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Hundreds rally outside Ottawa City Hall in support of a housing and homelessness emergency being declared in the na-
tion’s capital; Jan. 29, 2020. Photo by Trevor Haché.
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Photo: PERC.
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The Healthy Transportation Coalition & Ottawa Community Foun-
dation

A beautiful, thriv-
ing city works for 
everyone when 

it includes affordable 
housing near rapid tran-
sit, in walkable, healthy 
neighourhoods, where a 
variety of people can live, 
work, and play.

While Ottawa’s 
real estate is not as expen-
sive as Toronto’s or Van-
couver’s, it is increasingly 
unaffordable. And, with 
developers applying a full-
court press to get Ottawa 
to approve more urban 
sprawl development, the 
environmental, financial, 
and social costs of sprawl 
are mounting.

Real challeng-
es exist here that need 
attention in the City’s 
new Official Plan. Indeed, 
Ottawa is at a crossroads. 
Do we continue to grow 

Just, Healthy Neighbourhoods for Ottawa

Housing, Transit & Healthy 
Neighbourhoods

upwards and outwards, with 
tall skyscrapers and urban 
sprawl, or do we commit to 
improving existing neighbour-
hoods, with more people 
living in them?

We know developers 
- the most powerful lobby
group in Ottawa, represented
by the Greater Ottawa Home
Builders Association - are
pushing for a further expan-
sion of the urban boundary.
Meanwhile, the City’s budget
is strained with the origi-
nal construction costs and
expenses related to repairs

and maintenance of roads, 
sewers, water and other 
infrastructure (including 
public transit) being provided 
to all corners of our already 
sprawling city. Our down-
town streets are clogged with 
traffic at rush hour, and it is 
increasingly unaffordable for 
many people to live close to 
the urban core, or even with-
in or next to the Greenbelt.

Healthy intensifi-
cation, including affordable 
housing, is sorely needed 
in existing neighbourhoods 
and around bus and light 

rail rapid transit stations, to 
ensure everyone has a place 
to live in the nation’s capital. 
Yet, intensification is often 
considered a dirty word in 
many areas of the city, includ-
ing in Sandy Hill, where many 
single-family homes are being 
demolished and converted 
into multi-unit dwellings to 
house student populations.
People there and elsewhere 
in Ottawa are worried about 
increased car traffic, a lack 
of green spaces, and missing 
support services (libraries, 
community, and health care 
centres) in more densely pop-
ulated neighbourhoods.

If we convert our 
streets to Healthy Streets, it 
could really help. Imagine a 
robust, city-wide network of 
Healthy Streets - with wide 
sidewalks, safe cycling infra-
structure, beautiful street 
trees, and few spaces for cars, 
but lots of bus-only lanes. 
These streets could be linked 
to existing parks and could 
provide “greenway” (instead 
of car freeway) connections 
to rapid transit stations. 
The retrofitting of existing 
neighourhoods of Ottawa is 
essential, in both urban and 
suburban areas, so that fif-
teen - minute neigbourhoods 
can flourish.

The transition is 
needed urgently, partly 
because Ottawa is in an 
affordable housing crisis. The 
Centralized Waiting List for 

affordable housing increased 
by 14.8% from 2017 to 2018, 
with more than 12,100 
households on the waiting 
list. According to the City’s 
Rental Market Analysis, an 
additional 25,000 households 
will be plunged into Core 
Housing Need before 2031, 
unable to afford housing in 
Ottawa. In early March, it was 
reported that the value of 
residential homes resold in 
Ottawa had increased by 21% 
in February 2020, compared 
to February 2019.

In a City of Ottawa 
discussion paper on Housing, 
written for the Official Plan 
and dated March 2019, it was 
stated that: 
 “While Ottawa is 
investing in much-needed 
rapid-transit infrastructure, 
land use policies still limit the 
ability to make the best use of 
newly transit-rich lands for a 
range of appropriate housing 
types, and the resulting mis-
match of supply and demand 
risks pushing less affluent 
households out of these ar-
eas.” 

The City’s authors 
go on to say that gentrifica-
tion is continuing in many 
downtown neighbourhoods, 
and light-rail transit (LRT) will 
continue to make locations 
near stations more attractive 
(and therefore expensive) to 
live in.

So, how can the na-
tion’s capital, where $7 billion 
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“The City needs to 
prioritize people over 

cars,”
 - Dominique D’Angelo,

in her speech pictured  
below

is being invested in Phases 1 
& 2 of the LRT, ensure it is not 
just wealthy people who can 
afford to live close to rapid 
transit? Since 2018, a group 
of organizations have been 
collaborating to ensure peo-
ple living on lower incomes 
can benefit from billion-dollar 
investments in public transit, 
with affordable housing close 
by.

Groups such as the 
Alliance to End Homelessness 
Ottawa, City for All Women 
Initiative, Centretown Citizens 
Ottawa Corp., Healthy Trans-
portation Coalition, Ottawa 
ACORN, and Somerset West 
Community Health Centre, 
have pushed the City to cre-
ate an Interdepartmental Task 
Force on Affordable Housing 
Near Transit Stations.

In April 2019, the 
task force identified twenty 
parcels of land near rapid 
transit that would be suitable 
to build affordable housing 
on. Now, these groups and 

thousands of people across 
Ottawa want governments to 
invest the money needed to 
ensure accessible, affordable 
housing is built on these par-
cels of land.

Sadly, despite many 
years of worsening problems 
related to homelessness 
and housing affordability, 
governments have not been 
investing enough, not near-
ly fast enough. In January 
2020, people across the city 
of Ottawa showed up to say 
enough is enough. Ottawa 
then declared a housing and 
homelessness emergency.

Led by City Council-
lors Catherine McKenney and 
Rawlson King, Ottawa City 
Council unanimously passed 
a Motion, which included the 
following:

“BE IT FURTHER RE-
SOLVED THAT staff review and 
report back to the appropri-
ate Standing Committee and 
Council on the steps needed 
for the City to establish a 

Land Trust to protect pub-
licly-owned lands, including 
those identified by staff as 
appropriate for the develop-
ment of affordable housing 
near rapid transit.”

 “The possibility of 
establishing a Land Trust in or-
der to protect publicly-owned 
lands near rapid transit for the 
development of accessible and 
deeply affordable housing is 
something we are strongly in 
favour of,” said Terrie Mee-
han, vice-president of the 
Healthy Transportation Coali-
tion. “We see this as essential 
to achieving transportation 
equity in Ottawa.”

Kaeli Van Regan and 
Emilie Hayes have both been 
involved in efforts to establish 
a land trust here. What start-
ed as a discussion about land 
near LeBreton Flats where 
existing affordable housing 
groups have long- term leases 
soon coming to an end, on 
land owned by the Canadian 

Mortgage & Housing Corpo-
ration, the land trust conver-
sation soon expanded to a 
conversation about a larger 
land trust for all of Ottawa.

Van Regan and Hayes ex-
plained that they have met 
with the City and the idea has 
been added to the City’s draft 
10-year Housing and Home-
lessness Plan, but they do not
yet know to what degree it
has been added.
 “While land is most 
certainly important, another 
key factor to building a thriv-
ing, livable city for everyone is 
the money needed to build the 
affordable housing near rapid 
transit,” said Terrie Meehan. 
“That is why we have been 
pushing the City to invest 
more money in its budgets.” 

Indeed, in 2019, and 
2020, thanks to demands 
from thousands of people 
and dozens of organizations, 
Ottawa invested a total of 
$30 million to build new 

affordable housing here.
Mayor Jim Watson, 

in his 2020 State of the City 
address delivered in January,  
re-committed to the idea of 
equitable transit-oriented de-
velopment: “The first of these 
affordable housing projects 
will be located beside our new 
Central Library Project and will 
help us kickstart the revital-
ization of LeBreton Flats,” he 
said.

With the right vision, 
there is no question that a 
better Ottawa is possible. 
That vision must include 
affordable housing near 
rapid transit, surrounded by 
healthy streets, and an end to 
urban sprawl.

For more information about 
the Healthy Transportation 
Coalition visit www.healthy-
transportation.ca.

 the important conversation 
about poor public transit and 
its effects on mental health 
has made its way into our 

 collective 
consciousness. 
In the ten years 
that I’ve lived in 
Ottawa (way 
before the LRT 
launch, my 
experience is 
that public

 transit here has always been 
terrible, and it has caused me 
a lot of distress. As a person 
living with a mental illness, 
having to rely on a an 
unreliable transit system has 
been detrimental to my 
mental health and hindered 
my recovery from major 
depression. 

For years, I depended 
on public transit to go to 
medical appointments and 
therapies, leadership 
trainings, wellness work-
shops, exercise, occasional 
social opportunities, and 
school. These resources, 
located across the city, 
allowed me to survive very 
dark times, and having access 
to them is crucial to my 
recovery, as they increase my 
wellbeing and help me build 
the skills and confidence that 
I feel I need to be ready for 
“a normal life.”

Knowing how critical 
attending these commitmen- 
nts was for my recovery, I 
tried to push myself, but with 
commute problems being so 
frequent that they were to be 
expected, it was very difficult 
to stay committed to 

to the lack of planning of bus 
routes and shortage of driv-
ers, issues abound. But let’s 
face it, Ottawa never got it
right, and it 
is people 
living with 
disabilities
(physical and 
invisible), and 
those with low
incomes who 
suffer the most.

I am terribly sorry 
that our LRT, and the bus 
routes changes that came 
with it, is causing emotional 
distress. . .  but I see a silver 
lining: with transit riders 
expressing their 
frustrations loud and clear, 

It’s hard to be functional in a 
dysfunctional city. 

I suffer from invisible 
illnesses that have greatly 
impacted my life. I currently 
do not work or pay taxes, 
which I guess means that 
society can label me  
“dysfunctional." Because I 
live on a low income, I 
cannot afford a personal

 vehicle, and therefore my 
transportation options are 
limited.

Ottawa, or AUTOwa 
(as per the popular #Autowa 
hashtag on Twitter), is not 
designed to prioritize people 
over cars. This leaves a huge 
responsibility for the public 
transit sector and it’s no 
secret that Ottawa has failed 
to deliver on its promise of a 
world-class transit system.

Since the launch of 
the LRT, there has been an 
outpour of people voicing 
their frustration with it, and 
with our transit system in 
general - and with reason. 
From a poorly designed sys-
tem for the Canadian climate, 

Dominique speaking about how transit affected her progress recovering from mental illness, 
and how it can affect everyone, at aHealthy Transportation Coalition event. Photo: PERC.

Canada’s Capital has a Disability: 
Transit and Mental Health

by Dominique D’Angelo

Dominique is a mental health 
advocate who volunteers 
with the Canadian Mental 

Health Association  and 
Healthy Transportation 

Coalition.

improving my health. With late 
or ghost buses, missed 
transfers, tracking reliability 
issues, and an overall poorly 
designed transportation 
system, I missed appointments, 
had to pay late cancellations 
fees, I missed school and social 
events, etc.  Some days, the 
thought of going out of my 
apartment gave me so much 
anxiety and dread, that I felt 
instantly exhausted. There 
were phases when I 
continuously cancelled my 
scheduled outings and would 
isolate. It felt impossible to 
build a stable and sustainable 
routine that would allow me to 
envision working in a near 
future, without the fear of 
relapsing.
 Consistency is so 
important in recovery, but 
keeping a healthy routine is 
very challenging when you have 
a mental illness. For years, I felt 
like I was fighting to barely 
keep my head above the water. 
I had ninety-nine problems, and 
public transit was certainly one 
of them. Life was hard enough 
as it was that adding the daily 
frustrations of dreadful 
commute made me want to 
give up. 
 After struggling for 
many years, I realized that my 
only solution was to remove my 
biggest barrier that prevented 
me from achieving more 
progress; I had to move to a 
part of town where I wouldn’t 
have to deal with daily public 
transit usage. I moved near 
downtown, to a more walkable 
neighbourhood, and I wish I 
would have done it years ago.  

ii
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by Johanna Mercedes 
Van Schie - Copol

Johanna is working at PERC 
through a wage subsidy 

internship program. She was 
profiled in the Witner 2020 

PEN edition.

Fifteen Minute Neighbourhoods

What is a fifteen 
minute neighbour-
hood? For most of 

us, it’s not what we have now. 
Commonly, one leaves home 
with a set of to-dos for the 
day: work, school, socializing, 
spending time in nature, etc. 
In between each of these ac-
tivities, there’s a commute.

Too often in modern 
cities, this commute is the 
reason for car dependency. 
A forty minute commute 
to work in the morning, a 
twenty minute drive to the 
gym, and a commute home 
is nearly two hours of driv-
ing – in just one day! That’s 
a lot of time out of people’s 
days, and is also contributing 
to harmful GHG emissions. 

Have you ever been mentally impacted by bad public transit? Whether it’s a little irritation 
that piles onto an already stressful day, or a major obstacle to going out, most of us have. 
Artwork here by Hannah Beckstead. Hannah is an artist and potter living in Ottawa, with 
an education in Environmental Studies. To see more of her work, visit her instagram page @
kilnitbyhannah

“I think everyone should 
benefit from being close 
to everything they need, 
and intelligent intensi-
fication can make that 

happen.”

- Dominique D’Angelo, HTC

At the moment, the way 
cities are designed and zoned 
doesn’t make it very easy for 
commuters to consider al-
ternatives as, for many, their 
homes are way too far from 
their basic daily needs.
A new model of planning is 
being considered to increase 
the livability of cities:  fifteen 
minute neighborhoods. Here, 
essential community features 
for people to live, work, shop 
and play are accessible by 
walking, biking, etc., and cars 
can be removed from the 
equation. Schools, daycar-
es, food, green spaces, and 
pathways to major transit 
hubs all are integrated within 
easy (fifteen minute) walking 
or cycling distance from one’s 
home. 
The benefit is not only reduc-
ing emissions and city pollu-
tion, but also and encourag-
ing healthy lifestyle practices. 
Where previously one would 
drive to the gym to get exer-
cise now, they can add “desti-
nation walking” to their daily 
routine instead of driving. 

Destination walking is one of 
the most common forms of 
walking, and through these 
neighborhoods increased 
walking would add to regu-
lar exercise 
and overall 
health. These 
communi-
ties have a 
vibrant urban 
appeal and 
are designed 
based on 
following 
principles of 
public life, 
health, and happiness rather 
than merely city planning 
around cars.
Many cities around the world 
are looking into making their 
neighborhoods more people 
and cyclist-friendly through 
fifteen minute neighbor-
hoods, notably including 
Paris, France. Ottawa is in the 
process of following suit with 
an official plan that considers 
growth, mobility, urban de-
sign, resiliency, and economy 
in progress to implement by 

2046. This would be possible 
in part by transitioning areas 
currently used for cars, such 
as commercial car parking 
spaces, to a green space with 

a playground, 
improving ur-
ban air quality 
and the lives 
of neighbours. 
Parking lots take 
up an immense 
area, and tran-
sitioning them 
to more smart 
and ecological 
purposes could 

transform the experience of 
just living in a city to living in 
a community and neighbor-
hood.
Smart urban planning is key 
if fifteen minute neighbour-
hoods are going to become 
a reality: urban sprawl is, in 
many ways, the opposite of 
a fifteen minutes neighbour-
hood. Although a growing city 
can grow smartly by creating 
more fifteen minute neigh-
bourhoods as it expands, 
simply building more and 

Editor’s Note: Dominique originally included reflections on the struggles 
faced by those reliant on the ParaTrasnpo system, which we weren’t able 

to include due to space limits. These have been discussed in past PEN 
editions produced in partnership with the HTC, and continue to be an 

issue, although the recent announcemnt of an online booking system for 
ParaTranspo is a victory.

 Since I moved, my life 
improved so significantly, that 
I would wish for everyone to 
have the freedom of living 
near most of their daily 
destinations. It’s a life-saver. 
Literally. I instantly felt the 
weight of social isolation lift 
off my shoulders.

Not only am I able to 
access most of my necessary 
destinations at a walking 
distance, I also feel much 
closer to people and a vibrant 
community. It is inspiring and 
motivating, and I am grateful 
that I no longer have to 
endure the troubles of public 
transit, to access that. Now, I 
rarely lose the momentum of 
my motivation, like I used to. I 
still have bad days when I 
struggle to leave my 
apartment, but I tell myself 
that compared to before, it’s 
a small effort to go out, and it 
has the potential to transform 
my day, in a positive way. I 
can just walk out the door 
and be at a nearby coffee 
shop, within five minutes. Just 
smiling at a stranger on the 
street or interacting with the 
barista when I pay for my 
coffee, can get me out of my 
head to break the negative 
thought loops, and can 
activate my productivity. 

Ottawa’s disabled 
public transit system kept me 
disabled and poor. It made 
me feel overwhelmed and 
deeply hopeless, because no 
matter my intentions and 
efforts, I had very little energy 
left to dedicate to 
constructive actions that 
would improve my life.

 However emotionally 
resilient that I thought I was, 
having chronic feelings of 
hopelessness forced my body 
shut down and avoid life. 
When I think of my 
experiences with the public 
transit system, the first word 
that comes to mind is 
“stress”… The last thing a 
person trying to recover from 
a mental illness needs, is 
MORE STRESS. Taking public 
transit should reduce the 
stressors of transportation; 
not add more.
 The physical, 
emotional and financial 
burdens of Ottawa’s public 
transit system is detrimental 
to people’s wellbeing, 
especially for those whose 
mental health is already 
fragile. A transit system that 
is inconsistent, unreliable, 
unstable and disabled, keeps 
people who are trying to be 
functional, dysfunctional.

Extensive commutes 
are dreadful, whether you are 
using public transit, or stuck 
in traffic inside your car. If 
this time could be spent 
doing more meaningful 
things it would greatly 
increase your quality of life. A 
better transportation system 
that includes good public 
transit and better 
neighbourhood design, could 
help create a functional, 
healthy and vibrant city that 
would benefit everyone in 
Ottawa, whether they suffer 
from a disability or not— but 
it could have an even bigger 
impact on someone’s ability 
to recover from personal 

challenges, 
participate and 
"contribute to 
society" and to 
live a dignified 
life.

more housing on the outskirts 
isn’t the answer. While some 
newer areas of Ottawa have 
gotten better about includ-
ing sidewalks, walking trails, 
and parks, most still require 
residents to own a car to 
get to work, school, grocery 
stores, etc. Being able to walk 
is good, but if you still have to 
drive to the essentials, walk-
ing trails aren’t enough. 

Being close to every-
thing you need is great for 
everyone, but is especially im-
portatnt from a public health 
standpoint as the population 
of Canada, and Ottawa, ages. 
With most people preferring 
to “retire in place” and live at 
home as long as possible as 
they get older, having things 
nearby becomes crucial. 
Many people rely on family, 
friends, and mobile health 
services As Ottawa considers 
it’s new official plan, smart 
Ottawa residents need to 
speak up for smart neigh-
bourhood planning. Fifteen 
minute communities, con-
nected by intelligent transit, 
will make Ottawa a better, 
healthier, more just city for 
everyone.

iii
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This PEN INSIDER edition was produced in 
partnership with the Healthy Transportation 
Coaltion and their network of collaborators.

Special thanks to the Ottawa Community 
Foundation.

With $7 billion of public money 
being invest in Phases 1, 2, and 3 
of Light Rail, and hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars committed to Bus 
Rapid Transit lines, we must en-
sure it is not just wealthy people 
who can afford to live near rapid 
transit stations. In April 2019, a 

City of Ottawa Interdepartmental 
Task Force on Affordable Housing 
Near Transit Stations identified 20 
parcels of land near rapid transit 
stations that would be suitable 
to build affordable housing on. 

With the climate crisis worsening, 
and the nation’s capital having 

declared a housing and homeless-
ness emergency, it is important 
we create a land trust to protect 

these parcels of land forever, until 
such time as funding is secured to 
build accessible, affordable hous-

ing on them.
We cannot allow for more ur-
ban sprawl in Ottawa, because 

it is very costly to provide roads, 
transit, water and sewer infra-

structure to low-density suburban 
areas. Instead, we must improve 
existing areas within the urban 
boundary, and make them into 

healthy, thriving 15-minute neigh-
bourhoods. If we build deeply 

affordable residential units along 
Light Rail and Bus Rapid Transit 
lines, and protect our beautiful 

green spaces, including farmland, 
we can demonstrate our commit-
ment to just, healthy, 15-minute 
neighbourhoods. Healthy Streets 

and coach houses can help.

Prioritizing 
affordable housing 
near rapid transit to 
build a just, healthy 

city for all.
If we stop car-centric urban sprawl and focus on improving 

existing neighbourhoods with excellent public transit, healthy 
streets, 15-minute neighbourhoods, more green spaces, 

coach houses and affordable housing, the nation’s capital will 
thrive.

Read the articles in this edition of the PEN Insider to learn more. 
To read an article about Healthy Streets and how they can help 
make intensification in our neighbourhoods better (think wider 
sidewalks, safer cycling, beautiful streets trees and greenspac-
es), check out the companion blog piece on the PEN website: 
https://perc.ca/2020/03/26/healthy-streets/

iv
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YOUR AD HERE

Advertise in the PEN - reasonable rates, targetted audience. 
Contact info@perc.ca for details.

Your business cares about sustainability. 
Here’s a way to show it.
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Car use will be restricted in Greystone Village on what is being called the Grand Allée, which will serve as 
a formal gateway to the development. Designed to serve pedestrians extremely well, the many trees and 
benches will make for a healthy street, close to Main Street, which was one of Ottawa’s first complete 
streets. Significant amounts of trees and greenspaces on reimagined road right-of-ways will make intensifi-
cation better for everyone.

Paul Johanis giving a very PERC-friendly salute in front of his notes on tiny houses and their 
role in intelligent urban intensification at an event in February. Photo: PERC

by Trevor Haché

“No one can find out 
what will work for 

our cities by looking 
at garden suburbs, 
manipulating scale 

models, or inventing 
dream cities. You have 

got to get out and walk.”

— Jane Jacobs, 
“Downtown is for People”, 
The Exploding Metropolis, 

1957

Jane’s Walk: Just, Healthy, and Sustainable 
Neighbourhoods Saturday, Sept 12 at 1pm

the needed 
policies and 
invest the 
necessary 
dollars to 
make it a 
reality.
 We 
will have 
just, healthy, 
sustainable 
neighbour-
hoods, if 
we push for 
them. This 
Jane’s Walk 
will local 
examples 
of healthy 
streets, 
greater 
population 
density, and 
other good 
things that 
we can all 
find some 
inspiration 
in.

Learn more on the Jane’s 
Walk website: www.
janeswalkottawa.ca/.

Jane’s Walk Ottawa-Gatineau 
2020 traditionally takes place 
in the nation’s capital on May 
2nd and 3rd, but this year 
many are being resceduled.

urban areas. Instead, we must 
improve existing neighbour-
hoods, prioritize affordable 
housing near rapid transit 
stations, and create fifteen 
minute neigbhourhoods, 
filled with healthy streets.

Now, Ottawa resi-
dents must unite behind this 
vision of a better Ottawa, and 
ensure governments enact 

to many great cities, and in 
order to take the climate 
crisis, as well as the housing 
and homelessness emergency 
seriously, we need to stop 
urban sprawl and intensify.

With the update of 
Ottawa’s Official Plan, devel-
opers are pushing hard for 
more developments to be 
allowed in the far-flung sub-

The Just, Healthy, and 
Sustainable Neighbour-
hoods Jane’s Walk on 

Saturday, Sept 12th will high-
light the need for affordable 
housing near transit, greater 
population density, healthy 
streets, and the potential 
to build a better nation’s 
capital.We’ll walk on Main 
Street, near the new Oblates 
development, and along the 
Rideau River. 

The area around 
Main Street in Old Ottawa 
East is a good example of 
where increased density can 
benefit an existing neigh-
bourhood.  A new community 
centre is coming soon, made 
possible partly because of a 
new development known as 
Greystone Village. Land to 

the east, across the Rideau 
River near Hurdman Station, 
is ripe for affordable housing. 
The City of Ottawa and the 
National Capital Commission 
each own two parcels of land 
in this area, and the City has 
said affordable housing units 
could be built there.

Ottawa has a low 
population density compared 

Smart Choices for Ottawa’s New 
Official Plan

by Paul Johanis

Paul is a retired public 
servant and current chair of 
the Greenspace Alliance of 

Canada’s Capital.

The City of Ottawa is 
currently reviewing its 
Official Plan. Under the 

Planning Act, every city in 
Ontario must have an Official 
Plan which conforms to the 
requirements of the Provin-
cial Policy Statement (PPS) 
issued from time to time.

The Official Plan is a 
land use plan with a planning 
horizon of twenty five years. 
It determines how much, and 
what kind, of new housing 
will be required to accommo-
date population growth over 
this period, as well as where 
(roughly) in the City this new 
housing will be built. 

Ottawa is rather 
unique in that it has a very 

large rural area within its 
city limits – the Experimental 
Farm. So a very important 
part of the Official Plan is how 

much of the City should be 
designated as urban, which 
allows for dense residential 
development and is fully ser-

viced, and how much should 
remain rural. The boundary 
between the urban area and 
the rural area is called the 

urban boundary.
The Official Plan is 

reviewed every five years: 
population and housing 
projections are updated, and 
decisions are made about 
accommodating this expect-
ed growth. The first priority, 
according to the PPS, is to ac-
commodate growth through 
intensification and redevelop-
ment in the existing built up 
area. If that is not sufficient, 
then development can occur 
in vacant urban residential 
lands inside the existing ur-
ban boundary. If there is still 
not enough space, then the 
City can, through an Official 
Plan Comprehensive Review, 
expand the urban boundary 
into the rural area. 

In the context of the 
climate emergency declared 
by the City, expanding the ur-
ban boundary is not a viable 
growth strategy as it would 
1) increase carbon emissions
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Ottawa Resident

This piece was contributed to 
by a volunteer with privacy 

concerns – their name is 
withheld, but they are known 
to both PERC and the Healthy 

Transportation Coalition

I was born in Toronto, one 
of seven children. At the 
age of thirteen, our family 

moved to outside of Bel-
leville, where I attended 
school from grades sev-
en-twelve. In high school, I 
was one of only three stu-
dents of colour, and the only 
person in a wheelchair in my 
whole school and I stuck out!

In 1989, I moved to 
Ottawa, with dreams of living 
in a more inclusive city. I have 
lived in the same co-op since. 
Our co-op is made up of a 

series of two-storey town 
homes. There are ninety-six 
families who live here and 
we have a wide variety of 
living situations among us. 
My co-op is a mix of people 
with varying incomes. Rent 
is geared to income and my 
income is below $900/month, 
meaning that I pay the min-
imum. Since moving there, 
that minimum has more than 
doubled, while my income 
has increased by less than 
$50.

Of course, the cost of 
everything else continues to 
rise and recently, for the first 
time, I had to go to a food 
bank to get enough food to 
get me through the month. 
The Ontario Disability Service 
Program (ODSP) does con-
tribute money for medical 
expenses; but not everything 

is covered! I have had to 
find other ways to pay for 
my MedicAlert, Epipen and 
a LifeAlert…and this month I 
also needed help to pay for a 
test that cost $90 and wasn’t 
covered by either our health 
care or ODSP.

Recently, I have been 
volunteering as part of the 
Ambassadors Working Group. 
We are a group of community 
stakeholders from diverse 
backgrounds and interests 
coming together to work on 
the City’s Official Plan, ending 
in 2046. The goal of the plan 
is to ultimately become one 
of the best liveable mid-sized 
cities in North America, by 
2046 when it ends.

One of the five 
components of this docu-
ment is “Growth”; so officials, 
planners and politicians are 

already working on 
ways achieve growth 
in a sustainable and 
inclusive way.
To me, and hopefully 
all of you reading this, 
moving towards zon-
ing for coach houses 

and other more “deeply 
affordable” places to live, is 
the way to go!

Coach houses allow 
more people to live closer 
to where they live, work and 
play and integrate those who 
are more fortunate and have 
more resources with those 
who are less fortunate….or 
who just want to live with less 
of an environmental foot-
print.

So, what’s a coach 
house? Coach houses are 
small separate dwellings 
located on the properties of 
larger freestanding homes, 
with bigger areas of land that 
can accommodate them. In 
2015, Ottawa launched a sur-
vey to gauge the interest in 
coach housing and decided to 
allow it, in 2017, after 60% of 
respondents voted in favour 
of them. I think they are a 
great solution to a number 
of challenges our growing 
city does and will continue to 
face.

According to the 
City of Ottawa’s 5 Big Moves 
document, we are expecting 

to grow by 400 000 people 
in the next twenty five years, 
and building and zoning for 
coach houses is an efficient 
way to help achieve this 
already stated goal. 

In addition to helping 
with sustainable intensifi-
cation and limiting urban 
sprawl, coach houses can be 
a great resource for people 
living with disabilities. They 
are more “deeply affordable” 
for people living on a limited 
income, and allow people 
with limitations to live more 
independently, but with sup-
port nearby.

They’re also great 
for families, allowing emp-
ty-nesters to downsize from 
single-swelling homes after 
children have moved out, and 
generally allowing families to 
live closer to relatives. 

For more information 
on coach houses in Ottawa, 
see the Coach Houses guide 
document at www.ecohome.
net – a good source of alter-
native housing information 
tailored to Ottawa.

Comparison of where space could be found for new homes to  
allow or avoid urban sprawl in the Official Plan currently being 
developed by the City of Ottawa.

Read more & submit feedback at https://engage.ottawa.ca/the-new-official-plan/
news_feed/the-5-big-moves

through the thousands of 
additional kilometers driven 
by new population dispersed 
in the farthest reaches of the 
urban area, when we should 
be reducing GHG emissions, 
and 2) take out of service 
rural lands that are far better 
than urban lands at cap-
turing and storing carbon, 
which we need to protect 
ourselves from the worst 
effects of climate change. 

Rather than allow 
sprawl, the Official Plan 
should protect the rural 
lands and green spaces 
that provide the ecosystem 
services that make life in the 
Ottawa region possible, and 
support urban intensifica-
tion that results in relatively 
dense, multi-use and socially 
integrated communities that 
are walkable, connected and 
green. 

Over the next twen-
ty five years, Ottawa will need 
to add 194,500 new dwell-

ings to accommodate 
our projected population 
growth. Of this, accord-
ing to the latest working 
assumptions provided by 
the City, they expect that 
13,000 will be located in 
the rural area and 181,500 
in the urban area. With 
98,200 provided through 
intensification and 58,200 
through development 
of existing vacant urban 
residential land, there 
would be 25,100 dwellings 
that need to be accommo-
dated outside the urban 
boundary, representing an 
urban expansion of about 
1500 hectares. That is an 
area as large as Kitchis-
sippi and Somerset wards 
combine!

By increasing the 
portion gained through in-
tensification from 98,200 
to 123, 500 no urban ex-

pansion would be required 
at all.

So more intensifica-
tion would be good, but not 
the kind of intensification 
where developers are re-
duced to roaming the streets 
looking for developable par-
cels! This wild-west approach 
has only turned intensifica-
tion into a dirty word in many 
communities, and continuing 
this around transit nodes and 
corridors is not the way to go.

There is an appetite 
for a kind of intensification 
where communities, de-
velopers and the City work 
together to redevelop neigh-
bourhoods, across the entire 
urban area, including the 
outer suburbs, to achieve the 
aims of denser, better ser-
viced, more livable, green and 
connected neighbourhoods, 
secured in iron-clad second-
ary plans. This is the appro-
priate Official Plan response 
to the climate emergency. 

Perspective: 
Just, Healthy Neighbourhoods
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by Trevor Haché

Coach Houses and 
Tiny Homes offer a novel 

solution to create affordable 
housing and smart urban 

intensification at the same 
time.

If Ottawa is to stop urban 
sprawl and increase the 
population, we need to 

ensure that there are more 
people living in many areas of 
the nation’s capital, not just 
downtown.

Certainly, concentrat-
ing development close to rap-
id transit (light rail, and bus 
rapid transit) makes a lot of 
sense. People’s housing and 
transportation needs would 
both be well-served. There is 
another opportunity not yet 
widely known: coach houses 
or secondary suites in existing 
backyards.

For example, I live 
in a 1,500 square foot home 
in Kanata South, on a cor-
ner lot, in a semi-detached 
two-storey house. Our lot size 
is fifty feet wide, and eighty 
feet deep. Our property and 
neighbourhood could eas-
ily accommodate another 
living space added to it. A 
600-square-foot home would

be comfortable for people 
interested in affordable, tiny 
living.

Coach homes could 
be an important part of the 
puzzle we need to fit together 
to help solve both the climate 
crisis, and the affordable 
housing and homelessness 
emergency. 

Ray Sullivan sees 
a lot of potential for coach 
houses. The Executive Direc-
tor of Centretown Citizens’ 
Ottawa Corporation, the city’s 
second largest social housing 
provider, says even modestly 

affordable rentals are not 
affordable for people on the 
affordable housing waiting 
list.

 “The City has trouble 
finding places to put subsi-
dized rents, so coach houses 
would be an advantage here. 
Under-supply of housing is a 
big problem, not just afford-
able housing. Things like 
coach houses would allow for 
greater number of units being 
available.”

A coach house or 
secondary suite can cost as 
little as $150,000 to $250,000 
to build. In theory it could 
be rented out to people for 
$1,000/month, with govern-
ments providing a rent subsi-
dy to make up 60% to 80% of 
the total rent costs. And, for 
the homeowner, the second-
ary suite would pay for itself 
in 12.5 years, twice as fast as 
it normally takes to pay off a 
mortgage.

In 2017, Ottawa 
began allowing the devel-
opment of coach houses in 
backyards and side-yards, but 
it seems few homeowners are 
aware of the opportunity. As 
of February 2019, CBC Ottawa 
reported that (according to 

the City of Ottawa) “only 
fifteen building permits have 
been issued for coach homes 
since the new bylaw came into 
effect. The city initially antic-
ipated fifty applications per 
year.”

So, if we were to 
get serious about secondary 
suites (aka granny flats), how 
many affordable units could 
be added to Ottawa? In Ka-
nata South, for example, the 
City says 49,915 people were 
living in Kanata South in 2019, 
in 18,879 households. Hun-

dreds of units could presum-
ably fit into this existing area.

What about in Kanata 
North? The City says 38,497 
people lived there in 2019, in 
15,499 households. A couple 
hundred secondary suites 
could no doubt fit in there.

If secondary suites 
were also added in Orleans, 
Stittsville, and Barrhaven, as 
well as the inner suburban 
areas of Ottawa (those within 
the Greenbelt), there is no 
reason why we couldn’t see a 
total of 14,000 more house-
holds in existing suburban 
communities total. The 
beauty of this is it would not 
require any more loss of for-
ests, farmland, or important 
green spaces.

For Paul Johanis, 
Chair of the Greenspace 
Alliance of Canada’s Capital, 
having 14,000 more house-
holds built in existing urban 
boundary areas is critical. 
(Editor’s Note – see earlier  

article by Paul!) He also sees 
great potential for Ottawa to 
encourage the development 
of tiny home communities 
here. In Calgary, for example, 
a community of fifteen tiny 
homes was opened in late-
2019, providing housing to 
homeless veterans at a low 
monthly rent of $600.

 “If just 14,000 coach 
houses or tiny homes could 
be built across the city over 
the next twenty-five years, it 
would provide the addition-
al supply of single detached 
homes needed to avoid 
an expansion of the urban 
boundary. And it would do so 
in an affordable and carbon 
efficient way, without sacrific-
ing urban greenspace.” 

So, what can Ottawa 
do to help encourage the 
building of more secondary 
suites and coach houses, to 
better use existing land for 

residential, affordable living? 
One idea might be to follow 
the lead of Simcoe County. 
That Ontario municipality has 
been providing $30,000 for-
givable loans for homeown-
ers to build secondary suites, 
which then must be used to 
provide affordable housing 
for fifteen years. The forgiv-
able loan incentive has led to 
the construction of hundreds 
of units of affordable housing 
there. The homeowner takes 
on the additional construc-
tion costs (of $125,000 to 
$225,000), but the creation 
of an affordable housing unit 
for fifteen years for as little as 
$30,000 is a noteworthy ac-
complishment, and is some-
thing Ottawa can learn from.

More information 
about Simcoe County’s 
program is available here: 
https://www.simcoe.ca/dpt/
sh/secondary-suites.

Google street view capture showing an example of a coach house in the backyard of a home 
in the Hintonburg – Mechanicsville neighbourhood. The coach house was constructed by 
Ottawa General Contractors. A video that shows the interior of the Hintonburg Coach Home 
can be found at https://vimeo.com/336600771.

Group discussion on a number of key topics, including smart intensification through coach 
houses and tiny houses, was a feature of the February 22nd event co-hosted by Healthy 
Transportation Coatition. Other topics included what constitutes an equitable consultation 
process, how to get First Nations represented in urban planning, and the intersection be-
tween public health and urban design. Photo: PERC

What is a coach house, and what does the bylaw 
allow for?

- A separate residential unit built on a lot that
already has a main house.

- Depending on the context, it is 1-storey
(urban), or 2-storey (rural) building, and it can’t 
be bigger than 40% of the square footage of the 

main house.
- Water and electricity connected to main house

(on one bill).
- No rooftop patios allowed, and it has to “fit”

the neighbourhood.
- A permit most be obtained from the City prior

to building.
- Cost to build: $150,000 to $250,000

Source: City of Ottawa

Coach Houses = Affordable Intensification
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