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1. Introduction
Background
Most residents of Dawson Creek are well housed, in homes that are affordable and
suitable for their needs. However, approximately 600 households live in housing for
which they pay more than 30% of their income, are in poor condition or are
overcrowded, and some people are homeless. Affordable housing is a foundation for
health, creates economic stability, prevents homelessness and promotes diversity. One
of the ten goals of the Dawson Creek Sustainability
Plan is to promote community health and well being,
Goal: To promote the
and housing is an important contributor.
health and well-being
of our citizens as
The Dawson Creek Social Plan (2008) recommended
essential
the City develop an Affordable Housing Strategy with
characteristics of a
a focus on creating, maintaining and advocating for
sustainable
affordable housing. It also identified some specific
community.
gaps in the supply of affordable housing in Dawson
Creek.
Dawson Creek Sustainability Plan

This Affordable Housing Strategy sets out six key
actions the City and community stakeholders can take to address housing affordability,
diversity and sustainability. Recommendations for updating housing policies in the
Official Community Plan have been made concurrently.
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Process
The process of developing the strategy, which corresponded with the OCP Review,
included:
• Meeting with City councilors to discuss scope of work, confirm affordability
issues, review current city policies/initiatives, definitions, framework for
affordable housing and examples of affordable housing.
• Prepare demographic and housing profile (including projections) and analyse
trends.
• Interviews with community stakeholders including social agencies, developers
and housing organizations to identify issues, opportunities and challenges. (See
Appendix A).
• Development of a background paper outlining trends, issues and options. (See
Appendix B).
• A workshop1 with staff and councilors, housing stakeholders, social agencies and
development industry representatives to review issues and consider options to
address needs. (See Appendix C).
• Develop draft Affordable Housing Strategy and related OCP policies.

Housing Continuum
The housing continuum is a useful tool for
Affordable Housing Definition
thinking about the variety of types of housing as
well as the range of resident needs. Households
Housing that can be rented or owned
of different ages and stages of their lives prefer
by households without spending
different housing types and tenures. Economic
more than 30% of gross household
and health circumstances also play a role in
income. Households earning below
$40,800 per year in 2006 (which is
determining housing choices. Traditionally,
80% of the median household income
young people tend to live in rental units, while
as published by Statistics Canada) are
families tend to live in ground‐oriented homes
the focus. Affordable housing may
that they own. These preferences change as
be market housing or non‐market
people age. When grown children leave home,
housing.
some empty nesters (age 50 ‐70 years) seek low
maintenance living in smaller units, either
through rental or condominium ownership.
People age 65 and over continue this trend and, as their health needs change, may
require housing with supports to allow them to age in place.
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With Affordability and Choice Today (ACT) grant funding.
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Figure 1 describes five generic types of housing, representing an ideal range of housing.
It shows the distribution of housing units in Dawson Creek according to these
categories. The role of government and the market as well as the income profile of each
component of the continuum is also depicted. The cost (to residents) is generally
highest at the right side of the continuum.
Figure 1 – The existing situation ‐ Dawson Creek housing continuum 2006
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At the left of the continuum is housing that responds to the needs of individuals with no
or low incomes, and those with special needs such as homeless people and others. This
housing typically requires public funding. There are 15 emergency beds in Dawson
Creek in a transition house for women fleeing violence and a men’s hostel that serves
travelers as well as provides housing of last resort for homeless people. (Temporary
emergency shelter spaces are not included in the continuum.) There are 50 units of
supportive housing primarily for seniors (some of which are subsidized).
In the centre of the continuum is non‐market housing, which in the past was provided
through senior government non‐profit housing programs. Non‐market housing,
consisting of public and social housing, and households receiving shelter subsidies (like
Shelter Aid for Elderly Renters (SAFER) and the Rental Assistance Program (RAP)) while
residing in private rentals comprises 5% of the Dawson Creek housing stock, roughly the
same as the national average.
Owned dwellings form the two thirds of the housing stock in Dawson Creek and 28% are
market rental units, which is relatively high proportion for a small city.
While there is no “ideal” range of housing types, this depends on the community and
local circumstances, the most obvious gap in the existing Dawson Creek housing
continuum is supportive housing for persons with special needs and rental housing.
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2. Issues
The six major issues that direct the housing strategy are summarized below. The
background paper in Appendix B provides a more detailed account of trends and issues.

Low vacancy rates and high rental costs
In the past several years, few apartments have been available for rent in Dawson Creek
due to an influx of workers in gas exploration sector. The October 2008 rental vacancy
rate was a low 1.2% ‐ a healthy rental market has 3% vacancy – however this trend may
shift as the local economy slows. Social agencies report that people leaving the
emergency shelter or transition house cannot find suitable rental accommodation.
Rental costs have risen dramatically in the last two years, up by an average of $200 from
$563 to $754/month, likely in response to demand by gas sector workers. The average
single person household earning $25,000 per year cannot afford the average market
rent and renters face difficulties paying damage deposits with first month’s rent. There
are 29 households on the BC Housing waiting list for social housing.

Visible homelessness and lack of housing for persons with special needs
For a number of reasons, including a shortage of affordable housing, homelessness has
become an issue in Dawson Creek. The community has responded with the Homeless
Outreach Program, which had 73 homeless or at risk clients in May 2009, and a
temporary emergency shelter, which operated last winter. The 8‐bed hostel has had to
turn away people in the past, although recently the number of clients has dropped
somewhat. It is difficult to place clients upon leaving the shelter due to a lack of
options. There are no dedicated supportive housing units for persons who are homeless
and/or who need support to maintain their housing such as persons with addictions,
mental illness, brain injury or other special needs. It is likely that some or all outreach
clients might benefit from this type of housing.

High cost of single family homeownership
Average single‐family home prices have doubled in the past few years from $88,000 in
2002 to over $200,000 in 2008. This rate of growth is expected to moderate in the near
term as the economy slows. A household income of $51,000 per year is needed to
afford to purchase the average priced single family home. Half of Dawson Creek
households earn less than this. Single‐family housing makes up approximately 70% of
the housing stock in the City, and these homes are situated on relatively large lots
(minimum lot size 615 sq metres/6600 sq ft. in RS‐1 single family zone). Other housing
types such as secondary suites, townhouses and small lot single‐family dwellings can be
developed at a more affordable price however existing zoning does not permit some of
these housing forms.
4

Aging housing stock
Much of the housing stock in Dawson Creek is aging. Eight two percent of homes were
built prior to 1986, compared with 62% province‐wide. Almost 500 units (11% of stock)
are in poor condition, needing major repairs to address health and/or safety concerns.
Research shows that poor housing quality is linked with negative health outcomes and
thus it is important to address. Older rental units usually represent the most affordable
housing and are a valuable component of the affordable housing supply. Older housing
also tends to incur higher home heating costs.

Rising transportation and heating costs
Transportation forms the largest share of household spending after housing, about 13%
(in Canada). Although not factored into typical affordability calculations, rising
transportation costs due to escalating gas prices costs affects affordability. High home
heating costs can also influence affordability. Low‐income households tend to spend
proportionately more on home energy costs than average, because they often inhabit
poorer quality units. Reducing either of these costs can help to reduce operating costs
and promote affordability over the long term.

Aging population
Dawson Creek’s population is youthful
compared to elsewhere in the province
with a median age of 36 years compared
to 42 province wide. In 2006, 12% of
residents were age 65 or older, compared
to almost 15% in BC. A much larger share
of the population, roughly 24%, is
between the ages of 45 and 64 years, so
called “empty nesters”. As the population
ages there will be a growing need for
housing suitable for empty nesters and
for seniors. Seniors tend to want to stay
in their family home as long as possible, until health concerns force a change. Others
wish to move to smaller, centrally located, low maintenance units. In addition, Dawson
Creek serves as a preferred retirement area for seniors from surrounding farms and
communities.
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Summary of housing needs
Core housing need is a measure of the number of households living in housing stress.
This affected almost 600 or 13% of Dawson Creek households in 20062 who were living
in places that were unaffordable (some paying up to 50% of their income for shelter
costs), inadequate (in poor condition) or overcrowded. Table 1 shows that core need
households tend to be non‐Aboriginal, renters, aged 45‐64 and living alone. Their
average household income was under $15,000 per year, so that they could afford to pay
$375/month for rent.
Based on this information, the emphasis of the Dawson Creek Affordable Housing
Strategy is on increasing housing options for renters, people under age 65 and single
people living alone. Housing for persons under 65 with disabilities or other special
needs is also a priority as there are few housing options that meet their housing and
support needs. About 23% of core need households are of Aboriginal identity so they
are over‐represented compared to their share of the overall population (13.5%).
Table 1 – Profile of core housing need households 2006 Dawson Creek

Number of
households
135
445
580

Share of
households in
need
23%
77%
100%

Renter
Owner
Total

415
165
580

72%
28%
100%

Senior
Non senior (mostly 45‐64)
Total

205
375
580

35%
65%
100%

160
420
580

28%
72%
100%

Core housing need 2006
Aboriginal
Not Aboriginal
Total

Family (mostly lone parents)
Non‐family (mostly people living alone)
Total
Source. CMHC. Housing in Canada Online.

2

Latest figures available.
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3. Strategy
The challenge is significant – but cannot be accomplished without a plan. Three overall
goals and six actions form the Dawson Creek Affordable Housing Strategy and they
comprise market and non‐market based solutions.

Goals
a) Improve housing affordability and condition for renters, including those with
special needs.
b) Encourage a diversity of housing types, tenures and prices to ensure that
people of all ages, household types, abilities and income levels have a range of
housing choices.
c) Promote sustainability and affordability through land use and building form as
well as through initiatives that incorporate energy efficiency.

Actions
Six actions form the framework for the affordable housing strategy and each comprises
several tasks, presented in order of priority. The recommended actions are directed
towards the city, community organizations and senior levels of government ‐ the
municipality cannot do this alone. Changes to the OCP and Zoning bylaw are required to
implement some of these actions.

7

1) Facilitate information exchange and partnerships on affordable housing
Educating the community about affordable housing solutions and the many resources
available is a key component of the strategy. Connecting and working together as
partners is also critical.
a) Form an Advisory Housing Committee to advise Council on housing matters. This
would signal Council’s commitment to housing. The committee should have 12‐
15 members, comprising representatives of social agencies, housing agencies,
real estate sector, developers/architects, financial services, mental health and
addictions services, seniors, youth and/or Aboriginal agencies and private
landlords. It should advise Council on day‐to‐day housing matters and the
community’s actions on affordable housing. A central task for the first year
would be assisting the City in implementing the Affordable Housing Strategy
(AHS). Specific terms of reference should be developed to guide the committee’s
work.
b) Create a website with
information about
affordable housing
resources and programs of
federal and provincial
governments, foundations
and other sources that can
be used by builders,
developers, community
agencies and non‐profit
groups to find, build,
develop or fund affordable
housing. Particular
attention should be paid to
ensuring widespread
familiarity with the
provincial Rental
Assistance Program (RAP),
which provides eligible
families with rental assistance in the private market and the CMHC Residential
Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP), which offers grants and loans for
upgrading. The website should include information/links on
incentives/grant/loans to improve energy efficiency.
c) Encourage pilot projects/demonstration projects that incorporate affordability
and energy efficient features. These types of innovative initiatives are often
attractive to funders.
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2) Facilitate/create new market and non‐market rental housing
Low vacancy rates and high rental costs suggest that demand is outstripping supply for
units affordable to households earning below $41,000 per year. The private market
cannot build purpose built rental housing that is affordable at this income level. The
Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM)3 recommends expanding the stock of
affordable non‐market housing by 15% of total annual housing starts each year. In
Dawson Creek this would amount to about 7 units per year.
a) Amend the OCP and zoning bylaw to permit secondary suites in single‐family
dwellings in all residential
zones subject to regulations.
The OCP Open House and AHS
Workshop showed that there
is general support for
secondary suites. This will
make homeownership more
affordable and increase the
supply of ground‐oriented
rental units in a cost effective,
sustainable manner. The
Zoning Bylaw should set out
conditions concerning:
minimum lot size, maximum unit size, number of suites per detached home,
owner occupancy, parking requirements, stratification of units, utility fees,
building code requirements and registration. See Appendix D for proposed
elements of a secondary suite bylaw.
b) Launch a campaign through the housing web site to encourage homeowners to
legalize existing suites and create new secondary suites. This might include
information on the City’s new bylaw and advice about applying for funding to
various government programs, including CMHC Residential Rehabilitation
Assistance Program (RRAP), which offers loans and grants for construction of
suites in new or existing homes. Suites for low‐income seniors (age 65+) or
persons with disabilities are eligible.
c) Partner with stakeholders to develop an innovative proposal for a 25 unit non‐
market rental housing project affordable for single person households earning
less than $25,000/year, perhaps as a demonstration or pilot project,
incorporating energy efficient features. Could be a conversion of an existing
building from another use, for example, an old school building (in which case
CMHC RRAP funding may be utilized) or new construction. A donated site is a key
3

2008. FCM. Sustaining the Momentum: Recommendations for a National Action Plan on Housing and
Homelessness. Ottawa: FCM.
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component for such a project, either from the private, non‐profit sector or
government sources. Consider engaging a development consultant to assist with
the planning process. A proposal should be developed to “shovel ready” status
to take advantage of funding opportunities as they arise.
d) Establish a rent bank as a community project to assist renters with damage
deposits and/or first month’s rent. The Calgary rent bank is one example.4
Approach private sector donors to fund the initiative.
e) The City could offer incentives for development proposals that incorporate 10%
non‐market rental housing, using measures such as bonus density and parking
relaxations. A housing agreement can be used to control ongoing rental rates,
eligibility and period of affordability. Payments in lieu of affordable housing
could be considered, with monies directed towards a rent bank or other
affordable housing initiatives.
3) Preserve the existing rental housing stock and rehabilitate where appropriate
The most affordable housing is housing
that already exists, however, it must be
in good condition, free from health and
safety concerns. There is a significant
stock of rental housing, some of which is
in poor condition.
a) Landlords that rent units to low‐
income households struggle to
maintain financial viability, as
rents do not cover operating and
maintenance expenses. Promote
use of CMHC Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP) for Landlord
program to encourage landlords to upgrade private rental housing. Forgivable
loans of up to $28,000 are available to landlords who upgrade rental units
occupied by low‐income tenants. Link with improvements in energy efficiency.
b) Establish a City policy permitting redevelopment of existing rental housing units
with the condition that rental units are replaced or tenants relocated. This
should apply to mobile home parks as well.
c) A number of hotels are considered “problem hotels/motels”, where poor quality
and illegal behaviour combine to form an unhealthy situation. A long term goal
would be for the City and/or community partners to purchase and rehabilitate
one or more of these sites, with senior government funding when available, to
create permanent affordable housing with supports and staffing to ensure
stability.
4

http://www.momentum.org/calgary_rent_bank.php
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4) Create permanent solutions to homelessness
Research shows that homeless people want permanent housing, that supportive
housing ends homelessness for persons with addictions and mental illness, and that
supportive housing is cost effective. It saves government money in downstream health
care, criminal justice and other social service expenditures.
a) Form a partnership (with one lead agency) to develop an innovative proposal for
20‐25 units of supportive housing for a mix of persons who are homeless or have
addictions, mental health issues, developmental disability, brain injury or other
special needs. This could take the form of a dedicated supportive housing project
where support is delivered on site. A donated site is a key component for such a
project, either from the private, non‐profit sector or government sources. An
experienced development consultant could facilitate this process. Again,
consider incorporating energy conservation features. Develop a waiting list for
persons requiring supportive housing in order to gauge the extent of the need.
5) Encourage smaller, ground‐oriented market housing
These housing forms provide
affordable ground oriented housing
Fee simple rowhouse
for families and individuals and
Individual rowhouse and lot ownership
smaller, low maintenance housing
without the need for strata councils. It offers
choices for empty nesters and seniors.
an alternative form of ground‐oriented
A model for this exists in the Sunset
accommodation that will satisfy people
Ridge – Harvest Sustainable
seeking higher density living—where they
Neighbourhood Plan, which envisions
don’t have to rely so much on the automobile
—and where the idea of collective
a mix of standard residential lots
responsibilities is unattractive.
(12%), small single‐family lots (30%),
street oriented multi‐family dwellings
(35%) and apartments. Gradually
broadening housing choice within the City would improve affordability.
a) Legalize secondary suites (as above).
b) Within residential areas that are primarily single family detached that are
designated Infill/Redevelopment Areas in the OCP, permit re‐zoning applications
that allow for smaller single family lots and street oriented dwelling types such
as duplexes, triplexes, townhouses and rowhouses in areas proximate to transit,
shops and services. This promotes affordability through lower land and building
costs, and lower operating costs through energy efficient building forms and
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location. The fee simple rowhouse may be an attractive option for those not
wishing to participate in strata ownership schemes.

6) Plan to house an aging population
While the population of Dawson Creek is
not expected to grow rapidly in the
future, it will change. The most visible
effect will be more people between the
ages of 45 and 64 years old (so called
empty nesters). Ensuring that the housing
stock is suitable for their needs will be
important to retain existing residents and
attract new ones from outlying areas.

Visitable housing offers 3 specific
accessibility features that allow a person
with mobility limitations, including in a
wheelchair, to visit the home.
• At least one zero‐step entrance on
an accessible route leading from a
driveway or public sidewalk,
• All interior doors providing at least
31 ¾ inches (81 cm) of unobstructed
passage space,
• At least a half bathroom on main flr.

a) Permit smaller housing forms
suitable for empty nesters and
independent seniors such as small
lot housing, homes with suites,
duplexes, triplexes and
rowhouses/townhouses (as
above) in Infill/Redevelopment
Areas, provided such sites are well
located with respect to transit,
community services and retail.
b) Adopt design guidelines (such as
visitability, adaptability or
universal design) for new
residential development to

AAdaptable design promotes accessibility
of units by incorporating features in new
construction (roughing in) that make it
easy to convert later on.
Accessible – a person with disabilities is,
without assistance, able to approach,
enter, pass to and from, and make use of
an area and its facilities, or either of
them. BC Building Access Handbook 2007.
Universal design ‐ design and
construction that aims to accommodate
the functional needs of everyone;
including children, adults and seniors,
with or without disabilities.
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accommodate people with mobility limitations.
c) Investigate Habitat for Humanity’s new Renew It program, being piloted in
Ontario, which offers assistance to low‐income homeowners to upgrade their
home, including safety improvements, energy efficiency and accessibility
conversions.
d) Monitor demographic trends and seniors housing needs and opportunities.
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Appendix A
Stakeholder interviews
Interviews were carried out with ten stakeholders early in the study process to help
clarify trends, issues and options.
1. Do you agree with gaps identified in the social plan – permanent emergency
shelter, supportive housing and affordable rental housing?
Respondents generally agreed with these gaps, although not necessarily in that
order.
• Need permanent shelters, hear anecdotally lots of couch surfing, especially
among youth. Temporary shelter originally seen as warming shelter, open only in
certain temps. Found that if shelter not open all hours, people wouldn’t come,
didn’t know when open. Had to keep open every day in winter, then use became
more regular.
• Have some supportive housing, need more, huge need for seniors, teenagers
with development disabilities. Teens will need support for a long‐time, waiting
list, no capital funding. Need a staffed supportive building for people who fall
through the cracks, for example, people with brain injury, people with complex
needs i.e. medical as well as concurrent.
• Influx of oil patch workers take up all rental housing, need affordable rental
housing, need for permanent housing for homeless, also transition house clients
can find no place to rent when they leave. Homeless outreach program can’t
find affordable housing for people once connected, even with subsidy. Need
affordable housing for low and moderate income earners
2. What other issues/gaps do you see?
•
•

Existing residents of seniors housing need wheelchair access and may have
support needs in future
Need second stage housing for women fleeing violence, after leave transition
house, could be permanent, if secure and supported

Oil and gas worker impact
• Boom causes people to be evicted for renovations, then landlords rent at higher
rate
• Rents rise whenever people move out of rental units
• Hotel rooms hard to come by due to oil and gas boom, expensive
• Bad bus connections create need for affordable overnight accommodation
• Oil patch effect on local housing market a problem
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Poor condition
• Rental units in poor condition
• Men’s hostel needs to be closed, disgusting
3. What do you think are some of the opportunities to address housing
affordability in Dawson Creek?
Secondary suites
• Legalize suites, also maybe permit garages with suites
• Accessory dwellings over garages would go over quite well
• Secondary suites in existing areas a good idea
Seniors housing
• Seniors need smaller places, near town when leave the farm
• Some seniors have money, just no available housing options
• Plain rental apartments would be good for seniors
Community support
• Community support for shelter, little NIMBY response, valuable community
donations kept shelter open, credit union helpful
• Learned a lot operating the shelter, gained trust of homeless people
• Shelter gave other community agencies some relief, i.e. hospital emerge nurses
relieved, now housing of last resort, people not sleeping in cars
Housing Response Network
• Alliance of community agencies working together to address housing issues,
could be used as a resource to advise on affordable housing issues
• HRN successfully opened temporary shelter and developed proposal for
permanent shelter
Upgrade existing housing
• Bring existing rental suites in poor condition up to code
• Municipality could work with landlords to upgrade units, landlords won’t do
alone
Consider alternatives
• Some form of assisted homeownership
• Non‐profit housing
• Opportunity to show leadership with “green” housing, Dawson Creek seen as a
leader
• Schools closing, possible sites for future non market housing
• Credit union role?
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•

Cooperative housing could be a good fit in Dawson Creek, farming community
has a history with coops

Smaller units acceptable
• Developers are building duplexes for gas workers, but expensive
• People more accepting of higher density living today because of high price of SFD
• Opportunity for builders to create basic entry level unit, in a multiple setting, for
under $200k
• Change bylaws, lots too large, allow smaller infill housing to sell at less than
$250,000
• Duplexes, townhouses, secondary suites, starter homes on small lots that are
inexpensive would work (1000 sq ft)
• Smaller, less expensive lots with smaller housing would be more affordable
• Remove some land from the ALR
4. What do you think are some of the challenges for addressing housing
affordability in Dawson Creek?
Inadequate government funding for affordable housing,
• Dawson Creek not on senior government radar screen, BC Housing not
responsive permanent emergency shelter proposal, say they have no funds
Public attitudes
• Lack awareness of issue
• Fear of affordable housing complexes, City must ensure well integrated,
landscaped etc, work with community organizations
• Possible NIMBY response
• Unaware of possibilities for affordable housing, alternative forms like co‐ops,
even apartment buildings
• Condos – people aren’t familiar, don’t know what living in one is like
• Apartments have negative connotations in community
• Not lots of experience with secondary suites in Dawson Creek
Construction
• Builders lack creativity
• Need to build something with architectural merit
• Building materials more expensive in north
• Challenge finding the right piece of land
• Possible opportunities for modular housing to create cost effective small houses
Oil and gas sector effect on housing
• High wages push up rents on older, formerly affordable apartments, bachelors
now $750‐800 month.
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Appendix B
Background Report

Dawson Creek
Affordable housing trends, issues and options

June 25, 2009
Eberle Planning and Research
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This background document summarizes population and housing trends in Dawson Creek
to provide context for the development of an affordable housing strategy. Information
was gathered from published sources and from interviews with local housing
stakeholders. It concludes with a summary of the affordable housing issues and some
possible options for addressing these issues.

1. Trends
The population of Dawson Creek has been relatively stable at around 11,000 persons,
with fluctuations associated with the economic cycle. Current population stands at
11,420 persons. The historic average population growth rate is under 1% per year
depending on the time period selected. After several years of population decline in the
late 1990s/early 2000s, Dawson Creek population started to grow in 2004 fuelled in part
by activity in the oil and gas sector. Over the past five years, the city experienced an
annual average population increase of 1.4% per year. The latest year over year growth
rate was 1.6%, comparable with the Peace Regional District rate of 1.9%.
Figure 1

Source: BC Stats

Dawson Creek has a youthful population compared to BC. In 2006, 36% of its residents
were under age 25, compared to 30% for the province as a whole. The City also attracts
retiring seniors age 65+ from elsewhere in the Peace River area (11.8% of Dawson Creek
residents are seniors, compared with 8.8% for the Regional District). This trend might be
expected to strengthen over time as the population ages.
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Figure 2

Source: BC Stats

Future population growth is expected to be steady at just under 0.8% per year on
average, for a total 20‐year forecast population of 13,297 persons in 2029, an increase
of almost 1,800 persons. There will be just under 900 new additional households calling
Dawson Creek home in 2029, roughly 45 new households per year on average, based on
the population projections and a steady household size.
Table 2

Year

Population

Households

2009
11,504
4,883
2019
12,601
5,479
2029
13,297
5,781
Total increase
1,793
898
Annual increase
90
45
Source: Eberle Planning and Research based on BC Statistics PEOPLE population projections for
Peace River South LHA March 2009.

There were 4,650 housing units in Dawson Creek in 2006, with owned housing
comprising about two thirds of the stock. The number of rental housing units increased
between 2001 and 2006 by almost 4%. In contrast, the provincial stock of rented
housing declined by the same amount. About 11% of the housing stock is in poor
condition, requiring major repairs.
Table 3

Tenure
Owned
Rented
Total

Dawson Creek
2001
2865
1535
4405

2006
3060
1590
4650

BC
% chg
6.8%
3.6%
5.6%

% chg
12.5
‐3.6
7.1

20

Source: BC Statistics. Community Facts. 2009

Low and declining apartment vacancy rates are fuelled by demand for workforce
accommodation, which has placed pressure on local vacancy rates. The current
(October 2008) apartment rental vacancy rate stands at 1.2 %, representing only 10
units. A vacancy rate of 3% or higher is considered healthy rental market.
Figure 3

Source: CMHC Rental Market Report. 2008

High and rising apartment rental rates are a consequence of low vacancy rates and
demand from the gas field workforce with high wages. Dawson Creek average rents
have risen by almost $200 per month in two years, from $563 to $754 per month. This
represent a significant increase of approximately 11% (2008), particularly compared
with the province, which recorded rent increases of 5% in 2008.
Figure 4
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Source: CMHC Rental Market Report. 2008

The average sale price of a single‐family dwelling has risen steadily over the past few
years from just over $87,000 to approximately $200,000. It appears that prices may be
stabilizing beginning in 2008.
Table 4

Average sale
Yr to yr %
price, SFD
change
2002
$87,147
2003
$88,601
1.7%
2004
$103,677
17.0%
2005
$120,104
15.8%
2006
$165,028
37.4%
2007
$202,261
22.6%
2008
$201,652
‐0.3%
Source: MLS data from Al Mottishaw. Own calculations.

Year

Despite this rise in home prices, homeownership is generally affordable for median
income households in Dawson Creek. Single person households are the exception. They
cannot afford to purchase the median priced home, and there is a gap of $143.00
between what a one‐person household can afford to pay for rent ($611) and the
average rental cost ($754).
Table 5

All households
Median household income 2006
Monthly income
Affordable monthly housing costs
Affordable to purchase*

$50,848.00
$4,237.00
$1,271.00
$203,000.00

One person
households
$24,439.00
$2,037.00
$611.00
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Actual price (avg SFD for sale, avg pvt apt rent)
$201,652.00
GAP (difference between affordable amount and actual
cost)
$1,348.00
* 10% down, 5% interest, 25‐year amortization period
Actual SFD price is average sale price 2008, and average apartment rent 2008.

$754.00
$(143.00)

About one fifth of Dawson Creek households were paying 30% or more of their income
toward shelter costs in 2006, the standard measure of housing stress. 585 households
were considered to be in core housing need in 2006, a more conservative measure of
housing need that incorporates housing condition and crowding. The incidence of
affordability problems in 2006 was roughly the same as for the province as a whole.

23

Table 6

Dawson Creek
Affordability 2006

# households

BC
% share of all
households

Core housing need
585
13%
STIR 30%‐99%
995
21%
Source: CMHC HICO Online and 2006 Census Profile Dawson Creek.

% share of all
households
14%
24%

29 Dawson Creek households are on the BC Housing waiting list for social housing as of
March 2009. The Northern Health Unit does not maintain a waitlist for supportive
housing for persons with mental illness, addictions or other special needs. Individuals
with special needs are placed in independent rental housing and provided with
community support services, although it is difficult to find suitable accommodation, and
some are evicted.
Dawson Creek Native Housing Society operates a Homeless Outreach Program funded
by BC Housing to connect people living outdoors or at risk of homelessness with services
and supports. They presently serve 73 clients who are at risk of homelessness or
homeless. Part of their mandate is finding rental housing for homeless persons but this
is extremely difficult in this rental market. For the first time, in 2009 the Society
operated a temporary winter emergency shelter for homeless people. The shelter was
occupied for 239 bed nights over the course of three and half months.

2. The housing continuum
The housing continuum is a useful tool for thinking about the range of types of housing
as well as resident needs. Households of different ages and stages of their lives prefer
different housing types and tenures. Economic and health circumstances also play a role
in determining housing choices. Traditionally, young people tend to live in rental units,
while families tend to live in ground‐oriented homes that they own. These preferences
change as people age. When grown children leave home, some empty nesters (age 50 ‐
70 years) seek low maintenance living in smaller units, either through rental or
condominium ownership. People age 65 and over continue this trend and, as their
health needs change, may require housing with supports to allow them to age in place.
Figure 5 describes five generic types of housing, representing an ideal range of housing.
It shows the distribution of housing units in Dawson Creek according to these
categories. The role of government and the market as well as the income profile of each
component of the continuum is also depicted. The cost (to residents) is highest at the
right side of the continuum.
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Figure 5
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At the left of the continuum are housing types that respond to the needs of individuals
with no or low incomes, and those with special needs such as the homeless or others
and typically require public funding. There are 15 emergency beds in Dawson Creek in a
transition house for women fleeing violence and a temporary emergency shelter. There
are 50 units of supportive housing primarily for seniors (some of which is subsidized).
In the centre of the continuum is non‐market housing, which, in the past, was provided
through senior government non‐profit housing programs. Non‐market housing,
consisting of public and social housing, and households receiving shelter subsidies like
SAFER and RAP comprises 5% of the Dawson Creek housing stock, roughly the same as
the national average. Single‐family dwellings form the majority of the housing stock in
Dawson Creek and one third are market rental units.

3. Issues and options
ISSUE: The Dawson Creek Social Plan (2008) identified three gaps in the local housing
continuum:
Rental housing affordable for local residents. Residents leaving the shelter or
transition house cannot find housing that is affordable upon leaving, and the health
authority has difficulty placing tenants who need support services to maintain their
housing. Low vacancy rates and high costs mean local residents who work outside of
the gas industry have trouble affording market rents.
Supportive housing for persons with mental health issues, addictions and/or other
special needs. Supportive housing ends homelessness and is a critical component of the
housing continuum. At present there is no dedicated supportive housing for persons
with mental health issues, addictions, developmental disabilities or brain injury, or for
formerly homeless persons in Dawson Creek. The transitional housing proposed with
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the permanent shelter would address some of these needs, but permanent solutions
are generally preferred.
Permanent emergency shelter for homeless persons. Although emergency shelters do
not end homelessness they are seen as an essential component of the housing
continuum. The provincial government is moving towards permanent 24 hour/7 days
per week shelters as a means of connecting homeless persons with services and
stabilizing their lives. The temporary winter shelter that operated last winter does not
meet this standard.
OPTIONS: The City has limited financial resources to address affordable housing needs,
but does have tools at its disposal to facilitate housing affordability including zoning and
land use planning authority and some land. Key is also their capacity to work in
partnership with other community based organizations and senior levels of government
like BC Housing and CMHC to identify and facilitate solutions. The provincial
government has a number of affordable housing programs and CMHC has several
sources of financial assistance that can form the basis of unique partnership
opportunities. However each requires contributions from community partners. It is
essential to bring all stakeholders together to identify resources and possible avenues
for partnerships. Some potential options are:
•

•
•

Non‐market rental housing. Although there is no specific government program
targeting non‐market rental housing there are some provincial housing programs
that along with other resources could be accessed in creative ways to build new
non‐market rental housing that could serve a variety of residents. Could
consider incorporating some green technology.
Purpose built supportive housing. Some federal and provincial resources are
available for supportive housing, including homelessness funding.
Permanent emergency shelter with transitional housing. A proposal has been
presented to BC Housing by the DC Native Housing Society for a permanent 10‐
bed shelter with 15 transitional housing units (time limited with supports).

ISSUE: About half of Dawson Creek households cannot afford to purchase a single‐family
home as prices have risen beyond their ability to pay. Other housing forms such as
duplexes, townhouses, small lot single‐family dwellings and homes with secondary
suites can be marketed at a price affordable for these households. Local developers
have already moved in this direction, however existing zoning does not permit some of
these housing forms.
OPTIONS: Legalize secondary suites, which improves affordability for homeowners, and
review existing zoning to look for opportunities for infill duplexes/townhouses and small
lot zones.
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ISSUE: Dawson Creek has an existing stock of rental units, some of which are affordable.
Some of these units are in poor condition and could benefit from upgrading.
OPTIONS: Existing rental housing represents a valuable source of affordable housing and
efforts to preserve this stock are recommended. Promote access to federal Residential
Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP) and other funding to upgrade these buildings.
ISSUE: High home heating costs in winter and growing transportation costs due to rising
gas prices also affect affordability. Reducing either of these costs can help to reduce
operating costs and promote affordability over the long term. Smaller homes
incorporating green features and reducing travel distances by locating housing close to
employment and services would improve affordability.
OPTIONS: Incorporate energy saving features or new technologies into new housing.
Infill housing and secondary suites increase density and consume resources more
efficiently.
ISSUE: There will likely continue to be a growing need for seniors housing and care
facilities as the population ages, and Dawson Creek continues to serve as a preferred
retirement area for seniors from surrounding farms and communities. A new seniors
residence recently opened in Dawson Creek.
OPTIONS: Continue to monitor and plan for future needs. There are significant
provincial resources available for seniors housing and housing with various stages of
support.
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Appendix C
Affordable Housing Strategy Workshop
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What you said…
37 participants at the July 8, 2009 Affordable Housing Workshop were asked to respond
to three questions. A summary of the responses follows.

Are there other issues that need to be considered?
•

One‐stop assistance/information for builders and homeowners on grants and
other housing related programs

•

Inadequate federal/provincial funding for affordable housing

•

Affordable lots to allow construction of small affordable homes

•

Youth housing

•

Safe housing in good condition

•

Gap between what is affordable and attainable

•

Increasing gas cost

•

Youth emergency shelter

•

Have to buy housing because can’t afford to rent

•

No affordable housing programs for individuals, only for families and seniors

•

Affordable homeownership for first time buyers

•

Secure supported housing for women leaving transition house, mental health
consumers, people with addictions or disabled and people re‐entering the
community

•

Identify partnerships

What are your top two priorities for action?
•

Needs assessment to determine what population group to focus on

•

Form housing committee

•

Single people that make less than $35,000 yearly

•

Single parents
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•

People who are “hard to house”

•

All people with low income

•

Assistance with damage deposits

•

Emergency and transitional housing

•

More subsidized housing units

What can you do?
•

Educate the public that 1% of population is homeless

•

Use Greensmart Manufacturing (modular buildings)

•

Attend development/planning meetings

•

City donate land for affordable housing

•

Renovate old buildings

•

Use old box cars for housing (insulated and renovated)

•

Allow secondary suites

•

Deal with problem motels

•

Service land

•

Media coverage for affordable housing issues

•

Convert the 1% federal tax on home sales to funding for homelessness

•

Build 4 story buildings

•

Keep pressure on BC Housing and CMHC for funding

•

Change City bylaws to allow higher density, secondary suites

•

Act on social, housing and sustainability plans

•

Fewer presentations, more discussion on issues and solutions
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Appendix D

Proposed elements of a bylaw for secondary suites
Prepared with funding from Affordability and Choice Today (ACT) program of FCM.
September 7, 2009

The following provides a discussion and recommendations for major elements of a
bylaw legalizing secondary suites in Dawson Creek.
Purpose
To:
• Provide safe affordable ownership and rental housing in Dawson Creek
• Promote sustainability in use of existing infrastructure
Principles:
• Maintain stock of affordable housing
• Avoid significant costs to homeowners
• Preserve character of single family neighbourhoods
• Manage liability
• Ensure safety
• Enforceable
• Simple and cost effective to administer
Definition
BC Building Code definition of secondary suite adopted for consistency:
“Secondary suite means an additional dwelling unit:
• Having a total floor space of not more than 90m2 in area
• Having a floor space less than 40% of the habitable floor space of the building
• Located within a building of residential occupancy containing only one other
dwelling unit, and
• Located in and part of a building which is a single real estate entity. “
Where?
For simplicity and equity, suites are permitted in all residential zones.
• In single family dwellings in all residential zones
Other uses
To ensure the suite is part of the rental stock and to limit potential parking issues:
• Not permitted as tourist accommodation
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•

Not permitted where bed and breakfast or home business employing outside
workers

Minimum lot size
• Minimum lot size of 20m x 40m
Number of suites
To avoid creating mini apartment blocks with several apartments, limit secondary suites
to one per dwelling. (As per BC Building Code suite definition)
Strata titling
The code prohibits strata titling. This will maximize the City’s rental stock.
• Cannot be subdivided from the building it is part of.
Owner occupancy
Many municipalities restrict suites to homes with owner occupancy, although this could
be challenged in court. The aim is to help to preserve the character of single family
neighbourhoods.
• Limit to owner occupied homes
Parking
Large lots and significant road widths characterize many residential neighbourhoods in
Dawson Creek suggesting that allowing on street parking would be acceptable. It would
also reduce the cost of legalizing a suite.
• Minimum one parking space per suite
• On street parking permitted.
Utility fees
Secondary suites may create an increased load on local government infrastructure. To
address this, many municipalities levy additional fees so that homes with a suite pay
their fair share of utility fees / or that reflect use or consumption.
• In Dawson Creek, water is metered and sewer is charged as share of water
consumption, so homes with suites will be charged based on usage.
• Garbage fee structure based on cost of $24 for 3 bags per household, with 2$ per
additional bag, so that theoretically, homes with suites producing more than 3
bags of garbage would pay extra.
Safety standards
1995 amendments to the BC Building code reduced requirements for things such as
ceiling heights, fire safety provisions, and sound controls. The Code however, does not
apply to existing suites in existing buildings, except when there is a building permit for
renovations or upgrading.
• New or renovated suites ‐ shall comply with the standards and requirements for
a dwelling unit used as a secondary suite in the BC Building Code.
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Existing suites built before bylaw comes into effect – Building bylaw amendment
to provide “alternate” life safety standards. See City of New Westminster for an
example.
http://www.newwestcity.ca/cityhall/dev_services/build_plumb/building/view_req/tech
_req_sec_suites.htm
•

Enforcement
Enforcing a requirement to upgrade an existing suite is difficult, as suites are not known
to local government. The choices are active enforcement or by complaint. Many
municipalities take the view that it is best to focus on enforcing standards in new suites,
while addressing existing suites upon complaint. It is felt that this approach avoids local
government liability for harm caused by sub‐standard conditions, unless it fails to follow
a policy on inspection and enforcement.
• Inspect and enforce upon complaint. Offer an amnesty period of 1 year to allow
homeowners to disclose their suite and comply with requirements. Provide
education around resources available for upgrading. If the suite is not upgraded
to meet to standards within a specified period of time it will be decommissioned.
Registry and fee
A registry can help the municipality to keep track of suites, and to ensure local contact
information is available in the event of emergency or a complaint. Some municipalities
charge a fee to register a secondary suite once it becomes known to them, regardless of
whether suite is legal or not. This is intended to offset municipal costs and to act as an
incentive to legalize.
• One time fee $200.
• As an incentive, could reduce the fee to $100 for suites that are compliant with
standards.
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