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BACKGROUND



• Rooming Houses: a private market form of affordable 

housing in which people rent single rooms in a house, also 

called single room occupancies (Lee, 2016). 

• “Quasi” rooming houses: similar to rooming houses but 

not licensed, or advertised as such – targeted at university 

students (Lee, 2016). 

What are Rooming Houses?



HALIFAX HAS LOST
ROOMING HOUSES
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214 Portland St. (Source: maps.google.ca)



14 Victoria Rd. (Source: maps.google.ca)



5538 Inglis St. (Source: maps.google.ca)



RH & QRH: Assessment Change
Relative to Census Tract (1995-2016)
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Methods



“Slums” run by “Slumlords” require a “crackdown”

Characterization of a Housing 

Option



Disagreement

“I think generally the first image that comes to 
mind has been sort of one that why would 

anyone want to live in a rooming house and 

why would we want to have rooming houses in 
our community?”
– Official 

“They’re providing a good place for 
people. There's a few bad apples 

that are ruining the bunch” 
– Housing Advocate 



Sector Support Challenges



Issues Identified

“The social system just drops 
them [tenants of rooming houses]”  

– Housing Provider

“For tenants who feel that the rooming 
house is their only living option...the 

housing allowances need to 

increase” 
- Rooming House Resident



Regulatory Challenges



Tension

“I think the fire safety regulations 
needs to be definitely enforced.” 
– Housing Provider

“I mean if you crack down too much, 
all you really do is drive the rooming 

houses off the market”
– Rooming House Resident



STORY

Slum landlord

Vulnerable tenants

Problem: Substandard conditions

Solution: Regulatory intervention

A simple answer to a complex problem leads to a dilemma: 

“And that’s the issue that we always struggled with, is it worse 

to be living in those situations or is it better to be living on the 

street?” – Housing Advocate 

Discourse of Disempowerment

“We can’t immediately start licencing buildings because there 

are major implications to doing that. We do not want to put 

people out on the street.” – Official 



Motivations Behind Intervention

Societal norms and embedded stigmas contribute to 

a desire to intervene and impose standards on the 

lives of others under the guise of “risk” and “safety” 

(Breckinridge & Abbott, 1910). 

“They want their space, they want their privacy.”
– Housing Provider

“Giving the occupants the autonomy that 

is needed for their sanity.”
– Housing Provider

“We really need to listen about what is comfortable 

for people. Where do they want to live...Where 

would they feel comfortable?  And it’s not trying to 

force people into what my sort of ideological 

position or whatever it is about what I think 

people need.” – Official 



CONCLUSION



• There is disagreement on whether or not rooming houses can be 

an appropriate “home” for people.

• There is agreement that people want more government 

involvement.

• There is disagreement on whether or not regulatory intervention 

is an appropriate tool.

Findings



The way we define the problem defines the solution.

• The discourse around ‘safety issues’ leads to a prescriptive 

solution – regulatory intervention. 

• Regulatory intervention does not address the social and 

economic issues surrounding rooming houses.

• Rooming house residents are disempowered by the discourse. 

The solution can exacerbate the problem.



MOVING FORWARD



Moving Forward

Are there solutions that 

empower residents?

How do we challenge negative 

perceptions of rooming houses 

and affordable housing?

Rooming houses have a 

negative perception.

Solutions to rooming house 

issues often lead to the 

disempowerment of their 

residents.


