
 

 

LAND TRUST INITIATIVE (2020) 
 
Opening Statement  
 
Canada is facing a continued affordable housing crisis, yet effort made by all levels of government have 
made very little discernable difference to Canadians.  
 
Creating an incentive for corporations and private landowners to donate land to Land Trusts, which will 
in-turn empower and enable them to develop affordable housing, providing a proven and sustainable 
solution to the housing crisis in Canada. Community Land Trusts already exist across Canada and a proven 
vehicle to combat the affordable housing crisis, but they are hindered by current federal tax law in their 
ability to acquire land donations.  
 
This policy looks to mirror a proven – and robust – mechanism, which has been in existence since 2006, 
for ecological land donations to also cover land donations to Community Land Trusts. Therefore, providing 
a powerful incentive for individuals and corporations to donate land, enabling Community Land Trusts 
across the nation to provide affordable housing solutions in perpetuity, unlike any other models currently 
in use in Canada. 
 
Background  
 
The Housing Gap 
 
The phrase “affordable housing crisis” is familiar to most Canadians as it is used persistently in news media 
and by politicians, yet it could be argued that few Canadians grasp the true magnitude or complexity of 
the problem.  
 
Since the early 1990s, the incidence of Canadians experiencing homelessness has risen dramatically to an 
estimated 235,000 people each year. Yet only 2% of this number (roughly 5,000 people) are 
“unsheltered”, which defines what the average Canadian thinks of when they think of a homeless person 
(absolutely homeless, living on the street, or in places not intended for habitation).1 
 
This means that the remaining 98% of Canadians experiencing homelessness are comprised of people in 
emergency shelters (those staying in overnight shelters intended for people who are homeless or fleeing 
domestic violence); and those who are provisionally accommodated (those whose accommodation is 
temporary or lacks security of tenure).2  
 
Additionally, one in five Canadian households are at risk of homelessness, meaning that these households 
spend more than 50% of income on rent. It is estimated that the costs associated with homelessness (i.e., 
social services, emergency healthcare, shelters, policing) are in excess of $7 billion annually. 
 
In addition to above mentioned homelessness issues, three significant gaps in Canada’s housing 
continuum exist today:  

 
1 Gaetz, S., Gulliver, T., & Richter, T. (2014). The state of homelessness in Canada: 2014. Toronto: The Homeless Hub Press. 
2 Gaetz, S., Scott, F. & Gulliver, T. (2013). Housing First in Canada: Supporting communities to end homelessness. Toronto, ON: Canadian 
Homelessness Research Network Press. 



 

 

• The first is a lack of transitional housing between emergency shelters and social housing. This gap 
tends to strand individuals and families in a state of homelessness;  

• The second gap is an acute shortage of “near-market” housing, occurring between social housing 
and entry-level market housing. This gap prevents families and individuals living in social housing 
from successfully entering the regular housing market; and  

• The third gap is a readily available supply of affordable entry level housing in most major 
metropolitan centers. These are often young working families, who without affordable entry level 
housing options bear housing costs which represent a dangerously high proportion of their 
income. For these families, one single event – such as job loss, divorce, illness, accident, addiction 
or a reduction in social support – could be enough to tip the delicate balance and create a 
downward spiral potentially leading to homelessness.  

 
Shelter remained the largest budget item for households in 2017 at 29.2% of their total consumption of 
goods and services. On average, Canadian households in the lowest income group spent $11,733 on 
shelter – or 34.8% of their consumption of goods and services3– with various factors including rapid 
population growth, high start-up costs (damage deposits, utility hook ups, etc.) and escalating energy 
costs conspiring to make matters worse.4  
 
Because of the severity of the problem, all levels of government are attempting actions to address the 
near-market gap, but to date these efforts have not materially affected the availability of affordable 
housing across Canada.  
 
Land – The Key to Housing Affordability 
 
A recent report Examining Escalating House Prices in Large Canadian Metropolitan Centres (CMHC, 2018) 
links land costs and availability to a major contributing factor for housing supply and pricing.   
 
The value of a home can be thought of as the value of the land plus the value of the structure put on it. 
Recent studies in Canada indicate that land prices now comprise anywhere from 30 to 75 per cent of the 
total sale price of housing. As land becomes more valuable, there are increased incentives to build higher 
density and higher value buildings as well as to demolish older single-storey houses to replace them with 
more expensive homes.5  
 
This relationship is not new and is also not limited to Canada. Many studies have been completed by 
economists around the world which find this same correlation. For example, Knoll et al. (2017) find that 
land prices accounted for 80 per cent of the rise in global house prices since the Second World War.6 
 
The argument is often made that rising construction costs are the primary driving factor for increased 
housing costs, but this fallacy has been disproven by a number of researchers including Davis and 
Heathcote (2007) who estimate that the inflation-adjusted price of residential land nearly quadrupled 
since 1970, while the real price of structures increased cumulatively by only 33 per cent in the United 

 
3 Survey of Household Spending, 2017 (Statistics Canada)  
4AUMA, An Agenda to Create Solutions: A Report from the AUMA Housing Policy Task Force (February 2000) 
5 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2018: “Examining Escalating House Prices in Large Canadian Metropolitan Centres”. Ottawa: 
CMHC, 02-05-18 
6 Katharina Knoll, Moritz Schularick and Thomas Steger, 2017, “No Price Like Home Global House Prices,  1870-2012”, American Economic 
Review, Vol. 107, No. 2, February, pp. 331-353. 



 

 

States.7 Similar data and results have been documented in major cities in Canada. Since the cost of 
constructing a standardized home has not grown as rapidly as home prices, rising home prices mean that 
a greater part of the price of a property is made up by the price of land.  
 
In summary – although housing affordability dynamics in Canada are complex, more research and studies 
are drawing the same conclusion; the key to finding a solution to the affordability housing crisis in Canada 
is intrinsically linked to availability and price of land.   
 
Community Land Trusts 
 
A Community Land Trust is a non-profit organization created to acquire and hold land for the benefit of 
the community. To do so, the trust acquires land and maintains ownership of it permanently. With 
prospective homeowners, it enters into a long-term (most frequently, 99 years), renewable lease instead 
of a traditional sale. When the homeowner sells, the family earns only a portion of the increased property 
value. The remainder is kept by the trust, preserving the affordability for future low- to moderate-income 
families. The first Community Land Trust was established in Canada in the 1970’s as a means to preserve 
the affordability of cooperative housing and to pool resources of isolated co-ops. There are currently over 
a hundred Community Land Trusts across Canada. 
 
Ultimately, by separating the ownership of land and housing, this innovative approach overcomes the key 
factor impacting housing affordability in Canada (and the world), which was identified earlier in this 
proposal: increasing land prices. 
 
Community Land Trusts help communities to: 

• Provide affordable housing for lower income residents in the community;  
• Revitalize communities by driving new development, which would otherwise not happen; 
• Provide low and moderate-income people with the opportunity to build equity through 

homeownership; and 
• Capture the value of public investment for long-term community benefit. 

 
Essentially, these Trusts are a fund designed to exist in perpetuity, managed over time so that cash 
outflows – used to acquire and hold land and buildings – match inflows such as revenues from lease fees, 
donations, bequests, government support, interest and other sources. Donations given for land or 
purchases of land and buildings generally are not be used for the Trust’s operating costs.  
 
Recently, interest in the Community Land Trust model has increased dramatically as communities realize 
that this model is an ideal solution to address the housing affordability crisis. An example would include 
the ground-breaking partnership between the City of Vancouver and the Vancouver Community Land 
Trust Foundation, where a $120 million dollar development was catalyzed by a $25 million land donation 
by the City. 
 
In summary, by permanently limiting the land costs, Community Land Trusts help to ensure perpetual 
affordability so that the benefits accrue to each subsequent homeowner and hence guarantees that 
housing will remain affordable for future generations.  

 
7 Morris A. Davis and Jonathan Heathcote, 2007, “The Price and Quantity of Residential Land in the United States”, Journal of Monetary 
Economics, Vol. 54, Iss. 8, November, pp. 2595-2620. 



 

 

 
The Issue 
 
Land Donations to Community Land Trusts 
 
So, if Community Land Trusts are an ideal model to address the affordable housing crisis in Canada, they 
already exist across the country and more people are realizing the pivotal role they could play in this 
national struggle. why are they not solving the affordable housing crisis? The answer lies in the 
fundamental requirement for the ability of a Community Land Trust to operate; the ability for the Trust 
to acquire land. 
 
Most Community Land Trusts in Canada have not yet accumulated enough lease income to acquire 
additional parcels of land. As such, they are beholden to acts of philanthropy (land donations) from 
individuals, corporations or government bodies. 
 
Many corporations and private landowners currently hold property as an outcome of normal day to day 
life. These land acquisitions are sometimes used for business operations but can also be held as passive 
income or for future growth. With the increase in real-estate valuation in many cities across Canada over 
the last 30 years, the real estate appraisal value of these parcels of land have most often increased, 
sometimes dramatically. 
 
As such many corporations or land owners are holding parcels of land, unused and without any intention 
of development or sale because they do not want to crystalize the capital gains tax which would have to 
be paid on the appreciation of these titles of land. If they do decide to sell these titles of land, they have 
an incentive to sell them at fair-market value to offset the capital gains tax owing and to recoup value 
from the asset for their benefit.  
 
These individuals and corporations have a strong disincentive to donate these lands to a Community Land 
Trust because the tax credit or offset generated by the donation does not overcome the tax owing from 
the capital gain. The result is that individuals and corporations will give up the ownership and value of the 
property and owe tax for doing so. 
 
The result is many parcels of land which are held in perpetuity or sold to other individuals, which could 
otherwise be used by Land Trusts or other non-profit organizations to address the affordable housing 
crisis in Canada. 
 
The Solution 
 
Ecological Land Reserves – A Precedent 
 
In the 2006 Budget, the federal government proposed to completely eliminate the capital gains tax on 
certain gifts of publicly listed securities and ecologically sensitive land.  
 
The idea behind these measures was to provide the charitable sector with a "powerful set of tools" for 
raising funds and encouraging charitable giving. The idea was that donors would not be taxed on any of 
the capital gain accrued on the donated property and would receive the full benefit of the donation tax 
credit on the donation. 
 



 

 

On June 6, 2006, the budget was introduced for third reading in the House of Commons and was passed 
by unanimous consent. From that moment forward donations of “ecologically important land” to 
registered Canadian charities and other qualified donees is eligible for a charitable donation tax credit (if 
the donor is an individual) or deduction (if the donor is a corporation) and are exempt from capital gains 
tax.  
 
Has this incentive proved successful? Since 2006, according to the 2015 Federal budget, close to $1 billion 
worth of ecological land has been donated for conservation efforts using this mechanism. 
 
Much thought and revisions were required for the Income Tax Act to enact this piece of legislation. 
Furthermore, additions and revisions have been put in place over the years which has resulted in robust 
anti-avoidance rules and a proven mechanism to incentivize land donation by individuals and corporations 
for ecological conservatories. 
 
Make amendments and additions to the Income Tax Act to incentivize the donation of land to Land Trusts, 
for the purpose of developing affordable housing, by utilizing the same mechanisms as those already 
provided in the Act for individuals and corporations to make donations to ecological land reserves.  
 
These mechanisms currently allow for donations of land to ecological reserves to be capital gains exempt; 
in addition, a tax credit or deduction can be provided in exchange for the land, based on the fair market 
value. 
 
These mechanisms in the Income Tax Act have already proven effective in incentivizing individuals and 
corporations to make land donations to ecological reserves. With these proposed changes, individuals and 
corporations will be able to use these established, refined, and robust mechanisms to make land 
donations to Land Trusts who will then manage these assets for the development of affordable housing. 
 
Land Trusts are already in existence across Canada, with the mandate to provide affordable housing, but 
have been hampered by their ability to access donated land. These proposed changes would incentivize 
the donation of land to Land Trusts, which will manage and develop affordable housing across Canada – 
with a huge advantage; no cost to acquire the land. This “savings” is what is passed on to Canadian, 
providing affordable housing options that would otherwise be impossible. 
 
THE CHAMBER RECOMMENDS 
 
That the Federal Government makes amendments and additions to the Income Tax Act to mirror those 
already in place for the donation of land to ecological reverse to also encompass donations of land to 
Community Land Trusts for the purpose of developing affordable housing. 
 


