2

EXPERIENCING TECHNICAL
D I F F I C U LT I E S

P l a nni ng I te m s
D e fe r re d

4

R E A L I Z I N G A P P R O P R I AT E
P OT E N T I A L

B lo o r Stre e t W.
P ro p o sa l

F R I D AY,
APRIL 16, 2021

Vol. 25
No. 15

H O U S E L I N K A N D M A I N S TAY M E R G E R TO E N A B L E D E V E LO P M E N T O F N E W S U P P O RT I V E H O U S I N G M O D E L

POOLING RESOURCES
Marc Mitanis

T

he merger of non-profit
organizations Houselink
Community Homes
and Mainstay Housing will
enable the development of new
supportive housing units as
existing real estate assets are
leveraged to acquire and develop
new properties, industry experts
say. According to Houselink &
Mainstay senior staff, the recent
amalgamation will facilitate a
transition of the agency’s shared
housing portfolio, particularly
properties from the rooming
house typology of congregate
living settings, to include more
self-contained and accessible
homes within mixed-income and
inclusive communities.
On April 1, Houselink
Community Homes and
Mainstay Housing amalgamated
to become Houselink &
Mainstay Inc., the largest
supportive housing provider in
Canada. The combined housing
portfolio includes 60 buildings
and approximately 1,120 units.
The agency houses and provides
support services to over 2,300

individuals experiencing
challenges with mental health
or addiction.
The merger is a response to
the looming expiry of operating
agreements between Houselink
& Mainstay and the Ontario
government as mortgages
mature on subsidized housing
properties in Toronto.
Operating agreements
between the province and
supportive housing agencies
set the amount and duration
of subsidies provided by the
provincial government, and
are often tied to a 35-year
amortization period. Upon
expiry of the mortgage, housing
providers become solely
responsible for the financial
viability of the property.
Prior to the merger,
Mainstay owned 31 residential
buildings representing 793
subsidized units that are
currently under operating
agreements with the province.
Eleven of these agreements will
expire within the next year. An
additional 11 buildings and 163

units owned by Houselink are
under operating agreements
with the province, with two

agreements having already
matured, and a further four set
CONTINUED PAGE

Settlement proposal by Carlton Tower Ltd. for an 80-storey tower at 2 Carlton
Street, approved by the LPAT in an April 8 decision. See LPATs page 15.
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to expire by the end of the year.
Executive director of
Houselink & Mainstay Gautam
Mukherjee sees the impending
expiry of operating agreements
as an opportunity to leverage
the value of the nearly $200
million in real estate assets
owned by the amalgamated
agency. About half of the
properties owned by Houselink
& Mainstay are rooming
houses, which are located on
increasingly valuable property
in the city.
“We’re interested in how
we can move the values that
are tied up in those rooming
houses into new projects,
taking advantage of the
opportunities that are available
today through the National
Housing Strategy and through
other opportunities like the
[City of Toronto’s] Open Door
Affordable Housing Program
and Housing Now,” Mukherjee
told NRU. “It’s not only about
preservation and upkeep of
some older buildings, but also
preservation of value, and the
reinvesting of equity that the
two organizations have built up
over the last 40 or so years.”
Approximately 260 of
Houselink & Mainstay’s
housing units are located within
buildings not owned by the
amalgamated agency. The leases
on many of these units are also
ending. Houselink & Mainstay
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support services senior leader
Helen Cheung said the agency
wants to build housing it
owns and operates to reduce

dependency on government
and for-profit landlords.
Cheung said that the agency
is shifting away from operating
agreements with government
and is pursuing a new model
that will protect the housing it
currently has while allowing the
agency to develop additional
supportive housing units.
“We are really laser-focused

on development,” Cheung
told NRU. “In order to build
more housing, we really need
to diversify our income. We
have real estate assets that we
can leverage to build better
housing, and also [to] generate
income to build equity, and
have the equity stay with the
non-profit and build more
housing. We want to diversify
the income in a way that we
are not solely dependent on the
government and donations.”
Mukherjee said the agency
is divesting its shared housing
assets and using the proceeds
to invest in new affordable
housing—moving away from
the rooming house typology of
shared kitchens and washrooms
to facilitate the development
of self-contained housing units
in mixed-income settings.
CONTINUED PAGE
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Map showing the 60 properties
across Toronto managed by Houselink & Mainstay Inc., an affordable
and supportive housing provider
formed on April 1 through the amalgamation of Houselink Community
Homes and Mainstay Housing. Prior
to the merger, the properties in
blue were managed by Mainstay,
while the properties in green were
managed by Houselink. Houselink &
Mainstay house and provide support
services to over 2,300 individuals
experiencing challenges with mental
health or addiction.
SOURCE: HOUSELINK & MAINSTAY INC.

Image showing one of the multifloor affordable housing apartment
buildings managed by Mainstay
Housing, now Houselink & Mainstay
Inc. The recent merger of Houselink
Community Homes and Mainstay
Housing will enable a shift towards
new supportive housing units in
mixed-income and inclusive communities, senior staff say.
SOURCE: HOUSELINK & MAINSTAY INC.
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The new model, Mukherjee
said, would create diverse
and inclusive communities
with a mix of market rent
and affordable units, while
maintaining support services
for the tenants who benefit
from them.
The agency’s existing
housing portfolio ranges from
single-detached rooming
houses to multi-floor purposebuilt rental properties in
communities whose residents
are dealing with or have
dealt with similar challenges,
including homelessness,
addiction, and mental health
difficulties. Mukherjee said that
the current model works for
some tenants, but many find it
stigmatizing.
“We’re very much looking
at things unit-by-unit and
asking, ‘Do we have current
shared housing properties
where it’s not really working
for anybody?’” Mukherjee told
NRU. “And then supporting the
people who are there to move
into self-contained housing
within the portfolio.”
Parkdale ActivityRecreation Centre executive
director Victor Willis said that
the COVID-19 pandemic has
highlighted the shortcomings
of living in congregate settings
and emphasized the need for
self-contained housing units.
“Especially now in a
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pandemic, congregate living is
really a challenge,” Willis told
NRU. “If people are sharing
bathrooms and kitchens,
and there’s an outbreak, it
really puts everybody at risk.
Houselink & Mainstay’s goal of
moving to more self-contained
and independent units is
absolutely the way the entire
sector should go.”
Accessibility is a big issue
too—Cheung said Houselink
& Mainstay tenants are aging
earlier than the general

population, and some have
developed chronic illnesses.
“We have a growing number
of people that, as a system, we
can’t accommodate because
we don’t have settings that can
accommodate their physical
needs,” Mukherjee told NRU.
“The kinds of communities
we want to create are meant
to be highly inclusive,
destigmatizing, and accessible.”
Cheung said that some of
the buildings owned by the
agency include self-contained
units, which “have been very
successful.” According to
figures posted to the Houselink
website, only six per cent of
individuals on the agency’s
waitlist are willing to consider
shared housing, and almost 60

per cent refuse the offer when
they are referred to a shared
housing unit.
Cheung added that there
is a great need for supportive
housing units in the city.
“We want to be operating
more high-quality housing,
more accessible housing,
and building inclusive
communities,” Cheung told
NRU. “We want to support
housing stability for our tenants
and potentially, many more
people, knowing that 20,000
people in Toronto alone are
waiting for supportive housing.”
Willis said that mixedincome communities are
healthy and forward-thinking.
“Otherwise, there’s a tendency
to have all of one type of people
together,” Willis told NRU.
“On the one hand, it’s easy to
deliver services to that group
of people because they’re all in
one place. The flip side of that is
that it tends to almost segregate
people, and it doesn’t create
what is a more natural mix in
the community.”
Ontario Non-Profit
Housing Association
(ONPHA) CEO Marlene
CONTINUED PAGE
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Image showing one of the rooming
house properties managed by
Houselink Community Homes, now
Houselink & Mainstay Inc. The
recent merger of Houselink Community Homes and Mainstay Housing
is expected to facilitate a shift in
the agency’s housing model that will
move away from supportive housing
in congregate space settings to
more self-contained, independent
and accessible supportive housing
units located within mixed-income
communities.
SOURCE: HOUSELINK & MAINSTAY INC.
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Coffey said what the
community housing sector
is experiencing right now is
a reaction to the changing
nature of funding models,
expiration of long-standing
operating agreements, and the
competitiveness of the sector,
as housing providers compete
for funding and partnerships
to finance their operations.
“More and more,
community housing
organizations are taking an
entrepreneurial approach
in finding solutions to their
operational challenges,” Coffey
told NRU. “A great deal of
ONPHA’s focus in recent years
has been to encourage our
members to find innovative
ways to adapt to this changing
landscape. A merger of
community housing providers
can allow for continuity of
services, increased resources,
and a greater reach in terms of
influence and advocacy.”
Coffey added that scale
is helpful in achieving
operational efficiencies,
but underfunding of the
community housing sector
prevails. Housing provider
costs are increasing, revenues
are dropping, and the
complexity of tenant issues
require increasing support.
Willis said that while the
City of Toronto has a very
important goal of adding
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18,000 supportive housing
units over the next 10 years,
there are currently 22,000
people on the supportive
housing waitlist, according
to the Toronto Mental Health
and Addictions Supportive
Housing Network.
“All three levels of
government have talked
aspirationally about supportive
housing. But the real issue is
how you pay for this,” Willis
told NRU. “Anybody who lives
in the city of Toronto who’s
looking for an apartment
understands the enormous
gap between affordability
and what’s being offered on
the market. Imagine people
who are living on the Ontario
Disability Support Program,
and they get around $500 for
rent. Even in congregate living,
it’s hard to find a room for
$500, let alone an apartment.”
Willis said the city needs
to partner with a range of
organizations, big and small,
to address homelessness
and the critical need for
supportive housing. But he
said the issue won’t be solved
by large organizations, but by
government policy, pointing
to British Columbia crown
corporation BC Housing as an
example of how robust housing
programs can be delivered.
“Different jurisdictions
have different rules, and

sometimes different
governments who might
think that the private sector
is going to solve this,” Willis
told NRU. “We really need
appropriate government policy,
and then we need agencies like
Houselink & Mainstay who can
then respond quickly and with
scale.”
Mukherjee said that any
growth in supportive housing
over the last 20 years has
mostly been through projects
that the city has brought
online, because there’s a sense
that non-profit organizations
lack the financial capacity or
the skills on staff to generate
supportive housing projects.
The merger allows the agency
to pool its resources and talent
to have a greater impact on
generating affordable and
supportive housing projects,
said Mukherjee, while better
positioning Houselink &
Mainstay to advocate to all
three levels of government for
housing solutions.
“We’re looking to approach
and engage with government
from a perspective of us having
the capacity and giving the
city a partner that they feel
confident working with,”
Mukherjee told NRU.
Houselink & Mainstay
are founding members of
the Toronto Alliance to
End Homelessness (TAEH).
Both organizations would
like to see the city’s various
housing projects and programs
provide permanent housing
for individuals currently
experiencing homelessness.
“We’ve worked with the

TAEH to take the position
that a third of the Housing
Now units be earmarked
for people experiencing
homelessness,” Mukherjee
told NRU. “Inherent in that is
addressing the stigma around
mental health [challenges] and
homelessness, and recognizing
that the number one most
effective prescription for
homelessness is housing.”
Working with co-sponsors
the Canadian Mental Health
Association and the Wellesley
Institute, the TAEH is
expected to launch a Toronto
Supportive Housing Growth
Plan this spring. The plan
identifies strategies to boost the
supply of supportive housing
in the city by quantifying
existing assets that can be
leveraged to create new units
and to better understand how
existing government funding
programs can be applied to
supportive housing projects
more strategically.
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