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executive Summary

In the past year, the Seniors Advocate has met with thousands of seniors and their families in 
every region of the province. Among the many issues and concerns these seniors have raised 

and brought forward for discussion, they expressed a deep concern around the affordability, 
availability and appropriateness of seniors’ housing in the province. 

Seniors expressed clearly that they want to age as independently as possible in their own homes 
and in their local communities. However, low incomes and high living costs have a profound 
impact on the affordability of independent housing options for seniors, and on their ability to 
freely choose their living arrangements. 

Many seniors accept that, as they age, changes to their health and mobility may necessitate a 
move to housing that incorporates a support or care component. However, many feel frustrated 
that their housing options are limited by the availability of appropriate housing in their 
communities and by the policies, practices and regulations currently in place that determine 
eligibility for particular types of housing. They fear they will be forced into assisted living or 
residential care prematurely, or need to move to faraway communities where there is no support 
system of friends and family.

given the breadth and depth of the concern, the Seniors Advocate sought to undertake a review 
to identify issues across the continuum of independent housing, assisted living, and residential 
care settings that might limit seniors’ ability to make choices about their housing. At each step 
along this housing continuum, the Advocate asked:

1. Have we done everything we can do to make this housing affordable?

2. Have we done everything we can to ensure this is the most appropriate place for seniors 
to live?

3. Have we done everything we can to make this housing option available to seniors?

The goal of this report is to emphasize some of the most pressing housing priorities facing seniors 
living in British Columbia. It is focused on recommendations that are practical, realistic and have 
the potential to leverage significant change.

The context of where and how B.C. seniors are currently living is necessary to appreciate the 
magnitude of the issues. The data indicate that, while many seniors are doing fine, some are not 
and require help to ensure their housing is affordable, appropriate and available.

A snapshot of how B.C. seniors are living shows that:

•	 93%	live	independently	in	houses/townhouses/apartments/condominiums

•	 80%	are	homeowners,	of	which	22%	carry	a	mortgage

•	 20%	are	renters,	with	20%	receiving	some	rent	subsidy

•	 26%	live	alone
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•	 4%	live	independently	but	receive	provincially	subsidized	home	care	services

•	 3%	live	in	assisted	living,	with	20%	receiving	a	subsidy

•	 4%	live	in	residential	care,	with	95%	receiving	a	subsidy	

The financial circumstances of B.C. seniors show that:

•	 The	median	income	for	seniors	is	$24,000

•	 35%	of	seniors	who	rent	live	on	a	household	income	of	$20,000	or	less

•	 Average	rents	for	a	one-bedroom	apartment	vary	from	a	high	of	$1,038	in	Vancouver	to	 
a low of $547 in Quesnel

•	 While	the	average	house	price	varies	greatly	in	the	province,	the	average	annual	costs	of	
homeownership net of any mortgage payments is about the same regardless of where a 
senior lives, averaging around $1,000 per month

•	 36%	of	seniors	with	household	incomes	less	than	$30,000	believe	they	will	need	to	move	 
in the future due to affordability

Independent Housing
Independent housing options for seniors include both home ownership and rental situations. 
Independent housing is a choice that is appropriate for most seniors if it is affordable, if there is 
housing available that can provide accessibility to services and supports, and if it allows for design 
features to make the environment safe and accessible. There are data to support that, if seniors 
choose to, they can be cared for in their own home to very high care levels. Where the housing 
is located, whether or not there is a co-residing caregiver, and the degree of risk that a senior 
chooses to live with are all factors that will influence this choice, and different people will make 
different choices. However, should a senior choose to live independently, evidence supports this 
can be an appropriate choice. 

The affordability of independent housing for low and moderate income seniors, both renters 
and homeowners, is challenging. Data support that many seniors who rent, particularly those 
in the Lower Mainland and greater Victoria, are in genuine need of more support to cover 
their rental costs. The data also support that some low to moderate income seniors who are 
homeowners need to find cost relief for either their ongoing home ownership costs, or the 
extraordinary costs of major repairs. 

The availability of suitable housing for seniors is lacking most in rural and remote areas of the 
province. This presents a particular challenge for those seniors who are isolated and may need to 
move into the nearest town once they are either widowed, lose the ability to drive, or require daily 
home support services if they want to continue to live independently and optimize their safety.

In response to these issues, this report makes a number of recommendations including changes 
and amendments to existing programs designed to help seniors financially. For homeowners, a 
bold new initiative is proposed that would allow for some, or all, of seniors’ household expenses  
to be deferred.
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Assisted Living
Assisted living in British Columbia takes various forms: publicly-subsidized registered Assisted 
Living, private-pay registered Assisted Living, and private-market assisted living residences. 
Assisted living is a housing choice for many seniors who wish to live in a community with  
others and have hospitality services like cooking and cleaning provided by the facility. It is  
also appropriate housing for seniors who require care but have a level of cognitive function  
that allows them to engage with the community of seniors they live with while maintaining 
their independence. 

The data reviewed in this report support that, for many of the people living in registered Assisted 
Living, it is an appropriate setting. However, the data also clearly indicate there are other seniors 
for whom subsidized registered Assisted Living would be appropriate, but they are not eligible for 
this type of housing and care as a result of the current regulations. These seniors would appear to 
instead go prematurely to residential care. 

The affordability of subsidized assisted living appears to be adequately regulated by the current 
rate	structure	whereby	seniors	pay	70%	of	their	net	income,	with	a	Temporary	Rate	Reduction	
available to those who need it. For seniors with very low incomes, however, these fees can leave 
very little disposable income for costs not covered by the fees. 

The availability of assisted living overall appears to be sufficient given there is an estimated 
10%	vacancy	rate.	However,	the	availability	in	smaller,	more	remote	communities	may	be	a	
challenge. In general, the availability of subsidized assisted living is difficult to assess as there is 
no standardized method used for tracking vacancies either within or between health authorities.

Based on these issues, this report makes recommendations related to several aspects of the 
current regulatory framework for assisted living. 

Residential Care
Sometimes called long-term care, facility care or a nursing home, residential care provides  
24-hour professional supervision and care in a protective, secure environment for people who 
have complex care needs and can no longer be cared for in their own homes or in assisted living 
settings. Seniors with Alzheimer’s or other forms of dementia, those with significant physical 
incapacity, and those who require unscheduled and frequent higher level nursing care are all 
suited to live in residential care. 

The data reviewed in this report suggests that residential care is the appropriate setting for the 
majority of seniors who live there, although some seniors are not in the appropriate location or 
their preferred facility. However, these data also suggest that some seniors in residential care, 
perhaps	5	to	15%	of	current	residents,	could	be	living	in	the	community	either	with	home	care	
services or in assisted living. 
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The availability of residential care varies throughout the province. Waiting times for placement 
are greater in the north than in the Lower Mainland and waiting times are greatest for those 
who require highly specialized care such as a secure dementia unit. While it is difficult to assess 
accurately the sufficiency of beds overall, there is definitely a lack of availability of the bed of 
choice, or ‘preferred bed’.

The affordability of residential care is assured by charging residents a percentage of their net 
income and by the availability of a Temporary rate reduction (Trr) in the case of undue financial 
hardship. However, awareness of the Trr and uniform application are lacking. 

This report recommends changes to how residential care clients are assessed in order to ensure 
that all possible options for care and support in the community, either via home care or assisted 
living, have been exhausted before a senior is admitted to a residential care facility. It also 
recommends changes to admission processes to ensure that seniors’ admission to residential care 
is carried out in a fair and appropriate way that respects seniors’ needs and preferences. Finally, the 
report calls upon the provincial government to commit to a higher standard of accommodation in 
residential care facilities, including the provision of single room occupancy with ensuite baths for 
95%	of	beds	by	2025.

Conclusion
We all want to do better for our seniors. This report highlights some of the systemic issues that 
seniors face as they strive to achieve housing that is appropriate, affordable, and available. 
It is clear that many low and middle income seniors, both renters and homeowners, need to 
have more financial help in meeting their basic needs. It is also clear that we need to do a 
better job in respecting the desire of seniors to live as independently as possible for as long as 
possible. Changes to the regulatory framework for registered Assisted Living, along with more 
comprehensive screening for residential care admissions, are required to ensure our seniors are 
given all possible supports to live as independently as possible for as long as possible. Lastly, for 
those seniors with significant cognitive or physical disability who require the level of care provided 
in residential care, we must do all we can to get them to a place they want to call home that offers 
the privacy and dignity they deserve. 

Together, we can build a strong foundation of appropriate, affordable and available housing 
options for the seniors of British Columbia.
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Independent Housing Recommendations 
1. revise the Shelter Aid for elderly renters Program (SAFer) to align with the subsidized housing 

model	of	tenants	paying	no	more	than	30%	of	their	income	for	shelter	costs,	by:

a.	 adjusting	the	maximum	level	of	subsidy	entitlement	from	the	90%	currently	indicated	in	
the	SAFER	regulations	to	100%;	and

b. replacing the current maximum rent levels used in the SAFer subsidy calculations with the 
average market rents for one-bedroom units in B.C.’s communities as reported annually by 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation.

2. Create a Homeowner expense Deferral Account type program, as outlined in this report, to 
allow senior homeowners with low or moderate income to use the equity in their home to 
offset the costs of housing by deferring some or all of the major ongoing and exceptional 
expenses associated with home ownership until their house is sold.

3. Amend the Residential Tenancy Act and Strata Property Act to protect tenants and owners who 
require non-structural modifications to their unit (i.e. grab bars, flooring) from either eviction, 
fine or denial and protect their right to access grant money from the Home Adaptions for 
Independence (HAFI) program. 

4. Amend both the Residential Tenancy Act and the Strata Property Act to ensure that  
tenants/owners	cannot	be	evicted	or	fined	under	bylaw	for	the	occupancy	of	their	unit	 
by a live-in caregiver. 

5. Amend the Home Adaptations for Independence (HAFI) program to: exclude the value of the 
home	as	a	criterion;	graduate	the	grant	on	a	decreasing	scale	relative	to	income;	decrease	
complexity	for	landlord	applications;	and	allow	for	applications	from	strata	corporations	 
and co-ops. 

6. Amend the Strata Property Act and the Manufactured Home Act to ensure seniors who are 
placed either in residential care or subsidized registered Assisted Living are able to rent their 
homes while they are listed for sale. 

7. The Provincial government consult with the Active Manufactured Home Owners Association, 
the Manufactured Home Park Owners Alliance of British Columbia and regional manufactured 
home owners associations to revise the Manufactured Home Act so that fair and equitable 
compensation is provided to manufactured home owners who are required to leave their 
home due to sale or development of the property.

8. The Provincial government, BC Housing and the Office of the Seniors Advocate work together  
to develop a strategy for affordable and appropriate seniors housing in rural and remote 
British Columbia.

9. The Provincial government work with the Federal government on the issue of seniors who are 
homeless as a discrete population within the homeless community. 

10. The Provincial government work with the Office of the Seniors Advocate to raise awareness of 
all subsidy and grant programs available to seniors.
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Assisted Living Recommendations
11. registered Assisted Living be fundamentally redesigned and regulations changed, to allow for 

a greater range of seniors to be accommodated and age in place as much as possible including 
palliative care. This should reduce: the number of discharges from registered Assisted Living 
to	Residential	Care;	the	number	of	admissions	to	residential	care	of	higher	functioning	seniors;	
and the number of seniors admitted directly to residential care from home with no home care. 

12. Amend section 26(6) of the Community Care and Assisted Living Act to:

a. allow that section 26(3) of the Act does not apply to a resident of assisted living if that person 
is housed in the assisted living facility with a person who is the spouse of the resident or 
anyone in the classes listed in section 16(1) of the Health Care (Consent) and Care Facility 
(Admission) Act and that person is able to make decisions on behalf of the resident.

b. provide that the meaning of “spouse” should extend to a person who has lived in a marriage-
like relationship with the resident in addition to a person legally married to the resident.

13. The minimum amount of income with which a resident of subsidized assisted living is left 
be raised to $500 from the current $325 to recognize the costs that are not covered under 
registered Assisted Living that are covered under residential Care.

Residential Care Recommendations
14. All health authorities adopt a policy that everyone assessed for admission to residential care 

who scores lower than three on either of the ADL Hierarchy or Cognitive Performance Scale 
on the InterrAI-HC or MDS 2.0 must receive an additional assessment to ensure all possible 
options for support in the community, either through home care or assisted living, have  
been exhausted.

15. All current residents in residential care whose latest InterrAI assessment indicates a desire 
to return to the community be re-assessed to ensure all possible options for support in the 
community, including additional supports for their caregiver and potential placement in 
assisted living are exhausted.

16. All health authorities immediately adopt a policy that any vacancies in residential care will 
be filled first from the preferred facility transfer list, and only after that has been exhausted 
will the bed be filled from the assessed and awaiting placement (AAP) list. residents, if 
they choose, should be permitted to be placed on the transfer list for their preferred facility 
immediately upon admission to their first available bed. residents and their family members 
should be regularly advised of:

a.	 How	many	people	are	ahead	of	them	on	the	waiting	list	for	a	preferred	bed;	and

b. How many vacancies on average occur in the preferred facility.

17. The resident co-payment amount charged to residents who do not enjoy a single room must 
have a portion of their rate adjusted to reflect their lower grade accommodation.

18.	 The	government	commit	that	by	2025,	95%	of	all	residential	care	beds	in	the	province	will	be	
single room occupancy with ensuite bath and any newly built or renovated units meet the 
additional standard of shower in the ensuite washroom.
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For a full copy of this report go to: www.seniorsadvocatebc.ca or contact our office directly. 

Email: info@seniorsadvocatebc.ca

By phone:
Toll-free 1-877-952-3181
In Victoria: 250-952-3181
Open Monday to Friday, 8:30-4:30
Translation services available in more than 180 languages.

By fax: 250-952-2970

By Mail:
Office of the Seniors Advocate
1st Floor, 1515 Blanshard Street
PO Box 9651 STN PROV GOVT
Victoria BC V8W 9P4

Twitter: @SrsAdvocateBC


