of the 90 survey participants who identified as paying rent for temporary 

accommodation in hotels/motels, couch surfing or otherwise inadequate conditions: 

● 58% were paying 50 to 75% of their income on rent 

● 28% were paying over 75% of their income on rent 

HOP/HPP identified an additional 62 people paying over 75% of their income on rent. In 

total, 152 individuals were at immediate risk of absolute homelessness in the 12 

months prior to the survey. 

 

Summary of Survey Results 

Experienced homelessness in 2016 214 adults  

Experienced absolute homelessness 

in 2016 

106 adults 

Experienced homelessness for more 

than six of the preceding 12 months 

64% (97 respondents) 

Experienced homelessness before the 

age of 17 

33% (90 respondents) 

Had to choose between a place to 

stay and other expenses in the last 12 

months 

76% (94 respondents) 

Have little or no choice in where they 

are living currently 

60% (94 respondents) 

Fearful or very fearful of losing their 

current housing situation 

44% (103 respondents) 

Sources of Income Welfare / income assistance: 36% 
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Disability benefits: 31% 

No income: 14% 

Seniors benefits: 10% 

Employment: 7% 

Employment insurance: 6% 

Moved to Cranbrook in the last 12 

months 

32% (103 respondents) 

Obtained some level of post-

secondary education 

24% (101 respondents) 

Gender Female – 51% 

Male – 49% 

Age Over 60: 16% 

40 to 60: 41% 

25 to 39: 32% 

Under 25: 11% 

Identified as Aboriginal 32%  

  

 

b) Cranbrook High School Survey 

In addition to the hidden homeless survey above, School District 5 collaborated with the 

Keys to Home project to survey 360 Cranbrook high school students in February 2017. 

In the preceding 12 months, 13% of high school students (47 individuals) identified as 

experiencing homelessness, using the same definition as above. 

 

Four per cent of students were fearful or very fearful of losing their current housing 

situation; 4% did not feel safe where they are staying now. 

c) Point-in-Time Count 

A Point-in-Time (PiT) homeless count was conducted over a 24-hour period from March 

7th to 8th, 2017. PiT counts are carried out according to a standard methodology used 

nation-wide, and are intended to identify how many people in a community experience 

homelessness in shelters and on the streets at a given time.  

 

Cranbrook’s count found 35 people experiencing homelessness: 

o 2 unsheltered 
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o 6 emergency sheltered 
o 27 provisionally accommodated  

 
A PiT count will typically underestimate the number of homeless individuals in a 

community by a factor of three or four.5 

4. Core Housing Need in Cranbrook 

Cranbrook lost one-third (499) of its rental units since 1999, dropping from a peak of 

1491 units to 992 units in 2016.6 At the same time, Cranbrook’s population increased 

from 18,722 (2001) to 20,047 in 2016, a jump of over 7%. According to City of 

Cranbrook records, many of the “lost” rental units were converted to strata during that 

period. In addition, most purpose-built rental stock was built between 1960 and 1980. 

Some of these buildings are now approaching the end of their useful life and are falling 

into disrepair.7 These factors are all putting a significant squeeze on the local supply of 

rental units, with vacancy rates ranging from 0 to 1.9% depending on the type of unit. 

 

The Canadian Rental Housing Index (CHRI)8 reported 22% of households in Cranbrook 

as renting, with a median renter household income of $27,845, and an average rent and 

utilities cost of $740 per month.  

 

Households spending more than 30% of before-tax income on rent and utilities are 

generally considered to be living in unaffordable situations that represent core housing 

need. The CHRI reported 890 renter households spending more than 30% of before-tax 

income on rent and utilities, which is 49% of the 1,830 renter households in Cranbrook 

(based on a total of 8,145 households). 

 

CHRI also indicated that households spending more than 50% of their before-tax 

income on rent and utilities face critical affordability issues and may be forgoing other 

necessities. The number of renter households in Cranbrook spending more than 50% of 

before-tax income on rent and utilities was 410, or 22%.  

 

According to this data, in 2011, 49% of renters in Cranbrook were living in 

unaffordable situations. Since 2011, Cranbrook lost 72 rental units, average rent 

increased by $60 per month (9%), while mean annual income increased only 4 to 5%.  

 

                                              
5 An Affordable Housing Plan for BC, BC Rental Housing Coalition, 2017. 
6 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
7 An Affordable Housing Plan for BC, BC Rental Housing Coalition, 2017. 
8 This index relies on 2011 census data. 
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In 2011, the missing middle in Cranbrook (moderate-income households that are still 

living below housing standards due to an inability to find suitable, adequate, and 

affordable accommodation in their regional district) included at least 95 households.9  

HOP/HPP estimates that it has served five percent of Cranbrook’s population. 

 

Cranbrook Rental Market in October 2016 

Source: Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, October 2016; Note: this table does not include 172 

townhouse/rowhouse rental units or 11 bachelor units. Rent amounts do not include utilities. 

 

In addition, over 19% of Cranbrook’s homeowners are spending more than 30% of their 

pre-tax income on shelter.10 

Social Housing in Cranbrook 

The CHRI for Cranbrook shows six non-profit societies providing 227 units comprised of 

53 family units, 79 seniors’ units, 58 supportive units and 28 transitional units. The total 

units increased to 236 by 2016.  

 

Vacancy rates for subsidized units in Cranbrook are critically low, with non-profit 

housing providers indicating waiting lists from one to three or more years. 

 

Operating agreements between the provincial government (BC Housing) and non-profit 

housing providers provide subsidies to help ensure that rents remain affordable. When 

an operating agreement expires the mortgage on the property is also paid, so in some 

cases the non-profit may be able to keep rents low.  

 

In 2015, the province provided $4.2 million to provide subsidized housing and rent 

supplements for more than 535 households in Cranbrook.11 

 

Between 30 to 50% of Cranbrook’s existing units are at risk of being unviable and rents 

are likely to increase for these units over time. Unfunded liabilities for all units amount to 

$1,711,144 as of 2016.12 Operating agreements for 18 units will expire within the next 3 

                                              
9 Canadian Housing Rental Index 
10 RDI Trends Analysis on Poverty, Columbia Basin Rural Development Institute, 2016. 
11 https://www.e-know.ca/regions/cranbrook/another-affordable-housing-option-cranbrook  
12 The unfunded liabilities profile shows the capital investment needed to bring the social housing stock 

that have operating agreements in Cranbrook up to ‘good’ conditions. This number is derived from 

 Average rent Vacancy rate # of units 

1 bedroom $659 <1% 298 

2 bedrooms $787 1.9% 471 

3 bedroom $881 0% 39 

https://www.e-know.ca/regions/cranbrook/another-affordable-housing-option-cranbrook
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years and another 31 will expire by 2030. Without construction of new affordable 

housing, this will also contribute to a broader affordability squeeze. 

 

The Canadian Mental Health Association for the Kootenays added 18 units for low to 

moderate income older adults as part of a new multi-purpose facility in 2016.  

5. Gap Analysis  

With the average one-bedroom apartment in Cranbrook costing approximately $775 

per month including utilities13, the “30% of income affordability standard” requires a 

household income of $2,325 a month ($27,900 annually).  

 

The hourly wage required to afford a one-bedroom apartment in Cranbrook is $15.33 

(based on a 35-hour week). At BC’s current minimum wage ($10.85), an individual 

must work 49.5 hours per week, 52 weeks a year, to secure a home. At 35 hours 

per week, a minimum wage worker will fall $680 short each month. This shortfall may 

leave insufficient funds for healthy food, transportation and other necessities.  

 

High rental costs combined with a shortage in available housing is making it extremely 

difficult for low to moderate income individuals and families in Cranbrook to find 

attainable housing. The current cost of moving into an apartment, including first 

month's rent, security and utility deposits can be over $1,700. 

 

Without the creation of new affordable housing, 49% of Cranbrook’s renter households 

(i.e. those who are paying more than 30% of their pre-tax income on shelter) will 

continue to face significant financial stress and the risk of homelessness.  

 

Homelessness has both a social and economic cost to society and communities. The 

stability of a home for the most vulnerable individuals means fewer costly trips to 

hospitals, fewer interactions with police and the courts, and reduced costs for social 

services. The Alberta government reported it can cost over $100,000 annually to 

support a chronically homeless person, while “under Housing First, it costs less than 

$35,000 per year to provide permanent housing and the supports they need to break 

the cycle of homelessness.”14  

 

The costs of building good-quality rental housing have increased steadily over the 

                                                                                                                                                 
building condition assessments conducted by BC Housing. 

 
13 $775 per month is based on $659 for rent and $116 for utilities. 
14 See http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/homelessness/15698.html  

http://www.humanservices.alberta.ca/homelessness/15698.html
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decades, easily approaching $200 per square foot. Market providers of housing, 

whether the housing is rented or sold, need to make money. If they cannot make a 

profit, they will not provide the housing needed by lower income Canadians. Non-profit 

housing providers are also challenged by high building costs, especially since they are 

focused on providing affordable rents.  

6. The consequences of housing insecurity and homelessness  

A secure home gives families a stable base that, in turn, contributes to a solid and 

healthy foundation for the larger community. A stable home can provide the basis for  

physical and financial security, allows people to care for one another in healthy living 

conditions, and provides a strong incentive to seek better jobs and become more 

economically self-sufficient over time. Affordable housing provides a stable platform 

from which lower-income individuals can improve their education and job prospects and 

participate more fully in their communities. 

 

In contrast, homelessness can be a devastating experience. It may trigger and 

exacerbate problems, from substance misuse to mental health conditions, and 

destabilize families and support networks. The effects can last a lifetime; children who 

experience homelessness are much more likely to experience homelessness as adults. 

Approximately 33% of the adult respondents to Cranbrook’s hidden homeless survey 

and count first experienced homelessness before the age of 17.  

 

A lack of affordable housing can be expected to impact every group in a community, 

from seniors wishing to remain in the community to local businesses that require reliable 

staff; homeownership is often unattainable for single-income households earning less 

than the median income. 

 

Cranbrook residents who pay more than 50% of their income on rent are having to 

choose between a place to live and other basic needs like food and in many cases heat 

and/or electricity. For those living paycheque to paycheque, without benefits, there is no 

option for a sick day or the ability to stay home and care for sick children. If injury or 

health condition precludes working, even temporarily, the income shortfall could result in 

losing one’s home.  

 

Falling behind on rent is strongly correlated with a “critical risk of homelessness”, while 

a history of evictions makes it “almost impossible” for families to find new housing. Many 

low-income families struggle to find and maintain housing due to a dearth of affordable, 

safe and suitable options. Despite parents’ best efforts, housing stability can remain 

elusive: each rent payment can evoke anxiety that triggers mental health problems; 
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disrepair and unhealthy or substandard living conditions can contribute to chronic 

physical health issues. In the absence of other housing options, mothers may choose to 

remain in unsafe relationships because a single income will not cover rent and food for 

herself and her children.15 

7. Addressing Core Housing Need in Cranbrook 

The pressing shortfall of affordable housing being experienced by Cranbrook exists in 

many communities across British Columbia and beyond. At the same time, the 

resources and support presently available for solutions may be much more extensive 

now than any time in the past two decades: 

 

● April 2017: BC’s Housing Central issued an affordable housing plan for BC, 

outlining a four-point action plan to meet the BC’s shortfall over the next ten 

years 

● March 2017: the federal government committed $11.2 billion over the next 11 

years for a national affordable housing strategy 

● November 2016: Columbia Basin Trust released its Housing Initiatives Strategic 

Framework, which will guide the Trust in supporting communities to renew and 

increase affordable housing. 

● September 2016: Province of BC announces an additional $500 million for new 

affordable housing (to be committed to projects by March 2017) 

● February 2016: Province of BC announces $355 million for new and renewed 

affordable housing over the next five years 

 

BC Housing Central’s 2017 plan recognizes the significant positive impact on 

communities by easing cost pressures throughout the housing continuum: 

 

 A healthy housing sector supports a broad range of needs and can only do so by 

providing a wide variety of housing options. This is because the pieces of the 

housing sector are inextricably linked; when one area suffers, it negatively 

impacts the others. 
 

When mortgages are high in the Community Housing Sector, costs are passed 

on to tenants. When rents are high, tenants cannot save to purchase a home.  

 

Research has demonstrated that increases to the rental stock can have a 

stabilizing effect on the owner-occupied market and that high ownership rates in 

OECD countries have been associated with unstable housing markets.   

                                              
15 Campaign 2000 Report Card on Child & Family Poverty in Canada, November 2016. 
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Investments in rental housing also help to increase housing options, add to 

overall affordability, promote flexibility for changing life circumstances, and add to 

the fluidity of the labour market. 

 

Given the challenges and complexities associated with increasing affordable housing, 

Housing Central’s 2017 plan emphasizes the critical role of partnerships and the 

Community Housing Sector in realizing success. 

 

The Community Housing Sector encompasses all parties with a stake in building 

and maintaining a long-term supply of permanent affordable housing. This 

includes non-profit and co-op sector organizations and housing providers, community 

land trusts, municipalities, charities and faith based groups, as well as cause-driven 

private sector organizations and financial institutions.  

 

As outlined in the plan: 

 

To leverage both new government investments and existing assets, (the plan) 
sees an expanded role for the Community Housing Sector in the development of 
new housing for a broad range of people whose needs are not currently met by 
the market. This includes, but is not limited to, low and moderate-income 
workers, individuals with disabilities, seniors who require income or health 
supports, Indigenous people, homeless individuals, and persons on income 
assistance.  

 
The Plan sees the Community Housing Sector contributing substantial equity and 
expertise to create solutions, and proposes that the Federal and Provincial 
governments come to the table as equal partners. 

 

Affordable housing won’t build itself, and maintaining the status quo is not a desirable 

option given the growing pressures on low to moderate income individuals and families. 

It is within the community’s capability to address local housing needs.  

 

Accordingly, the call to action is now present for housing providers, social agencies, 

local government, business and individuals to come together as a coordinated and 

solutions-focused Community Housing Sector with the goal of ensuring access to safe, 

secure and affordable housing for all Cranbrook’s residents. 
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