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By Ryan Stuart

Finding Home
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THIS IS WHAT ZERO PER CENT rental va-
cancy looks like: $4,000 a month for a small 
house. $800 for a shared room. Rental bid-
ding wars. Living in a van or sleeping in Mc-
Donald’s because, even if you could find a 
place to live, you can’t afford rent and food. 
And the worst: the reply a woman received 
after posting an ad on Facebook searching 
for somewhere to rent for a week: “How 
badly do you need the place? Could I make 
you a deal?” a man wrote. “No charge for 
the week but you stay a night with me. Sor-
ry im [sic] probably being an ass or asking 
to [sic] much.”

All these stories happened in the Bow 
Valley, between Banff and Canmore. But 
there are similar tales of desperation from 
just about every resort town in B.C. and 
Alberta. An affordable-housing crisis is 
strangling  the west.  A number of factors 
are combining to make it challenging, and 
sometimes impossible, for the people 
who work in these towns to also live there. 

Blame  Airbnb or shortsighted politicians, 
greedy developers and  the gig econo-
my. Regardless, towns are scrambling to 
come up with solutions. The need is acute 
and widespread and it’s not just residents 
suffering. When locals can’t find a reason-
able place to live,  the vibrancy of these 
communities and the sustainability of the 
local economy is at risk, too.

When Sharon Oakley first moved to the 
town of Banff, 30 years ago, affordable 
housing was already an issue, and it’s only 
intensified. Today, the town’s situation of-
fers a glimpse into how complicated the 
housing crisis is throughout the Rockies. 

With so many factors at play, under-
standing how to fix it is really a challenge, 
says Oakley, the manager of housing sus-
tainability for the town of Banff. “We don’t 
even know what zero per cent vacancy is. 
It’s possible we have negative vacancy, 
but no way to measure it.” 

An affordability crisis threatens the 
vitality of mountain towns. 
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LIKE ITS NORTHERN NEIGHBOUR 

OF JASPER, Banff is located entire-
ly within its namesake park, and its 
growth is tightly managed and re-
stricted. Plus, since 1981 there’s 
been a “need to reside” clause: with 
some exceptions, only people work-
ing in the park can live there. In the-
ory that should decrease housing 
demand, but in reality the restricted 
supply has always been more pow-
erful. One reason is that the need to 
reside clause doesn’t apply to own-
ership. Plenty of people own in Banff 
who don’t live there. This makes the 
situation worse, pushing up prices 
and reducing supply for locals look-
ing to buy in.

For all those reasons, Banff was an 
early adopter of affordable housing. 
In the early 1990s, the Banff Hous-
ing Corporation (BHC) began offer-
ing shared-equity home ownership 
to those who meet Park’s Canada’s 
eligible resident requirements. (The 
town retains an equity stake of 11 to 
35 per cent in the properties to re-

duce the amount homeowners need 
to borrow. In exchange the BHC re-
tains control over resale.) At the 
same time, many businesses started 
supplying housing for their employ-
ees. These efforts kept things man-
ageable for a while, but then in the 
early 2000s pressure started to build. 

Strong oil prices fired up a real-es-
tate boom in Calgary, the closest city 
to the Bow Valley. Steadily, Canmore, 
the town 20 minutes east of Banff 
and just outside the park, became 
a bedroom community and a refuge 
for Calgary’s emerging remote work-
er movement. With improved internet 
access, more people could work out 
of the office. Contract work increased 
and the lifestyle migrant was born. If 
you could work from anywhere, you 
might as well live somewhere awe-
some, like a mountain town. 

And then along came Airbnb. 
The website made it easier to rent 
a room, suite or entire house for 
a night. Owners could make more 

money and have more flexibility with 
their mountain property renting it 
short term than by the year or month. 
With tourism booming, availability in 
the long-term rental market shrank 
significantly.

By 2012 it all added up to rising 
house prices, some of the most ex-
pensive rents in Alberta and a rent-
al vacancy rate crashing towards 
zero per cent. The Banff Housing 
Corporation commissioned a hous-
ing-needs study and found that three 
quarters of renters were paying more 
than affordable rates (defined by the 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Cor-
poration as 30 per cent of income), 
and only 10 per cent of Banff resi-
dents could afford to buy into the 
market. Today, even BHC “affordable 
houses” sell for more than $600,000. 
The study forecast that if nothing 
changed, the town would be short 
455 to 730 units of housing by 2022. 

“For a town of 8,865 people, that’s 
a significant shortfall,” says Oakley.

GOT HOUSING WOES IN YOUR 

MOUNTAIN TOWN? 
Share your stories with us at 

crowfootmedia.com/housing

75% of renters

PAYING MORE THAN 
AFFORDABLE RATES 
(defined by the Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation as 30 per cent of income)

Source: 2012 Banff Housing Corporation housing-needs study75%

25%
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FERNIE IS A GOOD PLACE to go to 
understand the ripple effects of a tight 
housing market. Three hours south-
east of Calgary, Fernie is a coal-min-
ing town turned tourist destination. 
During the winter, it fills with downhill 
skiers and snowmobilers. During the 
summer it's mountain bikers, hikers 
and anglers. Unlike Banff, there are no 
restrictions on who can reside; it's be-
come one of the most popular places 
for Calgarians to spend the weekend 
and  own a second home.  But every 
Calgarian staying in an Airbnb or buy-
ing  a house removes a rental  for a 
seasonal worker or home for a family 
setting down roots. 

While everyone in Fernie knew 
the market was tight and expen-
sive, they didn't take the problem 
really seriously until the spring of 
2017, when 200 jobs were vacant in 
a town of 5,249. A Chamber of Com-
merce survey revealed 60 per cent 
of businesses were short at least one 
employee; many were having to cut 
back on hours, limit operations or put 
off expanding. The lack of affordable 
housing was one of the biggest is-
sues cited for the gap. 

“I’ve heard of several situations 
where a business finds someone to fill 
a job, but they don’t end up taking it be-
cause the employee can’t find a place 
to live,” says Patty Vadnais, the execu-
tive director of the chamber.  "When I 
talk to my counterparts in Revelstoke 
and Nelson, all of the mountain com-
munities are feeling a crunch on la-
bour and having enough people to fill 
all of the businesses' needs."

One solution is to pay more. The 
employees will probably come, but 
they might not live in Fernie. Sev-
eral resort towns in the U.S. didn't 
catch their affordability problem soon 

enough and became dark commu-
nities: towns full of second homes 
that sit empty most of the year. The 
people who work there live a town or 
two over, clogging up roads on their 
daily commute. When they go home 
at night they take their  wages and 
the vitality of the town with them, says 
Bryan Bowen, the principal architect 
at Caddis, a firm specializing in afford-
able housing projects in resort towns.

"You lose something when you 
don't have diversity in a town," he 
says. "Often it's not just the setting 
that makes these places special. It's 
also the locals."  

That’s why figuring out how to 
tackle the affordability problem has 
to be locally driven, Bowen says. 

“All too often, because towns have 
limited resources, they figure out 
one solution and only do that, but 
that doesn’t serve all of the popula-
tion," he says.  “My best advice is to 
look at places that have been deal-
ing with these issues for a while and 
learn from them. It’s going to take 10 
to 12 things to solve all the problems.”

That’s advice Banff ’s Oakley 
keeps in mind as the town’s rental 
vacancy rate sits at zero per cent 
for the fifth year in a row. That 2012 
Banff housing study found the big-
gest need was for rentals. Since 
then, the town’s brought on about 
250 units, including 131 from a new 
development opened in July 2018. 
All are now occupied.

“We should start to see in the next 
year if we’ve moved the vacancy 
rate,” she says. “We hope we start to 
see prices decline and overcrowd-
ing ease up.”

 
She’s confident they’ll reach the 

town’s goal of one per cent rental 
vacancy soon, and then she’ll shift 
her focus to first-time home buyers. 
There’s no doubt there will be anoth-
er demographic in need after that.

Whether it’s Banff or Jasper, Fernie 
or Revelstoke, the affordable-hous-
ing crisis isn’t going anywhere any 
time soon. It’s going to take innova-
tive ideas and creative solutions to 
keep these towns as amazing to live 
in as they are beautiful to look at. 

60%

60% of businesses

WERE SHORT 
AT  LEAST 
ONE EMPLOYEE
Source: Fernie Chamber of Commerce survey

40%
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Problem: Short-term rental boom

Solution: Tighter regulation

Short-term rentals, like Airbnb and 
VRBO, are booming. In Tofino, a resort 
town on Vancouver Island’s west coast, 
the number of short-term rentals in-
creased from 29 in 2014 to 223 by the 
fall of 2018. The trend exacerbated an 
already tight and expensive housing 
market. Some homeowners took their 
properties out of the long-term rent-
al market because they could make 
more from short-term rentals. Others 
were buying condos and townhouses 
as short-term rental revenue properties. 

Now Tofino is cracking down on unli-
censed short-term rentals, and other 
communities are following suit. Typi-
cal new laws include more expensive 
business licenses,  limiting the num-
ber of rentals per property and, most 
importantly, enforcement of both. 
In Vancouver the new regulations 
cut short-term rentals from 6,667 in 
March 2018 to 3,742 by September. 

DIY Affordable Housing

Mountain towns across the Rockies are struggling 
with affordable housing. While each community is 
unique, many proven solutions exist. Here are a few 
that have worked elsewhere:

Problem: Seasonal influx

Solution: Staff housing

Ski town. Beach town. Hiking and 
biking town. While most tourist 
destinations have worked hard to 
increase business in  their off-sea-
sons, there are still huge season-
al peaks  in visitors, and thus staff 
housing needs. 

Since the early 1990s Whistler has 
required all new businesses to ei-
ther supply staff housing or pay 
into a pool dedicated to affordable 
housing initiatives. Whistler-Black-
comb guarantees staff housing to 
all its f irst-year employees. 

It’s in the businesses’ interest to 
comply, says Marla Zucht, gener-
al manager of the Whistler Housing 
Authority. “It’s not hard to get a job in 
Whistler, but it is hard to find a place 
to live,” she says. “The businesses 
that offer housing have a huge ad-
vantage hiring and retaining staff.”

Problem: Anticipating needs

Solution: Digitize the data

Rental rates didn’t become a crisis 
overnight. But unless someone is col-
lecting and analyzing housing and de-
mographic data, it can seem like it did. 

Even in one of the world’s oldest and 
largest affordable-housing markets, it’s 
hard to see the future. The Aspen/Pit-
kin County Housing Authority (APCHA), 
in Colorado, manages 3,000 units 
worth $5 billion, yet housing prices are 
so high that more than 50 per cent of 
Aspen employees don’t live in town.

To better understand future needs the 
organization is digitizing all its records 
– everything from the condition of the 
properties it manages to who is living 
where. “By automating the system I 
can track everything in real time,” says 
Mike Kosdrosky, executive director of 
APCHA. “I can run a report on any vari-
able and see where our gaps are and 
where they are going to be.” 

One issue he’s already spotted is re-
tirees clogging the system. By 2035, 
he forecasts seniors will occupy 
more than 1,000 units. “They’re an im-
portant part of the community, but it’s 
a looming economic crisis,” he says. 
Now he just needs to figure out how 
to prevent it.

AN HISTORIC ISSUE

BANFF’S BACKYARD CABINS

An affordability issue is not a recent problem. See how Banff res-
idents dealt with an accommodation shortage back in the 1930s.
bit.ly/backyardcabins
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Problem: Developers don’t want 

                 to make things affordable

Solution: Make it worth their while

More than half of Whistler’s residents 
live in affordable housing managed by 
the Whistler Housing Authority (WHA). 
At least 75 per cent of its labour force 
lives in town. It’s a model for other re-
sort towns to follow. A big reason for 
the town’s success is a program that 
allows developers to build more den-
sity than a property’s zoning allows, as 
long as a certain percentage of what’s 
built goes into the authority’s pool. 

“We keep it affordable by taking the 
value of the land out of the equation – 
the developer already owns the land,” 
says Zucht. “The developer profits be-
cause they get to build more market 
units than they would otherwise.” 

For instance, instead of four houses, 
the current zoning could change to al-
low eight if three are affordable. Of-
ten the units look identical, with only 
the finishing inside differing. “You’d be 
hard-pressed to drive around town 
and pick out the affordable-housing 
units,” she says.

Whistler recently used a similar model 
to encourage private developers to build 
affordable rental condos. The request 
for proposals was oversubscribed.

Problem: How to add density to 

                 existing neighbourhoods

Solution: Creative zoning

Geography often plays into the af-
fordable-housing problem. Moun-
tains, rivers, town boundaries and, 
sometimes, national park regula-
tions restrict available land for de-
velopment. When they can’t grow 
out, communities need to house 
more people in less space. It’s 
not always popular: homeowners 
blocking taller buildings and dens-
er neighbourhoods are reasons that 
Aspen continues to struggle with 
affordable housing. But places like 
Whistler and areas in Colorado see 
it as the only way forward. 

A recent amendment in Whistler 
allows property owners to build 
infill suites. The additions to exist-
ing homes  increase the rental pool 
while also boosting property taxes 
and making home ownership more 
affordable. Meanwhile, Walsen-
burg, Colorado, changed a rule that 
required homes to be at least 600 
square feet in size. Proponents of 
“tiny homes” argue that, because 
they cost so much less to build and 
maintain, they make home owner-
ship possible for lower-income peo-
ple and require far less land than 
traditional houses.

Problem: Houses and apartments

                 are the only options

Solution: Non-traditional housing

“If you think of the housing needs of a 
community like a bell curve,” Bowen 
says, “how do you serve the people 
at the bottom end as well as those in 
the middle?” 

Most affordable-housing projects tar-
get the middle. Shared-equity own-
ership helps people buy a house by 
reducing the upfront purchase price. 
Controlled rental rates make renting 
more affordable by capping prices. 

For the poorest members, Bowen 
says there are at least two other solu-
tions. One is co-housing. Properties 
are individually owned, but all the 
members of the community share 
features that they only occasionally 
use, like a guest room, workshop or 
garden. “You can live at a higher stan-
dard than you would be able to afford 
otherwise,” he says. 

Another is like a college dorm, but 
nicer. Residents have their own pri-
vate room, but share the kitchen, liv-
ing room and bathroom. Setups like 
this are common in staff housing, but 
Bowen thinks they have potential in 
the greater housing market, especial-
ly for lower-income earners. 

MORE THAN

50%

more than 50%

OF EMPLOYEES 
DON'T LIVE IN TOWN

Source: Aspen/Pitkin County Housing Authority


