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Abstract

This position paper explores the challenges Nova Scotia students face in accessing 

housing they can afford, how governments and universities plan for student housing, 

and how Nova Scotia protects students as tenants. It builds on existing literature 

that suggests a strong correlation between adequate housing and academic 

success, and addresses the structural ways that students interact with the supply 

and affordability of housing, notably in ways that affect the availability and access of 

low-income families to affordable housing. We confirm that students face significant 

challenges in accessing suitable housing that they can afford, notably because of 

limited supply, limited financial assistance and high university residence costs. We 

also find, however, that governments and universities are not planning for off-campus 

student housing or collecting adequate data, which undermines efforts to ensure 

all Nova Scotians access to affordable housing. Finally, we demonstrate that tenant 

protections in Nova Scotia are systematically inadequate, which leaves students, like 

other tenants, vulnerable to abuse. The report includes a series of recommendations 

that Students Nova Scotia believes would help address these challenges, improving 

housing affordability and quality not just for students, but for all Nova Scotians.
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Recommendations

The Province, universities, municipalities and other stakeholders should work with 

Students Nova Scotia to create a Student Housing Strategy that compliments the 

Provincial Housing Strategy and sets a goal to significantly increase the share of 

students living in units offered through partnerships involving these stakeholders.

All universities should establish Housing Offices responsible for student housing 

on and off campus, including through maintaining housing partnerships with 

municipalities and the Province, as well as community organizations, student groups 

and private companies where applicable.

The Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission should evaluate the 

performance of university housing services.

Post-secondary institutions should work together to create centralized off-campus 

housing resources for students, including notably a common web portal.

Students Nova Scotia should be granted a seat on the Housing Nova Scotia Advisory 

Board.

The Province of Nova Scotia must collaborate with Students Nova Scotia if it chooses 

to explore possible modalities for a graduate home ownership program pursuant to 

the Housing Strategy.

The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should increase its allocations for 

housing and utilities to meet the average costs for the types of units it expects 

students to inhabit, eventually on a community-by-community basis. 

The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should provide students living in 

residence the resources to meet the cost of their residence space and standard 

mandatory meal plans.

The Province should create a new agency to collect and hold damage deposits in 

trust or give this capacity to Service Nova Scotia.



iv

The Province should collect a move-in and –out form upon the start and termination 

of a lease to record the state of the unit as assessed by both the landlord and the 

tenant.

The Province or individual municipalities should develop a Handyperson Service that 

will investigate instances where tenants allege that landlords are ignoring requests 

for upkeep and, where necessary, make basic repairs at the landlords’ expense.

Service Nova Scotia should keep public records of rental properties’ histories, 

including ownership, rent, and tenancy board investigations.

The Residential Tenancy arm of Service Nova Scotia should require that landlords file 

an explanation when they increase rent beyond inflation.
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Statement of Values
Students Nova Scotia is built upon the belief that post-secondary education can play 

a fundamental role in allowing both the individual and society to realize their full 

potential. Students Nova Scotia’s values are pillars built upon this foundation. They 

give direction to Students Nova Scotia’s work and reflect our organizational goals. 

ACCESSIBILITY: Every qualified Nova Scotia student who wishes to pursue post-

secondary education should be able to do so, irrespective of their financial situation, 

socioeconomic or ethnic background, physical, psychological or mental ability, 

age, sexual orientation, geographic location, or any other factor exogenous to 

qualification.

AFFORDABILITY: The cost of post-secondary education in Nova Scotia should not 

cause undue hardship upon any student, restrict their ability to pursue the career 

path they choose, or make them financially unable to live in the community of their 

choice. 

QUALITY: Policies, programs, and services in post-secondary education should meet 

student expectations to help prepare them for lifelong success, including in their 

citizenship, careers, and personal wellbeing.

STUDENT VOICE: Nova Scotia students must be empowered to actively participate 

in setting their post-secondary system’s direction via engagement through their 

representative student bodies, within the post-secondary institutions themselves, 

and through the broader democratic process.
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Our Research Process
Position papers are the primary outputs of our research. They aim to describe 

and clearly articulate Students Nova Scotia’s Principles in approaching an issue 

and Concerns that obstruct the realization of those principles. Finally, we propose 

Recommendations aimed at addressing the policy issues (and our specific concerns) 

in a manner that is consistent with our organization’s values.

The Students Nova Scotia Board of Directors is comprised of student representatives 

from our eight member associations. It sets annual priorities for Students Nova Scotia 

activities, including research. Position Papers represent formal Students Nova Scotia 

policy and are approved by the Board of Directors at bi-annual Board Policy Retreats, 

following a draft’s one-month release for consultations with students.
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1. Introduction

Housing is an integral part of students’ lives and studies suggest a strong link 

between the availability of safe and affordable housing and students’ successful 

participation in post-secondary education (PSE). For example, a recent study by the 

Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC, 2008, p. 3) found that, “post-

secondary Aboriginal student success might be improved by increasing access to 

various forms of housing, especially family housing, with flexible occupancy policies”. 

This echoes a consistent finding among the general student population, as one UK 

study put it, “housing problems were significantly associated with higher stress,” 

among students in controlled studies (Humphrey & McCarthy, 1998, p. 223). Living 

off-campus helps students develop important skills around maintaining and tracking 

a household budget, but this learning can be blunted by the financial stresses 

they encounter. As has been demonstrated clearly in Ireland, the US, and Canada 

(Vancouver), housing contributes substantially to PSE students’ significant financial 

stress (Kennedy, 2013; Kaushal, 2013; Sherlock, 2013).  

Fully one third of Canadian households rent (FCM, 2012). Though the exact numbers 

are not available, evidently post-secondary students represent a sizable portion 

of this group. Despite its importance, Nova Scotia’s off-campus student housing 

landscape is greatly understudied. No substantial analyses of off-campus housing 

options for Nova Scotia students exist, either independently or within larger surveys 

of housing in our communities. This deficit is particularly worrisome given the 

demographic shifts underway in Nova Scotia. As the 19-24 year old cohort declines 

in our region, Nova Scotia’s universities are becoming increasingly dependent on 

ever greater numbers of out-of-province (OOP) and international students just to 

maintain enrolment (StudentsNS 2013a; Bruce, 2007). These students are even less 

likely to have local networks and social capital that they can rely on in searching for 

accommodations or awareness of their rights and responsibilities as tenants and 

community members in Nova Scotia, and consequently are often not prepared to 

effectively self-advocate when in harmful or abusive rental market situations. This 

presents serious problems for our students’ health and wellbeing.

This position paper provides a starting point for a more evidenced-based discussion 

about students, housing and our communities, and for students to become better 

informed about their place within the off-campus housing landscape. Importantly, the 
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evidence suggests students are significant players in all rental markets that are in 

proximity to post-secondary institutions. Students are being pushed into competition 

for housing with lower- and middle-income renters, thereby potentially contributing 

to adverse effects on the development of those communities, while our universities, 

municipalities, and provincial government are failing to ensure students are finding 

suitable and safe housing that they can afford. With respect to tenant rights, students 

and other tenants must advocate for themselves, wading through complicated and 

prohibitive residential tenancy processes and laws that are not designed to meet 

their needs. 

Governments and stakeholders who deal with the gamut of housing issues in Nova 

Scotia, from affordable housing to municipal and provincial policy around residential 

occupancy, must shift their thinking about student housing. Students must be 

seen as a unique force that substantially influences the broader development of 

communities and the rental market. 

In this view, the report provides innovative ideas for the Province, post-secondary 

institutions, municipalities, and community and student organizations to ensure 

students and other community members have access to suitable housing that they 

can afford. We argue that these parties must work together in planning for student 

housing, in particular by developing a Student Housing Strategy that will significantly 

expand the supply of appropriate residential options. We also recommend that the 

Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program ensure students can access resources 

that cover the cost of housing in their off-campus communities and in university 

residences. Finally, we call on the Province to strengthen tenant protections so that 

landlords maintain their properties, do not unfairly withhold damage deposits, and 

are held accountable for violations of the residential tenancy act. 
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2. Methodological considerations

Off-campus housing is a broad and complex sector in Nova Scotia. It is critical first 

of all to conceptualize affordable housing, outline jurisdictional responsibilities, and 

review the limitations of available data.

2.1 Who has jurisdiction over housing in Nova Scotia?

In Canada, responsibility for housing is shared between federal, provincial and 

municipal levels of government. In Nova Scotia, the Province is considered the 

principal actor in the sector. The Department of Community Services (DCS) oversees 

affordable housing, including public housing and rent supplements. According to 

the Residential Tenancies Act (1989), Service Nova Scotia and Municipal Relations is 

responsible for governance and regulation respecting all residential rental premises, 

excluding notably housing provided by universities, colleges and institutions of 

learning, among others. The Department of Labour and Advanced Education (LAE) is 

responsible for building codes and safety standards. 

Some of the municipal responsibility for housing was transferred to the Province 

through the 1999 Municipal Government Act and the 2005 Province-municipalities 

Memorandum Of Understanding (Cameron and Hobson, 2009, pp. 145-152). 

Yet, municipalities retain authority to set municipal and land use by-laws that 

govern everything from the rules around proper disposal of garbage, zoning, new 

developments, noise thresholds, and derelict buildings, to Residential Occupancies1  

(HRM, 2008; Service Nova Scotia, 2013). 

Not all municipalities are equal however. The Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM), 

as the largest and fastest growing city in the province, has stronger capacity to 

steer development through inspections and the enforcement of municipal and land 

use bylaws. In contrast, most other municipalities in Nova Scotia lack the resources 

to construct affordable housing, or even uphold existing housing by-laws and 

inspection regulations (AHANS 2011, p. 11).2 The Affordable Housing Association of 

Nova Scotia (AHANS) has proposed that Nova Scotia’s cities and towns are “well 

1  Residential occupancies refers to any residence occupied year round. Related bylaws set minimum standards 
that go beyond the building code related to space requirements and standards for suitability and safety.

2  Interviews with Antigonish municipal official.
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positioned to work with local 

communities to resolve problems” and 

have done so in the past, but that much 

capacity has been lost due to a lack of 

Provincial leadership and funding.  

This multi-level jurisdictional framework makes it difficult to advocate for rental 

housing reform to ensure students are living in suitable off-campus units and support 

healthy communities. Determining who to talk to and where responsibilities lie is very 

challenging and confusing.

2.2 Limitations of Existing Data

Data concerning student off-campus housing is systematically and egregiously 

inadequate. In general, local statistics appear to be either non-existent or under-

tracked and unavailable to the public.3 The failure to track certain variables, coupled 

with the inaccessibility and de-centralized nature of the data that does exist, 

presents a serious obstacle to informed analysis. As a result, anecdotes predominate 

in public discussions. 

The CMHC, a federal agency with local offices 

in Halifax, provides the vast majority of statistical 

and empirical data on the housing and rental 

environment in Nova Scotia. The CMHC 

releases regular reports on the rental market 

nationally, provincially and in major urban 

centres. However, their data on areas outside of major urban centres is often not 

reliable and comprehensive because data sets are small at these local levels, only 

communicating a sense of the overall regional 

picture rather than local market conditions and 

year-to-year trends. 

Much of the rental stock belongs to the 

“secondary rental market,” especially in smaller 

towns, and this stock is not regularly tracked 

3  Requests were sent to Antigonish, Wolfville but never answered.

CONCERN: The complex jurisdictional lines 

around housing, and especially student 

housing, make the sector difficult to 

navigate and address meaningfully.

CONCERN: The Canadian 

Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation has very little ability 

to track housing trends in small 

communities in Nova Scotia.

CONCERN: There is a serious lack 

of data on the secondary housing 

market, and almost no sense of 

the volume of illegal basement 

apartments, split houses, and 

room-rental arrangements that 

students often inhabit.
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by CMHC. This market includes: 

“single-detached houses; rented 

double (semi-detached) houses; 

rented freehold row/town homes; 

rented duplex apartments (i.e. one-

above-other); rented accessory apartments (separate dwelling units that are located 

within the structure of another dwelling type); rented condominiums; and one or two 

apartments which are part of a commercial or other type of structure” (FCM, 2010, p. 

5). These types of rental properties are often attractive to students.

Statistics Canada (StatsCan) has some data that is relevant to students in particular. 

Many students choose to stay with their parents to save money, though to what 

extent is disputed (Marshall, 2012; Johnson, 2012). StatsCan’s recent Household 

Survey, which replaced the long-form survey in the 2011 census, tracked whether 

children in Census families attended either 

a “trade school, business school, community 

college, technical institute, CÉGEP, or other non-

university establishment” and/or “a university” 

(Statistics Canada, 2013). This data would allow for 

a determination of the number of students living at 

home and the proportion of those families living in 

rental housing. Unfortunately, the fees to access this 

data are prohibitive for student groups and other not-

for-profit organizations.4 

At the Provincial level, DCS has no data tracking if people who list their occupation 

as a student are attempting to access affordable housing, or how often those living 

in affordable housing attempt to access PSE.5 They have not sought to measure 

students’ impact on affordable housing supply and demand across the Province.

These findings support AHANS’ statement that, 

…there is no single, official instrument for Nova Scotia by which its citizens 

might assess their progress toward meeting the need for decent, appropriate, 

4  Correspondence with StatsCan, August 2013.

5  Personal correspondence, September 2013.

CONCERN: Statistics Canada data on post-

secondary students living at home versus 

living in temporary rental arrangements is 

prohibitively expensive and difficult to access.

CONCERN: The Nova Scotia 

Department of Community 

Services does not consider 

the significance of student 

populations in either the 

collection of their data 

or in the decisions they 

consequently make about 

how and where to build 

affordable housing.
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affordable and sustainable housing for all. 

There is plenty of data and there are many 

sources. However, respondents consistently 

spoke of the difficulties accessing data 

and analysis related to housing, programs, 

sharable resources, research, and meaningful 

provincial and federal program information... (AHANS, 2011, p.17)

The CMHC recognizes the importance of tracking students as a segment of the 

rental market in areas with PSE institutions. In a recent case study of three Nova 

Scotia Community College (NSCC) towns in Nova Scotia, the CMHC (2009) found 

“very little evidence that local housing market capacities were or are taken into 

account [in] formal planning and decision-making about changes to the college 

system as a whole or to specific campus locations” (p. 5). However, it was noted 

that  “most students attend a local [community college] campus from the immediate 

surrounding geographic area, [so] any natural or planned increases in enrolments 

will likely have no significant impact on local housing markets”. The same cannot 

be said for most university communities where a substantial and increasing number 

of students are coming from outside of the immediate area. As the Antigonish 

Affordable Housing Project (AAHP) notes, “no study exists similar to the one on 

NSCC communities and this dearth of usable data presents a serious obstacle to 

university-municipal-provincial cooperation” (Reed, 2011, p. 2).

2.3 Defining “affordable housing” for students

According to the CMHC (2013), “affordable” housing refers to adequate and suitable 

shelter that does not exceed 30% of gross household income. Adequacy is defined 

as the housing unit not requiring major repairs, and suitability refers to the unit being 

of sufficient size for all members of the household (CMHC, 2010). If the residential 

unit does not meet one or more of the standards of adequacy, suitability and 

affordability, the household is said to be in “core housing need” (CMHC, 2013). “Non-

family households” headed by 15-29 year-old full-time students are not considered 

by CMHC to be in core housing need on the assumption that their situation is 

“transitional,” though students who have families can fit the definition of core housing 

need and face substantial additional financial constraints (CMHC, 2013). The CMHC’s 

report on Nova Scotia college towns (2009) noted students in a family situation 

CONCERN: The accessibility and 

affordability of data on students’ living 

arrangements presents a serious 

obstacle to informed analysis and 

policy-making in the private and 

public affordable housing sectors. 
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renting in small markets were more likely than individual renters to feel that they 

were paying more than they could afford and had greater difficulty finding suitable 

housing. 

StudentsNS cannot support initiatives that address student housing challenges, but 

concurrently aggravate the problem of inadequate affordable housing faced by other 

low-income groups in the general community. Such initiatives are fundamentally 

contrary to the organization’s values since poverty and poor housing can both 

be significant impediments to accessing PSE. Therefore, StudentsNS accepts the 

principle that most students without dependents should not be eligible for publicly 

subsidized affordable housing except in the cases of some particular groups 

who can access affordable housing through services that target their community 

in particular and who may face systemic barriers to accessing post-secondary 

education (e.g. Aboriginal students). In 

general, making students eligible for this 

kind of housing places them in systemic 

competition with low-income Nova Scotians 

who often face chronic long-term barriers 

to affordable housing, while students’ 

circumstances are transitional and they will 

generally earn comparatively high incomes 

after graduation (StudentsNS, 2013a). By 

the same token, housing may cost 30% or 

more of a student’s annual income and yet 

still be viewed as affordable. Using the 30% 

affordability measure, a student would need 

to earn more than $20,000/year for $500/

month rent to be considered affordable.

Nevertheless, the affordability of suitable 

student housing can present an important 

barrier to accessing education, while high-

cost housing contributes to students’ debt burdens at graduation. Students must be 

able to access suitable, adequate housing that they can afford alongside their other 

costs with the resources available to them, while minimizing their debt accumulation.

PRINCIPLE: Policies to support 

students’ access to housing they can 

afford must not jeopardize the ability 

of other low-income people to access 

affordable housing.

PRINCIPLE: Students aged 15-29 

without families should not be eligible 

for publicly-subsidized affordable 

housing and the 30% affordability 

measure should not be applied 

to them because their situation 

is transitional, with exceptions, 

where applicable, for students from 

communities underrepresented in 

post-secondary education.

PRINCIPLE: Students must be able to 

access suitable and adequate housing 

that they can afford, either on- or off-

campus.
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The Canada Student Loan Program (CSLP) and the Nova Scotia Student Assistance 

Program (NSSAP) together represent the key government initiatives ensuring PSE 

affordability and financial accessibility. They calculate students’ resources and 

costs to determine how much money they need to pursue PSE. The assessed 2012 

housing costs for different kinds of students are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1: CSLP and NSSAP shelter and utilities costs by student type compared to average rent (2012)

Student type Costs Shelter type Average 
NS rent

Single student living away from home $458 Shared two-bedroom 
apartment

$442 

Single parent (one dependent*)** $962 Two-bedroom 
apartment

$918 

Married student and spouse (no dependent*) $917 

*For each additional dependent add $190

**Formula actually starts with one-bedroom apartment plus dependent add-on, but we have assumed at least 
one dependent for simplicity’s sake.

Sources: CMHC (2013) and personal correspondence with the NSSAP (2013) 

Given the students’ unique situation, the CSLP/NSSAP assessments represent a 

more appropriate reference for determining ”affordable” student housing than 

that established by CMHC because these amounts represent quite precisely the 

resources available to low-income students. Comparison to average rents in Nova 

Scotia suggests the funding is close to an appropriate amount, though probably 

low when utility costs are included. However, in residential areas where there is 

a relatively greater density of students the rents run higher than average, largely 

as a result of concentrated student demand. HRM data shows that average rents 

significantly exceed student assistance allocations, especially on the Peninsula (see 

Table 2, more details provided in Section 4.2.1).

Table 2. Average rent for two bedroom apartments on the Halifax Peninsula (2012)

HRM South End North End

Total $954 $1,368 $962 

Per bedroom $477 $684 $481 

*These statistics DO NOT include non-tracked nonstandard  
rental units, including many basement apartments or un-zoned  
split residences.

Source: CMHC, 2012

If one considers that student assistance allocations should allow students to live 

within a reasonable commuting distance from their institution by public transit, the 

location of most of HRM’s universities on the Peninsula is a contributory factor to 
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the issue of affordable housing in Halifax. We will discuss particular community 

circumstances in more detail later in the report, but generally there is insufficient data 

to determine whether rents are similarly elevated in other university communities, 

although interviewees indicated that they are at or near HRM levels. 

The cost of conventional residence spaces at universities across Nova Scotia well 

exceeds the CSLP/NSSAP assessments, and students are also often required to 

purchase very expensive meal plans.6 Moreover, with the exception of Saint Mary’s 

University, universities in Nova Scotia do not offer on-campus housing options for 

students with families.7 Table 3 shows residence and meal plan costs at Nova Scotia 

universities according to figures from the MPHEC. 

Table 3: Monthly residence and meal plan costs at Nova Scotia Universities

Institution Low High

Acadia University $1,038.12 $1,577.88 

Atlantic School of Theology* $412 $462.50 

Cape Breton University $1,020 $1,360 

Dalhousie University $1,116.25 $1,339.38 

Mount Saint Vincent Univ. $1,003.75 $1,186.38 

Saint Mary’s University $1,005.63 $1,240 

St. Francis Xavier Univ. $1,126.88 $1,583.75 

University of Kings’ College $1,129.13 $1,347.88 

Université Sainte Anne $970.25 $1,070 

*Full meal plan not offered

Note: “Low” is a Double or Multiple Bedroom with the least expensive meal plan; “High” is a Single or Large 
Single room with the most expensive meal plan. For the most part, students do not stay in residence or 
access the meal plan during the Christmas holidays.

Source: MPHEC, 2013a

As Kuh notes (2006): 

“Students who live on campus are more engaged and 

gain more from their college experience. They have 

easier access to faculty and staff members and peers, 

and they are more likely to take advantage of the institution’s cultural and artistic 

6  The monthly food allocations for student assistance are roughly $224 for an individual student, equal to $682 
per month when totaled with rent and utilities – Correspondence with the NSSAP, 2013.

7  StudentsNS contacted housing officials at each member institution (December, 2013).

CONCERN: Student 

assistance allocations 

do not meet students’ 

needs to live on-campus.
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venues. They also have more experiences with 

diversity. If an institution wants to improve first-

generation student success rates, it should create 

ways to make it possible for those students to 

live on campus, at least for the first year. For low-

income, first-generation students, such a policy will 

require additional financial assistance” (p. 96). 

Many of the advantages of on-campus living also 

apply to those living in close proximity to campus as well. From this view, policies 

that obstruct low-income students from living on campus and force them to live a 

significant distance from campus where residential 

costs are less, systematically disadvantage them 

in their education relative to wealthier peers. With 

further reference to access and equity, Kuh notes 

“innovative approaches are needed that attract 

nontraditional students [i.e. students from under-

represented groups] and their families to spend 

time on the campus” (p. 96).

2.4 Community impacts of student housing

Students have very significant effects on housing markets in communities with PSE 

institutions. These can include negative effects undermining healthy mixed-income 

and mixed-generational communities or inhibiting low-income families’ access to 

affordable housing.

Studentification refers to housing development that specifically targets or clusters 

students in a way that changes the social, cultural, economic and physical 

characteristics of a community. The phenomenon 

is particularly prominent and well studied in the UK 

and college towns in the US where investor-backed 

student-focused construction proliferates (Carr, 

2012). Studentification is more pronounced the more 

concentrated students become. However, there is 

reason to worry that even small groupings of students 

CONCERN: Student assistance 

criteria and affordable housing 

shortages push lower income 

students to live further from 

campus, which adversely 

impacts on their academic 

success notably in comparison 

to their wealthier peers.

PRINCIPLE: Students 

represent a significant 

share of rental housing 

demand in Nova 

Scotia, especially in the 

immediate vicinity of post-

secondary institutions.

PRINCIPLE: Policies, 

programs, and services in 

post-secondary education 

should meet student 

expectations to help 

prepare them for lifelong 

success, including in their 

citizenship, careers, and 

personal wellbeing.
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within a city can have subtle effects on communities 

and the housing environment, including property 

bubbles, and/or hindering the formation of healthy, 

mixed-income, mixed-demographic communities. 

In Nova Scotia, it is difficult to gauge the extent of 

studentification because so little data is available. 

It is apparent from our interviews though, that the 

process is happening in some specific areas around 

PSE institutions where supply is limited and student demand for housing is high.

Units built or maintained for students add to the 

available rental stock apparent in CMHC reports, 

but many of these units are either too expensive for 

non-student renters (as well as many students), or 

entirely unsuitable for families (Doumani, 2011; Sage 

et. al. 2012). Interviewees in the HRM discussed 

properties that landlords have subdivided to the 

point where there are no longer living rooms or any 

other common spaces. Unattached students pool 

resources and share accommodations in ways that many families are not able to, 

which can push low- and middle-income families out of major portions of the rental 

market (Pomeroy, 2006). These effects are particularly evident in Nova Scotia’s 

smaller PSE towns, such as Wolfville and Antigonish, where, as AHANS notes in a 

recent (2011) report, “populations of 

renting students have pushed up 

rents to the point where they are 

roughly equal those of Halifax” and 

consequently, “households of modest 

means are unable to compete” (p. 20). 

Interviewees suggested that students often have lower standards for the upkeep 

of properties by landlords. This factor can contribute to housing stock degradation 

over time as landlords favour students for less costly housing over other prospective 

low-income tenants, leading to significant changes in the culture and appearance 

of a community. At the same time, interviewees attributed to landlords much of the 

responsibility for problematic student housing. They associated more disruptive 

parties with poorly maintained student properties, and argued that students in well-

CONCERN: In post-secondary 

institution communities, 

competition for rental spaces 

often pits students against 

lower income renters, 

which can magnify existing 

affordable housing shortages 

while driving up the cost of 

rental housing overall.

PRINCIPLE: A rental housing market that is 

responsive to the needs of students should 

provide a range of choices to match diverse 

student demand and incomes.

CONCERN: Privately 

developed, student-focused 

off-campus rental units may 

be suitable for students, but 

there is a poor understanding 

of their effect on the 

affordability of rental units in 

the surrounding community. 
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maintained properties are more likely to respect their 

surroundings and are generally much less disruptive. 

Even while students can and do impact adversely on 

access to affordable housing and their communities’ 

cultures, they also make important community 

contributions. Students often volunteer and bring new energy to cultural events and 

other community activities. Effective approaches to student housing can rejuvenate 

communities that are aging rapidly and create economic opportunities for new 

landlords and local businesses. 

PRINCIPLE: Student 

housing should be 

considered as a distinct 

and important factor 

in shaping healthy, 

affordable communities. 
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3.  Availability of Rental Housing for Nova Scotia 
Students

3.1 The provincial picture

Based on numbers received from student services offices and student unions, 

nearly 29,000, or 77.5% of university students in Nova Scotia live off-campus.8 The 

differences between the percentages of students living off-campus and on-campus 

at different institutions largely reflect two factors: the availability of rental housing 

stock in a particular area and the proportion of students coming from outside the 

community. 

Table 4: Approximate Number and Percentage of Off-Campus Students in Nova Scotia, by 

Campus

School Residence Spots or 
tracked residents

Number of 
Students

Estimated Number 
living off-campus

Percentage living 
Off-Campus

Acadia 1,100 3,349 2,249 67.2

Atlantic School of Theology 20 59 39 66.1

CBU 465 2,528 2063 81.6

Dalhousie 2300 14,712 13361 85.3

Dalhousie Faculty of 
Agriculture

310 949 639 67.3

Mount Saint Vincent 450 2264 1814 80.1

NSCAD 0 812 812 100

Sainte Anne 300 336 36 10.7

Saint Mary’s 1200 5730 4530 79.1

StFX 1921 4177 2256 54

University of Kings College 274 1182 908 76.8

Total 8340 37047 28707 77.5

Sources: Figures are approximate and based on data reported on university websites, by student services, or 
student union headcounts. Number may be current reported population or total beds available. All enrolment 
numbers taken from MPHEC 2012, except the Dalhousie Faculty of Agriculture data is an approximation drawn 
through review of MPHEC 2011 data for the Nova Scotia Agricultural College and Dalhousie University prior to 
the institutions’ merger. 

As evidenced in the above table, universities in urban areas with one or more 

adjacent municipalities around a major urban core with a population of at least 

8  StudentsNS emphasizes full-time students because this segment of the student population is much more likely 
to be living independently or without dependents, and are less likely to participate in the labour market while 
working towards a degree.
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10,000, 9 including the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM), the Cape Breton Regional 

Municipality (CBRM), and Truro are more likely to rely on the off-campus rental 

market as a catch basin for the student population. The other major factor in urban 

students’ higher concentration off-campus is that these institutions draw a relatively 

greater proportion of their student population from the immediate area, which 

increases the likelihood that students are living at home as a cost reduction strategy.

Students attending rural institutions are approximately 20% more likely to live 

in residence than those in urban areas. Rural schools in Nova Scotia attract a 

significantly higher proportion of their student body from outside their immediate 

geographical area and these students cannot stay at home with their families 

while studying. The local supply of off-campus housing is also more limited in 

smaller communities and as a result, these institutions have generally built more 

on-campus capacity. Some institutions such as StFX actually guarantee on-campus 

accommodations for students starting their university education (StFX, 2013). 

According to our interviewees, students in Nova Scotia (especially undergraduates) 

often treat residence as a “stepping stone” to off-campus living, and a “traditional” 

part of the university experience. Therefore many students not living at home 

live in residence for the first year and then move off-campus. University housing 

capacity is generally built to support this practice, as most institutions do not have 

the capacity to house a large number of students beyond their first year. Acadia and 

StFX are exceptional in this respect, as it is not uncommon for their students to live in 

residence for a second year.10 

The vacancy rate indicates the proportion of rental 

housing spaces that are unoccupied and is the most 

commonly used indicator of the balance between 

rental housing supply and demand. The FCM, 

which has tracked the rental market in 27 Canadian 

municipalities using advanced CMHC data, defines 

9  Defined by CMHC as a Census Agglomeration (CA), an area consisting of one or more adjacent municipalities 
situated around a major urban core with a population of at least 10,000. See CMHC, “Definitions and Variables,” 
http://cmhc.beyond2020.com/HiCODefinitions_EN.html.

10  Finding from interviews with students. For a study on the recent invention of the changing traditions of “where 
to live” when going to school see, Silver, 2004.

CONCERN: Universities 

across Nova Scotia depend 

on the rental housing 

market in towns and 

municipalities to absorb 

demand for housing, 

ignoring the impacts on 

low-income renters.  
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“…a balanced rental vacancy rate…as 3%, meaning that of every 100 rental units, 

three are physically unoccupied and available for immediate rental” (2010, p. 9). 

The vacancy rate in Nova Scotia’s urban centres is steady at approximately 3.4%, 

according to the CMHC’s most recent (2013) Rental Market Survey. In this view, Nova 

Scotia can be said to have a healthy rental housing market.

The vacancy rate’s stability, however, belies latent instability in the rental market 

caused largely by factors influencing rental demand. Although the population of 

Nova Scotia has remained relatively unchanged since 2011 (at around 948,000 

residents), net-outmigration, an aging population and a low birth rate have “reduce[d] 

demand for all types of housing, including rental units” (CMHC, 2012, p. 3). On 

the other hand, international and OOP student numbers have increased and they 

depend on rental accommodations more often than local students, while “an aging 

population with evolving needs has resulted in some increased demand for rental 

and one floor living units” (CMHC, 2013, P. 2). There is a dearth of data for measuring 

and analyzing these trends fully.

Off-campus housing markets in Nova Scotia communities vary greatly in their 

suitability for students. Provincial-level data fails to identify the diversity of housing 

available off-campus by considering all housing together. Consequently, it is 

important to consider each campus community individually when evaluating the 

particular housing challenges faced by student tenants. 

3.2 Housing markets in specific university communities

3.2.1 HALIFAX

With a total off-campus population of around 17,000, students are a strong force in 

the HRM rental market, especially on the Peninsula. The cost of renting in the HRM 

is higher than in similar sized cities like Waterloo and London, although better than 

the national average (FCM, 2012). The rental market comprises a substantial portion 

of overall living accommodations, as only 64% of HRM residents own their homes; a 

rate well below the national average (Vital Signs Halifax, 2012, p. 11). 

Demand for rental properties in the HRM has remained robust, due to positive 

migration from rural areas across the Maritimes and outside the region, baby-
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boomers looking to downsize from standard homes, and new economic 

opportunities such as the $25 billion Federal Government ship-building contract 

(CMHC, Halifax CMA, 2012, p. 5). The Halifax CMA notes that there is a particularly 

high rental demand among the 18-24 year-old demographic in Halifax, who are 

primarily students. In fact, “Since 2005, there have been over 14,300 new migrants 

move to Halifax with the majority between the ages of 18 and 24” (CMHC, 2012, p. 

5). The CMHC notes this substantial demographic inflow, but does not explore its full 

impact. 

On the supply side in Halifax, private developers are bringing record numbers 

of apartments online, and current conditions are ripe for a boom in rental unit 

construction (Perkins, 2013). The CMHC also notes that there have been significant 

new rental starts in the past several years, meaning that supply and demand are 

largely offsetting one another “resulting in a statistically unchanged vacancy rate in 

2013 [from the previous year] of 3.0 per cent” (CMHC, 2013). 

Based on the vacancy rate, and according to both the CMHC’s market trends and 

the FCM’s more dated Quality of Life Reporting system, Halifax has a mostly well-

balanced primary rental market with adequate supply. Yet, the Affordable Housing 

Association of Nova Scotia (AHANS) reports that 8,600 households spend more 

than 50% of their income on rent, while another 20,000 spend more than 30% for 

housing that is inadequate or unsuitable due to its location (in Lowe, 2013). AHANS 

further notes that much new housing construction targets higher-income earners, 

and upgrading or conversion to condominiums is taking many affordable units out of 

reach.

Many parts of Halifax are not suitable for students, but have high vacancy rates that 

bring up the average for the municipality. These include the Dartmouth North (~5.7%), 

Mainland South (Spryfield and surrounding area; ~4.5%) and Bedford (~4.3%); areas 

that are relatively distant from the HRM’s post-secondary campuses. Meanwhile, 

Peninsular Halifax’s vacancy rate falls below the healthy 3% rate; hovering around 

2.1% in the North and South End (CMHC, 2012a, p. 3).

The South End, specifically, is home to Dalhousie and Saint Mary’s (SMU) universities 

(Nova Scotia’s two largest PSE institutions), the University of King’s College, the 

Nova Scotia College of Art and Design University (NSCAD), and the Atlantic School 
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of Theology (AST). It contains about 8,000 private apartment units, and a large but 

under-tracked secondary rental market (Halifax Outlook CMA, 2012: 4). It is also the 

wealthiest community in the Halifax core (Cain, 2013) and, by extension, the property 

costs associated with being a landlord in the area have increased, cutting into the 

profitability of renting 1-3 bedroom flats and pushing up the cost of rent. Its elevated 

rents and desirability to others have prevented the South End’s emergence as a 

large-scale student quarter, a development common in the vicinity of universities in 

Ontario towns of a similar size like Kingston, London and Waterloo. 

However, this does not mean that there are not pockets of concentrated student 

housing in the South End. In fact, there are areas of high and mid-density apartment 

housing that explicitly target students. Many students live in converted homes that 

are unregulated and sometimes even illegal. These rental properties are often 

cheaper for students, but fail to provide safe, quality accommodations, and can 

foster bitter community relations. According to interviewees, these problems were 

particularly pronounced in 2006-2007, when Ontario eliminated Grade 13 leading to 

a “double cohort” of students entering PSE across Canada. Interviewees suggested 

that landlords sought to profit as much as possible from this influx of renters, causing 

a proliferation of houses illegally split into multi-room income properties, often 

without common areas or appropriate garbage facilities. Some of these “studentified” 

areas may have since been reclaimed as less dense “over-unders” (vertical duplex or 

triplex arrangements—often called flats—that have a communal space, kitchen and 

bathroom) or single-family units, at times because the cost of by-law infractions made 

these properties unprofitable. Still, new student-concentrated areas remain and 

others are emerging, actually spurring the city to consider legislation that would level 

substantial fines against illegal rental units (CBC, 2013).

Given the increased efforts to regulate illegal units and the proliferation of higher-

end condominium construction, students will likely face a growing affordability 

crunch in the South End. At the same time, the North End has also already become 

less affordable: rent increased almost 2.7% per year between 2009 and 2012 so that 

a single bedroom unit went from $8 under the HRM average in 2010 to $32 above in 

2012 (Halifax CMA, 2012, p. 11). 

Our student discussion groups and interviews with university staff indicated that 

many students are increasingly finding accommodations off the Peninsula in an 

effort to escape the higher rental costs of living close to their schools. New areas 
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for student housing include Dartmouth, the West End and 

Spryfield, as well as a growing area around Clayton Park, 

serving Mount Saint Vincent University (MSVU) students in 

particular. As discussed earlier, this latter trend is worrying 

when one considers the impacts of distance on student 

success.

3.2.2 TRURO

Truro, home of the Dalhousie Faculty of Agriculture (DFoA – formerly the Nova Scotia 

Agricultural College), is the province’s second largest rental market (CMHC, 2013, 

p.1). It now contains 2,709 tracked units in the primary market, with a substantial 

number of these in the area around the DFoA (CMHC, 2013, p.1). An increase in 

supply actually caused a substantial increase in Truro’s vacancy rate between 2012 

and 2013, climbing to 8.5% in spring 2013 from 3.5% in 2012 (CMHC 2013, 1). The 

influx of new apartments in the primary market is exerting downward pressure on 

rent so that average prices have been stable in the core and broader Truro area, 

actually diminishing slightly, on average, since 2010 (CMHC, 2013, pp. 1-3).

Despite the stable rental rates, Truro faces similar challenges as Halifax, though on a 

smaller scale. The influx of international and OOP students has enhanced pressures 

on the rental market in the DFoA’s vicinity. For this reason, among others, AHANS 

and college officials note that a substantial portion of the rental market is moving 

outside the reach of lower-income families (AHANS, 2007, p. 7).

3.2.3 CAPE BRETON REGIONAL MUNICIPALITY

Cape Breton Regional Municipality (CBRM) is perhaps one of the most difficult rental 

markets to track statistically, and for international and OOP students to navigate. 

Cape Breton University (CBU) draws heavily from the local area for its enrolment. 

At the same time, CBU has one of the highest and fastest growing international 

student populations of any Canadian PSE institution. International enrolment tripled 

after 2008-2009, reaching 25% of the total student population in 2012-13 (MPHEC, 

2013b).11

CBU’s location also presents a unique challenge. Situated between Glace Bay and 

11 We discuss international students’ specific concerns in more detail in section 5.3.

CONCERN: The cost 

of housing on the 

Halifax Peninsula is 

causing students to 

move further from 

their post-secondary 

institutions. 



19

Sydney, CBU would technically constitute an urban campus. However, the campus 

is at least a ten-minute drive from the nearest rental market accommodations and 

most services. Life in on-campus housing is hindered by this isolation and limited 

public transit, leading many local and international students to live off campus 

for convenience and to save money, and thereby effectively bypassing university 

residence as a stepping stone.12  

The CMHC found that on average rent in CBRM is lower than in HRM. However, 

students and other interviewees suggested that rent for suitable, well-maintained 

units is not dissimilar from Halifax in much of the Sydney core, as well as in smaller 

rental zones in Glace Bay, Sydney River and North Sydney. 

As such, interviewees pointed to systematic problems finding affordable, adequate, 

and suitable housing. Despite a rapid population decline, quality housing is relatively 

scarce 13 and close to half of renter households (42.3%) in Cape Breton were living 

in core housing need in 2006, which is the highest rate in the province (CBC, 2012; 

DCS, 2013). Modest increases in employment in 2012 largely supported existing 

housing demand as did an increased demand from international students. This trend, 

coupled with reduced apartment construction (in 2010 and 2011) and a surprising 

loss of housing stock to dilapidation and neglect, 14 caused the vacancy rate in Cape 

Breton to decline from 4.5 per cent in 2012 to 3.1 per cent in 2013 (CMHC 2013, p. 

1). Given these trends, the region is on the brink of passing below the threshold of a 

healthy vacancy rate, which could dramatically impact on all renters.

Finally, we heard from students that the lack of well-maintained, affordable housing 

in multi-unit primary and secondary market structures in CBRM has resulted in the 

increased construction of basement units and rooms (which are often illegal) in a 

single family residence. For some, these units are a more appealing alternative to 

secondary and primary market options.

 

 

12 Interview with Cape Breton University Student Union Administrative Support and Off-Campus Housing 
Representatives, August 2013.

13 The CBRM population declined by over 4500 between 2006 and 2011 (CBC, 2012).

14 Interview with DCS official.
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3.2.4 ANTIGONISH

Antigonish, the home of Saint Francis Xavier University (StFX), has perhaps the most 

student-driven small town rental and housing market in Nova Scotia. StFX draws a 

major portion of its student population from out of province and has a comparatively 

small contingent of international students. 15 As indicated in the table from section 

4.1, StFX has the highest capacity for on-campus housing of any Nova Scotia PSE 

institution, with room for approximately 50% of the enrolled population.

We were unable to retrieve any data on Antigonish’s local off-campus housing 

market, either from the municipality, CMHC, DCS, or local affordable housing 

advocates. The absence of data raises serious concerns about the ability of the 

university and other players to make appropriate plans for housing in Antigonish. 

Local interviews and recent news reports suggest that housing development in the 

town is relatively stagnant, with little new unit construction in the last several years 

(Devet, August, 2013; Interviews with officials). 

Interviews with students, local officials and an affordable housing expert highlighted 

several ongoing problems. First, there are significant difficulties with absentee 

landlords who live away from the area, leave no means of alternate contact for 

general repairs and often ignore the community dynamics that their properties help 

to create. Second, students routinely rout local low-income earners out of housing, 

aggravating affordable housing shortages. 

3.2.5 WOLFVILLE-KENTVILLE

The rental market in Wolfville, home to Acadia University, has unique challenges 

and local CMHC data is, again, significantly deficient. Although Acadia does draw 

a greater share of its student population from within commuter distance than does 

StFX, its local student population remains low so few students can live with parents.

Wolfville proper has a mixture of student concentrated districts as well as mixed-

occupation and mixed-income housing. The neighbourhoods to the immediate 

East and West of campus, as well as the Highland Road area, are mostly populated 

by students and experience substantial seasonal fluctuations in vacancy rates. In 

15 International students represent 5.4% of total enrolment at StFX for 2012-2013 (MPHEC, 2013b). In 2012 49.6% of 
first-year undergraduate students came from out of province (StFX, 2013).
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the absence of many large-scale projects that could absorb the renting student 

population, Wolfville has a well established practice of zoning for and approving 

“secondary suites” or “accessory dwellings” to create new rental stock in that town 

(Black, 2002, pp. 53-54). These units are, however, often more difficult to statistically 

monitor and track, making Wolfville’s student housing situation especially difficult to 

understand through a policy and planning lens. 

For those students able to commute, living outside of Wolfville may be a cheaper 

alternative. Vacancy rates are relatively high in outlying areas such as Kentville, 

although they have been declining recently (falling to 6.2% in April 2013 – CMHC, 

2013, p. 1). Of course, transportation costs mitigate any savings.
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4. What’s the plan man?

Provincial and municipal governments undertake various planning processes that are 

relevant to student housing, at times in collaboration with universities. Universities 

also provide some services to support students seeking to live off-campus. 

4.1 The Provincial Housing Strategy

In response to growing pressures and complaints concerning the current status of 

public and affordable housing in Nova Scotia, the Province launched its Housing 

Strategy in May 2013, appending a series of reforms to the RTA. The Strategy 

addresses many of the concerns previously raised by affordable housing advocates, 

thereby acknowledging the established fact that Nova Scotia has an affordable 

housing shortage. Despite the positive elements of the Strategy, some affordable 

housing advocates argue that it is over-reliant on private development and deficient 

in much needed public funding (Devet, January, May 2013).

Pursuant to the Strategy, the Nova Scotia Housing Development Corporation 

has been transformed into a new agency called Housing Nova Scotia (HNS). 

HNS is to remain within the DCS organizational structure, but will renew efforts 

at increasing transparency and cooperation within the government’s role in 

housing developments, and work in concert with “private-sector developers, local 

governments and community organizations to develop projects for building new 

mixed-tenure communities, and revitalizing existing ones” (Province of Nova Scotia, 

2013, p. 22). HNS also plans to create an Advisory Board of housing stakeholders to 

help guide its efforts (Province of Nova Scotia, 2013, p. 22; Devet, January, 2013). 

The Strategy lacks a meaningful treatment of students, despite acknowledging 

students’ concerns about affordable housing. This omission may be largely a result 

of the jurisdictional separation of the implementation of laws and regulations of 

the RTA and the strict definition of affordable housing.16 Responding to a Freedom 

of Information request on September 23, 2013, the DCS stated that: “student 

populations have not been a factor in our new construction as this is driven by 

housing authority waiting lists, land availability, local economic conditions, etc. 

16 Interviews and correspondence July 13, 2013 and August 21, 2013
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Community Services does not have information that explicitly addresses the effect 

that the student population has on the need for affordable housing in Nova Scotia.” 

The provincial strategy also contains no discussion of universities’ role in shaping 

housing and community structures in their vicinity or their possible partnership in 

building the mixed communities to which that the Strategy aspires. 17 Yet, students 

remain a critical factor even with respect to affordable housing strictly defined 

because they systematically compete with low-income renters for a limited number 

of affordable units. 

The Strategy does commit to consider developing a “graduate home ownership 

program” to help graduates “get a jump start in building equity, growing families and, 

most importantly, creating tangible incentives to stay in Nova Scotia communities” 

(Province of Nova Scotia, 2013, p. 17). Few details are given as to how such a 

program might work.

Research has shown that young adults currently are studying longer and starting 

their careers and families later than previous generations (Blossfeld and Huinink 

1991; Goldin 2004). This generation also faces expanding income inequality. These 

trends have impacted national rates of home ownership, the types of homes 

being purchased (in that  condominiums or detached single-family dwellings are 

increasingly popular) and the distribution of home ownership by income within the 

cohort, with higher income earners more likely to purchase homes and lower income 

earners more likely to rent (LaFrance and LaRochelle-Côté, 2012, p. 7). The full extent 

of these trends is difficult to gauge in Nova Scotia because only limited local data, 

not categorized by cohort or education level, is available. The IMF (in Perlberg, Nov 

27, 2013) suggests Canada has the “most overvalued” housing market in the world, 

but Nova Scotia makes up a minimal portion of that market, 

notably in comparison with very high housing costs in 

major centres like Vancouver and Toronto.  Nova Scotia 

does have higher home ownership rates than the national 

average, but there is no way to tell whether this results from 

our older population, lower housing costs or other factors 

(StatsCan, 2011).

17 Personal correspondence August 21, 2013

CONCERN: Recent 

graduates likely face 

greater challenges 

purchasing their first 

home in Nova Scotia 

than in the past.
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A well designed “graduate home ownership 

program” could help young people purchase their 

first home. However, to our knowledge there is no 

empirical evidence that associates home ownership 

with youth retention, though the idea seems 

promising. It is also not clear how such a program would 

address affordable housing shortages in the rental 

market and their impacts on students’ debt accumulation 

beyond a marginal reduction in the demand for 

rental housing by shifting some graduates into home 

ownership. 

4.2 Town and Gown efforts

In general, neither Nova Scotia’s municipalities nor its PSE institutions sufficiently 

recognize the importance of student housing in their planning . In particular, 

universities generally do not participate in community plans as critical stakeholders 

should, and their efforts are entirely disconnected from other private or public 

housing developments. They seem to be overwhelmingly focused on the traditional 

on-campus residence model, spending millions to develop on-campus student 

housing spaces using detailed financial preparations to ensure that these units are 

sustainable. At the same time, universities generally assume that local communities 

and their rental markets will adapt to fluctuating enrolments and other campus 

developments. 

Acadia and Wolfville are an exception on this 

front. The university, town and student union 

are engaged in ongoing conversations with 

major stakeholders about ways to protect 

students from poor living conditions and 

exploitative landlord practices, while also 

reducing the disruptions that students may cause to the public peace (Black, 2002, 

p. 53). A joint initiative of the university, town and student union is looking to track 

every rental unit in the area around Acadia in order to gather basic information about 

landlord, rental, and maintenance histories. This collaborative approach to the local 

housing market will allow the partners to make informed decisions about everything 

PRINCIPLE: Promoting 

home ownership may be an 

effective strategy to support 

youth retention. 

CONCERN: Evidence 

supporting home 

ownership as an 

incentive for graduates 

to stay in Nova Scotia is 

currently lacking.

CONCERN: Nova Scotia universities 

and their communities generally do 

not have collaborative mechanisms 

for planning and monitoring the 

quality and affordability of housing 

for students. 
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from town-zoning and the suitability of new private builds, to new on-campus 

residence construction and priorities for student union advocacy and services. 

Wolfville could offer a local model for other small towns or even larger municipalities 

and universities.

Though not to the same extent as Wolfville, Antigonish is also making efforts to 

connect with the local student population. A section of its website and other printed 

materials are devoted to StFX students and their role in the town, offering students 

access to the landlord tenancy act and discussing rules, as well as basic tenant 

responsibilities and rights in Antigonish (Town of Antigonish, 2013) Additionally, the 

StFX Students’ Union (StFXSU) has three off-campus councilors who sit on student 

council and often do report back to StFXSU on difficulties in the broader community. 

One of these councilors sits on a Community Relations Board, which discusses 

matters such as poor housing conditions and absentee landlords with the town 

council. 

Despite these efforts, interviews with local student leaders revealed that their efforts 

to push for change at the local level are often complicated by a pace of decision-

making at town council and the committee that often takes longer than student 

leaders’ yearlong terms of office. Furthermore, university and town officials confess 

that they rarely, if ever, coordinate on any development plans, and often expressed 

disenchantment with the condition of their relationship. 18 These challenges are 

not uncommon to student participation in university governance too, however, and 

Antigonish’s coordination with its local students’ union remains promising. 

Doumani (2011, p. 12) suggests that elsewhere 

cooperation and coordination of universities and 

municipalities “has had very positive results” 

not only for the housing of students, but for the 

development of neighbourhoods generally. Other 

jurisdictions offer important lessons for how to address student housing through 

collaboration. 

•	 The University of Leeds has tried to address concentrated studentification in its 

city by employing a full-time community liaison officer, charged with bringing to-

18 Multiple interviews, August 2013.

PRINCIPLE: Students unions 

have an important role to play in 

developing healthy communities 

and rental markets. 
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gether the university and communities, and developing a neighbourhood help-line 

service to deal with matters such as student noise and traffic (Doumani, 2011, p. 12). 

•	 Kingston Ontario and Queen’s University have built a collaborative approach to 

housing that views students as vital actors who must be considered and included 

in the planning process. Their work recognizes the importance of tracking student 

usage and preferences and is looking for strategies to “appropriately integrate 

student housing,” into its larger housing plan (SHS Consulting, 2011b, p. 2). 

•	 Simon Fraser University (SFU) in Burnaby, British Columbia, has worked closely 

with the surrounding community and actually transferred hundreds of acres of uni-

versity property to a community trust. The trust has created a land bank that grants 

private developers 99-year pre-paid leases to build student housing, allowing the 

town and university to collaborate and greatly control where student housing may 

go (Univercity, 2013). The Simon Fraser University Official Community Plan frames 

development in the surrounding areas and encourages the inclusion of students 

and affordable housing in new developments (Doumani, 2011, p. 11).

•	 Oshawa Ontario’s Student Accommodation Strategy aims to project future student 

housing demand and plan to meet it, notably by calling for increased higher-densi-

ty housing in neighbourhoods immediately around the university (City of Oshawa, 

2010). 

Licensing regimes have had a significant impact on improving the safety and 

suitability of student housing, clamping down on units that have been illegally 

constructed or are not to code. 19 Oshawa also implemented a landlord licensing 

by-law that was controversial in its explicit targeting of landlords renting to students. 

In Waterloo, Ontario, the municipality has paid close to attention to the changing 

dynamics of the student population, permitting the construction of high density 

housing in areas where accommodations would alleviate student demand, lifting 

pressure off of the non-student rental market (Doumani, 2011, pp. 12-13).

19 Halifax is considering a licensing approach as well.
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4.3 University Off-Campus Housing Resources

There is a patchwork of off-campus housing resources offered by Nova Scotia’s post-

secondary institutions. Most institutions provide online off-campus housing resources 

and some, including Acadia, Dalhousie, CBU and StFX, have offices and/or staff 

dedicated to providing and maintaining these resources. MSVU has a housing officer 

but no available online resources for students looking for off-campus housing. King’s 

and NSCAD have online resources, but no assigned staff. SMU alone offers no off-

campus housing resources.

The off-campus housing offices and coordinators are predominantly focused on 

providing basic services, either in person or online, to connect students to the 

surrounding private rental market. Only CBU offers an actual university-based listing 

of available rental properties posted by off-campus housing coordinators, which 

presents its own unique set of challenges in keeping the list up to date and in 

attracting landlords to posting on the site (CBU, 2013a). StFX’s off-campus housing 

service is almost entirely coordinated by the students’ union and offers a listing site 

verifying those properties that “meet a certain quality of living fit for our students” 

(StFXSU, 2013).

Places4students.com is fast becoming the dominant service provider for the 

Dalhousie University, Dalhousie Faculty of Agriculture, Saint Mary’s University, Acadia 

University and the NSCC campuses (Places4students.com, 2013a). The site is free for 

students and tailored for searching by campus. It assumes all of the administrative 

costs and requirements associated with running the Off-Campus Housing Service, 

returning a percentage of the listing revenues to partner schools. This makes it an 

attractive option for universities that wish to avoid hiring an employee or student 

to track and list available rental options. In instances where places4students is 

used, it is the exclusive off-campus housing service endorsed by an institution, and 

institutions often receive analytics that show how much their particular listing service 

is being used (Places4students.com, 2013b). These schools may nevertheless also 

point students in the direction of private listing services or classified ads. 

Online housing resources often provide more than listings, and may describe the 

neighbourhoods or regions of urban areas such as HRM, Truro, or the CBRM. They 

also offer information about approximate rents, proximity to campus and commute 
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distances. The online resources accumulated by Dalhousie, King’s and CBU are 

particularly comprehensive and in interviews, students in Halifax repeatedly stated 

that they would use Dalhousie off-campus housing resources first and foremost. All 

universities in Nova Scotia, except for MSVU and SMU, also use their online off-

campus resources to provide students with residential tenancy education materials 

and to direct them to other resources (such as the DLA’s Tenants’ Rights Handbook).

These resources are important, but there is a great deal that is ineffective about 

university off-campus housing services. For example, CBU’s off-campus housing site 

outlines tenant rights and responsibilities, but is ambiguous about how much money 

a landlord can expect as a damage deposit, suggesting that students consider the 

amount of a damage deposit before moving in and whether “is it one full month’s 

rent payment or less than that?” (CBU, 2013b). The site also provides confusing 

information about the circumstances in which landlords are allowed to keep some 

or all of this money. 20 In the HRM there is a vast disparity, ranging from universities 

with strong off-campus housing resources to those with none, although the basic 

information needed by all the institutions’ students is the same.

Cultural barriers and customs complicate 

landlord-tenant relations involving international 

students, leaving them more vulnerable to 

abuse. International students may conduct more 

transactions in cash because they may lack 

banking accounts or come from nations where cash transactions are more customary, 

leaving them without any records to substantiate a complaint against the landlord 

(Kitagawa, 2013; Roberts, 2013; CBC, 11 April, 2012). International students generally 

appear to be more likely to find themselves involved in cheaper but unorthodox and 

problematic lease arrangements. 21 According to interviewees, it is not uncommon 

in these situations that all lease and payment transactions are conducted under 

the table, leaving students vulnerable to arbitrary eviction, toxic and inappropriate 

landlord-tenant relationships, charges for basic maintenance, and even substantial 

20 It suggests students should find out if portions of the security deposit will be held back for expenses such as 
“cleaning fees” because money can be deducted from deposits so long as landlords “make this fee known to 
you before they rent the apartment to you.” As discussed earlier, this is false.

21 These arrangements may include a unit shared with several people as separate individuals (essentially a 
rooming house), or a room in a house not approved for rental.

CONCERN: Halifax universities 

are duplicating efforts to 

provide guidance on off-campus 

housing to students, leading to 

poor quality at greater expense.
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fluctuations in rental cost. Furthermore, as 

one international centre employee noted, 

international “students simply don’t know the 

good and bad places in town.” 22 

Institutions have a particular responsibility 

for those students whom they bring to our 

communities from away, and who lack local 

connections and 

knowledge to help them navigate the rental market. We 

have discussed in detail the inadequate services for 

international students in StudentsNS’ previous position 

paper (2013) entitled International Students and the 

Future of Nova Scotia’s Universities. Yet international 

students are not alone in facing these challenges and 

making common tenancy mistakes, and there is a critical 

need to better equip all students so that they may effectively protect themselves as 

tenants. 

22 Interview on August 7, 2013

CONCERN: Systematic under-

informing of students regarding their 

tenancy rights and responsibilities 

significantly reduces their capacity 

for effective self-advocacy. 

CONCERN: International students are 

especially vulnerable to abuses of 

their tenancy rights. 

CONCERN: Universities 

are not providing 

adequate supports to 

international students, 

especially considering 

their greater vulnerability 

to tenant abuse.
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5. Residential Tenancy Protections and Students

Reforms to the Residential Tenancies Act (RTA) in November 2012 aimed to provide 

greater protection for tenants, students among them. These changes include a 

requirement that landlords provide tenants with a copy of the RTA, restrictions on 

sublet fees, permission to end a lease for health reasons, and greater flexibility 

around rental arrears (Access Nova Scotia, 2012). The Province has publicized the 

RTA reforms through a substantial advertising campaign and by integrating these 

new laws into their Residential Tenancy Guidebook. 

These efforts may have helped build some awareness among renters, but a high 

degree of uncertainty and vulnerability for tenants remains. Significant elements 

of Nova Scotia’s rental laws, regulations, and appeal processes are confusing and 

create conditions for systemic abuse of tenants. 

5.1 Rent Control 

There have been no rent controls, such as allowable rent increases, in Nova Scotia 

since they were eliminated by the Provincial government in 1993, with the exception 

of land-lease agreements (Arenberg, 2012). Under these conditions, a landlord can 

raise rents at whatever rate they see fit, leaving renters the choice to either pay the 

increase or find a new place to live. Nightmare scenarios of exorbitant rent increases 

(see for example Arenberg, 2012; CBC, May 2, 2012) create the impression that rents 

are rising at an unbearable pace in Nova Scotia, leading to significant displacement 

of lower-income tenants. These examples are highly concerning. It is, however, 

difficult to tell how accurately they reflect the overall picture in Nova Scotia as the 

data is simply unavailable.

Rent control conversations have rarely been politically 

popular in Nova Scotia. Organized and independent 

landlords, developers, business commentators and all 

of the provincial political parties are quick to assert that 

such controls would risk stifling the building of rental 

units. As one commentator argued, rent control might 

push “developers to build condos and commercial 

properties rather than rental housing” as witnessed in other 

CONCERN: 

Deregulated rent 

makes possible 

exorbitant rental fee 

increases that reduce 

access to affordable 

housing.
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jurisdictions “where rent control is in effect” (Taylor 2012; Arenberg 2013; Hutt, 2012). 

Determining the impact that rent control would have on new rental development 

in Nova Scotia is beyond the scope of this paper. Admittedly, until the more 

fundamental issue of affordable supply is effectively dealt with, there is the risk that 

controls could actually aggravate existing studentification by allowing for further 

student crowding and increased competition with other lower income renters in 

which students often have the edge. Therefore, 

StudentsNS places its focus on the need for a larger, 

more suitable, more affordable supply of housing 

stock that would benefit all of Nova Scotia, rather than 

on instituting rent control measures that (without the 

creation of new housing) might possibly aggravate 

competitive market frameworks where students 

could consistently benefit at the expense of the less 

fortunate. 

Rent control cannot alone address the underlying need to create new affordable, 

student-suitable housing to alleviate pressure on the rental market, drive costs down, 

and prevent students who can pool financial resources from displacing other lower-

income renters. As Halifax Councilor Waye Mason (2012) has argued, “rent control 

is just one tool out of many that could be used to create affordable housing and 

foster housing security”. As AHANS and the Nova Scotia Housing and Homelessness 

Network emphasize, there must be a focus on, “upgrading and protecting existing 

stock of housing against conversion demolition and undue inflationary pressure,” 

while adding additional units (AHANS 2013, 4). 

Certainly, there must be a conversation about protecting students and other renters 

from arbitrary, large increases in rent. In general, the current Provincial Housing 

Strategy lends itself to the creation of new housing and affordable housing stock, 

while the political appetite for rent control is essentially non-existent.

CONCERN: Rent control 

measures in the context 

of affordable housing 

shortages may aggravate 

studentification and 

student crowding, making 

it more difficult for low-

income families to find 

affordable housing.
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5.2 End of Lease

The RTA sets rules around the start and end dates of leases. In Nova Scotia there are 

two types of leases: fixed term and periodic. 

Fixed term leases have a defined start date and end date at which time the lease 

automatically expires without notice being required. If a tenant wishes to remain in 

RENT CONTROL AND AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN MONTREAL

Restricting annual allowable rent increases (AARI), also known as rent control, 

is very often proposed as the solution for ensuring housing is affordable. 

Montreal’s low rent environment in particular is often cited as proof for this. 

However, Montreal has not actually implemented particularly harsh controls, but 

instead a “soft” rent stabilization policy. In fact, in Quebec “there is no ceiling 

on rent increases or fixed rates of increase — each case is treated specifically” 

(CMHC, 2013). Rent increases are allowed when a new tenant enters into a 

lease, though the landlord must inform the tenant of the lowest rent paid in 

the preceding 12 months. Rent increases for current or “tenured” tenants are 

limited. The parties may contest a rent adjustment as excessive or inadequate 

by applying to the Régie du logement (rental board). A tenant can even request 

for their rent to be frozen. However, the Régie du logement “recommends 

an average percentage by which a landlord can raise a tenant’s rent yearly, 

based on what kind of heating system is used” (Redko, 2008). Renovations or 

improvements may also justify increases. In general appeals are uncommon, 

largely because tenants do not know their rights. In general this system is in fact 

even less formalized than Ontario’s “Rent Increase Guidelines,” which set out a 

universal allowable increase. 

Other factors may be more significant in keeping Montreal rent affordable. The 

city has a much larger rental housing stock and a higher real vacancy rate than 

Halifax and other cities, largely because renting is more of a cultural norm (FCM, 

2012). Not unlike Nova Scotia, Montreal’s sluggish job market conditions have 

prevented young people from driving property upgrades or seeking properties 

without roommates. The city’s cost of living is also very low in general.
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the unit after the expiration date of a fixed lease, and the landlord does not object, a 

month-to-month lease then applies (CMHC, 2013a).

Periodic leases may be week-to-week, month-to-month, or year-to-year. The amount 

of notice required to terminate a lease depends on the period; a week-to-week lease 

requires one week’s notice, a month-to-month requires one month, and a year-to-

year requires notice three months from the anniversary date (CMHC, 2013a). If no 

notice is provided for a year-to-year lease, the lease will automatically renew for 

another year. If a tenant wishes to change from a year-to-year to a month-to-month 

lease, they must provide three months notice from the anniversary date and the 

landlord has to agree to the change (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 

2013a). Notice of termination must be submitted in writing and there are copies of a 

suggested form on the Access Nova Scotia website. 

Revisions to the Residential Tenancies Regulations (2011) allow for early terminations 

of a lease under certain circumstances:

•	 a tenant has a health condition which has significantly impacted their income and 

ability to pay rent;

•	 a tenant has been accepted into a long-term care facility;

•	 a tenant has had a significant deterioration in health so that they can no longer 

maintain residency and/or the residence is no longer adequately accessible;

•	 a tenant is deceased; or,

•	 a tenant is a victim of domestic abuse and must leave the residence.

In all these cases, the tenant or a personal representative must complete and submit 

a standard form with accompanying supporting evidence (physician’s note etc.) and 

provide the landlord with the applicable notice (generally one month) (Province of 

Nova Scotia 2011). 

In this system, the responsibility lies with the tenant to be aware of the lease’s 

anniversary date and to make arrangements accordingly. However students 

expressed significant confusion during our interviews about how lease end dates 

actually work.
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5.3 Security Deposits

Perhaps no other mechanism is as confusing, misunderstood, and abused in Nova 

Scotia’s RTA as security deposits as confirmed in our stakeholder interviews. The use 

of security or “damage” deposits is commonplace in Nova Scotia. Legally, landlords 

may ask tenants for such a deposit at the beginning of a lease to compensate for any 

future damage a tenant may cause (beyond normal wear and tear) any unpaid rent 

or bills, and/or any costs to the landlord if the tenant vacates without proper notice 

(Access Nova Scotia, 2013a).

However, laws state that security deposits must:

•	 not exceed half a month’s rent; 

•	 not be increased by a landlord if the rent increases during the rental period;

•	 be returned upon the termination of a rental agreement with annually determined 

interest rates (which currently sits at 0%) accounting for the interest rate for each 

year that the deposit was held, minus any deductions; 

•	 be kept by a landlord in a trust account; (Access Nova Scotia, 2013b) and,  

•	 cannot be withheld unless your landlord applies to Residential Tenancies for per-

mission (Access Nova Scotia, 2013c).

Dalhousie Legal Aid (DLA) handles hundreds of renter complaints in Halifax each 

year and estimates that there are hundreds of additional cases each year where 

students fail to adequately document their unit’s condition upon moving in and 

have deposits withheld, often illegally. DLA has also documented instances where 

students are told that their security deposit doubles as an application fee, meaning 

that students cede the money altogether; a practice that is entirely illegal (Access 

Nova Scotia, 2013d). As well, there is evidence that landlords do not go through the 

Residential Tenancy process to legally withhold deposits in most instances. 

International students seem to be 

disproportionately affected by this issue 

and interviews with university staff and DLA 

revealed that landlords often capitalize on 

international students’ unfamiliarity with local laws by asking for several months of 

CONCERN: Landlords too often 

retain Security Deposits without 

cause at the termination of a lease.
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rent in advance as a security or advanced deposit.23 While guilty landlords may seek 

to justify this practice as an assurance against international students leaving the 

country and breaking their lease, it is illegal. 

DLA, other tenant rights groups, and 

some student unions have created 

websites or orientation guides meant 

to equip students with the tools for 

protection and self-advocacy against landlord abuses. Yet, while some of the onus 

rests with individual renters to be informed, the commonplace nature of scams 

exploiting the security deposit system reveals the inadequacy of the mechanisms to 

protect security deposits.24 The overall system is simply too dysfunctional and easily 

exploited in disregard of the law (Dalhousie Legal Aid, 2013). 

5.4 Mediation, Hearings and the Tenancy Review Board

The Mediation, Hearings, Appeals, and Collection (MHAC) process is intended 

to permit redress for abuses under the RTA, including appealing for the return of 

withheld security deposits. However, the process is so complicated that it effectively 

serves as a disincentive to meaningful self-advocacy. 

To illustrate, the following is the standard process for filing a successful complaint 

and collecting money owed for damages:

1. File an application for Investigation and Mediation to Access Nova Scotia. 

2. Serve the landlord with a “notice of claim,” in person or by costly registered mail.

3. Return to Access Nova Scotia to submit an affidavit of service confirming the no-

tice was served to the landlord.  

4. An assigned Residential Tenancy Officer will investigate the application.

5. The officer will then encourage and assist parties in discussing the problem(s).

6. If mediation is not successful, the officer will hear the matter and make an Order 

of the Director that moves it to a hearing (Access Nova Scotia, 2013e).

23 Interviews August 7, 2013 and August 22, 2013.

24 Interview August 22, 2013.

CONCERN: Landlords too often collect 

rent payments or security deposits as 

advances from poorly informed tenants.



36

7. Wait for a hearing. In HRM wait times are generally 4-6 weeks from the day a 

claim is filed.

8. The applicant and respondent attend a scheduled hearing. All evidence is pre-

sented.

9. The officer who hears the application will prepare an Order of the Director (deci-

sion) based on the evidence presented at the hearing. The officer usually com-

pletes the Order of the Director within seven days of the hearing, but they are 

allowed up to 14 days.

10. An Appeal may be filed within 10 days of the decision. If no appeal is heard then 

it will be sent to small claims court, which will issue an execution order. 

11. The execution order must be taken to the provincial land registry, where you pay 

$34.75 dollars to register the order on the Personal Property Registry.

12. Once the execution order is registered that document must be taken to the Sher-

iff’s office where, for $96.80, they’ll recover your damages plus the $34.75 paid 

to the Personal Property Registry and this same $96.80, if you provide the name 

of the landlord’s employer or bank branch.25 

There is little recourse for tenants who request basic repairs that are not completed 

for extended periods; unless the issues violate municipal by-laws or are egregiously 

dangerous, tenants may have to make repairs themselves and then try to recover 

the costs through the lengthy process outlined above. We heard many stories from 

students and the DLA where students with firm legal grounds for appealing the 

withholding of deposits dollars for repairs that 

were not their responsibility give up on their 

appeals because of the cost of appealing 

in time and money.26 The process length is 

especially difficult for international students 

who may need to leave the country before it 

is finished. 

This appeals process is generally only used in the most costly and abusive cases 

25 Interview August 22, 2013.

26 2012-2013 Student Assemblies and interviews August 7, 2013 and August 22, 2013.

CONCERN: The Mediation, Hearings, 

Appeals and Collections Process 

under the Residential Tenancy Act 

is too onerous, so that generally 

tenants will only pursue the most 

abusive and costly cases.
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because it is so onerous. The weakness of the Residential Tenancy Board has 

inspired the common refrain among tenant advocates and renters that Nova Scotia’s 

RTA is in fact the “Landlord Act” (DLA, 2013). It is difficult to not conclude that Nova 

Scotia’s emphasis on tenant self-advocacy veils a firm disinterest in protecting 

renters’ rights.
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6.  Building a fairer off-campus housing 
environment

Students play a very significant (if understudied and underappreciated) role in Nova 

Scotia’s rental housing markets. At the same time, they face significant challenges 

accessing housing that they can afford and are vulnerable to abuses because of 

weaknesses in the RTA. 

Housing is a very significant expense for students struggling to afford to study and 

the quality of housing impacts on their ability to learn. The Province, municipalities 

and universities cannot continue to ignore the ways students are housed off-campus. 

We recommend that the three parties implement a series of initiatives and policy 

changes to support fairness and address the challenges facing students.

6.1 Plan for Students, With Students

The first step in creating a fairer rental-housing environment that takes the particular 

circumstances of students into account, is to construct a plan.

Recommendation: The Province, universities, municipalities and other 

stakeholders should work with Students Nova Scotia to create a Student 

Housing Strategy that compliments the Provincial Housing Strategy and 

sets a goal to significantly increase the share of students living in units 

offered through partnerships involving these stakeholders.

Urban planning and policy experts increasingly agree that universities have an 

important role to play in sustainable, healthy community development (Doumani, 

2011, p. 2). Universities are uniquely positioned to expand the supply of affordable 

housing in their communities, thereby enhancing their community impact.

This strategy must take into account housing affordability for students and non-

students alike. It must be adaptable to the varied realities of Nova Scotia’s different 

PSE communities by avoiding a one-size-fits-all approach. Furthermore, it must 

reflect the evolving enrolment picture at Nova Scotia’s universities, including long-

term stagnation in total enrolment, a decline in the numbers of local students, and 

on-going significant increases in the international student population.
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A critical component of the Strategy would be the encouragement of institutions and 

their partners to expand the stock of housing that students can afford. For discussion 

purposes, we would propose an ambitious target range of 30-33% of the university 

student population in housing provided in some way by their institutions. This would 

equate to an approximate one third to 50% (2,700 to 4,000 students) increase over 

current residence capacity across the province and would directly address the most 

important factor contributing to rent increases across Nova Scotia: the low supply 

of affordable, suitable and adequate housing. Specific expansion goals would vary 

significantly across institution, but the HRM would be by far the most critical target 

community, followed by the CBRM and Wolfville. In the HRM, the goal would be to 

expand housing on the Peninsula where most of the post-secondary institutions 

are located and tenants face the province’s most significant affordable housing 

challenge.27  

To reach this goal, institutions must explore financial and administrative partnerships 

with private or public entities and other PSE institutions. In addressing not only the 

housing needs of students, but the broader community as well, the Province and 

municipal governments should consider providing specific funding streams to PSE 

institutions or other partners in a way that does not restrict the potential solutions 

to a single development model. It may be preferable in many cases to locate the 

new housing off-campus within the core of communities surrounding the university, 

as in the case of CBU. The new housing could include units dispersed within a 

larger private or public housing development with the aim to to integrate students 

among families and other citizens in ways that avoid studentification. However, to 

meet the target, units must represent new housing stock, not simply acquisitions or 

renovations of presently operable affordable housing stock.

It is important to note that to meet the objective of expanding housing affordability 

across Nova Scotia, the new units must themselves be affordable and aim to 

match the funds offered for housing through the NSSAP. StudentsNS is planning 

a second report on housing for release in the fall of 2014, which will focus in more 

detail on housing provided directly by institutions. In the meantime, some additional 

considerations include:

27 This would also support the city’s agenda to increase urban density on the Peninsula.
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•	 units must be appropriate for students in later stages of their studies, as well as for 

students with spouses and/or dependents;28  

•	 units must include kitchens so that students can opt out of costly meal plans and 

prepare their own meals.

•	 students with financial need should have first access to the most affordable hous-

ing units; and

•	 universities must keep in mind the critical importance of promoting the integration 

of international students within both the student and general communities.

StudentsNS continues to have serious concerns about university financial 

accountability and transparency, notably in the area of capital projects. Recently, the 

Dalhousie Faculty Association (2013) has highlighted significant problems with that 

university’s financial reporting of operating costs and spending priorities. Universities 

have a responsibility and are uniquely placed to mobilize resources for the 

construction and administration of affordable new rental housing stock. Mechanisms 

of accountability are needed to ensure that these institutions do not redirect 

operating revenues toward any form of residence construction or their housing 

profits toward the support of other institutional costs, if institutions are the key 

parties in expanding housing supply for students. Standardized, clear, public financial 

reporting is the obvious first step. Universities might also consider partnering to 

create an external agency with a separate budget line like EduNova. This may be a 

particularly effective strategy in Halifax where there are multiple institutions within a 

centralized area.

Regardless of students’ housing, on or off-campus, university-administered or 

not, universities have a responsibility to ensure that the students they draw to our 

communities have access to adequate and affordable housing in a way that does 

not undermine local communities’ cohesion, housing affordability and planning 

initiatives. This must be an integral principle of the Student Housing Strategy and in a 

redesign of housing services on campuses. 

28 Targeting more senior students may permit institutions to reduce costs for residence assistants and other forms 
of supervision.
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Recommendation: All universities should establish Housing Offices 

responsible for student housing on and off campus, including through 

maintaining housing partnerships with municipalities and the Province, 

as well as community organizations, student groups and private 

companies where applicable.

Currently, institutions are providing housing services of widely varying quality 

with scant coordination between on and off-campus housing strategies. The new 

university housing offices would provide resources for both on and off-campus 

housing. In terms of off-campus housing, the offices would advise and inform 

students, develop and maintain university held housing properties, monitor student 

housing trends, and coordinate with other stakeholders. 

Acadia University is starting to provide this type of service through its collaboration 

with the Students’ Union and the Town of Wolfville. They are developing an off-

campus housing checklist detailing what students should consider in their search 

and selection of an off-campus unit.29 The list will include items such as proximity to 

campus and to community resources such as grocery stores; transportation options; 

availability of parking; responsibility for utilities; etc. Many students are first time 

renters and this checklist will help them identify the “right questions” to ask and 

make informed choices. 

It will be important to establish a process of external quality assurance for these 

services. The MPHEC is best positioned to undertake such a task.

Recommendation: The Maritime Provinces Higher Education 

Commission should evaluate the performance of university housing 

services.

The measures of quality assurance for university housing services would include:30 

•	 the affordability of the housing provided;

•	 the appropriateness of living accommodations for students with special circum-

29 Correspondence, December 13, 2013.

30 StudentsNS will be able to provide more information on this in its upcoming position paper more focused on 
housing provided by universities.
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stances (students with dependents, students with disabilities, students from under-

represented groups, etc.);

•	 the accessibility of suitable facilities for preparing meals;

•	 the quality and affordability of food services; and,

•	 the adequacy of collaboration with local communities where students are housed 

in providing safe, suitable and affordable housing for all community members and 

in fostering community cohesiveness.

At an administrative level, Halifax’s universities are wasting resources by providing 

separate off-campus housing services to their students while sharing the same city 

and housing market.

Recommendation: Post-secondary institutions should work together to 

create centralized off-campus housing resources for students, including 

notably a common web portal.

By pooling resources and knowledge, particularly in the HRM, Nova Scotia’s PSE 

institutions could strengthen their off-campus housing services. As discussed earlier, 

this strategy could readily lead to the establishment of an external agency supporting 

student housing. Universities have an opportunity to reduce the service duplication, 

collaborate and share best practices, thereby reducing costs and giving students 

access to a higher standard of information about housing in the province. 

StudentsNS has previously discussed international students’ particular challenges 

at length, including specific housing concerns(StudentsNS, 2013). The findings of 

this report support our conviction that campus international centres must have 

adequate resources to facilitate optimal material, international students’ social and 

cultural adaptation to life in Nova Scotia. International centres and their universities 

must ensure these students are adequately informed and empowered regarding the 

nature of the local housing market and their tenancy rights and responsibilities.

The expansion of student housing capacity is critical to strategically support the 

influx of international students to Nova Scotia. It promises to facilitate these students’ 

social integration and success, while protecting them from abusive landlord-tenant 

relationships, provided the new housing is well managed. It will be important for 
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institutions to consider how to best integrate international and domestic students 

within the expanded housing system, in order to facilitate their settlement, as well as 

their socio-cultural and linguistic learning.  

Finally, students comprise a significant consumer population within the affordable 

housing rental market. It is critically important that overall strategies for expanding 

adequate and affordable housing in communities in Nova Scotia take into account 

the potential impacts, both positive and negative, of student tenants. For this reason, 

students must be included in the HNS Advisory Board.

Recommendation: Students Nova Scotia should be granted a seat on 

the Housing Nova Scotia Advisory Board.

In our view, failing to address the challenge of student housing will adversely impact 

on the availability of affordable housing for others, and vice versa. Student and 

affordable housing advocates must work together to ensure that no one in Nova 

Scotia goes without housing they can afford. As the second largest membership 

organization in Nova Scotia, representing 38,000 people, StudentsNS can provide 

a powerful voice in concert with other advocacy groups seeking to expand access 

to affordable housing, becoming better informed itself through its participation. 

Students’ inclusion in other collaborative housing projects and working groups is 

also desirable for the same reasons.

Finally, the proposal of a graduate home ownership program contained in the 

Province’s Housing Strategy has some promise, but should only be considered in 

working partnership with students.

Recommendation: The Province of Nova Scotia must collaborate with 

Students Nova Scotia if it chooses to explore possible modalities for a 

graduate home ownership program pursuant to the Housing Strategy.

StudentsNS would be reluctant to support expenditures for such a program without 

evidence of its anticipated efficacy, as the money could potentially be spent better 

elsewhere. StudentsNS must therefore participate throughout the development of 

any graduate home ownership program. 
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6.2 Provide students the funding they need for housing

The NSSAP is the Province’s single most important mechanism for ensuring PSE in 

Nova Scotia is affordable and financially accessible. Its allocations for housing play a 

critical role in that endeavour.

Current NSSAP housing allocations barely exceed average rents across Nova Scotia, 

without taking into account utilities, thereby creating the possibility of a real barrier to 

post-secondary access and affordability for Nova Scotia students.

Recommendation: The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should 

increase its allocations for housing and utilities to meet the average 

costs for the types of units it expects students to inhabit, eventually on a 

community-by-community basis. 

That average by type of unit is the best measure for use in determining students’ 

housing costs in a way that does not force students to compete with other low-

income people for the most inexpensive accommodations. It is difficult to determine 

students’ average utility costs, but they almost certainly exceed the $16-$22/person 

difference between allocations and average rent for the units suitable for a single 

student or a student with a dependent, while the amount provided to married 

students falls just below the provincial average (See table 1 in section 2.3). Modest 

increases to cover utilities would be in order across the Province. 

We propose that changes be made to the NSSAP so that the residence allowance 

reflects the average rent in the areas where the student’s PSE institution is located, 

while recognizing that in many cases community-level cost data is not currently 

available. Calculating residence allowance on a local basis would ensure that the 

affordability of housing in a particular community or area does not impact adversely 

on a student’s PSE choices or success. Within HRM it would be necessary to 

delineate the areas that are considered for determining student housing costs. 

Notably, there should be a limit on the distance students can be expected to travel 

by public transit to reach their PSE institution.

Furthermore, the costs of residence and mandatory meal plans often exceed the 

resources provided by the NSSAP as well as the provincial average for rental costs. 
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On-campus housing should not be exclusively accessible to higher income people, 

especially when it is strongly associated with enhanced student learning. The 

Province has a role in ensuring on-campus housing is an affordable option for all 

students, especially in their first year of study. 

Recommendation: The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should 

provide students living in residence the resources to meet the cost of 

their residence space and standard mandatory meal plans.

To calculate the costs of students living in residence, the NSSAP would simply collect 

the numbers provided by students’ institutions, as is currently done with tuition. This 

change would give the Province a direct financial stake in keeping the costs of on-

campus housing and meal plans under control.

6.3 Strengthen tenant protections

The current residential tenancy system in Nova Scotia leaves students and other 

tenants exceedingly vulnerable to abuse by unscrupulous and uninformed landlords. 

The Province needs to strengthen protections for all tenants, not just students, by 

keeping landlords accountable for their most basic duties under the RTA. 

Reducing tenant vulnerability can begin with reforming the security deposit system, 

which, as previously discussed, is undeniably failing student tenants, especially in 

those cases where there was no wrongdoing or the cost of repairs is exaggerated. 

This problem is compounded by the excessively complicated and unwieldy appeals 

process that is currently in place. 

Recommendation: The Province should create a new agency to collect 

and hold damage deposits in trust or give this capacity to Service Nova 

Scotia.

This proposal would imitate the approach taken in New Brunswick, where security 

deposits must be made at Service New Brunswick Service Centres either by the 

tenant or through the landlord within 15 days of receiving the deposit (Service New 

Brunswick, 2010). Tenants must apply for reimbursement of their damage deposit 

at the end of their lease, while the landlord is given seven days from the lease end 

to make a claim on the deposit. Tenants may apply to have their damage deposit 



46

transferred to a new rental property at the end of their lease. The New Brunswick 

government retains the interest on deposits to help pay for operating this system.

Information on the state of the unit, certified by both the landlord and tenant, should 

be provided along with the damage deposit.

Recommendation: The Province should collect a move-in and –out form 

upon the start and termination of a lease to record the state of the unit 

as assessed by both the landlord and the tenant.

StudentsNS suggests that new tenants inspect their unit and complete a move-

in condition form when signing the lease to be submitted to Service Nova Scotia 

along with the security deposit. Access Nova Scotia currently provides a form on 

its website, but its completion is not mandatory (Access Nova Scotia, 2013). This 

form could be made available for completion online, but should be certified and 

dated by both the tenant and landlord. Typically these forms provide a list of items 

and structural components within a residence and a space for tenants to note their 

condition. At the end of the lease, the tenant and landlord should use a copy of the 

same form to conduct a second inspection and note any changes. This formalized 

process to document a unit’s condition would ensure tenants are inspecting their 

units when they rent them, thereby protecting them from any fraudulent claims, and 

would provide a formal document both parties could use during a potential appeals 

process. 

Tenants in more affordable apartments often face significant difficulties in keeping 

some landlords accountable for the basic maintenance of their properties. The 

Province needs to ensure that landlords are accountable for the basic upkeep of 

rental housing to ensure the rental stock is adequately maintained and innovative 

solutions are possible. 

Recommendation: The Province or individual municipalities should 

develop a Handyperson Service that will investigate instances where 

tenants allege that landlords are ignoring requests for upkeep and, 

where necessary, make basic repairs at the landlords’ expense.

The repairs completed pursuant to this service would have to correspond to basic 
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maintenance required of landlords under the RTA. The repairs could not have been a 

result of negligence or active vandalism by the tenant.31 

Under the proposed service, tenants would be required to provide evidence that 

they had contacted their landlord seeking the repair, with notice that may vary based 

on the type of repair (more urgent repairs, such as significant plumbing problems or 

repairs that put tenant safety at imminent risk, could require less notice while less 

urgent repairs might require more notice). Evidence of an attempt to contact the 

landlord should not be onerous; an email record should be sufficient for example. 

Landlords would be billed for the cost of the repair, including added costs for 

administration of the handyperson service. The Province might collect tenant’s rent 

cheques until the costs of repairs are paid, or municipalities could collect through a 

fine or municipal property taxes. 

The Province would also need to take steps to ensure that landlords cannot increase 

rent to compensate for the costs of repairs. We would recommend that the Province 

prohibit rent increases beyond the rate of inflation for properties that have had 

significant Handyperson Service payments, such as those equal to or exceeding 

the total value of security deposits from the properties’ tenants. This policy would 

serve to magnify landlords’ incentives to maintain their properties, particularly in 

combination with the handyperson service that would flag the applicable properties. 

Landlords should be permitted to appeal control of their rent however, in case of 

extraordinary circumstances. 

Recognizing that such a program may be complicated to introduce across Nova 

Scotia, individual municipalities could be allowed to develop components of the 

Handyperson service on an interim basis. Changes in relevant provincial legislation 

may be required before municipalities could do this.

The Province or municipalities should also keep a public record of information on 

rental properties and landlords, including those landlords who have been identified 

as negligent through the Handyperson process. 

31 According to interviewees, the HRM has municipal compliance capacity to fulfill a similar role in ensuring proper 
maintenance when contacted by tenants. Such capacity could form the basis for the handyperson service or 
complement it in ensuring bylaws are respected.
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Recommendation: Service Nova Scotia should keep public records of 

rental properties’ histories, including ownership, rent, and tenancy board 

investigations.

This recommendation would permit Service Nova Scotia to build a comprehensive 

database of rental housing in Nova Scotia. Data collected through the move-in/out 

condition forms, security deposits, property titles, complaints to Service Nova Scotia, 

by-law infractions, and police complaints would be made available to the public 

as a means to increase accountability within the system and incentivize property 

maintenance and best practice among landlords. It would also facilitate more 

extensive and accurate tracking of tenancy trends and rents in different communities 

across Nova Scotia.

As previously discussed, students are a highly mobile group and difficult to track 

within the housing system. The move in/out form could include a space to indicate if 

the tenant is a student and Service Nova Scotia could easily record this data when it 

collects the forms and the security deposit. StudentsNS would support this approach 

in reference only to students (not other occupations), provided such information was 

kept confidential with respect to individual properties.

This data would facilitate informed decision-making and coordination between 

various stakeholders to ensure safe, affordable, quality housing is available for 

students and other community members. Furthermore, the data would facilitate 

better monitoring of PSE students’ impacts on the primary and secondary rental 

markets already tracked by CMHC and provide an important comparator for gauging 

the number of students living in untracked or informal rental relationships as well. 

Once this capacity to track changes in rent is in place, the Province can effectively 

monitor rent increases beyond the rate of inflation.

Recommendation: The Residential Tenancy arm of Service Nova Scotia 

should require that landlords file an explanation when they increase 

rent beyond inflation.

This mechanism will allow the Province to better understand the drivers for 

significant increases in rent to support policy-making on affordable housing. As 
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discussed, general rent control is only one potential tool for protecting students 

and other tenants that cannot address Nova Scotia’s affordable housing challenge 

without significant construction of new units. However, significant increases in rent 

obviously threaten housing affordability. If the market is truly not allowing for rent 

increases beyond basic inflation, as one landlord association representative recently 

suggested (Arenberg, 2012), then landlords should not object to a process of 

monitoring rental fee increases.  
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7. Conclusion

To meaningfully address rental housing affordability in Nova Scotia, all invested 

parties must take into account the specific housing needs of the province’s PSE 

student population. Students must have access to housing that they can afford, 

but this remains a significant challenge in our university communities. Meanwhile 

the province’s affordable housing challenges cannot be understood without taking 

post-secondary students into account, particularly in areas where they are one of 

the most potent forces in the low-cost rental market, helping to shape communities 

and at times aggravating the challenges that confront low-income families. We must 

expect our PSE institutions to take responsibility for the effects of their activities in 

the housing market.

We have proposed concrete and innovative solutions that would help students 

secure safe, suitable and affordable places to live where their tenancy rights are 

respected. Our recommendations would not only benefit students, but all tenants 

and communities in general, as they would bring all stakeholders together in 

supporting low-income individuals and families.

This report also points to significant areas for further analysis. Quality of public transit 

deserves close scrutiny, as it is directly related to the suitability of many lower priced 

rental properties. It is important to consider how residence and food services are 

delivered on campuses. Finally, this report focuses on Nova Scotia’s universities, 

but the NSCC’s role in student housing must also be explored. StudentsNS will be 

completing a report reviewing the latter two issues later in 2014.

The recommendations of this report do not in any way mitigate the need for change 

in the cost-structures of Nova Scotia’s post-secondary system, or for ensuring that 

students and graduates earn sufficient incomes. All factors must be considered 

holistically to improve the circumstances of students and all Nova Scotians. 

Housing has historically been a poor cousin to many other student challenges, 

receiving less attention and less investment. This report seeks to change that 

conversation, bringing housing more to the fore of the student movement’s attention 

and hopefully the attention of government and universities. It is about time.
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8. Policy Resolution

Whereas StudentsNS holds the following Principles:

Students aged 15-29 without families should not be eligible for affordable housing 

because their situation is transitional, with exceptions, where applicable, for students 

from communities underrepresented in post-secondary education.

Policies to support student’s access to housing they can afford must not jeopardize 

the ability of other low-income people to access affordable housing.

Students must be able to access suitable and adequate housing that they can afford, 

either on- or off-campus.

Policies, programs, and services in post-secondary education should meet student 

expectations to help prepare them for lifelong success, including in their citizenship, 

careers, and personal wellbeing.

Students represent a significant share of rental housing demand in Nova Scotia, 

especially in the immediate vicinity of post-secondary institutions.

A rental housing market that is responsive to the needs of students should provide a 

range of choices to match diverse student demand and incomes.

Student housing should be considered as a distinct and important factor in shaping 

healthy, affordable communities. 

Students Unions have an important role to play in developing healthy communities 

and rental markets. 

Promoting home ownership may be an effective strategy to support youth retention. 
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Whereas StudentsNS has identified the following Concerns:

The complex jurisdictional lines around housing, and especially student housing, 

make the sector difficult to navigate and address meaningfully.

The Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation has very little ability to track 

housing trends in small communities in Nova Scotia.

There is a serious lack of data on the secondary housing market, and almost no 

sense of the volume of illegal basement apartments, split houses, and room-rental 

arrangements that students often inhabit.

Statistics Canada data on Post-Secondary students living at home versus living in 

temporary rental arrangements is prohibitively expensive and difficult to access.

The Nova Scotia Department of Community Services does not consider the 

significance of student populations in either the collection of their data or in the 

decisions they consequently make about how and where to build affordable housing.

The accessibility and affordability of data on students’ living arrangements presents 

a serious obstacle to informed analysis and policy-making in the private and public 

affordable housing sectors. 

Student assistance allocations do not meet students’ needs to live on-campus.  

Student assistance criteria and affordable housing shortages push lower income 

students to live further from campus, which adversely impacts on their academic 

success notably in comparison to their wealthier peers.

Privately developed, student-focused off-campus rental units may be suitable for 

students, but there is a poor understanding of their effect on the affordability of 

rental units in the surrounding community. 

In post-secondary institution communities, competition for rental spaces often 

pits students against lower income renters, which can magnify existing affordable 

housing shortages while driving up the cost of rental housing overall.
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Universities across Nova Scotia depend on the rental housing market in towns and 

municipalities to absorb demand for housing, ignoring the impacts on low-income 

renters.  

The cost of housing on the Halifax Peninsula is causing students to move further 

from their post-secondary institutions. 

Evidence supporting home ownership as an incentive for graduates to stay in Nova 

Scotia is currently lacking.

Recent graduates likely face greater challenges purchasing their first home in Nova 

Scotia than in the past.

Nova Scotia universities and their communities generally do not have collaborative 

mechanisms for planning and monitoring the quality and affordability of housing for 

students. 

Halifax universities are duplicating efforts to provide guidance on off-campus 

housing to students, leading to poor quality at greater expense.

Systematic under-informing of students regarding their tenancy rights and 

responsibilities significantly reduces their capacity for effective self-advocacy. 

International students are especially vulnerable to abuses of their tenancy rights. 

Universities are not providing adequate supports to international students, especially 

considering their greater vulnerability to tenant abuse.

Deregulated rent makes possible exorbitant rental fee increases that reduce access 

to affordable housing.

Rent control measures in the context of affordable housing shortages may aggravate 

studentification and student crowding, making it more difficult for low-income 

families to find affordable housing.
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Landlords too often collect rent payments or security deposits as advances from 

poorly informed tenants.

Landlords too often collect rent payments or security deposits as advances from 

uninformed tenants.

The Mediation, Hearings, Appeals and Collections Process under the Residential 

Tenancy Act is too onerous, so that generally tenants will only pursue the most 

abusive and costly cases.

Be It Resolved That StudentsNS makes the following Recommendations:

The Province, universities, municipalities and other stakeholders should work with 

Students Nova Scotia to create a Student Housing Strategy that compliments the 

Provincial Housing Strategy and sets a goal to significantly increase the share of 

students living in units offered through partnerships involving these stakeholders.

All universities should establish Housing Offices responsible for student housing 

on and off campus, including through maintaining housing partnerships with 

municipalities and the Province, as well as community organizations, student groups 

and private companies where applicable.

The Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission should evaluate the 

performance of university housing services.

Post-secondary institutions should work together to create centralized off-campus 

housing resources for students, including notably a common web portal, particularly 

where institutions share communities.

Students Nova Scotia should be granted a seat on the Housing Nova Scotia Advisory 

Board.

The Province of Nova Scotia must collaborate with Students Nova Scotia if it chooses 

to explore possible modalities for a graduate home ownership program pursuant to 

the Housing Strategy.
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The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should increase its allocations for 

housing and utilities to meet the average costs for the types of units it expects 

students to inhabit, eventually on a community-by-community basis. 

The Nova Scotia Student Assistance Program should provide students living in 

residence the resources to meet the cost of their residence space and standard 

mandatory meal plans.

The Province should create a new agency to collect and hold damage deposits in 

trust or give this capacity to Service Nova Scotia.

The Province should collect a move-in and –out form upon the start and termination 

of a lease to record the state of the unit as assessed by both the landlord and the 

tenant.

The Province or individual municipalities should develop a Handyperson Service that 

will investigate instances where tenants allege that landlords are ignoring requests 

for upkeep and, where necessary, make basic repairs at the landlords’ expense.

Service Nova Scotia should keep public records of rental properties’ histories, 

including ownership, rent, and tenancy board investigations.

The Residential Tenancy arm of Service Nova Scotia should require that landlords file 

an explanation when they increase rent beyond inflation.
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