HAMILTON’S RENAISSANCE

Poverty by postal code taking tremendous toll

Hamilton has one of the highest levels of income disparity between neighbourhoods

TERRY COOKE

“For economic productivity and growth,
our country needs as much talent as we can
find, and we certainly can’t afford to waste
it. The opportunity gap (between rich and
poor) imposes on all of us both real costs
and what economists term “opportunity
costs.”

— Robert D. Putnam, Our Kids: The
American Dream in Crisis

Hamilton’s renaissance is surely good
news. Our economy is growing larger,
more diverse, with new job opportunities
and unemployment rates below the pro-
vincial average. Hamilton continues a

streak of annual hillion-dollar building

permit totals. Property valuesare rising,
especially in and around the downtown
core. Culturally, the city has a new energy
and dynamism.

Butnoteveryone is sharing in this pros-
perity. Anew report for Hamilton Commu-
nity Foundation by Sara Mayo of the Social
Planning and Research Council drives
home that there are really two Hamiltons:
one city reaping the benefits of the new
economy, and another city being left far-
therand fartherbehind.

Hamilton’s employment rate — the per-
centage of all working-age residents with a
job — is slightly better than the Ontario
average, but 57 per cent of Hamilton work-
ers have insecure employment with unpre-

dietable hours and little to no benefits or

sick pay.

Formany Hamiltonians, the main effect
of the Renaissance has been to drive up
rents and reduce the number of rental
units through condo conversions. Even
when apartments remain rentals, afford-
able units are disappearing due to evic-
tions and upscaling renovations.

In the past yearthe rental vacancy ratein
Hamilton shrank from 4.5 per cent to1.8

per cent, while rents for available apart-
ments jumped 4.1 per cent. 32 per cent of
Hamilton households rent (compared to 22
per cent province wide) and 43 per cent of
Hamilton renters pay more than 30 per
cent of their income on rent. Among the
lowest income renters in the city, a stagger-
ing 69 per cent of their income goes torent.

Income inequality has increased signifi-
cantly across the entire developed world
over several decades. But as Richard Har-
ris, Jim Dunn and Sarah Wakefield demon-
strate in a June 2015 research paper, Hamil-
tonis faring worse than most Canadian cit-
ies.

The Hamilton Census Metropolitan Ar-
ea (CMA) has gone from being one of the
most equitable in Canada in1980 to one of
the most unequal today. Hamilton now has
one of the highest levels of income dispari-
ty between neighbourhoods.

Hamilton has been hit harder by income
polarization in part because the loss of
good-paying manufacturing jobs. But mu-
nicipal policy has compounded the income
segregation of neighbourhoods. Suburban
zoning for maximum heights and mini-
mum lot sizes excludes lower-income resi-
dents. Car-oriented land use and low tran-
sitservice levels outside the core further
segregate Hamiltonians, concentrating
low-income residents in the lower city

So Hamilton has become one of Canada’s
most inequitable cities, and the inequality
is highly polarized across neighbour-
hoods. This was the central message of the
Spec’s Code Red report, which found a
staggering 21-year difference in life expec-
tancy between the city’srichest and poor-
estneighbourhoods.

Sowhat do we need to do differently and
how do we ensure that the prosperity from
this renaissance reaches more inclusively
across Hamilton?

We can start using some policy teols
right away to reduce neighbourhood in-
equality:zoning new developments and re-
zoning existing neighbourhoods to en-
courage more mixed housing options; en-
suring that social services are distributed
through the city rather than concentrated
in one spot; and investing in high-service
transit across the entire city.

Everyneighbourhood in Hamilton can

and should include affordable housing and
provide mobhility without every adult
needing to owna car.

The Provineial commitments for all-day
GO train service and light rail transit pre-
sentatremendous opportunity tointensify
our neighbourhoods with new mixed-in-
come housing that works for families as
well as young singles.

Eduecation can also help close the gap.
Our schools reflect the polarization of our
neighbourhoods, and concentrated school
poverty is devastating for academic perfor-
mance. Our school boards must continue
toreduce concentrated poverty and gradu-
ate more students by thoughtful houndary
adjustments and by placing desirable pro-
grams of choice in schools located in low-
income neighbourhoods.

We need to attract and retain more post-
secondary graduates and especially more
immigrants, who disproportionately tend
tobeentrepreneurial. The City recognizes
it needs to do better at reaching out to new
Canadians and innovative institutions like
Mohawk College are also seizing the op-
portunity toplay key roles.

Ultimately, Hamilton can’t meet these
challenges on its own. We need strong
commitments from the Provincial and
Federal.

With a federal election coming up, this is
the perfect time to talk about anational af-
fordable housing strategy, which Canada
had until it was scrapped in the 1990s. Af-
fordable housing does not just mean social
housing: crucially, it also means ensuring
that private-sector housing, including
rentalaccommodation, remains widely ac-
cessible.

The evidence is clear. Poverty by postal
codeis taking an enormous toll on Hamil-
ton’s health and well-being. We know that
policy tools exist that can begin to change
this trajectory so that all of our citizens
share in our new-found prosperity. The
question is do we have the courage and the
political will to act?

Terry Cooke is president & CEO of Hamilton
Community Foundation, Ontario’s first
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of driving positive change in Hamilton.



