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In February 2003 Trellis Gardens, a 24 unit, low-rise housing block was open to its 
residents for the first time. This was a significant event for two reasons. It represented 
the first opportunity for affordable subsidized rental housing since the Ontario provincial 
government cancelled all social housing programs in 1995. It was also one of the very 
first housing projects initiated by the City of Toronto’s Let’s Build program. The purpose 
of the following paper is to examine how the project was implemented under the Let’s 
Build program and secondly to understand the significance of affordable housing to the 
residents who have now occupied their new homes for the past 15 months. 
 
Toronto’s Let’s Build Building Partnerships program was born in response to the city’s 
rising homelessness which was in large part caused by the provincial government’s 
cancellation of funding and programs. The City’s own housing fund of approximately $12 
million remained at the time of cancellation and provided the financial source, the Capital 
Revolving Fund, for a new strategy of a public-private partnership to provide affordable 
housing.  
 
The Let’s Build program is intended to attract not-for-profit community groups and 
private developers by designating vacant city land to housing as a priority and then 
either giving or leasing the land. The program would help the development process by 
providing planning and development advice, fast-tracking applications, waiving fees and 
providing grants and loans. The purpose was to attract private funding while being able 
to maintain low rentals.  
 
In 1999 the Out of the Cold Resource Centre, a multi-congregational charity dedicated to 
providing shelter, food and social programs for the homeless, was asked by the City’s 
Housing and Shelter Department to find partners to create new affordable housing. Out 
of the Cold approached the Congregation Darchei Noam, a group of volunteers 
dedicated to social action and in particular to reducing homelessness. Darchei Noam 
had already built a 133-unit housing co-op in 1990 under the previous provincially-
funded housing programs. They incorporated as a charitable body, Trellis Housing 
Initiatives, with representatives of both groups on the board.  
 
In this public/private partnership the city provided the following:  

• The site at the south east corner of Lawrence Avenue and the Allen 
Expressway for a nominal fee under a 49 year lease.  
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• A grant of $288,000 from it’s Capital Revolving Fund 
• development advice through a designated Let’s Build Program official 
• assistance obtaining an interest-free second mortgage from the CMHC 
• waiving of all planning, building and development fees 
• the construction of a traffic median required on Lawrence Avenue 

The city would also channel federal SCPI and CMHC funds to the project. 
 
In return Trellis Housing Initiatives, a group of volunteers of mixed professional 
experience, had to  

• fund-raise a sum equivalent to the then estimated value of the city’s capital 
contribution which was set at $360,000.  

• act as developer, select an architect, contractor and manage the construction 
process from planning through to building completion 

• secure a mortgage  
• maintain the building as agreed as affordable low-rental accommodation 
 

The site, on the south side of Lawrence Avenue, had already been allocated by the city 
for social housing. In 1995 planning approvals and funding had almost been achieved for 
a previous multi-residential block for the handicapped when funding cuts derailed the 
project. For the sake of planning approval expediency, the board decided to keep the 
block’s basic building footprint. Quadrangle Architects were engaged to undertake the 
design of the new building. The result is a three-story block with a mix of 1-3 bedroom 
apartments. 
 
In assessing this project as a case study of the new Let’s Build program it is important to 
remember that this was one of the first projects and the untried experience of the 
program would have an impact not only on the volunteers who sought to develop the 
project but also on the city and its various departments as well as on financial institutions 
who were potential lenders etc. all of whom were unfamiliar with the new program.  
 
The most significant difficulty was for the board of volunteers who now had more 
responsibility and work than under the old provincial programs. They were required to 
undertake fund-raising which demands time and cost approximately $40,000. Ultimately 
they hired a professional fund-raiser at a cost of $55,000. The second difficulty was 
having no proper financial governance overseeing the partnership with no clear financial 
mechanisms of accounting in place. In the early period some funds were mismanaged. 
As the board was responsible for both public funds and private donations, the city should 
have ensured that proper financial governance was in place. The third problem was that 
the individuals on the board did not have sufficient development experience and they 
were not able to afford a full-time development consultant.  
 
Along with fund-raising the board had to secure a mortgage – this was difficult to do 
because they were trying to build affordable housing which meant a low return and no 
profit margin. Their own credibility was challenged not only by the mortgage lenders but 
the city itself. In the end they were only able to secure a mortgage for 55% of the 
building. It was a scramble to secure the rest of the funding. This was very different from 
the experience with the old provincial programs where full mortgages were more easily 
obtained. 



 
 
 

 3

 
On the day of submitting the project for building permit approval, the Education 
Development Charge was enacted and a levy applied to the project. A payment for 
$100,000 was required before the permit application and they had to be bailed out by a 
loan from the city. This could have been avoided with the assistance of a development 
consultant who would have been aware of such timing. 
 
The program was new for the city as well and while the Let’s Build department actively 
worked to support the partnership, the city’s legal department was uncertain about the 
new program. The board had budgeted $5,000 for legal bills, but in the end as 
agreements were re-drafted and thirteen separate contracts set in place, the bills rose to 
$60,000. 
 
The most serious problems, however, occurred with the management of the construction 
contract which resulted in serious delays, a project which is still incomplete and of poor 
quality construction. There was a discrepancy between the agreement with the mortgage 
lender which required a 10% hold-back on all construction until project completion and 
the contract with the construction company (statutory requirement) which allowed full 
payment after the typical 45 day wait after completion of that portion of work done by a 
subcontractor. Furthermore both the city and federal government funds were slow in 
coming to pay for construction. The disagreement about hold-back and the slow flow of 
funding resulted in what the contractor and sub-contractors saw as unreasonable non-
payment. As a result the sub-contractors took out liens on the building. Construction was 
delayed.  
 
The board recognized their own shortcomings in trying to resolve the hold-back dispute 
and expanded to include members who had knowledge of development and financing. 
One new member spent 10-15 hours per week for 6 months trying to resolve this. The 
budget allocated to the landscaping and elevator was used to compensate the contractor 
and these items were taken out of the contract. Completion was delayed by a year. Then 
promised for June 2002, then November, occupation did not occur until February 2003. 
Twenty-four households had given notice and were scrambling to find alternative 
accommodation. Some returned to the shelters and the board had to agree to pay for 
storage of their furniture and belongings. This resulted in considerable cost in the loss of 
12 months rent for 24 units.  
 
To this date, 15 months after occupation, the landscaping and elevator are still not 
complete. Both elements represent serious safety concerns for the residents and affect 
the quality of life enjoyed. Two summers have passed but there is still no playground or 
even a fence to make the outdoor area safe for young children. SCPI-2 funds of 
$150,000 have since been allocated to permit the addition of the elevator and the 
construction of the acoustic wall which was to be part of the landscape construction. 
 
The board was frustrated at not being able to afford proper construction management 
services. The contractor and sub-contractors did not follow the specifications. Problems 
with the building continue; at this time scaffolding has been erected and reconstruction is 
being done to prevent water leaking in at the top of the ground floor windows.  
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Conclusions about the implementation of affordable housing under the Let’s Build 
program are informed by the experience of the Darchei Noam board who had built the 
133 unit co-op under the old provincially-funded housing programs. The first conclusion 
is that the project at an estimated cost of $225 per square foot is too small to be cost 
efficient. It is estimated that it should have cost $140 per square foot. Its size was 
determined by the city’s available plot of land.  
 
The second is that too much responsibility is placed on volunteers to provide housing. 
The results can be haphazard because of a lack of skills and experience. The process 
demands too much from individuals who are nonetheless sincerely committed to trying 
to resolve homelessness. Fund-raising and the scrambling for funds from numerous 
different sources was one of the most difficult aspects. Legal bills due to lack of 
familiarity with the program on the part of the city’s legal department and the lack of 
familiarity with construction practice on the part of the board and their lawyers added 
greatly to the overall costs and delays which continue to mar the project. The final legal 
bills for the board are in excess of $150,000. Another difficulty was financial governance 
and control and this still remains the board’s responsibility. There is also a definite need 
for a development consultant who can work full-time on managing the entire project 
process.  
 
Trellis Gardens is a mix of 18 subsidized and 6 market-rate units. The residents were 
selected by the board with the intention of making a socially mixed population. Thus they 
were either poorly housed and on waiting lists or homeless and living in shelters.. A 
survey of residents was conducted in May 2004 with a response rate of 72%. It was 
followed by personal interviews.  
 
The survey was intended to ascertain to what extent permanent affordable housing had 
improved the quality of life for the residents. The survey and interviews concentrated on 
who the people were considering their education, employment, marital and parental 
status. It also assessed the qualities of their previous homes and adjacent amenities 
such as transport and other facilities and how these compared with Trellis Gardens.  
 
Everyone who responded to the survey is a parent, 15 are female, 2 male, 14 are single 
parents. The average number of children per household responding to the survey is 2. 
Two are employed full-time. Four are part-time employed and studying, 2 are studying 
fulltime. Four are studying ESL, English as a second language. Eight are unemployed 
and of these three have been laid off or lost their jobs since coming to Trellis. Three 
have started new jobs and new courses since coming to Trellis. Three more are full-time 
parents. While some have lost their jobs after they had moved to Trellis, most of the 
people indicated that being at Trellis, with secure and affordable housing, had made it 
possible for them to consider new job directions or to take courses. One woman said her 
husband had been able to start a new construction business and she assists him by 
doing the books and payroll and by driving his truck.  
 
Fourteen had lived in women’s shelters, family residences, support housing or friend’s 
homes. Others had lived in private apartments and some shared with others such as 
parents. In assessing their past accommodation, the quality of housing, architectural 
design, space and light mattered little. Only two respondents mentioned too little space 
as an issue, and this was in an apartment where crowding was significant. More 
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important was the provision of privacy and this meant enough bedrooms that children of 
different sexes did not have to share, and that social life was possible.  
 
Services such as heat and plumbing and amenities such as shopping, schools, parks 
and libraries were generally deemed to be acceptable. Complaints were made against 
privately owned rental units. This was where the greatest dissatisfaction in terms of 
heating, hot water and cleanliness of public areas was recorded. In contrast women’s 
shelters and family residences generally provided the cleanest and most satisfactory 
physical environment.  
 
The availability of public transport was significant because previously many of them had 
lived on bus routes with infrequent service, in locations too distant from jobs and 
amenities. Being located next to the subway with a bus service at Trellis was an 
important improvement.  
 
By far, most important to the residents, in assessing the quality of housing, were the 
psychological and social dimensions. These factors were most significant to the sense of 
well-being. The psychological dimension included a sense of security – economic, 
physical and emotional. Freedom from worries about eviction, a sense of permanence 
and ownership of one’s space including privacy were of paramount importance. The 
social dimension was completed by a sense of community and social acceptance. The 
worst housing experiences were usually identified with social ostracism, gossip and 
ridicule or with fear for physical safety where theft, drugs, alcohol and the unpredictability 
of other residents were involved.  
 
Generally, positive physical qualities of housing such as cleanliness and good services 
were matched by a sense of community. All respondents recorded a very positive 
experience of knowing fellow residents well and in having a sense of community in 
women’s shelters, family residences and support housing. In the one case where a 
woman’s shelter did not rate well socially, it also rated poorly in terms of cleanliness, 
security, and theft. In one case a family residence did not rate well and this was where 
16 families shared kitchen facilities. The respondent found the other residents 
emotionally unstable, violent and generally unpredictable and frightening. She said she 
created a sense of community by trying to listen and to help others, but she did this as a 
survival tactic. Private apartments by contrast recorded the poorest social experience 
and the weakest sense of community as well as poor provision of basic necessities, with 
significant problems with crime including break-ins, car theft, drugs and prostitution. 
 
At Trellis everyone responded most positively to how well they felt they knew other 
residents and to the sense of community. The building had been designed with a large 
communal activity room complete with kitchen and a second meeting/classroom space 
with a small library. The formation of the community, however, was not instantaneous. In 
the first two months of occupation the residents did not know how to live together, to 
share common areas, laundry rooms, hallways or communal kitchens or to show respect 
and consideration for each other. The community was built through the intervention of 
Amy Block, a volunteer from Congregation Darchei Noam, who also teaches at George 
Brown College. She did this with twice-weekly meetings with all the residents to 
establish norms of how to be together. Through the meetings personal and communal 
goals were set with personal contracts and deadlines. By August there was a potluck 
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supper where everyone brought a dish representative of their culture. They all shared a 
meal together. Throughout the rest of the year movie nights and game nights became 
communal foci.  
 
Social programming had been part of the goals of the original partnership of Trellis’ 
Housing Initiatives. In consultation with the residents a weekly homework club and 
reading club were established. Credit counseling and parenting workshops were also 
introduced. In the future there will be a focus on more adult programs by adding career 
counseling and conflict resolution workshops. Residents are about to appoint two 
representatives to the board. 
 
When asked what the worst housing they had ever lived in was, the respondents listed a 
diverse range of housing from family homes to coops and metro housing to shelters. The 
reasons focused primarily on danger from crime including drugs, prostitution and theft. 
They also included the fact that the accommodation was too costly, too small and not 
properly serviced in terms of heat and hot water. On the other hand issues of lack of 
permanence and security of tenure, lack of privacy and lack of freedom were of primary 
concern. 
 
When asked what their favourite housing was a small number replied their childhood 
home. Those who said this were all unemployed and also refugees or immigrants. The 
reasons for this were as follows: “the family is all there, you are not alone…” “everything 
was free, you had no stress, although it was strict, everything was free…” “you had 
family, here it is stressful, you were not alone and it was not hard like here.” 
 
Apart from one other person, the majority replied Trellis Gardens was their best housing 
experience. The reasons cited were primarily that it was their own home and their family 
could be together again. The comments ranged from “it’s mine, everything in it is mine, it 
is the first home with my son age 3 ½.” “I have a stable household for my two kids, 
privacy and community” “meetings where you talk about your problems with everyone 
else, safety, new building, everyone is friendly, no problems, no fighting, I’m lucky, I will 
stay forever.” “it is safe and clean, like a co-op, social support like home – everyone 
knows each other.” “after 5 years of having my father care for them, I am able to have 
my family together again, it is affordable and I can do a job program which will lead 
directly to employment”… “Lack of permanent housing add more stress to myself and 
family during the lowest point in my life. We had to settle for what was available to us, 
although it was better than living on the street, mentally it was still hard. All I could do is 
to reassure my kids that our living situation will get better. Thanks to Trellis Gardens it 
did get better, I will always be grateful to everyone who helped us during our temporary 
setback. I would like to see the Government of Canada put affordable housing as an 
urgent need in their budget. To help other family like myself to get their lives back on 
track.” 
 
The conclusion is that Trellis Gardens the affordable housing provided through Toronto’s 
Let’s Build program is a significant success for its inhabitants. However, the 
implementation of such a project demands a great deal from voluntary community 
groups. Unable to afford the expertise of a full-time development consultant their efforts, 
however great and well intentioned, can be haphazard and costly to the project both in 
terms of time and money. As board member David Peltz puts it “It is self-defeating to 
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have volunteers running around and falling into traps because they do not have the 
requisite knowledge.” In abandoning its social housing programs the province of Ontario 
has been relying on the goodwill and desperate concern of its citizens. While unfair, this 
reliance is not misplaced for in spite of all the difficulties Trellis Housing Initiatives are 
currently pursuing another venture in affordable housing. 
 
  
The Residents of Trellis Gardens, 651 Lawrence Avenue, Toronto 
Trellis Housing Initiatives – Val Elliot Hyman, David Peltz and Greg Kalil 
Sheldon Levitt, Quadrangle Architects 
Nancy Singer, Kehilla Residential Program 
Evan Wood, Let’s Build, City of Toronto 
Jim Ireland, Housing Architect 
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Sex f f f f m m f f f f f f f f f f f
Age 61 36 31 25 40 - 28 42 35 - 32 31 28 38 - 36 -
Single    x x x  x x x
Married    x  x x
Divorced/sep x x x x x x x x
Immigrated N/A N/A 1987 1999 N/A 1999 - 1995 1994 1991 1983 - 1988 1976 - 1992 1992
No of 
Children 

1 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 1 3 4

Employed 
Full time 

  x  x

Employed 
Part time 

    

Assists 
Husband 

    x

Fulltime 
Parent 

   x  x x

Recently 
Unemployed 

x   x x x x x x x

Employed + 
Studying 

   x x x  x

Fulltime 
Study 

   x  x

ESL    x x x x
Volunteers     x x
Lived in 
Shelter 

? ? x x x x x  x x x x x

Market rate    x  x x x
Subsidized x x x x x x x x x x x x x
% of Income N/A N/A 35% 50% 30% 30% N/A 45% 60% 30% 50% 30% 35% 50% 35% 35%
No of 
bedrooms 

2 3 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 1 3 3



 
 
 

 9

 
 
When asked what their favourite housing had been, a small number named their childhood 
homes. All those who said this were unemployed and also refugees and/or immigrants. Their 
reasons were as follows:  
 
“the family is all there, you are not alone”  
 
“everything was free, you had no stress, although it was strict, everything was free” 
 
“had family, here it is stressful, you were not alone and it was not hard like here.” 
 
Apart from one other respondent, the majority replied that Trellis Gardens was their favourite 
housing. The reasons cited were primarily that it was their own home and their family could be 
together again. The comments were as follows: 
 
“it’s mine, everything in it is mine, it is the first home with my son age 3 ½.”  
 
“I have a stable household for my two kids, privacy and community”  
 
“meetings where you talk about your problems with everyone else, safety, new building, everyone 
is friendly, no problems, no fighting, I’m lucky, I will stay forever.”  
 
“it is safe and clean, like a co-op, social support like home – everyone knows each other.” 
 
“after 5 years of having my father care for them, I am able to have my family together again, it is 
affordable and I can do a job program which will lead directly to employment” 
 
“Lack of permanent housing add more stress to myself and family during the lowest point in my 
life. We had to settle for what was available to us, although it was better than living on the street, 
mentally it was still hard. All I could do is to reassure my kids that our living situation will get 
better. Thanks to Trellis Gardens it did get better, I will always be grateful to everyone who helped 
us during our temporary setback. I would like to see the Government of Canada put affordable 
housing as an urgent need in their budget. To help other family like myself to get their lives back 
on track.” 
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PROJECT STATISTICS: 
Site Area: 22,207 sq.ft. 
Total Floor Area: 26,092 sq.ft. 
 
Source of Funds  Contribution    Amount 
City of Toronto  Value of Leased Land   $ 522,000 
City of Toronto  Capital Grant    $ 288,000 
City of Toronto   City (interest free second) Mortgage $ 800,000 
City of Toronto  Waived Fees and Charges  $ 83,859 
City of Toronto  Cost of Road Median   $ 8,000 
City of Toronto Total      $1,701,859 
 
Government of Canada  CMHC/ACT*    $ 12,000 
Government of Canada  CMHC Home Grown Solutions $ 20,000 
Government of Canada  SCPI-1 *    $ 500,000 
Government of Canada Total     $ 532,000 
 
Trellis Housing Initiatives Fund-raising    $ 360,000 
 
Privately Obtained First Mortgage     $1,800,000 
 
Total Capital Cost        $4,393,859 
 
 
Additional SCPI – 2 funding is currently being provided  $ 150,000 
 
Government of Ontario  Rent Supplement Program 
 
*SCPI - Supporting Communities Partnerships Initiatives  
*ACT - Affordability and Choice Today 
 
Other Costs:  
Trellis Housing Initiatives: 
Legal Fees        $ 150,000 
Cost of Development Consultant      $ 48,000 
Cost of Hiring a Fund-Raiser       $ 55,000 
Cost of Fund-raising – Galas etc.     $ 40,000 
Loss of Rental Income due to 1 year’s delay 24 units x $1000 $ 288,000  
  
Approximate Total       $ 581,000 
 
 
Estimated Cost of the Project including Land approx. $225.00/sq.ft.    
 

 


