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Abstract
This research focuses on housing in the context of growing unaffordability and increasing popularity of
Airbnb in Niagara Falls, Ontario. In a city like Niagara Falls, which sees 12 million tourists annually,
vacation rentals have become a highly profitable business. However, Niagara Falls is also currently
experiencing a housing crisis. Airbnb complicates this crisis by perpetuating discourses in which housing
is viewed primarily as a commodity. Commodification of housing, through processes of neoliberalization,
financialization and securitization, inflates housing prices. More importantly, many people have accepted
the unaffordability of housing because of discourses related to homeownership, mortgage debt, and assetbased welfare. These discourses normalize the commodification of housing, making processes like
privatization, gentrification and Airbnb conversions seem natural, if not desirable. Housing practices based
on these discourses disproportionately affect the underhoused. My research questions include: How does
the hegemony of homeownership affect the housing markets in Niagara Falls? What elements of the
homeownership discourse are used to describe both long-term rentals and vacation rentals in Niagara Falls?
What are the consequences of these discourses for housing affordability in Niagara Falls? To answer these
questions, I conducted a content and discourse analysis of city documents and city council meeting
transcripts. My intent is to explain how respondents conceptualize their experiences related to vacation
rental regulations in the context of housing discourses. Furthermore, I shall be analysing prominent housing
discourses to examine the relationship between Airbnb and housing affordability in Niagara Falls, Ontario.
My findings show that multifaceted homeownership discourses guided the discussions. All of these tend to
stigmatize rentals in general, and long-term renters in particular. I conclude that the current housing system
privileges homeownership at the expense of the renter population. This system, in turn, has focused on
homeowners’ expectations during the Airbnb debates with little concern for how it affects housing
affordability.
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Chapter 1- Introduction
The first time I noticed vacation rentals becoming a problem in my hometown of Niagara
Falls was when I saw my childhood home pictured in a local newspaper article [Figure 1]. My
family had moved because my parents could no longer afford the house once my siblings began
moving out. The new owners began using the house as a vacation rental. The article was the first
of a two-part series about this specific vacation rental written in the summer of 2016 (Ricciuto,
2016a). The first focused on the neighbours’ perspective concerning noise and safety; the second
focused on one specific group of renters’ experiences (Ricciuto, 2016b). The group had paid $4500
to rent the house for a weekend family reunion but they were fighting to get their money back
because they found the house in disrepair (Ricciuto, 2016b).

Figure 1: House in Niagara Falls being used as a vacation rental (Source: https://www.niagarathisweek.com/newsstory/8189129-rental-home-creating-problems-for-neighbours/, accessed on 06/29/21)

My gut wrenched seeing the state of the house and how its new use was drawing complaints from
my old neighbours. As I read the articles, I could not help but sympathize with both the renters
and the neighbours. As I come from a large family, I know how difficult it can be to find
accommodations for large groups while traveling. I can also understand the neighbours’ frustration
that the house became a vacation rental. Apart from my own responses, this example provides a
glimpse into some of the tensions that are emerging as housing stock transitions into the shortWILLMS
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term rental market. Renting single-family dwellings to vacationers can be profitable, but it can
diminish community cohesiveness and complicates the affordability of the housing market (Gant,
2016; Smigiel, 2020).
Since Niagara Falls is a well-established tourist destination, sections of the city are already
designated for tourism development. These zones are populated by many established bed and
breakfasts. New skyscraper hotels along the Niagara River have also increased the number of
tourist accommodations. However, the growth of smartphone and the gig economy have shifted
both the supply of, and demand for, accommodations. Short-term rentals, such as Airbnb, are part
of this new industry. Although there are several different short-term vacation rental platforms, for
this thesis, I have focused specifically on the most popular and well-known of these platforms,
Airbnb. Originally, Airbnb was most often used as a home-sharing tool. However, property
investors soon saw more potential for the platform. Eventually, multi-listers and corporations were
buying entire houses to rent to tourists. Real-estate agents even began using ‘Airbnb potential’ in
their property descriptions [Figure 2]. Moreover, many landlords began converting long-term
rentals over to the short-term market in hopes of increasing profits.

Figure 2: House for sale in Niagara Falls described as "potential Airbnb" (Source: https://www.realtor.ca/realestate/22410269/4236-terrace-avenue-niagara-falls, accessed on 09/26/2020)
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Of course, people began taking notice when their neighbourhoods started changing. The
city received calls from residents complaining about noise, partying, garbage, and parking
violations. Eventually, the city decided to respond to these complaints. The city planned two public
meetings where they invited residents to ‘have their say’ (Spiteri, 2017a). The residents’ input was
then compiled into a report which was used to draft a new regulation regarding short-term vacation
rentals. The draft was brought before council on April 10, 2018. After more public input, the City
Council accepted the new zoning bylaw but deferred discussion of enforcement and licensing costs
until the next meeting. That discussion was held on April 24, 2018. At this point City Council
reached an agreement and passed a bylaw. However, a number of residents and landowners
appealed the decision. At the time of writing, the Local Planning Appeal Tribunal (LPAT) had not
yet made a decision on the matter. Meanwhile, on March 27, 2018, the city also attempted to
address housing affordability by passing a zoning bylaw amendment that permitted accessory
dwelling units in detached, semi-detached and row houses. The city expected that this bylaw would
improve housing affordability by increasing the number of rental units throughout residential
neighbourhoods and providing an income avenue for homeowners amidst growing housing costs.
I use these city council meetings as the primary data for this thesis.
In this thesis I seek to answer these questions that emerge out of these meetings:
1. How does the hegemony of homeownership affect the housing markets in Niagara Falls?
2. What elements of homeownership discourse are used to describe both long-term rentals
and vacation rentals in Niagara Falls?
3. What are the consequences of these discourses for housing affordability in Niagara Falls?
To answer these questions, I analyze the prominent discourses related to vacation rentals that
appear in the city council meeting transcripts and examine how they relate to housing affordability
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in Niagara Falls, Ontario. Housing policy research often focuses heavily on the policies themselves
while ignoring the discourses that prevail in everyday life and public discussions (Ronald, 2008,
p. 27). The two are connected in important ways. As such, I shall look at both for this thesis. Across
Canada, housing has become unaffordable through processes of neoliberalization, financialization
and securitization. Many people have accepted the unaffordability of housing because of dominant
discourses related to homeownership, mortgage debt, and asset-based welfare. These discourses
normalize the commodification of housing, making processes of privatization, and gentrification
seem natural. While housing has long been viewed as a commodity, Airbnb deepens this
commodification by allowing people to view their homes as perpetually profit-generating.
Niagara is clearly experiencing a housing crisis. Niagara Regional Housing (NRH) claims
that the wait time for a one-bedroom unit in Niagara Falls for people between the ages of 16 and
54 is 18 years (2020). In addition, homelessness is a growing issue in the Niagara Region and
shelter occupancy rates of over 100% are common (Homeless Hub, 2018). Joanne Heritz has
labeled Niagara’s housing crisis a “wicked problem” (2020). By using this term, she implies that
the problem is both serious and complicated. Indeed, this crisis has been developing over time and
is the result of numerous contributing factors. Heritz enumerates these factors. They include:
low supply of rental stock, steep increases in housing prices, forecasted population growth,
migration of populations from the GTA to Niagara, preferences for short-term vacation
rentals, renovictions, the decades-long waitlist for social housing, the gig economy, and
the unmet needs of vulnerable groups. (2020, p. 3)
As mentioned, the short-term rental market is one element of pressure on the housing situation in
Niagara, and especially in Niagara Falls.
Vacation rentals have made travelling more affordable for many people. Simultaneously,
however, they contribute to the growing unaffordability of housing (Smigiel, 2020). In light of the
current housing crisis throughout many regions in Canada, this relationship needs to be examined.
WILLMS
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This thesis is written from the perspective that humans need housing for their well-being. As
Marcuse and Madden put it, “whether we dwell in caves or in condominiums, housing is a
universal human practice” (2016, p. 33). Furthermore, it is the government’s responsibility to
facilitate laws and policies that uphold citizen welfare (Van den Berg, 2019; Ontario Human Rights
Commission, 2009). I acknowledge that this is a difficult task for several reasons that include the
variability and diversity of citizens’ needs. Yet, housing is one need we all have in common.
Therefore, I argue that good housing policy is crucial for citizen welfare.
The government has played a significant but changing role in the Canadian housing market
over the last century. As Marcuse and Madden claim: “government sets the rules of the game. It
enforces the sanctity of contracts, establishes and defends regimes of property rights, and plays a
central role in connecting the financial system to the bricks and mortar in which people dwell”
(2016, p. 27). In the mid-twentieth century, during the Keynesian era, the government was heavily
involved in financing housing (public and private) and other social needs for the lower-income
populations. By 1980, critics argued that the system had failed because of stagflation (Whiteside,
2016). In its place, governments and other institutions began to roll back social welfare practices
and roll out neoliberal policies (Harvey, 2005; Keil, 2009). Neoliberal policies focus on creating
legal, political and economic structures that secure the rights of private property, guarantee the
integrity of money, and create markets out of otherwise public assets (Harvey, 2005; Rolnik,
2013). Neoliberalism has redefined “citizens” as property owners and market participants (Smith
& Low, 2006, p. 2). As a result of neoliberalization, Canadians are increasingly expected to secure
their well-being as part of what is now termed ‘asset-based welfare,’ a policy approach that
encourages individualized asset accumulation (Walks, 2016). Owning a home is an important part
of this effort. In other words, the government has created an environment in which the exchange
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value (dollar amount) of housing is prioritized over its use value (meeting human needs) (Forrest
& Hirayama, 2015). The result is that housing is now, more than ever before, a commodity used
for profit (Marcuse & Madden, 2016, p. 18). This has contributed to an emerging housing crisis.
Furthermore, accordant with neoliberal practice, the Canadian government has continually
downloaded housing responsibilities to lower levels of government making it increasingly difficult
for nationwide and consistent progress to be made on solving the current housing crisis (August &
Walks, 2018).
Given the current “affordable housing crisis” in Canada, Canadians need to imagine a way
forward that alleviates the inequality experienced by many renters. As of 2016 renters made up
one-third (32.2%) of Canada’s housed population (Statistics Canada, 2017). This population is
vulnerable to the changing and increasingly unaffordable dynamics of a housing structure that
prioritizes homeownership (Steele & Tomlinson, 2010). Furthermore, the growing cost of
homeownership makes it increasingly prohibitive for the rental population to transition to this form
of seemingly more secure housing tenure.
There is a difference between affordable housing and housing affordability. I discuss both
throughout this thesis. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) has defined housing
as ‘affordable’ if the cost does not exceed 30% of a household’s pre-tax income (2018). Affordable
housing refers to a variety of housing tenure forms, such as social housing, co-operative housing,
and both permanent and temporary housing (CMHC, 2018). Social housing is an important aspect
of the Canadian housing system, providing non-market options for lower-income people. In
Niagara, this need is met by a variety of groups or organizations, and Niagara Regional Housing
(NRH) coordinates much of this. It therefore provides a vital alternative to the private market.
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However, this does not negate the importance of the affordability within the private market.
The growth of housing prices in the private market is often seen as a sign of a healthy economy,
but this growth can have consequences for the rest of the system. In fact, GDP as a measure of
“the economy” does not accurately measure the consequences to the health of the system; it is
simply a measure of money spent (Rowe, 2008). As we have seen in the last few years, the public
affordable housing sector has become overburdened with the number of people on its waiting lists.
As I mentioned above, Niagara Regional Housing (NRH) claims that the wait time for a onebedroom unit in Niagara Falls is prohibitively long (2020). The shelters throughout the region have
also reached and exceeded maximum capacity (Homeless Hub, 2018). In Niagara Falls, motels
have become a long-term, though temporary, solution to the growing housing crisis. Given these
facts, I argue that these two categories of affordability are very much related. As the housing prices
continue to climb and the local population is priced out of their own neighbourhoods, the
affordable housing sector has and will continue to feel the weight of this shift. I discuss the private
housing market in Niagara and Niagara Falls at length because I argue that is it has a noticeable
impact on the affordable housing sector. If private-market housing is unaffordable, people will
spend more time in social housing units, unable to move on. This means units are not being freed
up for the next people who need them.
All this is to say that Airbnb has entered the market at an opportune moment. People are
looking for strategies to afford home ownership. Using existing domestic space for Airbnb seems
like a perfect and timely opportunity to do so. However, and as I shall argue, this kind of strategy
can also exacerbate the affordability issue. It encourages the continued rise of housing prices. It
also allows landlords to convert long-term rental units over to this new market of short-term rental.

WILLMS

7

Airbnb has become the world’s largest vacation rental platform in record time. It took only
five years to grow from start-up to multi-billion-dollar corporation (Martin, 2016). Ironically,
Airbnb was created by two friends struggling to afford the rising cost of rent in San Francisco
(Gurran, Searle & Phibbs, 2018). The company was initially categorized as part of the sharing
economy because it was designed for people to share part of their home with willing travellers.
Spurred by the growth of the internet and cellphone technology, the sharing economy encouraged
individuals to share their own assets. For example, they might rent out space in their home or use
their car as a taxi. The sharing economy was built on discourses of community and sustainability.
Yet, this sharing economy has quickly become profit-oriented, transforming into what Aalbers
(2019) terms platform capitalism. As it transforms, the sharing economy sheds many of its positive
associations and merely manifests new contradictions within the urban environment.
As I noted above, changes in governance have created an increasingly expensive Canadian
housing market. As a result, many Canadians have turned to Airbnb to supplement their incomes.
Unfortunately, corporate investment began to transform the platform and dominate the short-term
rental market (Lee, 2016). The unregulated proliferation of Airbnb properties has meant that many
cities are implementing new bylaws governing when and where such rentals are lawful. In Niagara
Falls, for example, the City Council approved a bylaw that would restrict certain forms of vacation
rentals to parts of the city designated as Tourist-Commercial in the local zoning bylaw (Spiteri,
2018b). This bylaw has since been appealed and the LPAT hearing has not taken place yet. But
will these new bylaws affect housing costs? Moreover, will long-term rental housing costs become
more affordable? Or are these bylaws simply to appease residents’ conceptions of quiet residential
neighbourhoods while allowing other areas to bring in more tax and licensing revenue for the city?
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I want to explain how we got here. First, I shall begin by discussing the changes in housing
policy that have led to our current housing crisis. This will include an in-depth discussion of the
financialization of our economy, and especially, our housing. Finance has, indeed, now become
its own sector rather than facilitating exchange between other economic sectors. The creation of
‘financial products’ exemplifies this concept. This will involve a discussion of how the American
and Canadian governments have prioritized housing’s exchange value over its use value. Second,
I shall discuss the success of Airbnb in the midst of this crisis. This will lead to a discussion of
gentrification, an issue in which Airbnb is squarely situated. I shall use rent gap theory to explain
how these processes are taking place. This shall lead into my methodology section where I discuss
my ontology, epistemology, and the methods I used to answer my research questions. My context
chapter on Niagara Falls will follow, giving more specific, localized detail on the housing crisis.
Finally, I offer two chapters of analysis. The first is a content analysis of the city council transcripts
and the second is a discourse analysis of one meeting’s transcript. In my content analysis, I describe
my data in detail and explain the various themes that emerged in the transcripts. In my discourse
analysis, I dig deeper into some examples from one of the council meetings to explain the
discourses that were used to make claims about housing in Niagara Falls. I shall then connect these
discourses to the issues of affordability and vacation rental regulation. I shall conclude this thesis
by offering some answers to my original research questions and proposing some new questions to
guide further research.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review
Introduction
In this chapter, I shall draw upon existing literature to explain how Canadian governments
(federal, provincial and municipal) have shaped our current neoliberal housing system to privilege
homeownership through financialization and asset-based welfare policies, while allowing banks
to gain incredible power. Also, by individualizing welfare, the government has encouraged
increased citizen investment into property and housing. These processes have contributed to a
growing housing affordability issue in many Canadian cities as house prices are rising far more
quickly than are wages. The emergence of the short-term vacation rental market and companies
like Airbnb complicates this problem.
First, I shall describe some historical background for the development of Canada’s postdepression housing market. I shall then describe the shift from Keynesian policies to neoliberal
policies that are currently shaping Canada’s housing. I identify and explain financialization and
securitization as key processes in the neoliberal shift and connect them more specifically to
housing. I shall also explain the government’s use of an ‘asset-based welfare’ discourse to
disseminate discourses about the value of housing. This leads me to discuss the inequalities within
the Canadian housing system. I conclude by discussing gentrification and Airbnb. Gentrification
is a neighbourhood-change process that transforms housing stock to meet the desires of middle
and upper-middle class citizens, resulting in higher cost of living and displacement of local
populations. Though Airbnb caters to a “visitor class” rather than settlers, conversions can change
neighbourhoods and encourage gentrification. I shall conclude this chapter by summarizing how
gentrification and Airbnb conversions commodify housing. Ultimately, I argue that Airbnb is the
most recent, obvious example of the commodification of housing and that this undermines the
WILLMS
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value of housing for shelter and creates a system in which many people cannot afford this basic
need.

2.1 Canadian Housing in the Keynesian Era
The Depression forced early-twentieth-century governments to shift their strategies
towards a focus on ensuring citizen welfare by growing the economy, housing those of lowerincome, and working toward full employment (Harvey, 2005). Governments believed that by
raising the standard of living for all, a country’s economy would benefit. If people had stable work
and shelter, they would become dependable consumers which, in turn, would increase the need for
production. The state strategically intervened in market processes to achieve these goals (Rolnik,
2013). One of the ways governments tried to achieve their goals was by controlling the housing
market and implementing several different social welfare programs. In this context, the
construction of public housing was important, to “bridge the gap between rich and poor” (Jacobs,
2019, p. 4). The goal of creating a smooth-running capitalist society with contented citizens was
common among Western governments. Each country’s actual policies were, however, different.
Urban geographer John Miron (1988, p. 9 & Chapter 9) describes how the Canadian
government was strategically involved in the provision of housing as a component of post-war
development. In the 40 years following the war, housing stock grew more urbanized and denser.
As the housing stock tripled during this era, over 80% of new housing was built in and around
cities and apartment style dwellings became more common in the 1960s (p. 5) (see Dennis 1994,
1998). As the housing stock changed, so did household composition. The number of people per
urban dwelling dropped from over four in 1941 to under three in 1981 (Miron, 1988, p. 4). Miron
attributes this change to a number of factors such as the end of the baby boom, changes in marriage
patterns, increased household affluence, increased life expectancy, increasing divorce rates, and
WILLMS
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government assistance (p. 3). Homeownership rates in urban areas slightly increased during this
period. Prior to this time, 60 per cent of urban housing in Canada was rented. By 1981, urban
homeownership rates grew to 56 per cent (p. 4).1 Throughout this change, Miron explains that the
government both stimulated and regulated the housing market at all three (federal, provincial and
municipal) levels (p. 9). The government housing programs “enabled the formation of households
that might otherwise not have been able to afford separate accommodation and made particular
types of accommodation more widely affordable to existing household” (p. 9). The government’s
role in the housing market facilitated welfare security through affordable housing options for
Canadians.
Bacher (1993) details the specific housing policies that were implemented in Canada over
these years. The government initially implemented the Dominion Housing Act in 1935. This was
superseded in 1938, by the National Housing Act (NHA). Under these new regulations, the federal
government financially supported the construction of housing projects. These projects were mostly
undertaken locally by reformers, beginning in Toronto. Eventually amendments were made to the
NHA to support rent-geared-to-income housing. August and Walks note that these policies
encouraged large numbers of multi-family rental housing to be built between 1950 and 1970 (2018,
p. 126). Yet these moves were not without critics. Bacher (1993), for example, explores the conflict
between federal and provincial elements of Canadian housing policy:
The enormous controversies unleashed by the 1949 NHA amendments underscore the
difficulties faced by social-housing advocates resisting well-organized and influential realestate interests. Despite their strength, however, social housing eventually became
accepted everywhere across the country. Even when, with a return to harsh right-wing
politics in the late 1970s, Manitoba, British Columbia, and Saskatchewan engaged in
attacks on the housing innovations of their NDP predecessors, new social-housing

1

The growth in homeownership during this time formed the basis of support for asset-based welfare that would follow
in the next political-economic era.
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production could not be eradicated because of the funding for co-operatives provided by
the federal government. (p. 16)
Eventually, however, the building of rental housing slowed and very few (private or subsidized)
rental units were built after the 1990s despite increased demand (August & Walks, 2018, p. 126).
Despite the fact that public and rental housing was meant to be a steppingstone for lower-income
residents, this idealized conception was often not realized.
While the federal government was able to make housing more affordable and secure for
many people, other Canadian governments’ decisions and practices produced housing insecurity
in attempts to create capital in post-war property and real estate (Miron, 1988). Municipal
governments took an active role in shaping the urban environment by designating certain areas as
blighted, which undermined some lower-income housing (Weber, 2002). Blight had a vague
definition related to the physical state of the built environment; the justification for designating an
area as blighted and ready for ‘urban renewal’ was often moralized by presuming the physical state
of the buildings was unhealthy for the residents (Weber, 2002, p. 526). Yet, the designation of
‘blight’ was conveniently used to prepare the way for already planned projects, such as highways,
commercial projects, or just new streetscapes (Weber, 2002).2 Weber explains the negative
consequence of ‘urban renewal’ in the United States: “between 1949 and 1965, one million people,
mostly low-income, were evicted in the name of eliminating and containing blight” (Ibid., p. 528).
During this time, the government destroyed housing developments as a way to initiate more
economic development.
The Keynesian welfare system was not perfect. It did reduce economic inequality through
taxes and different forms of housing provision, but it also perpetuated some social inequalities.

2

The Gardiner Expressway is a Canadian example of this process taking place (Chum, 2015).
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While the welfare state took responsibility for its citizens, it was structured around patriarchal
conceptions of social organization which assumed that men were the sole supporters of nuclear
family life. This structure excluded many women and minorities from the benefits of the system
which McKeen and Porter argue “helped sustain and reinforce structural inequalities” (2003, p.
115). In sum, the Keynesian era gradually reduced inequalities of wealth in advanced countries by
prioritizing social welfare and taxing higher incomes (Crouch, 2009), but maintained social
inequalities for many women and minorities by reinforcing patriarchy and other existing social
divisions (McKeen & Porter, 2003).
The Keynesian era eventually came to an end, and the relationship between the
government, the economy and real estate dramatically changed. In the mid-1970s, an oilproduction-based economic crisis, a burgeoning neoconservative consensus regarding the
impracticality of the Keynesian welfare state premise, and the probity of supply-side economics,
laissez-faire capitalism, free markets, and free trade, combined to cause the Keynesian welfare
state to unravel politically (Harvey, 2005). This initiated an economic restructuring process that
extended over the half-century that followed. Throughout the Keynesian era, real estate capital
was still deeply connected to the physical, geographical space of the built urban environment. Once
neoliberal theory was adopted, however, the discourse around real estate and urban development
changed (Weber, 2002); and, to some degree, capital’s connection to geography did as well
(Aalbers, 2008; Walks & Clifford, 2015).

2.2 The Shift to Neoliberalism through Financialization
By the 1980s, governments began using the financial industry to restructure the economy
and derail the welfare state. The Volcker shock, which switched the interest rate from negative to
positive overnight, was used to ‘fix’ the stagflation (high unemployment, high inflation, and low
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economic demand) of the Keynesian era’s economy and usher in the era of neoliberal economic
restructuring (Harvey, 2005). In Canada, this transition was marked by the election of the Brian
Mulroney-led Conservative government. Neoliberal governments began deregulating markets
(particularly the financial market), privatising public assets (including much public housing),
promoting free trade agreements (such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)),
and giving tax breaks to investors (for urban redevelopment). Eventually production began to
move, looking for more profitable locations abroad. While the market seemingly encouraged
competition, the structure of neoliberal policies allowed for large monopolistic corporations to
form. These changes marked the beginning of the neoliberal era and increased social inequality
while restoring power to the upper class (Harvey, 2005, p. 26). Where the industrial class was seen
as the beneficiaries of the Keynesian economic model, finance capitalists were the new dominant
class of the neoliberal economic model, or as Crouch would label it, ‘privatised Keynesianism’
(2009).
Governments have continually downloaded responsibility for housing to lower levels of
governments. Thus, it eventually became the municipalities’ responsibility to find their own
housing solutions (August & Walks, 2018). In Canada, the federal government downloaded social
housing administration to the provincial level in 1993, who then downloaded responsibility to
municipal governments in 1998 (August & Walks, 2018). This has made access to housing deeply
unequal as cities do not have the same resources needed to address their current housing crisis’
(Bacher, 1993). Moreover, municipal governments came to rely on the private sector and on
individuals to create housing solutions. The government’s encouragement of individualized
homeownership through specific economic and political discourse was a vital part of this
transitional process (Walks, 2016; Jacobs, 2019).
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During these transitional times, newly neoliberal governments, especially in the UK,
started to encourage public housing tenants to purchase their homes (Jacobs, 2019). Policy makers
promoted home ownership through lenient but highly racialized mortgage lending and stigmatized
renters through a ‘losers’ discourse (Jacobs, p. 13; McKee et al., 2017). Similar things were
happening in Canada. According to Rozworski, for example, mid 1990s federal policy changes
transformed housing into a privatized investment product (2019). He writes: “the move away from
direct and indirect public provision of housing only further solidified long-standing economic and
cultural pressures toward home ownership” (Rozworski, 2019, para. 19).
The urban environment was still important after the neoliberal shift but rather than public
projects, private projects became the focus of government attention. Neoliberal theory required a
shift in local government’s role in urban development and the discourses used to discuss it (Weber,
2002). In both eras, the state has been an important player in the process of urban real-estate
valuation. Yet, in the neoliberal city, the state’s new role was to devalue property to encourage
private development. During this time, ‘obsolescence’ became a new entry in urban development
discourse (Weber, 2002). Weber explains how this new term was the neoliberal twist to induce
‘spatialized capital accumulation’ processes by disconnecting it from any moral connotations (p.
532). Municipalities now act as entrepreneurs, trying to entice investors—and the so-called
‘creative class’ (Peck 2005)—to their cities.
This shift toward increased private urban development was only possible through strategic
government practices and restructuring of finance regulation. Governments began insuring
mortgages and creating tax incentives and deductions to increase the liquidity of real-estate capital
(Weber, 2002). This enabled investment to take place across regions; credit was no longer
segmented by geographic location (Weber, 2002, p. 529). Weber (2002) argues that this process
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“removes owners from actual structures and moves locally determined value away from underlying
property” (p. 530). In other words, the securitization of mortgages has spread the risk and interest
rates geographically by bundling debt into financial products to be sold on the global market
(Aalbers, 2008, p. 154). Through this process, real-estate capital has become liquid, and an
important investment asset as global capital creates speculative markets.
These were some of the first steps toward the complete financialization of the economic
system. Financialization is the shift in economics to that prioritizes the interests of banks and
finance over that of production (Harvey, 2005, p. 33). Financialization is also an important aspect
for understanding the neoliberalization of the economic structure and the shift to asset-based
welfare. Harvey argues that “neoliberalization has meant, in short, the financialization of
everything” (2005, p. 33). Most academics argue that this shift was only possible through the
deregulation of the financial industry, yet in Canada this process was highly regulated, as I shall
explain below. Furthermore, the financialization of the economy depended on the creation and
growth of ‘fictitious capital’ which can be understood as “money invested into assets without any
productive or commodity-based materials” (Fischer, 2018, p. 22). In sum, financialization gave
banks incredible power without responsibility for citizen well-being.
Financialization has also initiated a new era of capital accumulation in which the financial
industry has become an industry of its own and its actors are now highly influential in the capitalist
order (Aalbers, 2008). Harvey’s political economic theory of capital switching explains the
moving of capital between three circuits to avoid overaccumulation and crisis. This model includes
a primary circuit consisting of production industries, a secondary circuit made up of the built
environment, and a tertiary circuit based on social infrastructure (Aalbers, 2008). Aalbers (2008)
uses this model to describe this new financial industry as ‘the quaternary circuit’ where financial
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goods are created in their own right; this industry does not compete for funds but simply creates
more (p. 150). Financialization, according to Aalbers, is capital switching to this quaternary circuit,
making businesses of all types more involved in financial markets (p. 150). Put plainly,
financialization can be conceptually separated from markets of production and consumption. This
new circuit, he warns, “is liable to lead to over-accumulation and eventually crisis” (p.150). This
warning was realized in the 2008 global financial crisis (GFC). In addition, financialization does
not concentrate risk on individual actors of an industry but extends risk to all involved in the
industry (Aalbers, 2008, p 150). Aalbers argues, “financialization as capital switching does not
deny the necessary link between the different circuits—quite the contrary, it stresses the increased
interdependence between the circuits of capital” (p. 150). As the financial sector gains control –
despite its inherent reliance on speculation and its associated risks – all other industries become
ever more reliant on it.

2.3 Financialization by Securitization
Securitization is an important component of financialization in Canada. Walks and Clifford
(2015) describe securitization as “a method for widening private sector participation in the funding
of loans, facilitating increased access to credit, and for distributing lending risk among different
investors” (p. 1624). This also opens the market to international investment (Walks & Clifford,
2015). In the process of securitization, credit is commodified by packaging it into sellable and
tradable units, the most common of which is mortgage-backed securities (MBS) (Walks &
Clifford, 2015). Credit packages are then sold by banks to investors, both of which profit
significantly from individualized debt (Walks & Clifford, 2015). In short, securitization allows
financial actors to approve loans and mortgages for customers who may not be in a financially
stable position. The goal of securitization was to create a stable financial market by spreading risk,
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but in reality, it enabled banks, mortgage brokers and households to make riskier financial
decisions. Again, these risks culminated in the GFC (Walks & Clifford, 2015, p. 1625). In Canada,
the government was deeply involved in creating and promoting mortgage securitization (Walks &
Clifford, 2015), despite the prominent popular belief that Canadian banks avoided the sins of the
American financial system during the crash of 2007-08. Securitization was used to facilitate
development in the urban environment, but it was also used to further financialize the housing
market, affecting the everyday citizen.
Financialization has left the Canadian government and its citizens reliant on the banks’
successes because the government insures mortgages. If the banks were to fail, Canadian citizens
were going to pay for it (Walks, 2014). While the public and other countries praised Canadian
banks for surviving the financial crisis without much damage, Walks (2014) argues that the
Canadian government did, in fact, bail out Canadian financial institutions. He explains how certain
government policies allowed Canadian financial institutions to begin following in the footsteps of
American-style mortgage lending characterized by “no income, no job” loans (Walks, 2014, p.
274). Canadian mortgage lenders were never quite as lenient as those in the United States, but after
a reform to the National Housing Act in 2006, which increased the amortization period from 25
years to 40 years and lowered the down payment from 5% to 0%, it became increasingly easy to
obtain mortgages (Walks, 2014, p. 275). Walks (2014, p. 265) explains that,
With the federal government providing guarantees of both principal and interest, the
lenders that originated new mortgages and packaged them into NHA mortgage-backed
securities were able to secure guaranteed cash flows, risk free, from the Canadian state,
merely by signing up new homebuyers.
After the GFC, mortgage restrictions were tightened in Canada and mortgages became more
difficult to obtain (Walks, 2014). Moreover, banks were able to maintain their power after
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receiving bailouts and have begun to focus their attention on attracting speculative international
investments (Walks, 2014).
Walks and Clifford (2015) illustrate how securitization and financialization are connected
under neoliberalism. They explain that securitization was the most important process in bringing
about financialization. It allowed, for example, more capital to be invested in the property market.
Walks and Clifford (2015) further argue that falling interest rates and easy credit access
encouraged people to take on more mortgage credit. As a result, household debt reached record
levels in many countries (p. 1626). Lenders were also encouraged to find new credit markets in
risky borrowers as low-risk borrowers were becoming scarce (p. 1626). Walks and Clifford (2015)
argue that “the extension of credit to underserved borrowers, and new securities to underserved
investors, is discursively constructed as ‘market completion’” (p. 1627), a key tenet of
neoliberalism. Yet, the securitization process can also lead to secrecy of information and predatory
lending practices which undermines neoliberal theory’s prioritization of market information
(Walks & Clifford, 2015). These three processes all work together to exploit the housing market
to induce further capital accumulation by indebting Canadian citizens.
Securitization has become common in many countries, but in Canada, its function is
unique. Walks and Clifford (2015) argue that the state-owned Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation (CMHC) was instrumental in the securitization process by insuring mortgages. The
authors further explain how the Canadian federal government was responsible for structuring and
regulating the mortgage market while also insuring, guaranteeing and purchasing mortgages in the
form of MBS (p. 1627). Canadian mortgage insurance differs from that in US, specifically, because
the National Housing Act (NHA) requires specific criteria to be met in order to be insurable or
packaged into MBS (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Once insured, the entire value of CMHC mortgages
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is guaranteed by the federal government (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Moreover, 90% of the value of
mortgages that are insured by the two private companies, Genworth and Canada Guaranty, are also
guaranteed by the federal government (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Furthermore, in 2001, the
Canadian government created the Canada Housing Trust (CHT) which facilitated the sale of nonamortizing bonds to large-scale investors to then buy back NHA-MBS from banks (Walks &
Clifford, 2015, p. 1628). This again increased the ability of banks to issue more loans and
mortgages (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Walks and Clifford demonstrate how the public then
“absorbs credit risk” and this process creates a zero-risk situation for investors as the value of
Canada Mortgage Bonds (CMBs) are government guaranteed (2015, p. 1628). In other words, the
federal government has had its hand in every step of the process. This guarantee demanded that it
bail out the financial institutions after the GFC.
Financialization changed the geographic ordering of capital. It disconnected money from
its spatial context (where investment was once localized and fixed in the material world); money
could now move freely between places in the continuous search to capitalize every aspect of life.
Investments became characterized by highly speculative processes in which prices for certain
assets are not based on real value but on their potential future value. Fischer (2018) argues that
“financialized assets become disassociated with their original, fixed value (such as the cost of the
home) as their anticipated future value inflates through processes such as fraud and speculation”
(p. 23). All this leads to the reduced investment in actual physical assets because fictitious assets
are so highly profitable (Fischer, 2018). Even the value that is grounded in housing has suffered
from financialization.
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2.4 The Financialization of the Home
Aalbers (2016b) gives a deep and detailed analysis of the financialization of housing in
Europe and the U.S. from a political economy approach. He argues that “housing and finance are
increasingly interdependent” (2016b, p. 3). This relationship is dangerous because people need
housing and the financial market is unstable. He explains that mortgage securitization, subprime
and predatory lending, and increasing household mortgage debt are mechanisms of housing
financialization (p. 3). Aalbers also argues that the government stimulates financialization “by
pushing families into housing debt, by enabling financial institutions to buy up subsidized housing,
or by simply withdrawing from providing or regulating the housing sector and opening up the field
to rent-seeking financial institutions” (2016b, p. 4). This, he contends, means that financial
deregulation was actually a state-led process of creating regulated markets which he labels
‘regulated deregulation’ (p. 119). In other words, neoliberal governments diminished their
involvement in housing, but used policy to restructure the market. As a consequence of pulling a
vital component of human well-being into the increasingly unstable financialized market economy,
people have to take on more debt in order to acquire housing (Madden & Marcuse, 2016).
The retreat of the welfare state has been deeply connected to the mortgage market (Aalbers,
2008). Mortgages are the means by which most people purchase their homes but, at the same time,
have led to an increase in housing prices. Aalbers (2008) argues that mortgages “are no longer
purely designed to facilitate homeownership—but are increasingly, but not exclusively, designed
to facilitate capital switching to the quaternary circuit of capital” (p. 150). He explains that this
does not discount the process of switching to the secondary circuit, but links the secondary circuit
to the quaternary circuit, making them interdependent, a condition wherein real estate and housing
are vital components for the development of financial markets (p. 151).
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In large Canadian cities, condominium construction has become a highly profitable method
for housing provision. Walks (2015) notes, for example, that condominiums are a primary vehicle
for private investment to meet housing demand and absorb mortgage credit. Developers create
massive amounts of profit “by providing high-density housing with shrinking living conditions
relative to mid-to-late twentieth century norms” (Fischer, 2018, p. 2). The greater the density and
taller the condominium building, the more mortgages can be sold, and interest collected, to fuel
the financial system. The financial market of mortgages is dependent on people’s willingness to
take on debt which, in turn, relies on the acceptance of a homeownership discourse.
Housing became an important aspect of neoliberalization and financialization. It eventually
shifted welfare responsibility to Canadian citizens through debt. In theory, neoliberalism would
have the market control the economy; yet, in many states, as academics point out, this is not the
reality. The realized form of neoliberalism is highly contrary to its theoretical form. Walks and
Clifford (2015) argue:
It was only through the fashioning of more complex regulatory structures and deeper
involvement of the state that securitization came to dominate mortgage finance in Canada,
and it is these state-driven changes that have been at the forefront of the incremental
neoliberalization of Canadian housing policy. (p. 1625, italics original)
In sum, neoliberalism did not reduce state involvement, rather, it allowed governments to pass on
debt and risk to its citizens. Throughout this process of neoliberalization, and because of
financialization’s deep connection to mortgages, housing has, ironically, been made unaffordable.

2.5 Asset-based Welfare Discourse
The shift from the Keynesian era to the Neoliberal era has required the state to develop an
alternative welfare discourse to justify cuts to social welfare programs. Walks notes that state
policy in the U.S. and the UK “explicitly sought the extension of debt-financed home-ownership
as a market-based, individualized alternative to, and a restructuring of, the traditional welfare
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state” (2013, p. 156). In the U.S., this restructuring was achieved through deregulating and
financializing policies to encourage an ‘ownership society,’ in-line with the neoliberal
individualized culture (Walks, 2013). In the UK, like in Canada, this move was established through
an ‘asset-based welfare’ discourse (Walks, 2013). ‘Asset-based welfare’ discourse, defined simply,
encourages active citizenship through the individual acquisition of financial or property assets to
avoid poverty and to use these assets as collateral for loans supporting the family’s welfare such
as tuition or retirement (Doling & Ronald, 2010; O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015). This discourse
encourages individuals’ reduced reliance on state support, allowing the state to restructure the
welfare system to align with neoliberal ideals by reducing corporate and wealth taxes (Doling &
Ronald, 2010). ‘Asset-based’ welfare has come to dominate the neoliberal approach to structuring
welfare systems (O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015; Walks 2016).
The Canadian government was deeply involved in using mortgage securitization through
CMHC to shift to an asset-based welfare policy approach (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Walks and
Clifford (2015) explain that the Canadian shift in welfare provision was “aggressively pursued
through housing policy reforms” which I mentioned above and restructuring CMHC to resemble
private companies (pp. 1631-1632). Walks and Clifford (2015) give a detailed overview of the
policy changes related to housing and mortgages over the years as governments sought to align
the system with neoliberal ideology. The private sector became almost exclusively responsible for
housing provision, looser lending standards were adopted for a time, and homebuyers were
encouraged to take on more debt (Walks & Clifford, 2015, p. 1634). This eventually resulted in
CMHC’s mortgage debt rising from 19% of Canada’s GDP to over 31% after the GFC (p. 1637).
Walks and Clifford (2015) conclude that “securitization has been a key component of the creeping
neoliberalization of Canadian housing policy” which has facilitated the “shift away from the state
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provision of subsidized, cooperative, and nonmarket forms of affordable rental housing” and
disintegration of the welfare state (p. 1939). Canadian welfare is now deeply connected to the
continuing financialization of the home.
This approach has been promoted through a highly individualized discourse quintessential
to neoliberalism. The most common ‘asset’ in ‘asset-based’ welfare is housing, which the
financialized market has made into an investment commodity. Canadians, perhaps mistakenly,
view housing as a safe investment. Housing has a way of ‘grounding’ money, as homes are fixed
in space and (most of the time) are not mobile (Fischer, 2018). Buyers invest in something
physical; they can see it and use it. Yet, Canadians are taking on larger mortgages for less space
as “developers and financiers profit from the basic human urge for shelter” (Fischer, 2018, p. 2).
Aalbers (2008) contends that the financialization of the home is a crucial example of the overall
financialization of the economy because housing is vital for citizen well-being and mortgages
make up such a large portion of the financialized market. This has also made mortgages a marker
of economic health (Aalbers, 2008, p. 152). The commodification and financialization of housing
have normalized debt as part of the neoliberal system and has made homeownership riskier and
more costly for individuals to access.
People’s understanding and use of housing as investment has altered the understanding of
home. Weber (2002) argues that “the very materiality of the built environment sets off struggles
between use and exchange values between those with emotional attachments to place and those
without such attachments” (p. 519). Houses have been marketed as commodities for so long now
that they are mostly uncoupled from place-attachment, meaning that many buyers, especially
foreign investors, are less interested in local community when deciding to buy property. The
economic shift toward financialization has been instrumental in this discourse and perspective of
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home acquisition specifically as an investment rather than simply shelter (Aalbers, 2008, p. 152).
It has become commonplace for buyers to invest in homes as a method to generate more capital.
Renovations are key to this process as well as the basis for second-wave gentrification and
for the unaffordability of single-family dwellings. The idea of renovating existing structures in the
American building industry took root in the late 1920s and into the 1930s (Harris, 2012). It has
since become a major industry. Contributing to housing’s exclusivity, people buy houses and
properties that need work. They fix them up, not for their own use, but to increase their market
value. According to Buckley (2019), in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), more money was spent
on renovations than home purchases in 2014, demonstrating the growth of housing as a
commodity. If renovators consider local housing prices and avoid over-investing, renovations are
seen as a quick way to multiply the capital invested. This process is often known as ‘flipping’
houses. Again, this process is less about local ‘growth’ and place-making, but rather about capital
growth and return on investments.
In order for asset-based welfare to work, homeowners must have access to the equity stored
in their assets. While many people already believed in the value of owning one’s home before
‘asset-based welfare’ discourse, the new narrative rests on the concept of ‘accumulation and
decumulation’ investment (O’Mahony & Overton, 2015, p. 395). Accessing funds from housing
assets is done in a number of different ways. Downsizing, selling and renting, and second
mortgages are just a few of the ways people have accessed funds needed to support their social
welfare. O’Mahony and Overton (2015) note new financial products are being created to release
equity for those who do not want to move (for example, reverse mortgages). Their research focused
on how owners dealt with the emotional dimension of asset-based welfare and equity release in
UK households (2015, p. 394). They found that older owners were hesitant to use their housing
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for welfare and risk losing the financial security of outright ownership (O’Mahony & Overton,
2015).
This shift in discourse has changed the meaning of the home. The asset-based welfare
discourse depends on the early twentieth century conceptualization of homeownership producing
positive feelings of control, independence, security, and shelter, mixed with the economic
imperative of secure savings. These feelings of connection to the space as home could then be
severed in the process of releasing the store of equity for social needs in the restructured neoliberal
social organization (O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015). In this new structure, the line between
housing’s use value and its exchange value is blurred as wealth creation is encouraged through
renovation and increasing residential value: “the significance of the home—and, specifically the
owned home—as a meaningful place, has been notably absent from the asset-based welfare
discourse” (O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015, p. 395). O’Mahoney and Overton (2015, p. 395) explain
this shift from liberal understanding of ownership to neoliberal conceptions:
The (twentieth-century) liberal narrative of the ‘ownership society’ was built upon the twin
pillars of ownership as investment, on the one hand, and ownership as a vehicle for the
realisation of positive home meanings, on the other. In contrast, the (twenty-first century)
neo-liberal narrative of the asset-based welfare society rests on a paradigm of ownership
as an investment asset to be spent in the owner’s lifetime, with practices of accumulation
and decumulation enabling the personal achievement of self-responsible neo-liberal
citizenship.
They argue that the outright ownership that older generations, who bought into the ‘ownership
society’ discourse, finally achieve might “act as a barrier” to the ‘decumulation’ strategy that assetbased welfare expects (O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015). Further, the political expectation of this
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new form of welfare prioritizes this new decumulation process over the meanings and connections
to home.

2.6 Inequalities of Asset-based Welfare
Asset-based welfare creates inequalities within the socioeconomic system. McKeen and
Porter (2003) argue that this shift has resulted in “an increasingly punitive model; increased
poverty, inequalities, and hardship among certain groups; and the downloading of responsibility
for meeting social needs to individuals and to the home” (p. 111). While nothing is inherently
wrong with owning assets or property and using it to support family endeavours, there are many
Canadians, frequently Canadians of colour (Walks, 2013), who are excluded from the privileges
these assets provide because they do not have the financial means to acquire assets and thus to
provide a wealth-starting-point for the next generation. They are then left to rely on the continually
disintegrating state support often characterized by privatisation (Laws, 1988).
These inequalities are further exemplified through the massive amount of debt Canadians
are experiencing, much of which is mortgage debt. Canadians are taking on more debt to pay for
unaffordable housing, leaving them vulnerable to economic restructuring (Walks, 2013). Walks
(2013) likens the current financial system to that of a pyramid, where the people on the top benefit
by extracting capital out of vulnerable populations at the bottom. Those on the bottom must take
on even more debt to own assets (p. 154). This can lead to a shrinking middle class and an
increasing gap between the lower and middle class (Walks, 2016).
Access to housing has been highly unequal throughout history, as racialized and immigrant
populations were often excluded from opportunities to buy housing. In the United States, for
example, whole inner-city neighbourhoods were redlined to deny mortgage loans,
disproportionately affecting people of colour (Fogelson, 2005). Developers also created racial
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restrictions to prevent people of colour from moving to most suburbs (Fogelson, 2005). Racial
restrictions in the suburbs, combined with the banks’ refusal to lend to people of colour, led to the
disinvestment of many inner-city areas and effectively kept many black families out of the housing
market (Weber, 2002). In Canada, ‘redlining’ often went by the term ‘marking’ and was more
segregated by class as opposed to ethnicity (Harris, 2003). In addition, when the government
decided to sell most of its public housing, those who could not afford to buy out their homes from
the government were also not able to acquire the assets for their continued welfare. Yet, the
negative discourses around renting throughout these eras stigmatized these people and perpetuated
the inequality they experienced.
Eventually, as mortgages became a primary form of capital accumulation, through
financialization and securitization, predatory lending practices were adopted which targeted these
same populations who were previously excluded from obtaining mortgages (Aalbers, 2008).
Aalbers defines predatory lenders as sub-prime lenders who profit from those previously excluded
from the mortgage market by offering unnecessarily high-risk loans (Aalbers, 2008, p. 159). He
states that predatory loans are designed to profit through repossession, not to facilitate
homeownership (Aalbers, 2008, p. 160). Walks (2013) notes that subprime loans are
disproportionately given to racial minorities and the elderly. Subprime loans are an exploitative
tactic that can be understood through the theory of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey,
2004), which explains the extraction of capital from the public masses to the hands of a few private
entities.
Global speculation and investments have also complicated the ability of Canadians to ‘buyinto’ the asset-based welfare structure. The financialization of the home opened up the market to
global investors and prior to the GFC, resulted in a growth in homeownership, but also caused a
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dramatic increase in housing prices (Aalbers, 2008, p. 157). The growth in value disproportionately
benefited homeowners who had been in the system before the major inflation. After a short period
of depreciation following the GFC, Canada’s housing market has continued to inflate by attracting
foreign investors because of seemingly risk-free government insured mortgages (Walks, 2014).
Opening up the Canadian market to foreign investment has made the housing market both
increasingly difficult for citizens to enter as prices keep rising, and riskier as the mortgage market
increases in volatility (Walks, 2014). Crucially, many sources note a dip in homeownership rates
suggesting this new approach to individualized welfare is indicative of our unaffordable neoliberal
times and may not support the future of Canadians (Gensey, 2019).

2.7 Gentrification and Airbnb
As investors searched for profitable markets, housing in disinvested urban neighbourhoods
became a target. Gentrification is a term used to describe the process of changing the physical
properties of an area so that it conforms with middle- and upper-class taste. The root word ‘gentry’
evokes, for example, the historical hegemony of the upper or ruling class as wealthy landlords.
The beginning of gentrification can be traced back to the 1960s and 70s when cities first started
looking to reinvest capital into the neighbourhoods surrounding their central business districts
(CBDs) (Zukin, 1987). More recently, gentrification is known as a process that often follows the
implementation of revitalization plans and other strategic policy (Doucet, 2009). The term
gentrification is now often used to describe change in various sites including residential,
commercial, and industrial land (Davidson & Lees, 2005).
Neil Smith’s (1979) theory of rent gap can be used to understand why investors became
interested in investing in disinvested areas. Smith defines rent gap as “the disparity between the
potential ground rent level and the actual ground rent capitalized under the present land use” (1979,
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p. 545). Declining neighbourhoods within a city signify widening rent gaps. When the rent gap is
large enough, it encourages reinvestment. Smith (1979, p. 545) explains the process that ensues:
gentrification occurs when the gap is wide enough that the developers can purchase shells
cheaply, can pay the builders’ costs and profit for rehabilitation, can pay interest on
mortgage and construction loans, and can then sell the end product for a sale price that
leaves a satisfactory return to the developer.3
In many cases of gentrification, the state is actively involved in the process by providing
developers with cheap land or changing the zoning to allow for more development.
Another way that city governments promote gentrification is through revitalization plans.
Through neoliberalization, cities have become businesses and urban managers must attract new
investments and developments to the area (Peck, 2005). This new approach to urban governance
has been dominated by Richard Florida’s creative class theory—which has been systematically
debunked (Krätke, 2012). By accepting the creative class theory, cities are able to implement
policies that complement the neoliberal governing strategies. They transform lifestyle into a
commodity and marketing strategy to encourage more economic growth (Zukin, 1998; Hackworth
& Rekers, 2005). Florida’s thesis is accepted by many urban managers because of its simplistic,
materialistic approach: “his calls for creative empowerment can be met in relatively painless
ways—by manipulating street-level façades, while gently lubricating the gentrification processes”
(Peck, 2005, p. 760). The plans implemented through this mentality encourage middle-class
consumption practices through property-led development approaches and marketable place
promotion (Peck, 2005, p. 761).
Furthermore, Eisinger (2000) argues that local urban government patterns have shifted over
time to increased expenditure on entertainment venues where the focus of such projects is on

3

Smith’s rent gap/gentrification thesis has received significant criticism since the eighties. For example, see Bourassa
(1993) for critique and Smith (1996) for rebuttal.
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visitors or tourists, rather than the local population. While his analysis is of American cities, this
shift can be recognized in most Canadian cities as well. In the late nineteenth century, public funds
were used to finance welfare projects for the benefit of all urban citizenry such as clean water,
parks, libraries, schools, and health facilities (Eisinger, 2000, p. 317). The new century neoliberal
city is built for the middle-class and visitors who can afford to experience the city as a “place to
play” (Eisinger, 2000, p. 317). This is especially true in a city like Niagara Falls, where tourism
has been a vital component of the local economy since early European settlement—an important
consideration in the context of Airbnb and tourist accommodations.
Urban geographers have been critiquing Florida’s theory and other revitalization tactics for
years. Peck’s (2005) critique of the creative city thesis explains the flaws of our current urban
political system. Municipal governments have switched their focus from job creation and citizen
welfare, to attracting people through urban environmental control. Even when this strategy does
create jobs, they are often of precarious quality. Peck (2005) ultimately argues that the creative
class thesis is based on a flawed logic. The creative class does not necessarily drive growth but,
rather, economic growth drives creativity. The creative class thesis ultimately supports neoliberal
ideology predicated on individualism, flexibilized labour and insecurity (Krätke, 2012). It also
privileges a (somewhat) elitist group that only makes up one-third of the American population
(similar ratio as Ontario (Gertler et al., 2002)). As Peck puts it, “they commodify the arts and
cultural resources, even social tolerance itself, suturing them as putative economic assets to
evolving regimes of urban competition” (2005, p. 763). These attempts to revitalize urban areas
for the upper and middle-class ultimately subsidizes urban gentrifiers’ consumption practices in a
way that “celebrate[s]” their weak ties to place (Peck, 2005, p. 764). Furthermore, Leslie and Hunt
(2013) argue that urban strategies focused on the creative class end up reinforcing neoliberalism
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and serving the interests of dominant urban political actors, such as real-estate developers and
agents (p. 1171).
Revitalization plans developed around the creative class theory create new forms of
inequality in our cities connected to the geography of neighbourhoods. In fact, Florida himself,
who lives in Toronto and works at the University of Toronto, has gone on to publish books about
the negative consequences of his theory and urban managers catering to the creative class (CBC
News, 2017). The result is small areas of affluence around nodes of transportation and large areas
of urban disadvantage expanding into the suburbs (CBC News, 2017, para. 6). And yet, even the
“disadvantaged” areas that are not seen as creative clusters are now experiencing the growing issue
of housing commodification.
Through the revitalization of city centres and the neoliberalization of urban politics,
housing has become highly profitable. Embracing neoliberal theory, politicians have implemented
policies to facilitate the privatization of public housing stock and the purchase of housing
complexes by investment groups, changing the landlord-tenant relationship (August & Walks,
2018). The introduction of vacancy decontrol in the Residential Tenancy Act (2006), which allows
landlords to raise rents between tenants with no restricted limits, has led to more evictions (August
& Walks, 2018). Investors prioritize profits and, thus, tenants face difficult issues like new fees
for parking or laundry, under-maintenance, evictions and ‘renovictions’ to raise rents (August &
Walks, 2018; Vincent, 2020). The tenants who are being pushed out in these instances are often
racialized, immigrant, single-parent, or senior households (August & Walks, 2018). This type of
privatization is a form of gentrification which leads to displacement and rising housing costs
(Bryant, 2004; Smith, 1979).
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This leads to my research topic of housing affordability and Airbnb. Clearly, housing is
important for human well-being (shelter, safety, security). Yet, with so many factors affecting the
housing market, it can be difficult for those with little economic capital to ensure their housing
security. Low-income and immigrant populations are often renters, making them highly
susceptible to the instability and unaffordability of the housing market (August & Walks, 2018;
Fenton et al., 2013). Historically, gentrification has changed city neighbourhoods and displaced
low-income populations; now, Airbnb has become another actor in the neighbourhood-changing
process, sometimes following and sometimes initiating gentrification.
Not only have short-term rental platforms such as Airbnb made it easier to profit from
housing by perpetuating the idea of housing as a commodity; they are also disrupting the housing
market through their exploitation of rent gap, especially in large and tourism-focused cities.
Whereas gentrification normally occurs when property has become run down, thus lowering its
value and creating rent gap, Wachsmuth and Weisler (2018) argue that Airbnb has made rent-gap
exploitation possible in areas that have already undergone gentrification or would otherwise not
be subject to the process of gentrification. By closing the rent gap, Airbnb conversions lead to
rising costs of residual long-term units (Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018). Furthermore, Airbnb is
implicated in gentrification because tourists desire short-term accommodations close to attractions
and transportation (Bugalski, 2020). The ‘middle-class taste’ that developers aim to satisfy through
gentrification processes is commensurate with the ‘authenticity’ that tourists seek through Airbnb
experiences (Richards, 2016). Yet these locations may often be the places where local populations
that work in tourism and other service industries find affordable housing.
As I have made clear, revitalization plans lead to the gentrification of nearby
neighbourhoods and housing. Cities have become places built to attract visitors, who need
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somewhere to stay. Traditionally, motels and hotels have been built to serve this purpose. But the
short-term rental market – accommodations like Airbnb – becomes another way to serve this
market. In Niagara Falls, the skyline is dotted with dozens of high-rise hotels and many smaller
ones are scattered along the Niagara River and Lundy’s Lane. However, the downtown, a
tourist/commercial designated zone, does not have much in the way of tourist accommodation.
This area of the city is also known to have cheaper housing and rents. By converting housing and
apartments in this area to vacation rental units, landlords are able to close any existing rent gap
created by disinvestment and depreciation in order to profit from the visitor class.
Airbnb is the most recent actor in the transforming of neighbourhoods. Airbnb is one of
many online platforms that allows people to rent out their home or a portion of their home to others
on a short-term basis (Lee, 2016). With over three million homes and rooms listed for rent in 191
countries, it has become one of the largest room rental platforms and has surpassed the two largest
hotel chains in number of rooms available (Gurran, Searle & Phibbs, 2018). Airbnb is often
categorized as part of the sharing economy (people using their assets (cars, homes, bikes, etc.) to
deliver services or share their space). However, the elements implicated in the sharing economy
ethos have been hijacked as a marketing tool for what is now mainly a drive for profit in platform
capitalism (Aalbers, 2018). In fact, Renau argues that “the most significant examples of what used
to be called the ‘sharing economy’ are really giant corporations pursuing monopoly power and the
‘sharing’ in the Sharing Economy has been reduced to simple market exchange” (Renau, 2018, p.
3).
Individuals who have the assets to benefit from this platform—whether that is renting out
their own space or renting space from others—often view Airbnb in a positive light. Many people
are supportive of these sharing platforms as it offers them a way to increase their income or gain
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entry into the housing market. On the other hand, many others resist sharing platforms, and Airbnb
in particular, because of the effect on housing affordability. Airbnb not only takes up units that
could otherwise be rented out to long-term tenants, but it also increases the rents of remaining units
as they absorb supply. This may render them unaffordable. This, and its rapid global growth, has
made Airbnb an important topic of study which is now being studied by many different disciplines:
law, city planning, urban studies, and critical geography, to name a few (Murillo, Buckland & Val,
2017; Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018).
Gurran and Phibbs (2017), writing from a planning perspective, note that critics argue
tourist rentals cause issues for permanent residents and may, more importantly, lead to
displacement and affordability issues. Their research, based in Sydney, AU, explored whether
Airbnb caused pressure on rental housing supplies or if it alleviated housing pressure by
supplementing the income of people who rented spaces to tourists (Gurran & Phibbs, 2017, p. 81).
Gurran and Phibbs concluded that pressure on rent increased as whole houses were removed from
the long-term rental market. They argued that if Airbnb supplements rent or mortgage payments
for “income-constrained households,” the policies and planning for the platform should not restrict
this (p. 83); however, they found that using Airbnb for additional income was not a common
practice (p. 91).
Large companies have seen Airbnb’s potential for profit and made a business out of buying
up property to rent out to short-term renters (Lee, 2016; Gurran, Searle & Phibbs, 2018; Renau,
2018; Roman, 2019; Yrigoy, 2019). Renau (2018) demonstrates this switch from ‘sharing’ to
profitable professional business in Valencia, Spain where over 60% of hosts are multi-listers of
which some list more that 10 units (p. 9). Also, 65% of the listings are entire apartments, compared
to 35% listed as shared space (Renau, 2018, p. 9). Renau argues, “what started as an appeal to the
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community, person-to-person connections, sustainability, and sharing” has allowed Wall Street
venture capitalists to invade individuals’ everyday lives (2018, pp. 9-10). Many other researchers
have also noted the prominence of multi-listing companies taking over the Airbnb platform (Lee,
2016; Gurran, Searle & Phibbs, 2018; Roman, 2019; Yrigoy, 2019). This is especially true in
Canada where studies have shown that 22% of Canadian hosts are “multi-listers” with five or more
listings. If one were to reduce the qualification to two or more listings, the proportion of multilisters increases to 44% (Dubinsky & Ouellet, 2019).
To conclude, Airbnb has become more than a home-sharing platform; it is now overrun by
corporations (Dubinsky & Ouellet, 2019) and contributes to rising housing costs, higher rents for
long-term units and fewer units on the market for long-term housing (Lee, 2016; Yrigoy, 2019).
In Canada, for example, studies have shown that over 31,000 homes were removed from the longterm rental market for Airbnb (Cardoso & Lundy, 2019). Moreover, as mentioned above, Airbnb
has the potential to initiate gentrification and, subsequently, the displacement of nearby residents
in many large cities and tourist destinations (Renau, 2018; Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018).

Summary
Neoliberalism has dramatically shaped the everyday understanding of urban domestic
politics. By focusing on free markets and private property, neoliberal theory and practice, despite
their inherent contradictions, transform housing space into an individualized consumer market.
‘Asset-based welfare’ discourse was strategically used to transfer debt and responsibility from the
government onto its citizens. ‘Asset-based welfare’ discourse turns housing into a commodity and
investment which undermines housing’s importance as a home and place to live. Financialization
and the securitization of the mortgage market were key processes in redefining housing. However,
these processes have severed debt from its geographical foundation, making it prone to crisis.
WILLMS

37

Throughout all this, the financial industry has profited from risky and predatory lending practices
while everyday citizens live under the burden of increasing debt.
The neoliberal economic structure is highly contradictory in its promotion of individualized
welfare. Financialization has left the Canadian government and its citizens reliant on the banks’
successes because of the governments’ insurance of mortgages; this gives tremendous power to
financial institutions. In fact, the guarantee of social rights is continually shifting from the state to
financial actors (Aalbers, 2008, p. 151). Individual debt is growing significantly as banks’ profits
grow; all the while, wages are not keeping pace with increasing housing prices. Canadians’ debt
has become a commodity itself that can be sold as bonds to create more profit. In the late neoliberal
era (post-crisis), while homeownership remains accepted as the cultural norm, it has become more
expensive and difficult for people to buy affordable homes, which ultimately undermines their
ability to provide for their own welfare.
Airbnb is now being used as a tool to afford housing while also contributing to the rising
cost of housing. Airbnb gives homeowners a way to supplement their income in order to offset
mortgage costs; however, the profitability of this new rental market has created an industry that
has become overrun by corporate interests. This process perpetuates the commodification of the
housing stock and drives the prices up further. Eventually, Canadians who are not already in the
housing market are having to take on larger mortgages if they want to buy a house. The discourses
of homeownership and asset-based welfare have encouraged this uncritical acceptance of housing
as a ‘safe investment,’ spinning the cycle of increasing housing prices as people take on more
mortgage debt to service their need for housing.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
Introduction
This thesis’ research is a case study of housing in Niagara Falls with a specific inquiry into
the relationships among housing discourse, vacation rentals and affordable housing. My initial
interest in the topic was sparked by the rising prices for housing in the Niagara Region. This has
often been attributed to the influx of buyers from nearby cities, like Toronto, where the housing is
more expensive. In addition, this is happening at a time when homelessness is becoming a more
prominent issue in the region and shelter occupancy rates of over 100% are common (Homeless
Hub, 2018). Airbnb complicates this current housing situation by perpetuating a discourse in which
housing is viewed as a commodity. This makes it increasingly difficult for urban managers and
policy makers to find viable solutions to the housing affordability crunch. My original research
questions were, ‘how does the emergence and growth of Airbnb affect housing affordability in
Niagara Falls?’ and, ‘what is the relationship between affordable housing and short-term vacation
rentals in Niagara Falls, Ontario?’ However, because of some changes to my original method
choices, I have changed my main question to ‘how does the hegemony of homeownership affect
the housing markets in Niagara Falls?’ and added two new ones: ‘what elements of
homeownership discourse are used to describe both long-term rentals and vacation rentals in
Niagara Falls?’ and ‘What are the consequences of these discourses for housing affordability in
Niagara Falls?’
First, I want to explain how I chose to study this topic. Reichertz (2014) argues that research
is often prompted by surprise:
first comes the surprise that it is not what we expected, then the doubt about whether our
old beliefs are still appropriate, and then the anxiety of not knowing what comes and what
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to do next. This generates the desire for research, the need to investigate reality, so that we
can regain a sense of security for our actions. (p. 126)
This process may occur unnoticed, but thinking back, my interest in studying the topic of housing
came when I was surprised by how quickly house prices were increasing over such a short period
of time and how expensive rental units were becoming. I had believed that prices would stay lower
after the 2008 financial crisis because people would recognize the corruption within the financial
industry and the dangers of low-cost mortgages. Yet, after a short period, the house prices quickly
began rising again. At the same time, vacation rentals became popular and encouraged the housing
market to continue growing. After deciding to research housing because of its growing
unaffordability, I remembered the newspaper article about my childhood home being converted
into a vacation rental. These two instances prompted this research project. The unknown in all of
this is, of course, the future. Is the growth in housing prices sustainable or are we creating another
bubble which will pop at some point and create havoc for many working- and middle-class
individuals and families? My research attempts to answer at least a portion of this question. Of
course, I cannot claim to know what exactly will happen in the future, but I can attempt to
understand how we got to where we are now and why the system functions in this way.
I believe that housing is a key component of individual well-being. Yet, because I was once
employed as a construction worker who did residential renovations, I am often caught up in
discussions about housing as a means for profit. This makes me question our social and cultural
understanding of the basic human need for housing. Why do we discuss houses as investment
opportunities? According to Maslow’s hierarchy, shelter is essential for human well-being
(Maslow, 1943; Zavei & Jusan, 2012). Yet, through different cultural and economic processes,
housing (the main form of shelter) has been transformed into a means for wealth accumulation.
Furthermore, the discourse around housing shapes the way we understand people who are
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systematically excluded from accessing this human need. This population is categorized as
homeless, which simultaneously normalizes access to housing and marks those without access as
abnormal (Zerubavel, 2018). The struggle of people dealing with homelessness is a visible
example of the flaws within our current housing system.1
Foucault (1977) argues that researchers have moved away from ‘universal’ knowledge
toward more ‘specific’ knowledge creation that intersect with our own experiences. While the
resulting knowledge created may not apply to everyone broadly, Foucault believes it can have
some positive aspects with more specific application, “firstly, because it has been a question of
real, material, everyday struggle, and secondly because they have often been confronted… by the
same adversary as the proletariat, namely the multinational corporations, the judicial and police
apparatuses, the property speculators” (1977, p. 126). I hope to demonstrate, through my research,
a struggle within our current housing system that needs attention.

3.1 Ontology/Epistemology
To begin this chapter on my methodology, I would first like to explain my ontological and
epistemological position. This is important because it affects the way I think about the world and
geography as a discipline, the way I framed my topic and related issue, and the way I analyzed my
data. This step was difficult for me to write about because I do not like putting myself in a box in
terms of the way that I think about things. Sometimes, I find my outlook shifting as I read about
and hear different perspectives on topics. However, I would argue that, for this thesis project, I
worked within a social constructionist ontology. A social constructionist ontology is predicated on
the idea that a person’s knowledge is created through relationships with others and their

1

The underhoused also deal with the system’s flaws, but their experience is more difficult to define because it is often
hidden.
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environment (Gergen & Gergen, 2007). The point of doing research within this vein is not to prove
what is true, but to show “the implications for cultural life that follow from taking any truth claim
seriously” (Gergen & Gergen, 2007, p. 463). The same data can be used to explain reality in
various ways, but how are individuals and groups affected by the various tellings? By this, I mean
that capitalist society has constructed housing as a commodity. This undermines its importance as
a human need and makes those who cannot afford it vulnerable. If we were, for example, to
imagine housing as a right, the current crisis would perhaps look a lot different. However, our
current neoliberal economic structure perpetuates the primacy of the market, generally, and the
commodification of housing, specifically. This system is predicated on ‘free market’ ideology by
focusing on private property rights that suggest people should be able to do what they want with
their property. My concern for choosing my research topic is the affordability of housing. If,
however, housing continues to be controlled by market rule, there will never be affordable housing.
This is not to suggest that it is simply the government’s job to fix the problem, but that all
Canadians, and those investing in Canada, can make decisions that can create a more just and
sustainable future in regard to housing.
I am also working within an interpretive epistemology which is grounded in social
constructionist theory (Allen, 2017). I understand that my position as a researcher does not make
my work objective. As Brown puts it, “the underlying idea of the interpretivist approach is that the
researcher is part of the research, interprets the data and as such can never be fully objective and
removed from the research” (2017, para. 6). I acknowledge that reality is influenced by people’s
understandings about their environment (Allen, 2017). Rather than trying to test a hypothesis,
interpretive research attempts to make sense of reality by interpreting social processes
(Bhattacherjee, 2012, p. 103). This epistemology is useful for research approaches that study the
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way “linguistic choices, institutional structures, and normalized ways of thinking, doing, valuing,
and being can create divisiveness and inequitable participation, resulting (often inadvertently) in
re-creating dominant power structures” (Allen, 2017, p. 795). There is no objective way to
understand housing; therefore, I can only get at this topic by interpreting what people say about it.
By analysing power relations within our city’s institutional structure, I hope to challenge the
dominant discourses to make room for new positive housing discourses.

3.2 Case Study
I am organizing my research as a case study of Niagara Falls. Studying the effects of Airbnb
in Niagara Falls is appropriate because the city is a major tourist destination and is struggling with
housing affordability. A case study methodology is useful for understanding an individual example
of a larger phenomenon (Baxter, 2016). Case studies offer a more holistic approach to research
that allows the researcher to form a more unbiased comprehension of a multi-faceted topic (Zainal,
2007). Researchers have begun to study Airbnb in large metropolitan areas, but little work has
been done in smaller cities focused on tourism. My focus on Niagara Falls will attempt to bridge
this gap in the literature.
As a case study, I am looking at Niagara Falls’ approach to dealing with the issue of
vacation rentals, the implications of the approved and appealed vacation rental bylaw, and its
relationship to the affordability of housing in the city. As part of my case study, and to get a deeper
understanding of a localized example of a larger global issue, I analyzed not only the numbers (of
general housing statistics in the city), but the experiences and perceptions of the people dealing
with and making decisions about vacation rentals in the city (Mabry, 2008).
My methods and the data I collected changed as I got deeper into my research because of
Covid-19 research restrictions and access to data that I originally did not know existed. However,
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flexibility is expected as part of a case study to allow researchers to improve their research plan as
they find new and important information while collecting data (Mabry, 2008, p. 216). I originally
set out to do interviews with a variety of informants. When this became complicated by Covid-19,
I discovered that the city council meeting transcripts were full of rich data that could be analyzed
for content and discourse. Furthermore, this interpretivist approach allowed me to follow the data
rather than trying to find data to confirm a hypothesis (Mabry, 2008, p. 218). Throughout my
research process, I tried to keep an “attitude of openness” (Mabry, 2008, p. 224) to the possibility
of more and different data interpretations. As Mabry (2008) explains: “[c]uriosity to know more
and to understand better encourages delving deeply into the meaning of the case” (p. 224).

3.3 Content and Discourse Analysis
A case study can involve a variety of methods to answer the research question. As part of
my case study, I have chosen to do a content and discourse analysis on city documents and city
council meeting transcripts to understand and explain how “personal constructions are informed
by wider debates” (Benford & Gough, 2006, p. 430). Qualitative content analysis is a method of
applying codes to characterize data (Grant, 2019, p. 110). Thus, I used content analysis to
systematically describe my larger qualitative data set (Schreier, 2014). Content analysis is both
concept and data driven. I used my literature review to get an idea of the preliminary categories I
might find in my data, I then added to and refined these categories as I read through my data set.
Furthermore, content analysis requires the researcher to examine every part of the material that is
related to the topic to avoid ‘cherry-picking’ data to prove a hypothesis (Schreier, 2014). Content
analysis also required me to complete two rounds of coding for the most pertinent data (Schreier,
2014). After I completed content analysis, I chose a portion of my data (one city council meeting
transcript) on which to conduct discourse analysis.
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Discourse analysis is a method used by human geographers to analyze the way language is
used to construct reality. It is about grouping statements that have meaning and affect to determine
the power relations at play. Discourse can be both a means of oppression and resistance; discourses
are also always changing (Mills, 2004). Mills explains, “a discourse is a set of sanctioned
statements which have some institutionalised force, which means that they have a profound
influence on the way that individuals act and think” (2004, p. 55). The group of statements that
embody a discourse “are enacted within a social context,” making institutions (e.g., City Council)
and social context (e.g., City Council meetings) important in the role of “development,
maintenance and circulation of discourses” (Mills, 2004, p. 10).
If discourses reproduce social and cultural constructions of reality, then discourse analysis
is meant to bring those constructions into discussion and interrogate the hegemony of such
understandings. As Foucault argues, “it’s not a matter of emancipating truth from every system of
power (which would be a chimera, for truth is already power) but of detaching the power of truth
from the forms of hegemony, social, economic, and cultural, within which it operates at the present
time” (1977, p. 133). The question, then, is not about what is true, but how the dominant discourse
creates a certain unquestioned version of truth that has an effect on the power relations within
society. Since discourse analysis is about power relations, while trying to answer my research
questions, I am also always asking the question “whose interests are being served by these
discourses?”
Waitt (2016) explains the constructionist approach to discourse analysis; it “demands
asking questions about the ways in which distinct social ‘realities’ or categories become normative
ways to think/be/do” (p. 289). Discourse analysis allows researchers to be critical of the power
structures that portray certain perspectives as normal while other views are silenced (Waitt, 2016).
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Waitt (2016), for example, further argues that geographers can use discourse analysis to question
normative categories and reveal inequalities in the system (p. 289). Moreover, he explains:
“Foucauldian discourse analysis seeks to uncover the cultural and social mechanisms that maintain
or rupture structures or rules of validity over statements about the world” (Waitt, 2016, p. 289;
emphasis added). How does this connect to economic mechanisms that shape the world? The
global economic processes that shape the housing market intertwine with social and cultural
mechanisms which, when combined, create a Western discourse of housing as a commodity. This
economic discourse dominates current understandings of housing and privileges homeownership.
Dittmer (2010) contends that, according to a post-structuralist understanding, discourses
shape their own truths; the words we use in everyday life indicate the way we understand, and
simultaneously reproduce, reality. This idea is one of the reasons I chose to study housing. If
discourse is the “cultural production and circulation of knowledge” (Waitt, 2016, p. 289) and
“language matters” (Dittmer, 2010, p. 279), how does the way we talk about housing affect what
it is and vice versa? Discourses are “shaped by wider networks of language, knowledge and
power.” Tonkiss (2017) explains: “this point goes beyond semantics: discourse—ways of speaking
about and understanding an issue—is important here because it helps to shape the practical ways
that people and institutions define and respond to given problems” (p. 375). Housing is often takenfor-granted in Western society. However, the current economic structure prioritizes housing’s
exchange value over its use value. How, then, does the prioritization of economics and capital
shape how we relate to housing? For example, when making decisions about purchasing a house,
individuals often give greater consideration to its future exchange value than how it will serve the
buyer’s immediate social and cultural needs. In his influential book of theses entitled The Society
of the Spectacle, Guy Debord argues, “in the inverted reality of the spectacle, use value (which
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was implicitly contained in exchange value) must now be explicitly proclaimed precisely because
its factual reality is eroded by the overdeveloped commodity economy” (Debord, 1967, para. 48).
The discourse that prioritizes exchange value has direct implications on the type of housing that is
built and the institutions that govern its distribution. More to the point, it also normalizes using
housing for vacation rentals.
I used critical discourse analysis on one of the public transcripts to demonstrate how
discourse shapes the way people understand their own situation in relation to the world around
them. Again, discourse analysis focuses on “challenging common-sense knowledge and disrupting
easy assumptions about the organization of social meanings” (Tonkiss, 2017, p. 378). I chose the
richest transcript (in terms of significant public input) in order to write a deeper analysis, while
being careful to include outlier data. In Doing Excellent Social Research with Documents, Grant
explains that discourse analysis is accomplished by examining core themes to identify patterns in
the language and look for deeper meaning to understand their effect on marginalized groups (2019,
p. 67). Furthermore, Mills (2004) explains that a number of different discourses – and sometimes
contradictory discourses – can be present within a text (p. 89). Some of my preliminary analytical
ideas and insights from my data included the various views of housing as a commodity, an
investment or a home; the othering of homelessness, which is dismissed as a regional issue; the
lack of affordable housing due to funding (until recently) and incentivizing for private
development; and the discourses of nuisance and private property rights. A discourse of
homeownership was prevalent throughout all the other various discourses. I will discuss these
ideas and discourses further in my analysis chapters.
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3.4 Data
I gathered my data from a variety of sources. Each section required slightly different data
(For a list of sources see Appendix A). First, I collected official documents from the City of
Niagara Falls’ official website under the section for city hall. In this section there is a link to the
agenda

and

minutes

of

city

council

meetings

which

leads

to

this

website:

https://niagarafalls.civicweb.net/. I collected all the relevant city council agendas, minutes, bylaws
and bylaw amendments related to my topic of Airbnb and affordable housing using a keyword
search. Some of the terms I used for this search included ‘Airbnb,’ ‘vacation rentals,’ ‘bed and
breakfasts,’ ‘affordable housing,’ and ‘homeless.’ I continued to use different related terms until
no new documents came up from my search. I printed all the relevant documents. Along with the
minutes and bylaws, this included a number of reports for Niagara Regional Housing, the strategic
plan of the city, and a community engagement report about VR and B&Bs.
While reading through these documents, I analysed the policy development procedure and
resulting policy created for vacation rentals in Niagara Falls. Policy documents are very important
sources of data because they create the systems by which we govern our society. Through
documents, beliefs and ideologies are created and/or reinforced in society (Grant, 2019, p. 66). As
I conducted my analysis of the documents, I, “consider[ed] the explicit aims of the policy and the
outcomes that [were] targeted and measured as a result of it” (Grant, 2019, p. 62). Often, policies
do not alleviate the problems they hope to solve (Grant, 2019).2 By reviewing the council records,
I was able to comment on how policy decisions were made to control this new market and what
justification was given for implementing new bylaws.

2

In most cases, this is because the over-simplification of such problems, and the perceived solutions, do not consider
the diversity of human life (Scott, 1998).
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Next, I collected the transcripts of relevant city council meetings. The City of Niagara Falls
also posts video recordings of all city council meetings on their YouTube account. The few city
council meeting minutes concerning passing the vacation rental bylaw did not provide much detail
about the meeting’s content. Accordingly, I found and watched the video recording of the portion
of those meetings which related to the vacation rental bylaw. I then extracted the transcripts to
analyze for content and discourse. I used a third-party website, github.com, where I simply copied
and pasted the YouTube URL and allowed the site to create a text file which I then downloaded.
The transcripts can also be downloaded straight from YouTube, but I had already used github.com
before I realized this. I altered the transcripts by eliminating the spaces between lines and
identifying the speakers. I also extracted the transcript for one city council meeting about an
accessory dwelling unit bylaw which focuses on the city’s attempt to alleviate the affordable
housing issue.
Finally, I collected a significant portion of the data for my context chapter from regional
government reports, government websites and local newspapers. I applied a keyword search to
collect the newspaper articles and documents using terms such as: ‘affordable housing,’ ‘housing,’
‘vacation rentals,’ ‘Airbnb,’ and ‘homeless.’ I limited my search for articles to those written in the
past 6 years (since 2014). However, most of the articles I found were written between 2016 and
2018 which, coincidently, is when Airbnb became a source of local contention. I obtained these
articles from newspaper websites (such as The Niagara Falls Review, Niagara This Week and St.
Catharines Standard). Many of the local news articles are posted on multiple websites so I avoided
collecting duplicates. I chose these news sources because they have published local information
and examples related to my thesis topic. Since there were a significant number of articles on
homelessness in the Niagara Region, and in order to limit the number of articles, I only collected
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those specifically related to Niagara Falls. Fewer articles were about affordable housing, but there
were a number of articles about the rising cost of housing, which I also gathered. Then I searched
for articles about vacation rentals; these were few and far between. I also searched more broadly
for news related to economic changes in the region during this time period.
From a brief search through available articles, these media outlets seem to be prodevelopment in the tourism district and hostile toward Airbnb from the perspective of
‘neighbourhood nuisances.’ Both these views fall in line with Logan and Molotch’s “city as a
growth machine” argument which explains that news media often romanticizes topics to avoid
stories that might “offend growth machine interests” (2007, p. 64; Molotch, 1976). This primary
data will be useful for explaining the context of my case study; however, Mackintosh (2017)
cautions that,
when we resort to newspapers, we are mining, employing and composing historical
narratives using primary documents that are freighted with hazards: editorial bias, mistaken
or overstated reportage, unrepentant subservience to external interests, profit-seeking, and
self-interest. (p. 7)
Again, newspaper articles are social constructions “steeped in the cultural-historical discourses…
and susceptible to demagoguery” (Mackintosh, 2017, p. 50). Newspaper discourse has the
potential to shape the way we interpret events (Munro, 2018). While I was originally going to use
these articles for content and discourse analysis, I decided to use them, along with other reports
and document data, to explain the context of my research instead. Recognizing that newspaper
articles are written with certain biases and objectives in mind, I used these articles, not to tell the
story of Niagara Falls, but to tell a story about Niagara Falls; one focused on the various aspects
related to housing in the city.
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3.5 Coding
For my process of actually conducting my research, I followed the direction of Grant
(2019):
The first step to take when analyzing the data is to consider the themes found within the
data, and this can be seen by undertaking some initial coding for ideas that are prominent
in the data. Second, we dig deeper and consider the language, hidden meanings and ‘calls
for action.’ Overall, this will allow us to draw inferences about what the authors thought
about the people they were writing about and make more general conclusions about power
relations within that society. (p. 67)
While brief and vague, these guidelines did help give me the confidence to take the next step into
actually doing my analysis. I also met with my supervisor on a regular basis to discuss my thoughts
and ideas throughout the coding and analyzing process.
After I had collected all the documents and transcripts related to affordable housing and
Airbnb from the city’s website and YouTube videos, I read them all through to look for themes
and patterns in the data. This gave me a better understanding of what was present in the data. Using
the research in my literature review and the themes present in the data, I began preliminary coding.
Throughout this process I kept a semi-detailed research log for each week to keep track of my
progress, any thoughts I had along the way, and any themes I noticed emerging from the data.
I did the first phase of coding the transcripts by hand using highlighters to separate the
information into related themes. This phase was to further familiarize myself with my data and
continue looking for patterns. Once I had completely read through these transcripts and highlighted
themes, I needed to code them more thoroughly. To do this, I decided to use a software called
RQDA. This program is free and runs through two software programs called R and XQuarts. Once
I had successfully downloaded all the necessary software to run the program, I uploaded the
transcript files and began coding. To develop my initial codes, I inductively coded the data using
the specific words or phrases that people in my document sample spoke. I used a mixture of
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manifest and latent content to make these codes. Sometimes the meaning of what people said was
easily understood despite them not using specific terminology for that theme. But for the most
part, I developed my initial codes from manifest content.
Once I completely coded an entire transcript, I organized these codes into ‘code categories.’
I developed these categories by discovering themes among the original codes and by connecting
the ideas to concepts from my literature review. I created a short table to give a few examples of
my preliminary research themes and examples [Table 1].
Table 1: Themes from preliminary stage of coding

Theme
Middle-class
fears
Nuisances
Housing
commodification
Neighbourhood
character
Vacation rental
bylaw
recommendations

Definition
Variety of issues such as strangers and human trafficking, from which the
middle-class need to defend their space and property
Residents’ complaints about various things like garbage, noise, and
parking disturbing their residential neighbourhoods
Describing housing as an investment to be used for tourism industry
Perception of residential area as being neighbourly and communityoriented
Discussions over how VRs should be regulated and the enforcement of
those regulations

3.6 Statistics
Throughout my thesis, I have tried to use statistics to further my points or arguments;
however, I did not collect any numerical data myself or run any statistical analysis. For example,
some of my secondary research questions were better answered by using already available
statistics. In particular, I was interested in what encourages people to convert housing units to
short-term vacation rentals. How and why did Airbnb gain so much control in the market? Who
stands to benefit from the Airbnb platform? What is the change in housing prices over time? What
are the changing rent costs over time? As such, I used a combination of the literature and available
statistics to answer these questions. I collected statistics on housing affordability in Niagara. I tried
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to collect most of the data on the change in long-term rent and average housing prices over time
from the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) website, which keeps a regularly
updated record of housing statistics. CMHC obtains most of their information from Statistics
Canada but make it more easily accessible and understandable. I discuss the material that answers
these questions in my context chapter.

3.7 Justification
There is no perfect research method. Each method has its strength and weaknesses.
Informative research can be achieved through different methods and each can produce some
insight into how reality is constructed. I designed my research project as a case study. With case
studies, there is a danger of focusing too narrowly on the localized effects of global processes. To
remedy this, I used my literature review to explain the wider scope of how neoliberalism has
shaped Canada’s housing system before narrowing in on the context of Niagara Falls. I then
focused on how this larger socio-political process is expressed through the discourses in local
public meetings related to housing. A few other weaknesses of case studies include the potential
of missing concepts and patterns, the subjective findings, and that they are highly contextualized
making it difficult to generalize (Bhattacherjee, 2012, p. 93). I tried to be as thorough as possible
and kept an open mind to new concepts as I analyzed my data while also using two different
methods (content and discourse analysis) to minimize some of these weaknesses.
I chose to use content analysis and discourse analysis as my two research methods to
examine the data from city council meetings. Content analysis is a useful tool to organize and
describe a large data set in a meaningful way (Schreier, 2014). It involves measuring the frequency
of themes. This gives the researcher a way to quantify the importance of certain themes over others.
This is useful for answering research questions. Content analysis does not, however, allow the
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researcher to look more closely at the meanings behind statements (Schreier, 2014). To remedy
this weakness, I chose to conduct a discourse analysis. Discourse analysis allows the researcher to
take the data deeper and look for patterns within the way people talk about the topic of interest
(Dittmer, 2010). For example, in my data, there were various competing discourses that made truth
claims about the function of housing. A weakness of discourse analysis is that it can be difficult
for first-time researchers to perform (Dittmer, 2010, p. 279). Furthermore, discourse analysis is
subjective and different researchers may interpret things in different ways.

Summary
To summarize, I am using a case study methodology within a social constructionist
ontology and an interpretive epistemology. I chose to conduct content and discourse analysis to
have both a comprehensive description of themes found in the data and as well as a more in-depth
analysis of the dominant discourses that demonstrate how people understand the role of housing
in their life and their community. I collected a variety of data for the different parts of my thesis.
The main data I used to analyse were city council meeting transcripts about accessory dwellings
and vacation rental bylaws. Using these methods and data, I shall demonstrate the various
discourses Niagara Falls residents use to support their positions on the contentious issue of Airbnb
within the city.
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Chapter 4 – Research Context
Introduction
The city of Niagara Falls is well-known around the world for its large and powerful
cataract. Millions of people visit the city every year to admire its beauty. Tourism is clearly
important for the city’s economy. However, Niagara Falls was once home to a vibrant
manufacturing industry as well. Niagara Falls is home to 88,000 people (Statistics Canada, 2016),
many of whom work in local factories or the tourist trade. While tourism has continued to grow in
importance, many of the factories have closed. The remnants of this once integral industry can still
be seen spread throughout the urban landscape. These have often been abandoned and lie in ruin.
This shift in economic focus has had dramatic effects on the city’s social landscape. Of
particular interest here is housing. As incomes have stagnated, the need for affordable housing has
increased. However, increasing numbers of short-term rentals threaten the stock of affordable
housing. In this chapter, I explore the roots of this tension up until 2016, the year Airbnb burst
onto the landscape.

Figure 3: Niagara Region in proximity to other well-known Canadian and American cities (source: Niagara Economic
Development, 2020)
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To begin, I shall provide context regarding the regional demographics and shifting
economies. Using available data, I shall briefly describe the processes of suburbanization and
revitalization and how these forces have combined to produce a concentration of low-income
households in Niagara Falls’ downtown core. This will lead into my discussion of housing. Here I
focus on rising housing costs and consequent rising numbers of both people experiencing
homelessness and shelter occupancy rates. I shall then explain who is benefitting and who is
suffering from the Region’s housing crisis. Finally, I shall discuss the provincial and local
governments’ attempts to alleviate the affordability crisis. This story will set the stage for my
analysis.

4.1 Social and Economic History
Beginnings
The Niagara Region is located east of Hamilton and Haldimand County in Southern
Ontario, and nestled between Lake Ontario, Lake Erie, and the Niagara River, which doubles as a
natural border separating the region from the American cities of Niagara Falls and Buffalo [Figure
3]. Niagara Falls is located on the eastern edge of the Region, north of Fort Erie and south of
Niagara-on-the-Lake [Figure 4]. As of 2016, The Regional Municipality of Niagara was home to
447,888 people (Niagara Economic Development, 2020). Niagara Falls’ share of the population is
approximately 88,000 or just under 20% of Niagara’s total (Statistics Canada, 2016).
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Figure 4: Niagara Region's municipalities (Source: arcgis.com)

Obviously, the area was not always this densely populated. The region has a rich history
of Indigenous habitation long before being settled by Europeans in the 1780s (Hughes, 2010). The
Neutral, who spoke Iroquois, lived between the Niagara and Grand Rivers (Hughes, 2010). In the
mid 1600s, the Neutral were conquered by the Seneca and Haudenosaunee. The Mississauga from
the Anishinaabeg nation joined the Haudenosaunee in the 1700s (Gayler & Jackson, 2006).
Eventually, the area was colonized by the Loyalists after the American Revolution (Hughes, 2010).
The colonization of the area had a devastating effect on the Indigenous communities, but many
still live in the area and any policy decisions that are made in regard to housing should consider
the needs of the local Indigenous population.
Eighteenth-century European settlers were quick to develop a tourism industry focused on
the Niagara Falls, the city’s namesake. Tourism started in the 1820s as entrepreneurs built a
stairway at the famous Table Rock and ran ferry service connecting the two sides of the lower river
(Info Niagara, 2020). Tourism became the city’s dominant industry over the next 50 years (Info
Niagara, 2020). Much of the early tourism focused on ‘stunters’ or ‘daredevils’ who attempted
dangerous feats like riding a barrel over the falls or walking across a tightrope that spanned the
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distance of the chasm (Niagara Falls Info, 2020). Since then, tourism development has played off
this theme by adding various carnivalesque attractions. Clifton Hill, in particular, is replete with
wax museums, world-record museums, arcades, a Ferris wheel and much more. While the carnival
tourism theme worked for quite some time, it eventually began to fade in the 1990s. In an effort to
diversify the tourism economy, the city petitioned the provincial government to allow the
development of two casinos (Fullerton & Brouder, 2019, p. 49). As tourism at the Falls grew, other
tourist attractions developed across the Region. In Niagara Region, as a whole, tourism accounted
for 39,000 jobs in 2018 (Niagara Region, 2018).
The tourism industry in Niagara Falls started strong and has been growing ever since, with
the exception of the short period in the nineties. However, and despite its widespread fame, it is
not the only industry that has impacted the city. For decades, Niagara Falls was home to a vibrant
manufacturing industry. Many factories were established to capitalize on the abundance of
electricity produced by the Niagara River and its proximity to the United States. The factories,
spread throughout the region, provided up to 47,000 local jobs before 1987 (Fullerton & Brouder,
2019, p. 45) [Table 2]. For the most part these were well-paying jobs in the automotive parts, paper
and steel production industries (Niagara Economic Development, 2020).
Deindustrialization
The manufacturing sector employed many residents before the region succumbed to the
hardships of economic globalisation and deindustrialisation that began during the 1970s. Global
factors such as oil crises, market competition, saturated markets, cheaper labour, taxes and
environmental concerns, led to the closure of local factories and employment vulnerabilities. A
more recent blow came from the creation of NAFTA and later CUSM free trade agreements
(Blecker, 2018). These agreements made it easier and cheaper to move the production facilities
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first to the United States, and then to Mexico. Eventually, it became easier and cheaper to ship
products in from China (Murray, 2017). In fact, Chinese imports only accounted for 1.7% of
Canada’s total in 1992. By 2015, China had become Canada’s second-largest trading partner
accounting for 12.3% of total imports (Murray, 2017, p. iii). The decline in manufacturing was not
unique to Niagara; the changes effected by global competition and NAFTA have had dramatic
effects on local economies all over Canada. Over the first 15 years of the new millennium, the
Canadian manufacturing industry declined by 533,000 jobs (Murray, 2017, p. iv).
Table 2: Number of jobs in Niagara's manufacturing industry

Number of
manufacturing jobs
in Niagara

1987
47,000

2018
18,000

(Source: Fullerton & Brouder, 2019)

(Source: Niagara Economic Development, 2020)

Niagara’s decline in manufacturing was gradual, but impacted the region dramatically
(Radwanski, 2014). Approximately 6,000 jobs were lost due to manufacturing plant closures
between 2000 and 2007 (Fullerton, 2013). The loss of well-paying manufacturing jobs in Niagara
combined with the effects of the Global Financial Crisis led to high levels of unemployment. In
2009 and 2010, the unemployment rate for Niagara increased significantly, after which it slowly
declined to an all-time low right before the Covid-19 pandemic hit [Figure 5] (Greater Niagara
Chamber of Commerce (GNCC), 2020).
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Figure 5: Niagara’s unemployment rates 1976-2020 (Source: GNCC))

Despite the massive decline in manufacturing, some factories continue to provide
employment. In 2018, for example, the manufacturing sector employed 18,000 people across 620
businesses which accounts for 14% of the region’s gross domestic product (Niagara Economic
Development, 2020) [Table 2]. However, most of the remaining manufacturing companies are
considered small or medium-sized enterprises. This is demonstrated by the ratio of people to
businesses (27:1). Only 31 manufacturing businesses employed more than 100 people and are
considered large operations (Niagara Region, 2019). Eight of the top 30 of these manufacturing
companies are located in Niagara Falls (Niagara Region, 2019, p. 10). While there is still some
hope for manufacturing in the Region, Niagara municipalities’ economic developers have
broadened their scope to include other industries that might stimulate the local economy.
Creative Economy and Wine Region
Niagara Falls’ urban managers are now focusing their attention on growing the economy
in a different direction. Their first attempts at renewing local economies in the mid-1980s were
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focused on urban-based gentrification and the service economy. These attempts did not work as
planned. The revitalization of the downtown core was focused on attracting more tourism, but all
the aesthetic improvements fell short of real change. In fact, the city recognized these attempts in
their more recent “Culture Plan” stating: “in the past, various schemes such as turning [Queen
Street] into an arts incubator or entertainment district have not come to fruition” (City of Niagara
Falls, 2014, p. 4). I shall discuss this more thoroughly below. The more recent attempts at attracting
the creative class were also deeply connected to tourism. Again, the city explicitly states their
connection: “while this Culture Plan was developed primarily by the community and for the
community, there are nonetheless elements that may have significant potential to attract additional
tourism to the area” (City of Niagara Falls, 2014, p. 5). Many have argued that the creative class
and tourists are drawn to the same things such as shopping, entertainment and attractive restaurants
or things that encourage bourgeois middle-class consumption practices (OECD, 2014). One of the
ways planners merged these values is through connecting the agricultural and tourism sectors.
These two economic sectors are deeply intertwined as new tourism activities are
continually being developed around concepts of the ‘wine region’ and a ‘rural idyll’ in the Niagara
Region. Niagara has historically been known for its tender fruit production, such as peaches,
cherries, pears, and plums (Niagara Economic Development, 2020). More recently, farmers have
been shifting to grape production to fuel the wine industry which inevitably serves tourism. Also,
many greenhouse growers have begun growing cannabis now that it has been legalized (Niagara
Economic Development, 2020). As for tourism, Niagara has 178 hotels/motels, 97 wineries, over
100 performing arts establishments, 153 registered bed and breakfasts (some even directly
connected to wineries), and over 40 golf courses that are available to the tourists who visit the
region (Niagara Economic Development, 2020). Of course, these attractions may also serve the
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affluent local population which in many ways could be connected back to the creative economy,
but this is a topic for another paper. Of the 12 million visitors to Niagara, 8.4% came from overseas,
24.5% came from the USA and 67.1% came from other regions in Canada in 2017 (Niagara
Region, 2019, p. 3). For the same year, expenditures in Niagara related to tourism reached $2.4
billion, which averages to $178 per person (Niagara Region, 2019, p. 15).
The concentration of tourism employment in Niagara is 1.8 times greater than that of
Ontario, more generally (Niagara Region, 2018, p. 2). The tourism industry encompasses a wide
range of employment sectors such as accommodation and hospitality, arts and entertainment,
beverage manufacturing (wine, beer, and spirits), transportation, and travel arrangements (Niagara
Region, 2019, p. 4). While the tourism industry is important for local employment, many of the
jobs can be part-time, low paying, or seasonal. This makes it difficult for people with these jobs to
earn a living wage. Important here is that low-income earners struggle to find affordable housing
in an increasingly expensive Niagara market (Forsyth, 2017). Knowing the inadequacy of
minimum wage, some businesses have started paying employees a ‘living wage’ to create a more
equitable local employment environment, but these employers are few and far between (Ontario
Living Wage Network, 2020).

4.2 Demographics
Population
Niagara is known for having an older population; it is often considered a retirement region.
The percentage of people 65 and over in Niagara is 4.7% higher [Table 3] than that of Ontario as
a whole. Niagara Falls’ senior population is slightly lower than the Region’s, but still much higher
than the province’s [Table 3]. Moreover, though some residents age in place, a difficult job market
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is forcing many young people to move away.1 Despite this, however, the Region’s population is
growing. Growth is concentrated in the rural-urban fringes of Niagara municipalities as new
suburban developments are constructed. In fact, a 2016 report suggests that the Region’s
population is expected to grow by 30% in the next 20 years (Niagara Region, 2016).
Table 3: Age of population- Ontario, Niagara and Niagara Falls (source: Statistics Canada, 2016)

Age Range

Ontario

Niagara

Niagara Falls

0-14

16.4%

14.9%

15%

15-64

66.8%

63.7%

64.7%

65+

16.7%

21.4%

20.3%

Most of Niagara’s future population growth is expected to stem from households relocating
from the GTA. Torontonians have started moving to the ‘rural’ outskirts because the GTA itself
has become unaffordable (Smith, 2020). Yet, housing cost savings from this strategy are often
consumed by higher commuting costs (Kalinowski, 2018). As people move, first to Hamilton, then
to Grimsby, finally to St. Catharines and the surrounding municipalities, including Niagara Falls,
the demand for housing in these cities has been growing. Increased demand has the consequence
of higher housing prices. Meanwhile, as the older population begins to retire and look to downsize,
they will increase the demand for smaller, more manageable housing options. These are already in
short supply in the Region (Heritz, 2020). It has been reported that Niagara Region will need over
67,000 more homes to meet the growth predictions (Benner, 2020).

1

The increasing housing unaffordability through the pandemic also has young people considering moving to a new
province (see Punwasi, 2021).
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Household Income
Household income in Niagara varies significantly between the various municipalities. I
shall concentrate on contrasting Niagara Falls with the Region’s medians [Table 4]. In 2016, the
median household income after taxes in Niagara was $56,700 (CMHC, 2016a). The median
household income in Niagara Falls’ downtown core was significantly lower than the Region’s
median, but the rest of the city is slightly higher than the Region’s median [Table 4]. In the same
year, over 9% of Niagara households made less than $20,000 (CMHC, 2016a). Out of all the
Niagara municipalities, Niagara Falls has the most concentrated low-income population: in
downtown Niagara Falls, 17% of the households make less than $20,000 [Table 4 & Figure 6].
This number drops to 6.5% for the rest of the city (CMHC, 2016a). Individuals earning these low
wages find it very difficult to afford current housing prices. This creates a crisis that has
consequences for all aspects of housing including social housing, rental stock and the private
market.
Table 4: Household Income statistics rounded to the nearest hundred dollars and half percent (source: CMHC, 2016a)

Niagara
Median household
income (after tax)
Households making
less than $20,000/year

$56,700

Niagara Falls
(core)
$41,500

Niagara Falls
(remainder*)
$62,200

9%

17%

6.5%

* Note: The core and remainder sections of the city are measured separately
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Figure 6: Map of Niagara Falls' median household income for 2016 (Source: Brock University Map library and arcgis.com, 2020)
[Note: median household income varies slightly from average household income]

Low-income measurements
Statistics Canada uses two different ways to calculate low-income in Canada. One is
calculated based on the concept of Low Income Measure (LIM). This measure is 50% of median
income adjusted to the household size (Statistics Canada, 2016) [Table 5]. By using this
measurement, economies of scale are accounted for by adjusting household income. While this
measurement is useful for comparing households, it does not account for variations between
different provinces or communities (Aldridge, 2017, p. 5). In Niagara Region, out of 438,160
people for whom the measure was applied, 63,405 people were considered, after tax, to be low-
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income (Statistics Canada, 2016) [Table 6]. In Niagara Falls, out of the 85,975 people to whom
the measure was applied, 13,855 were considered, after tax, low-income (Statistics Canada, 2016).
Table 5: 2015 LIM after-tax income for various sized households (source: Niagara Connects, 2017)

Household 1
Size
LIM
22,133
after-tax
income ($)

2

3

4

5

6

7

31,301

38,338

44,266

49,491

54,215

58,558

Statistics Canada also uses a Low-income cut-offs (LICO) calculation to measure low
income. Low-income cut-offs is a more widely recognized measurement as it demonstrates the
number of families who spend a much larger portion of household income than the average family
on the most basic necessities of food, shelter and clothing (Statistics Canada, 2015). It calculates
this number by adding 20% to the average of after-tax income spent on necessities; households
who exceed this percentage are counted as low-income cut-offs (Statistics Canada, 2015). The
LICO threshold was set in 1992 and has been increased based on the consumer price index. Again,
however, it may not be an accurate measurement of low-income given that prices vary depending
on location (Aldridge, 2017, p. 5). Despite this, it is still important to consider. When the LICO
calculation is applied, 32,305 people in Niagara Region and 6,670 people in Niagara Falls are
considered low-income (Statistics Canada, 2015) [Table 6].
Table 6: Low-income population in Niagara Falls and Niagara Region by number and percentage (Data source: Statistics Canada,
2016)

Population
Total for
measurement
calculations
LIM after tax
LICO after tax
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Niagara Falls
#

%

85,975
13,855
6,670

100
16.1
7.8

Niagara Region
#
%
438,160
63,405
32,305

100
14.5
7.4

66

4.3 Downtown Niagara Falls
The downtown core of Niagara Falls has the highest concentration of lower-income
households in the city. A number of geographical processes have led to this situation. In cities all
across North America, suburbanization coupled with the growth of big-box stores and shopping
malls, drew the populations out and away from cities’ downtown cores (Vance & Scott, 1994;
Johnson et al., 2014). Downtown centres became characterized by high unemployment and by
vacant storefronts. As a result, the downtown and inner city lost financial value. Downtowns
experienced high levels of neglect and urban ‘blight,’ creating the perfect conditions for the large
rent gaps that encourage gentrification (Johnson et al., 2014). Some cities have been able to
experience significant growth around service and creative industries in their downtowns, but this
has not been evenly spread (Goryunov & Kokovin, 2016). According to Johnson et al. (2004),
downtown cores now often epitomize “landscapes of neglect and narratives of tragedy” (p. 28)
that are ripe for gentrification. Contemporary gentrification is, unfortunately, often accompanied
by revitalization plans that encourage a ‘cleansing’ of the landscape.
Many cities have attempted to revalorize these downtown spaces by attracting middle-class
consumers back to the city centre (Schuermans, Meeus, & De Decker, 2015; Atkinson, 2004).
This, in the case of Niagara Falls, includes tourists. Tourists and the ‘creative’ class essentially
want the same things: socially controlled spaces of leisure, entertainment, and consumption
(Richards, 2016). Revitalization plans aim to provide these through policies maintaining social
control by restricting certain behavior and activities normally associated with lower-class and
marginalized populations (Alexandri, 2015). With so many governments making policies to
promote ‘revitalization’ and so many investors and developers jumping on the opportunity of
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massive rent gaps, there are very few opportunities for existing residents to exercise their agency
to produce positive change in their neighbourhoods.
As I briefly mentioned above, Niagara Falls’ goal to produce private investment was not
realized by previous attempts in 1984 and 1988. For example, the 2004 report stated that the
physical improvements did not induce the expected private investment (City of Niagara Falls, p.
1). Despite the setbacks, managers continued to “plan further physical improvements within the
project area that are designed to lead and stimulate private sector investment and
redevelopment” (City of Niagara Falls, 2004, p. 1). The city even considered using expropriation
to take ownership of certain properties in order to sell them to developers (Spiteri, 2019a). Indeed,
Niagara Falls’ mayor is still focused on stimulating new private developments in the downtown
core and ‘cleansing’ the landscape by using incentives and tax-cuts to draw in developers. As of
2016, however, urban managers were still struggling to revive Niagara Falls’ downtown core to
middle-class standards.
The income statistics for Niagara Falls demonstrate that, by 2016, gentrification had not
significantly changed the concentration of low-income population in the downtown core [Table
4]. However, city managers still seek to improve the downtown. There are two reasons why this
matters. First, with growing affordable housing shortages and following provincial mandates, City
Council has approved a bylaw to allow accessory dwelling units to be added to homes. This was
meant to encourage the development of small apartments attached to existing dwellings that
owners could rent out to subsidize their mortgages. Second, short-term vacation rentals became
popular in 2016. This altered the potential of these same in-law suites and garage units that the
accessory dwelling bylaw encourages. Suddenly, these units were in high demand for tourists as
owners saw the capacity for profit in this new market. I will delve into this relationship in the next
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chapter. For now, I will move on to discuss the change in housing prices and rent prices over the
years.

4.4 Housing and Rental Statistics
Private-Market Housing in Niagara
The median sale price of single-detached dwellings in the Niagara CMA slowly increased
over time between 2000 and 2015 [Figure 8]. The map of average market value for the Niagara
Region demonstrates the somewhat affordable prices at the turn of the century [Figure 7]. In 2001,
the average cost of dwellings in the urban areas of St. Catharines, Welland, and Niagara Falls were
between $85,000 and $175,000. After 2016, the prices increased dramatically, reaching a record
high of $539,000 in 2020 [Figure 8]. Forsyth (2018) attributes this growth to the changes in the
GTA market. The provincial measures of rent control and the Ontario Fair Housing Plan were
implemented to cool down the Toronto market and the federal government implemented a
mortgage stress test to limit the amount of debt Canadians could take on (Forsyth, 2018b).
Combined, these measures lowered Toronto’s house prices slightly, but simultaneously created the
environment for renewed investment in Niagara (Forsyth, 2018b). Niagara remained somewhat
affordable until this point. Home prices rose by 8.4% in a year and have continued to rise ever
since (Forsyth, 2018b).
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Figure 7: Niagara Region's average value of dwelling by census tract in 2001 (source: Brock University Map Library)

Figure 8: Niagara median sale price of single-detached dwellings over 20 years (Source: The Canadian Real Estate Association)

The number of single-detached home sales in Niagara Falls-Fort Erie has been fairly steady
since about 2000 and has been increasing slightly each year from 2009 to 2016, when it reached
an all-time high for two consecutive quarters [Figure 8]. Niagara’s Months of Housing Inventory,
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a measure that describes the time it would take to sell available stock at current sale rates, dropped
below 4 months in 2015 and has only risen above this figure once, in the last quarter of 2018, since
then [Figure 10]. This means that, while the number of houses for sale has not changed
significantly, the speed at which homes are selling is increasing [Figure 10]. This combination
creates the environment for bidding wars and skyrocketing prices (Edwards, 2018).

Figure 9: Number of single-detached dwellings sold in Niagara Falls-Fort Erie over the last 20 years (Source: The Canadian Real
Estate Association)

Figure 10: Single-detached dwellings months of inventory in Niagara (Source: The Canadian Real Estate Association)
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In Niagara Falls, the dwelling values vary by location. Areas along the waterfront and on
the rural outskirts of the city tend to be more expensive than areas near the downtown core [Figure
11]. Note that the more expensive section of the city of Niagara Falls along the river is known as
the River Road satellite district where most of the properties are established bed and breakfast
businesses [Figure 11]. In 2006, the average value of a dwelling in the city was $196,217 [Figure
11]. By 2016, the average had increased to $291,311 (CMHC, 2020; adapted from Statistics
Canada). Since then, the housing prices have continued to rise, easily outpacing any increases in
local levels of income and wages.
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Figure 11: Niagara Falls' average value of dwelling in 2006 (source: Brock University Map Library)

Rental Housing in Niagara
Rent costs have risen along with real estate values. The following rental market statistics
derived from the CMHC’s Housing Market Information Portal show the changes over time [Table
7]. Starting in 2013, Niagara Region’s vacancy rate dropped by 2% in three years and then stayed
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stable thereafter. Niagara Falls’ vacancy rate followed a similar pattern but then continued to drop
to a dramatically low level of 0.7% by 2019 [Table 7]. Average rent for both the Niagara Region
and Niagara Falls have risen over time, exceeding $1000 after 2019 [Table 7]. In 2016, 47.5% of
renter-households were spending more than the recommended 30% of their income on rent; this
figure is up from the 42% in 2011 (Niagara Connects, 2017).
Table 7: Vacancy rate and average rent in Niagara Region and Niagara Falls (data from CMHC, adapted from Statistics Canada)

Niagara Region
2016

2013
Year
Vacancy
Rate (%)
Average
Rent

4.2

2.2

826

906

2019

Niagara Falls
2013
2016
2019
Core Rest Core Rest Core Rest
2.3
4.9
3.6 2.5
2
0.7
0.7

1034

782

843

847

959

985 1022

The rise of house prices has ripple effects on the rental market. Since demand has increased
and vacancy rates have decreased, many private landlords contracted by NRH are pulling out of
the affordable housing program because they can get higher rates on the private market (Forsyth,
2018b). From 2010 to 2016, eviction applications rose by 95% (Forsyth, 2018b). The low vacancy
rates also enable landlords to turn away applicants who have bad credit or who receive disability
payments. For example, one local resident, a single mother of five children, could not afford any
three-bedroom home after she had to leave her residence because of an electrical fire (Forsyth,
2018b). Landlords kept turning her away when they found out she was ‘on welfare’ (Forsyth,
2018b).
Like house prices, rental costs began to rise dramatically in 2016. CMHC’s 2016 Rental
Market Report for the Niagara CMA noted that the rental supply was not keeping pace with
growing demand. They attribute the growing demand in 2016 to three main factors: international
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migration, youth full-time employment, and the cost gap between owning and renting. They
reported that the growth in international migrants was due to post-secondary students and Syrian
refugees (CMHC, 2016b). However, unless properly analyzed, this factor is vulnerable to racist
anti-immigrant rhetoric. CMHC (2016b) also claims that youth, once they are employed full-time,
are able to move out of their parents’ homes. This added to the rise in demand. Finally, even with
low mortgage rates, the costs of owning a home outpaced rental prices. In 2016, the average cost
of mortgage payments was $1,583, while rent was $958 for a two-bedroom apartment in Niagara
Falls (CMHC, 2016b). Yet rent prices also exceeded provincial guidelines: average rent cost
increased by 4.6% which was more than double the 2% provincial guideline. CMHC also noted
that secondary rental units, such as accessory suites, increased to $745 a month from $660 the year
previous (2016b). They argue that this was “further evidence of high demand for affordable options
in St. Catharines-Niagara” (CMHC, 2016b, p. 3).

4.5 Housing Crisis
Shelters
The numbers presented here do not include all types of rental units. People searching the
market for rental housing may come across much higher rent prices because vacated units are not
subject to rent control. In fact, Padmapper recorded rent prices ranging from $1,300 a month for a
one-bedroom apartment to $1,800 for a three-bedroom in 2019 (Forsyth, 2019b). Both are
significantly higher than CMHC’s recorded average rent. We must also, therefore, consider local
shelters. Before 2016, shelter occupancy rates were stable at around 85% capacity. Perhaps as a
response to rising house prices and rent rates, in 2016, shelter occupancy rates rose to 98%. In
subsequent years the occupancy rate continued to rise to 107% (2017) and then to 109% (2018)
(Forsyth, 2018b). The number of days that people stay in the shelters has also increased from 11
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days in 2015, to 13 in 2016 and 19 in 2017 (Forsyth, 2018b). People on social assistance were
simply unable to afford anything in the rental market (Forsyth, 2018a). In fact, the Ontario Works
social assistance for a single person in 2016 was $706 a month, with $376 for shelter and $330 for
other basic needs including food (Niagara Connects, 2017). The market rent at the time was more
than $800. Even those individuals who are working are struggling to afford rent prices. According
to Project SHARE’s executive director, Diane Corkum, the situation in Niagara Falls is more dire
as over 2,000 apartments were taken off the long-term rental market as a supply for the burgeoning
short-term vacation rental market (Forsyth, 2018b).
Shelters are meant to be a short-term solution for those who are seeking help (Hutton,
2019b). Shelter workers try to connect clients to long-term affordable housing. The system’s
backlog is creating dangerous situations for some. Gillian’s Place is a shelter in Niagara Falls for
abused women and children. The Shelter’s director is deeply concerned about the lack of
affordable housing options (Audet, 2018). Many women who come to find help do not want to
stay in the shelter long-term and, as a result, end up moving to apartments they cannot afford while
they are put on a waiting list for affordable units (Audet, 2018). Eventually, many of these women
and children end up returning to their abuser (Audet, 2018). This describes just one example of
ways in which the lack of affordable housing in the city causes harm to its vulnerable population.
As I have already stated, the wait time for a one-bedroom apartment with Niagara Regional
Housing (NRH) is 17 years in Niagara Falls. With such long wait times for affordable housing and
shelters exceeding capacity, where do people go when they need shelter? In a city that has
developed around tourism, motels are numerous. As such, many people who have no other options
are using motels as an affordable housing alternative (Spiteri, 2019b). Yet, many of these motels
have suffered from disinvestment and are run-down. The people who have been forced to use
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motels as a long-term, temporary solution often do not have access to basic amenities like kitchens.
This can lead to issues like food insecurity. Finally, some people are not able to find shelter at all;
108 people were counted as experiencing homelessness in Niagara Falls in 2018, of whom 23 were
children under 15 (Howard, 2018). The combination of these many factors – rising house and rent
prices, increasing population, lower rental vacancy rates, higher shelter occupancy rates, growing
unhoused population and rental units being taken off the long-term rental market – has created
what many would consider a housing crisis.
Groups affected by the housing crisis
Everyone in Niagara is experiencing the housing crisis in some way. Those benefitting
from this type of crisis include, for example, real-estate agents, mortgage providers, housing
developers and sub-dividers. In addition, those who own their homes might consider the growing
house prices as a sign of a healthy economy and prompt them to take on more debt by refinancing
their mortgages. Those negatively affected by the crisis might include the Indigenous population,
single parents, seniors, immigrants, LGBTQ2S persons or other vulnerable populations (Heritz,
2020). Many people in Niagara may be experiencing multiple factors of vulnerability
simultaneously. Here, I shall only briefly mention two broader categories: lower-income workers
and Indigenous peoples.
Many individuals in these groups face unemployment or underemployment. As of
November 2019, the living wage for Niagara is $18.12 per hour (Ontario Living Wage Network,
2020). Those in minimum-wage employment, making $14 an hour will struggle to make ends
meet. Sales and service jobs are the most common form of employment in Niagara and especially
Niagara Falls (Heritz, 2020). These jobs are an essential part of the tourism industry but are usually
lower (minimum) wage and seasonal. It is vital for the area to have affordable housing options to
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support this lower-income population who are the cornerstone of the tourism economy. The
Indigenous community is also negatively affected by the housing crisis (Heritz, 2020). In 2018,
approximately 24% of the people experiencing homelessness in Niagara identified as Indigenous.
The Indigenous community, however, consider this a conservative estimate (Heritz, 2020). This is
important, considering “they represent less than three per cent of the general population” (Heritz,
2020). It is important to recognize and meet these particular needs in our local communities,
especially the need for adequate, affordable housing (Heritz, 2020).
What is being done for affordable housing?
The province is seemingly concerned about housing affordability, and they are trying to
alleviate the problem in various ways. In 2011, the province passed the Strong Communities
through Affordable Housing Act, as a ‘long-term strategy’ for housing affordability (Ministry of
Municipal Affairs (MMA), 2017). In this strategy, which amended the Planning Act effective
January 2012, municipalities were required to change their zoning bylaws to permit the
construction of accessory dwelling units in detached, semi-detached and row houses (MMA,
2017). This new strategy was believed to help affordability by “providing small scale rental
accommodations” that would be cheaper to rent, and “by providing homeowners with an additional
source of income so that in a market of increasing housing costs, home ownership can be more
affordable” (City of Niagara Falls, 2017, p. 2). Furthermore, in Ontario’s Long-Term Affordable
Housing Strategy Update, the authors confess that federal funding for social housing would
continue to decline and claimed that “the province and municipalities are limited in their ability to
fill the gap” (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH), 2016, p. 15). Their plan,
instead, is to encourage more private sector development of affordable market housing through
financial and land use planning tools (MMAH, 2016, p. 16). In other words, the province plans to
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subsidize developers to provide affordable housing that will most likely be out of reach from those
who really need it. The province’s approach to solving affordability lines up with asset-based
welfare discourse I discussed in the literature review.
As I described it, the issue of affordable housing has stemmed from the transition towards
neoliberal policies in the late twentieth century. When federal funding was cut for housing and
responsibility for increasing the supply of housing was transferred to the private sector, very little
rental housing was constructed because it is not as profitable. The 2018 report for the accessory
dwelling bylaw provides evidence for this, stating that 94% of Niagara’s rental accommodation
was built before 1990 (City of Niagara Falls, 2018a, p. 2). Lack of new builds exacerbated
shortages created by increased demand. Thus, the vacancy rate for one-bedroom apartments in
Niagara Falls dropped from 3.6% in 2016 to 1.8% in early 2018 (City of Niagara Falls, 2018a).
The report further suggests that people are staying in rental accommodations longer because of the
prohibitive costs of home ownership. If people are staying in units longer and no units are being
built, the next group of renters – whether new immigrants or the younger generation who are
moving out of their parent’s homes – will have very few options. Moreover, because there is high
demand for a limited supply, rent costs have risen dramatically over a very short period of time.
The new accessory dwelling unit bylaw also aligns with neoliberal theory by offloading
the responsibility of finding and providing affordable housing to the citizens themselves. After
deferring a decision twice, the City of Niagara Falls passed this new by-law in March 2018. City
Council approved the accessory dwelling unit bylaw only two weeks before approving a new
vacation rental bylaw. The timing of these decisions blurs the relationship between affordable
housing and bed-and-breakfasts. Accessory dwelling units are meant to be for long-term tenants
but could very well be used for short-term tenants on Airbnb. The new vacation rental bylaw will
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permit bed-and-breakfasts in residential areas by right with a permit. Whereby these units used to
be a means of extra financial support, it has now become almost necessary for people to afford to
own a house. This is not to say that this bylaw is not helpful. However, the City of Niagara Falls
is joining this part of the game late. People were adding accessory dwellings to their homes long
before the bylaw was approved. Passing the bylaw only legalized these existing units. This will
become important below.
Niagara needs more affordable housing. Some municipalities in Niagara are constructing
new affordable housing units. There is, for example, a new 67-unit building in Welland that was
completed in 2014 (Forsyth, 2019a; Heritz, 2020). Another development with 85 units in St.
Catharines was completed in 2019 (Forsyth, 2019a; Heritz, 2020). A 73-unit building in Niagara
Falls has been approved and was scheduled to begin construction in the summer of 2020 (Heritz,
2020). These are steps in the right direction, but we are still very far from having enough
affordable housing. Some local businesses and social groups have proposed other solutions, such
as shipping container homes, creating a community of tiny homes, or converting motels into multitenant buildings with shared cooking and living space (Forsyth, 2018c). Others say tiny homes are
gimmicks and money should go toward multi-unit residences (Cheevers, 2019). As of 2019,
approximately 13% of households in Niagara were in core housing need and these numbers are
rising (Niagara Region, 2019) [Figure 12].
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Figure 12: Niagara household in core housing need (Source: Niagara Region, 2019 - adapted from Statistics Canada, CANCEA)

Summary
Approximately 70% of Niagara Falls residents are homeowners (Statistics Canada, 2017).
Much of this group would welcome rising housing prices in the city; their assets are growing in
value. Yet, who speaks for those whom this crisis does not benefit? We must advocate for housing
on behalf of those who cannot do so for themselves. Champions of neoliberal capitalist economies
claim that the market is self-regulating, yet they strategically use government policies to guarantee
risk-free investment. In Ontario, the government is still highly involved in housing, but it privileges
the private sector and those who profit from inflated house prices. The private market has yet to
solve the deepening housing crisis. Shelters are exceeding capacity and there are a growing number
of people struggling with homelessness; these facts are testaments to the failures of the current
housing structure. Therefore, we need to implement better policies and solutions that will
guarantee equitable access to safe, secure, and affordable housing for all.
Niagara Falls is an interesting case study for housing affordability because the contrast
between wealth and poverty is so stark. There are neighbourhoods that clearly show the profit that
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is made from the tourism industry in the city. Yet, this industry is directly supported by the lowwage workers. In plain numbers, Niagara Falls had 13,125 low-income households in 2016
(Howard, 2018). The growing cost of single-family dwellings produces ripple effects in the rest of
the housing system. People can no longer afford to move into homeownership and end up staying
in the rental market longer (Zettel, 2018). This means that there are fewer units on the market for
the next generation of renters. Similarly, the affordable housing units are being occupied longer
because there are no affordable options in the private market.
Finally, and to return to it, Airbnb becomes another stress on the already strained system.
Accessory dwelling units are meant to add to the long-term rental market but can easily, and more
profitably, be used for the short-term vacation rental market. Furthermore, the vacation rental
situation disproportionately affects the areas where the lower-income population lives: the lowincome population is concentrated within the downtown core and under the new bylaw, this is
exactly where the vacation rentals will be allowed to operate. This context sets the stage for my
analysis in the next chapter where I look at how discourses of homeownership and private property
rights inform the public discussion on vacation rental regulations. Many people are looking for
new ways to afford home ownership and see Airbnb as the perfect opportunity. Others see shortterm rentals as a nuisance and want strict regulation to be enforced (Spiteri, 2017b; Langley, 2018).
Neither perspective seems to consider the consequences for the long-term renter population in the
city. In fact, none of the local news articles on the topic mention issues of affordability (Spiteri,
2018a). Years later, the housing crisis continues to worsen (Hutton, 2019a), and vacation rentals
continue to be a problem for some residents (Langley, 2019). These questions inform my research
in the next two chapters.
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Chapter 5 – Content Analysis
Introduction
In this analysis, I am not trying to demonstrate the effect that Airbnb has had on the tourist
accommodation market in Niagara Falls. Nor am I trying to establish a direct link between the
increased numbers of Airbnb properties and rising rents in the city. As I have already established
in my literature review, most hosts are multi-listers, suggesting that most units have been
commercialized and are run by profit-driven corporations. In other words, while Airbnb was
originally part of the sharing economy run by unprofessional hosts, “Airbnb turned into a structure
provided and managed by professional hosts” (Demir & Emekli, 2021, p. 3). The
professionalization and commercialization of the Airbnb platform has led many researchers to
conclude that it is no longer in line with the sharing economy ethos (Demir & Emekli, 2021;
Gurran, 2018). Given this, my analysis is meant to interrogate the relationship of housing
affordability and commodification as it relates to the short-term rental market in Niagara Falls. I
shall do so by critically exploring the discourses related to housing that underlay city council
discussion and ultimately, decisions. This discursive system, which has been cultivated by
government and financial institutions for decades, clearly privileges homeowners over renters. I
am not against homeownership, but I argue that the property market has been harnessed by the
financial sector to profit from housing debts incurred by Canadian citizens and that this system has
been protected by governments at all levels. Consequently, renters’ interests are rarely prioritized
when housing issues are considered. It is no surprise, then, that during Niagara Falls' City
Council’s decision process of regulating vacation rentals, homeowners and their values dominated
discussions. This makes city council meetings an appropriate source of data to analyze discourses
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related to homeownership and any links between Airbnb and affordability. However, before I get
into a discourse analysis, I must first describe my data.
I conducted a content analysis for three city council meetings related to housing
affordability and Airbnb. I limited my search for data to the years between 2016, when Airbnb
became popular, and 2019, before the Covid-19 pandemic began. I chose to code those meetings
in which council decisions led to their passing of bylaws. These meetings took place within the
span of a month in 2018. The first meeting I analysed concerned accessory dwelling units. It took
place on March 27, 2018. Council’s decision was initiated by provincial efforts to alleviate
pressures for affordable housing across Ontario. During the meeting councillors repeatedly pointed
to Airbnb as a concern. The second meeting focused on vacation rental units and B&Bs. This
meeting occurred on April 10, 2018. The meeting’s purpose was to approve the zoning bylaw
amendment that would allow vacation rental units in zones designated tourist/commercial and
B&Bs in any zone (including residential) by right with a permit. A large number of public residents
attended this meeting. The third meeting focused on the details of the new vacation rental bylaw.
It was held on April 24, 2018. This meeting included discussion of a grace period for people to
shut their vacation rentals down, the enforcement of the new bylaw, and the cost of permits. As I
mentioned, this is the point where residents appeared to appeal the bylaw.
I used these meetings to demonstrate how City Council has responded to the local housing
crisis and the part that Airbnb plays in their response. I have written about the details of my
research process in my methodology chapter. To summarize, however, I first downloaded the
transcripts from the city’s YouTube page. I then systematically coded each meeting transcript and
organized my codes into categories or ‘themes.’ I shall use this chapter to briefly summarize the
most important themes from each meeting to describe the data. I have included an appendix of the
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codes I derived from the meetings (see Appendix B). Several clear themes emerged from each
meeting. It is worth noting that some of the themes emerged in all three meetings while others
were specific to a single meeting (see Table 8 for a list of themes and their frequency). I have
quoted verbatim from the transcripts throughout my analysis chapters. Some quotations may seem
incoherent. I have tried my best to remedy this by using square brackets to clarify what the speaker
was referring to, without altering the meaning of their words.
Table 8: Content Analysis Themes and Frequency (Note: percentages are rounded to nearest half percent and adjusted to equal
100%)

Theme
Frequency
Bylaw
recommendation
affordability
Airbnb concern
Housing
commodification
Middle-class values
Rental statistics
Long-term tenancy
Miscellaneous
rhetoric
Total

March 27

City Council Meeting
April 10
#
%
270
40

#
47

%
42

35
12
8

31
11
7

39
130

5
5
-

4.5
4.5
-

112

100

April 24
#
57

%
66

5.5
19

1
7

1
8

163
12
64

24
2
9.5

14
3
4

16.5
3.5
5

678

100

86

100

5.1 First City Council Meeting
Official Plan Amendment No. 115, Zoning By-law Amendment Nos. 2012-014 & 2018-002,
Accessory Dwelling Units

This meeting took place on March 27, 2018. This discussion of accessory dwelling units
had emerged at other meetings but, for various reasons, was repeatedly deferred. In an August 22,
2017 meeting, for example, some members of council requested that they deal with short-term
rentals and accessory dwelling units in tandem (City Council Meeting, 2017). However, and
shortly before the meeting, the council decided to split them into separate discussions again. Their
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difficulty in deciding is understandable as the two topics are interconnected. This will be become
clear in my analysis.
The city planner began the meeting by discussing the highlights of the proposed
amendment. Based on provincial directives, he explained that municipalities must implement these
changes to comply with provincial policy. As described in my context chapter, the province of
Ontario updated the Planning Act (MMA, 2017) to require municipalities allow secondary
dwelling units within single-detached, semi-detached and row houses. This new policy was part
of Ontario’s long-term strategy for affordable housing. Again, the units were seen as a way to
increase the supply of smaller, more affordable rental units and provide homeowners with income
to offset increasing housing costs (City of Niagara Falls, 2017). According to the staff report
prepared for this meeting, prior consultation about the proposed amendment showed that the
public, the Builder’s Association, and the Real Estate Association were all supportive of the
province’s initiative (City of Niagara Falls, 2018a). After the city planner finished the oral report,
the council and public were given time to comment and ask questions. Two things became made
clear during this discussion. First, the minutes suggest that council did not want this bylaw to
facilitate the transition of living units to short-term rentals. Even though this policy was required
by the province, councillors were wary of passing the bylaw amendment as it opened up the
potential for short-term rather than long-term rentals. Second, many councillors were in favour of
requiring an owner to live in the principal dwelling unit as an attempt to prevent ‘bad tenant’
situations and protect neighbourhood character.
Themes: Accessory Dwelling Unit City Council Meeting
I organized the content of this meeting into six categories. Some themes were prominent
discussion points and featured conflicting opinions, while other themes were barely mentioned,
WILLMS

85

but turned out to be important. The theme categories – in order of count – are as follows: bylaw
recommendations, affordability, Airbnb concern, housing commodification, neighbourhood
character, and rental statistics [Table 9]. Though the last two themes did not appear often, they did
become important. Given the nature of these meetings, the councillors responded with questions
and concerns without diverging too far from the proposal topic. For example, although this bylaw
amendment was expected to create more affordable units, the councillors did not discuss where
people are finding these now, namely, places like motel rooms. The theme count for this meeting
is repeated below [Table 9]. I shall now describe each theme in more detail.
Table 9: Accessory dwelling unit meeting themes and code counts

Theme
Count
Percent
of total

Bylaw
recommendations
47
42%

Affordability
35
31%

Airbnb
concern
12
11%

Housing
commodification
8
7%

Neighbourhood
character
5
4.5%

Rental
statistics
5
4.5%

1. Bylaw Recommendations
Discussion of bylaw recommendations emerged as the most common theme (42% of coded
content). This is not that surprising as the point of the meeting was to discuss and determine the
details of the bylaw prior to a council vote. Much of the councillors’ discussion around the bylaw
focused on whether the owner must live in the primary dwelling. Most of them believed that this
requirement would prevent the homes from being used as investment properties and as short-term
rentals like Airbnb. Some councillors assumed that requiring owner occupancy would protect
neighbourhood character. Though many of the councillors were adamant about the requirement
that the owner live in the dwelling, some held contrasting opinions. For example, Councillor K.
was indifferent as to owner occupation and Councillor S. did not think owner occupation was
required. All the public respondents were supportive of permitting accessory dwelling units, but
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their opinions differed on the owner occupancy requirement. Some wanted owner-occupation to
be required, while others did not. Overall, the opinions about owner occupation were mixed but
the council’s final decision in the meeting was to require owner-occupation in the amended bylaw.
This, however, went against Ontario’s Planning Act which “does not allow zoning to have the
effect of distinguishing on the basis of relationship” (MMA, 2017, p. 6). According to the
provincial policy, the owner should not be required to occupy either primary or secondary unit.
2. Affordability
Affordability was the second most frequent theme that emerged (31% of coded content). This
discussion focused on both homeowners who might be supplementing their income to afford
mortgages and renters who would be able to rent the new accessory dwelling units for, hopefully,
lower than market rates. Again, this focus is not surprising. The provincial government’s goal for
this new bylaw was to control sprawl and increase affordability in Ontario municipalities.
Affordability discussions at the meeting included things like Niagara Regional Housing wait times,
rental vacancy rates, and increasing housing prices.
Councillor member and public attendees discussed affordability in terms of rental prices,
vacancy rates, and homeownership. The council recognized the need for more affordable rental
housing by highlighting the plight of renters in the city. The public respondents also seemed
concerned for rental options and affordability. There seemed to be wide agreement that accessory
dwelling units were part of a solution to the tight vacancy rates and growing prices in the Niagara
Falls rental market. Both councillors and public attendees also discussed examples of homeowners
using these units to supplement their income to pay for their mortgage or to augment retirement
incomes. Although city councillors did stress the importance of creating a context for affordable
rental units, their lens of affordability was still highly influenced by the discourse of
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homeownership as these units would be built in individual homes. Most importantly, while their
affordability as rental units was an important aspect in this meeting, accessory dwelling units were
also seen as a way to facilitate more affordable homeownership.
3. Airbnb Concern
The council discussion of accessory dwelling units ventured towards worries about the growth of
the vacation rental market (11% of coded content). The Councillors connected the concern for
owner occupation to the potential of landlords using these units as bed and breakfasts.
Furthermore, some councillors associated the lack of long-term rental units with the growth of the
short-term rental market. Though councillors and city staff tried to craft this bylaw to prevent
vacation rental units there were still individuals who voiced concerns. On the many occasions that
Airbnb was brought up, these comments were dismissed by staff who explained that vacation
rentals are a different land use. In sum, councillors were trying to stop these accessory dwelling
units from becoming short-term rentals while still entertaining the idea of permitting bed and
breakfasts within residential neighbourhoods. This will become important below.
4. Housing Commodification
Housing commodification was not an explicitly common theme in this meeting. Housing is
commonly viewed as a safe, profitable investment and homeownership is a taken-for-granted
reality. Yet there are ways in which this investment can be destabilized, threatening the hegemony
of homeownership. In many ways, housing values reflect zoning laws. Zoning bylaws have a major
impact on the way land can be used within a city; they define the activities allowed in different
areas of the city. Councillors understand this and some wanted to prevent this bylaw from opening
up residential areas to investors seeking to establish short-term rentals for tourists.
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The whole council discussion could be considered housing commodification, since it was
focused on land use regulation, but to keep this theme more concise, while coding, I only recorded
a statement if people talked about property value or about property as an investment (i.e., housing
as profit or ‘hyper commodification’). I did not, therefore, include discussions of people renting
accessory dwellings to support individual homeownership (i.e., meeting mortgage payments). I
understand that any form of rental unit might be considered commodification of housing, but for
this analysis I have chosen to keep the two separate. Given this, I coded eight instances of housing
commodification. These instances also overlap with Airbnb discussions on some occasions.
At various points throughout the discussion, councillors and one public respondent
mentioned investors’ interest in acquiring properties. Others wanted to prevent middle- and upperclass neighbourhoods from having long-term rental units on single-family dwellings properties.
Councillor T., for example, believed this would lower the property value of the surrounding homes.
Goodbrand and Hiller argue that accessory dwelling units are “presumed to affect property values
and the home as an investment” (2018, p. 265). Again, since homeownership is taken-for-granted,
anything outside this accepted ‘truth’ is considered threatening. In countries where
homeownership is the dominant form of tenure, rental units and their occupants are marginalized
(Rollwagen, 2015). In addition, when secondary rental units are connected to supplying ‘affordable
housing,’ they are almost automatically associated with ‘undesirable’ populations (Goodbrand &
Hiller, 2018, p. 265). This seems to coincide with my findings. These opinions connect to the next
theme, neighbourhood character, and reappear in other meeting discussions where renters are
associated with crime and compromised property standards.
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5. Neighbourhood Character
Neighbourhood character was a subtle, but important, theme during this meeting. More
specifically, the details of the bylaw explicitly intend to ensure the building of accessory dwelling
units “respects and maintains the character of the principal dwelling and the neighbourhood”
(CCM1, 2018, p. 2). This idea is historically associated with class and race which I shall discuss
in the next chapter (see Fogelson, 2005). This concern for ‘character’ is then carried throughout
the meeting as councillors tried to protect middle-class neighbourhoods from too many long-term
renters who, some assumed, would lower property values (as expressed in the housing
commodification discussion), and short-term renters, who were taking up much needed rental units
(as expressed in the Airbnb concern discussion).
Many of the councillors assumed that new accessory dwellings would be basement units.
However, the bylaw amendment would also allow units above garages and in backyards provided
builders met all other zoning requirements. Though rare – because of their construction costs –
some councillors were concerned that upper- and middle-class neighbourhood character would be
compromised if people were allowed to build separate accessory dwelling units on their properties.
Councillor T., for example was concerned about people building accessory dwellings in the
backyards of Calaguiro Estates, a well-known, upper-class neighbourhood in the city (CCM1,
2018, p. 4). He then used this concern to raise the issue of property values. In other words, this
councillor sees free-standing rental units as a form of property devaluation that might undermine
upper and middle-class neighbourhood character. The stigmatization of renters in public discourse
has often made it necessary for renters to construct themselves as ‘good tenants’ to gain acceptance
in neighbourhoods dominated by homeownership (Power & Gillon, 2020). I shall discuss this more
in the next chapter.
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6. Rental Statistics
I created a rental statistics code to demonstrate what councillors used to determine housing needs
and affordability in the local market. For example, at the time of the meeting, the report to council
stated that the vacancy rate for one-bedroom apartments, renting for around $800, was at 1.8%
(CCM1, 2018, p. 1). In other words, demand for rental units was clearly high at the time of meeting.
Obviously, this has changed since the meeting took place, but it is interesting to consider what the
meeting participants believed was unaffordable and how this bylaw would not make a significant
difference to the local experience of the current housing crisis.

5.2 Second City Council Meeting
AM-2017-005, City Initiated Official Plan and Zoning By-law Amendments Vacation Rental
Units and Bed and Breakfasts

After the initial meeting to discuss the accessory dwelling bylaw, council met on April 10,
2018, to establish new short-term rental regulations. During this meeting, the application to
regulate vacation rentals and bed and breakfasts was introduced by the city planner. The floor was
then opened for public comment, and for questions from the city councillors. So many people
attended the meeting that the audience exceeded the room’s audience capacity and spilt out into
the hallway where the video recording of the meeting was being shown. The public respondents
spoke either in favour of, or in opposition to, the new regulations. Most of those in favour of the
regulations were homeowners trying to protect their residential neighbourhoods from outsiders.
They restated familiar themes related to the themes described above: neighbourhood character,
nuisances, and middle-class fears. Individuals who bought houses specifically to use for Airbnb
represented most of those opposed to the new regulations. They referred to the commodification
of housing, tourism, and supplementing income to afford mortgages. Unfortunately, much of this
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discussion stigmatized long-term renters. In fact, very few participants made comments about
affordability – other than in the context of Airbnb helping people afford mortgages – during this
meeting.
The new bylaw differentiates between bed and breakfasts and vacation rentals. This is an
important distinction. The bylaw stipulates that vacation rental units are entire units, homes or
apartments, being rented out on a short-term basis; the owner does not live on site. Bed and
breakfasts are defined as a single room or multiple rooms – rented out on a short-term basis –
within a dwelling at which the owner lives. In certain interpretations, this could include basement
units as multiple room rentals within single-family dwellings where the owner lives on site. In
other words, units intended to be accessory dwellings can be used as bed and breakfasts. As I have
already mentioned, established bed and breakfasts were already common in the city before the
emergence of sites like Airbnb. These businesses are often commercially licensed and focus
particularly on offering hospitality to tourists. The new vacation rental bylaw would restrict
vacation rentals to designated tourist/commercial zones with a permit but allow bed and breakfasts
to be established anywhere in the city, with a permit, as long as the owner lives on site.
Themes: Vacation Rental Unit and Bed & Breakfast City Council Meeting
I grouped my codes into nine categories in order to thoroughly organize my data: middleclass fears, nuisances, neighbourhood character, housing commodification, tourism, bylaw
recommendations, affordability, long-term tenancy, and miscellaneous rhetoric. I further
condensed these nine categories into six to describe the data in this chapter. I grouped middle-class
fears, nuisances and neighbourhood character together under ‘middle-class values.’ I grouped
housing commodification and tourism together under ‘commodification.’ I left bylaw
recommendations, affordability, and long-term tenancy as their own separate categories to be
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discussed. The miscellaneous category is comprised of outlier codes that did not fit in any other
categories. I have included a table of counts from the original table at the beginning of the chapter,
omitting the absent themes in this meeting (i.e., Airbnb concern and rental statistics), to remind
the reader [Table 10].
Table 10: Vacation rental and B&B unit meeting themes and code counts

Theme

Bylaw
Recommendations

Affordability

Commodification

Middleclass
values

Long-term
tenancy

Miscellaneous

Count
Percent
of Total

270
40%

39
5.5%

130
19%

163
24%

12
2%

64
9.5%

1. Bylaw Recommendations
Bylaw recommendations was the most common theme in the vacation rental and B&B meeting
discussion (40% of coded content). Again, this was expected given this was the purpose of the
meeting: to discuss the details of the proposed bylaw. The bylaw recommendations were mostly
related to enforcement and cost of the license. I coded 39 instances of ‘enforcement’ and 34
instances of ‘cost of license.’ The ‘enforcement’ codes were mostly concerning how this new
bylaw would be regulated. The people in favour of vacation rental regulations wanted enforcement
to happen swiftly and strategically. However, others argued that the complaints could be dealt with
without implementing a new vacation rental bylaw. The opinions of the council members were
mixed. Some wanted to guarantee the vacation rentals would all be shut down, while others argued
that it would take a long time to complete the task. The ‘cost of license’ codes were also connected
to enforcement. The city claimed that the cost of the license was going to be used to hire more
bylaw officers to enforce the regulations. The city also claimed that the cost was determined by
comparing what other cities and municipalities had done. Overall, the residents argued that the
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cost was too high which makes it unattractive to those wanting to use Airbnb to supplement their
income, but manageable for those who are running multiple units as a business. By the end of the
meeting, the council was undecided on three details of the bylaw: enforcement, grace period, and
license fees. These were deferred to the next meeting.
Like the accessory dwelling unit bylaw meeting, many comments were related to owner
occupation of the principal dwelling, but this discussion also brought in the idea of ‘manager’
occupied. I coded 13 instances of ‘owner occupied’ and 16 instances of ‘manager occupied’ in this
meeting. The staff and public saw the owner occupation requirement as a way to limit the
‘nuisances’ of short-term rental properties such as garbage and noise. The council’s final decision
on the matter determined that owner occupation would be required, an onsite manager would not
be sufficient (City of Niagara Falls, 2018c).
2. Middle-class values
Residents’ complaints about garbage, noise, parking, and partying related to vacation rentals are
what brought the issue to the city’s attention. These ‘nuisance’ issues were a common theme
throughout the meeting; I coded 71 instances of comments related to nuisance bylaws. However,
and as noted above, the city already has bylaws to deal with these issues. Therefore, more reasons
were needed in order to justify certain recommendations.
Many residents used arguments that played off a ‘fear of others’ to justify their opposition
to vacation rentals. I coded 18 instances of comments related to ‘middle-class fears.’ These fears
include safety, strangers, crime, and human/sex trafficking. Throughout the meeting, residents
voiced their concerns about ‘undesirable’ people in their neighbourhoods. These concerns
revolved around suburban expectations of safety and community. For example, one resident
disclosed his frustrations:
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We also wanted to look for a place, and be in a place with a safe and friendly environment,
for our retirement. And also so that our grandchildren can explore the neighbourhood when
they come to visit. That will not be the case if every other home on our street or
neighbourhood is allowed to operate as a vacation rental. If so, we’ll essentially live in a
tourist area, we’ll always have migrant neighbours. And these neighours we don’t know if
they have criminal records, if they’re pedophiles, if they’re involved in the sex industry,
we don’t know that. And we’ll always be looking over our shoulders to see, to be aware of
any strangers that are in the community. So it’s not the sort of community that we thought
we were buying into. (CCM2, 2018, p. 8)
This resident used a ‘moral panic’ tactic to drive his argument. Long (2016) describes a moral
panic as “an attempt to regain control in the face of something that is seen as threatening to disrupt
an established balance of power” (p. 178). Long (2016) then examines moral panics in the context
of undergraduate students in the UK. Thus, while the scapegoat is different, the process of residents
defining the threat is similar. They sense a loss of power over their environment and are attempting
to regain control.
The ‘fear of others’ argument is based on an assumption that permanent neighbours, or
more specifically, homeowners, are ‘good,’ responsible, safe citizens (Ronald, 2008; McKee,
2012). For example, Ronald (2008) argues that “the owner-occupier has been elevated as a better
type of citizen, neighbour and even parent” (p. 2). I shall discuss this in more detail in the next
chapter. These assumptions, of the inherent ‘good’ of homeowners, were also common in
arguments defending neighbourhood character. I coded 74 instances of comments related to
neighbourhood character. Comments were frequently made about people wanting their
neighbourhoods to be communities for their children to grow up in and wanting to know their
neighbours. A discourse of homeownership was evident throughout the comments. Through this
discourse, renters are often stigmatized and considered a threat to community cohesiveness
(Ronald, 2008; Rollwagen, 2015). This argument hinges on the understanding that economic

WILLMS

95

investment ties owners to property (Rollwagen, 2015). Again, I shall discuss this further in the
next chapter.
3. Commodification
The theme of commodification was much more common in this meeting. This theme is a
combination of comments related to housing as an investment and comments about using Airbnb
(and, thus, housing) to support the city’s tourism industry. This meeting has 67 instances of
comments related to housing commodification and 63 instances of comments related to tourism.
Many of the comments from both council and the public referred to housing as an
investment. For example, to defend against ‘nuisance’ arguments, some short-term rental owners
explained they do not want their investment properties damaged and would do what they needed
to prevent neighbourhood disturbances, such as garbage, parking, and noise. Also, real-estate
investors were mentioned in the discussion. Councillor Cr. explained he thought Airbnb was a
backup plan for real-estate agents’ unprofitable house-flips (CCM2, 2018, p. 53). Other ‘housing
commodification’ codes included comments describing Airbnb as a new industry and opening up
a new market. Many of the people opposed to vacation rental regulations spoke of the economic
benefits that came with the short-term rental market. For example, one resident who is part of an
Airbnb association argued that the platform facilitated a number of professional jobs related to the
new industry, such as photographers and cleaning services (CCM2, 2018, p. 16-17). While many
argued this new industry would support the local population, their arguments also expressed a need
to facilitate and promote more tourism for its own sake. They believed this to be the role of local
government (to attract private investment).
Tourism also figured largely in discussions around commodification. Niagara Falls is wellknown for its tourism and this designation was used by both sides of the argument (for and against
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regulations). Comments were made about the city being ‘world class’ and a ‘tourist town.’ The
individuals largely opposed to the new regulations argued that Airbnb would help meet the
demands of tourism in the city. However, tourism was also used to argue for restrictions. It is
interesting to note that prior to this bylaw being passed, vacation rentals were not technically
permitted anywhere in the city; this meeting was to decide whether it would be allowed in certain
zones. This was the eventual decision; council voted to restrict vacation rentals to
tourist/commercial zones and permit bed and breakfasts anywhere in the city with a permit.
4. Affordability
Affordability was not as common a theme in this vacation rental meeting as it was in the accessory
dwelling meeting. I counted 39 instances of codes related to affordability through this meeting
with the most common being ‘extra income.’ None of the comments from the public in this
discussion related to rental affordability, and only a few councillors were sympathetic to this issue.
Discussions about affordability mostly consisted of arguments about how Airbnb could facilitate
homeownership and supplement mortgage payments. Some even argued that Airbnb was a good
opportunity for lower-income families to get ahead economically. Only a few comments
considered the future affordability of housing. In summary, some residents viewed Airbnb as a
way to support homeownership, while only a few councillors considered that the industry will
remove affordable long-term rental units from the market.
5. Long-term tenancy
The last theme I shall discuss for this meeting is related to long-term tenancy. Many people’s
comments simultaneously demonstrated concern about the lack of long-term rentals and
stigmatized long-term renters. Stigmatization of renters has been a growing issue since
homeownership became the dominant tenure. The stigmatization of renters allows landlords to
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argue that Airbnb is better for neighbourhood character. I shall discuss this in more detail in the
next chapter.

5.3 Third City Council Meeting
New Business: Vacation Rental Unit (9b)

The third city council meeting that I analysed took place on April 24, 2018, two weeks
after the initial vacation rental meeting. The discussion was not planned, but the deferred bylaw
details were brought up by Councillor T. in the ‘new business’ portion of the city council meeting.
This portion of the meeting was then used to discuss the deferred details of the bylaw. These details
included fees, enforcement, and a grace period. The April 10 meeting involved a significant
amount of discussion on these topics, but city council members did not feel prepared to make a
final decision on them yet. The April 24 meeting was used to finalize the deferred matters. This
was an interesting move by city council because the public was concerned about many of the topics
that were deferred, however, this meeting did not have any public input.
Themes: Vacation Rental and B&B details City Council Meeting
Since this meeting was regarding the same bylaw as April 10, I categorized my codes into
the same themes. However, the most common codes were related to fees, enforcement and grace
period which are all under the theme of bylaw recommendation. As such, there were fewer codes
for the other themes. As a reminder, the change in frequency is demonstrated in Table 11 [Table
11]. This meeting finalized the specifics of the vacation rental and bed and breakfast bylaw.
Table 11: April 24 city council meeting themes and code counts

Theme

Bylaw
Recommendations

Affordability

Commodification

Middleclass
values

Long-term
tenancy

Miscellaneous

Count
Percent

57
66%

1
1%

7
8%

14
16.5%

3
3.5%

4
5%
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1. Bylaw Recommendations
The first, and most common theme for this meeting was bylaw recommendations. The most
common codes within this category were enforcement (17 instances), grace period (16 instances)
and cost of license (6 instances). The council was trying to determine how they would enforce this
new bylaw and whether they should allow a grace period for the vacation rentals that were already
booked for the summer. After a bit of discussion, council’s decision was to continue shutting down
the illegal rentals and not to commit to any type of grace period. The fees, on the other hand, were
again deferred until a report was made for council. In the meantime, the original license cost
recommendations were to remain in effect. This included a $1,000 initial license fee, with a $500
renewal fee for subsequent years. Many members of the public and some councillors had argued
that this was excessive in the previous meeting. However, in this meeting, Councillor T. suggested
that these fees were appropriate (City of Niagara Falls, City Council Meeting, April 24, 2018, p.
1; hereafter cited as CC3, 2018). As such, the councillors passed the bylaw without changing the
suggested fees.
2. Middle-Class Values
The second most common theme in this meeting was middle-class values. At this point in the
process, most of the comments made in this meeting were regarding the nuisance bylaws. This
discussion was used to summarize earlier opinions and ensure enforcement continued. The
numerous ‘nuisance’ complaints kept councillors determined to resolve the issue by regulating the
land-use.
3. Commodification
Commodification was not a common theme in this meeting; I only coded 7 instances. However,
the few comments that were made were important, bringing in new ideas to the discussion. For
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example, this was the first time real-estate advertisements were brought up. The comments
illustrated how Airbnb was being used to encourage increased housing investment and
commodification. Other comments demonstrated that councillors fear of the Airbnb Association,
though mentioned for the first time in this meeting, was very real. Meanwhile, some councillors
openly supported the hotel industry. In this meeting, the councillors seemed to be trying to prevent
the commodification of housing as a service to the hotel industry.
4. Affordability
Concern for affordability almost dropped out completely by this third meeting. I only coded 1
instance of a comment loosely related to affordability in this meeting. Again, this comment was
made by Councillor T. He stated, “it’s kind of funny, we were talking, a couple weeks ago, about
the homeless and no place to get apartments here. The lowest level we’ve ever had. It’s because
all of these vacant rentals are being taken up and it’s a serious problem” (CCM3, 2018, p. 5). There
remained, however, some concern for long-term rental vacancy.
5. Long-term tenancy
The discussion related to long-term rentals in this meeting was focused on the lack of apartment
rental availability. I coded three instances for this theme. First, Councillor Cr. commented about
Japan outlawing Airbnb because there were no more apartments available. Then Councillor T.
mentioned the lack of apartments in New York because of Airbnb. Lastly, Councillor T. mentioned
the lack of apartments locally, which I quoted above. The discussion in this meeting seemed to
avoid stigmatizing renters.
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5.4 Connecting the meetings
One theme was prominent in all three meetings: bylaw recommendations. This was to be
expected, given that these are city council meetings held to approve bylaw amendments. The main
topics within this theme did, however, change slightly between meetings. In the first meeting, the
recommendations were focused on requiring owner-occupation of dwellings with accessory units.
In the second meeting, the recommendations were also focused on owner-occupation of residential
bed and breakfasts, but also considered the enforcement of the bylaw and the cost of the licenses.
In the third meeting, the recommendations were focused on the cost of license, enforcement, and
whether a grace period should be implemented. It seems clear that all the bylaw recommendations
supported the dominance of homeownership discourses, even while councillors considered rental
availability (some councillors wanted to ensure owners would be living in primary dwellings if
they permit accessory dwellings).
The theme of commodification also shifted through the meetings. In the first meeting, it
was not a common theme, with comments mainly focused on people buying investment properties
and using them as rentals. In the second meeting, this theme became more important, with many
comments focused on investment properties, tourism, and Airbnb. By the third meeting, the few
housing commodification comments were related more to the real-estate industry and its
promotion of using property for Airbnb. While the councillors did not want people buying up
properties as investments, they also reproduced the discourse of housing as investment on an
individual basis. For example, one councillor wanted to prevent an inundation of rental properties
in middle-class neighbourhoods because he believed it would lower the value of surrounding
homes. In other words, he wanted to protect the value of individualized homeownership and he
viewed other forms of housing investment (such as rental housing) as devalorization.
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The theme of middle-class values became more important over time. In the first meeting,
‘middle class values’ appears as a subtle theme focused on protecting middle-class
neighbourhoods from becoming overrun with rental properties. In the second meeting, this became
the second most important theme, discussion focused on keeping neighbourhoods clean, safe, and
quiet. In the third meeting, these same values justified policies featuring strict and swift
enforcement. All the comments in this theme demonstrated the privileging of homeownership in
public discourse. This theme will be important in the next chapter to demonstrate how people
conceptualize homeownership and justify renter discrimination.
The theme of affordability became less important for each consecutive meeting. Again, this
makes sense, given that the accessory dwelling bylaw was specifically meant to improve
affordability, whereas the vacation rental bylaw was more about controlling the negative side
effects of the short-term rental market. In the first meeting, affordability was the second most
common theme. While the discourse of homeownership was prominent in shaping the affordability
discussion, the need for rental affordability was also considered. By the second meeting, in which
this theme dropped to second lowest frequency count, the affordability comments shifted solely to
homeownership. The consideration of rental affordability was completely missing in the second
meeting. By the third meeting, affordability was only mentioned once in relation to low rental
vacancy rates, but no changes were made to address this. The way the bylaws were written and
could be interpreted, accessory dwelling units could be used as bed and breakfasts by homeowners.
As such, the question of affordability was clearly focused on homeownership. Rental affordability
has become a dangerous problem for the low-income population of Niagara Falls, forcing people
to find shelter in the various motels throughout the city. Although rental affordability was
mentioned at times, these new bylaws and regulations did nothing to help those in need. They
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simply created a way to control where vacation rentals would be permitted and protect the middleclass neighbourhoods from urban disorder.

Summary
In this chapter, I have described the various themes found in my data. This content analysis
gives context for my next chapter where I shall use discourse analysis to discuss homeownership,
commodification, affordability, and rental discrimination. Canada has become a society in which
homeownership is widely considered to be the highest accomplishment for a middle-class lifestyle.
Many of the lower-income population aspire to achieve this accomplishment as well. In fact, they
are encouraged to by the financial institutions who rely on their investments to continue their
process of capital accumulation (Fikse & Aalbers, 2020). By reproducing the discourse of
homeownership as a natural desire and a form of asset-based welfare (Fikse & Aalners, 2020), we
have created this environment where people must ‘get into the market’ as soon as they can. We
have added fuel to the fire of ever-increasing housing prices. It is, however, growing increasingly
difficult for people to achieve. With housing prices increasing much more quickly than wages,
how long can this last?
The financialized credit system has created a society that is increasingly reliant on debt to
finance lifestyle. Most of this debt is related to housing. Fikse and Aalbers (2020) argue, “the
financialized model of housing not only reproduces homeownership as the dominant form of
tenure, but also produces increasingly indebted homeowners” (p. 4). More importantly, the system
has excluded some people from the housing market altogether. Those who cannot attain
homeownership “encounter a ‘double disadvantage’ as they are excluded by social norms and
expectations but also are more likely to face poverty at a later age” (Fikse & Aalbers, 2020, p. 5).
Thus, people are trying to find more creative ways to attain homeownership. In regard to my
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research, Airbnb and home-sharing became one avenue to achieve this goal. However, Airbnb’s
growth has commodified housing in a new way and has contributed to the issue of affordability. I
shall now move on to analyze the discourses that perpetuate this system of growing housing
unaffordability.
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Chapter 6- Discourse Analysis
Introduction
In the last chapter, I described and summarized the content of three council meetings by
organizing the data into themes. In this chapter, I discuss the most prevalent discourses related to
housing affordability and Airbnb with examples from the April 10, 2018 meeting. I am moving
away from the semi-quantitative “counting” approach of my content analysis to a qualitative
“practice- and context-oriented approach” (Fikse & Aalbers, 2020). As I explained in my
methodology, discourse analysis is usually conducted on a small portion of a larger data set
because it is meant to dig deeper into the meaning behind statements. I chose the second meeting
on which to conduct discourse analysis because it was focused on the vacation rental regulations
and had several public respondents who held varying opinions and perspectives.
I am using discourse analysis to examine power relations and how statements are used to
convey perspectives and opinions that may shape policy outcomes. Tonkiss (2004) explains that
discourse analysis “is concerned with the examination of meaning, and the often complex
processes through which social meanings are produced” (p. 380). Participants in this meeting
employed a variety of discourses to make claims about, and to reproduce, a certain social reality.
I am using an interpretive approach to discourse analysis that allows “space for sense-making” and
directs attention “on points of conflicts and contradictions within and between discourses” (Fikse
& Aalbers, 2020, p. 6). I aim to challenge statements and critically analyze the “taken-for-granted
meanings” in respondents’ claims (Tonkiss, 2004, p. 380; Zerubavel, 2018).
While listening to the city council meeting videos and reading through the transcripts, I
noticed that there were discernable patterns in the way people understood and talked about housing
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and vacation rentals. Most importantly, I noticed the prevalence of a discourse of homeownership
throughout the discussion. This discourse is predicated on the perceived benefits of private
property ownership and its associated rights. In addition, I noted that the claims within each vein
of this discourse were upheld by the stigmatization of those deemed ‘out of place.’ For example,
those arguing to regulate Airbnb often made claims that stigmatized short-term renters, while those
opposed to the regulations often made claims that stigmatized long-term renters. Each discourse
contained a variety of arguments which I described in my content analysis that will become
relevant again in this chapter. With that said, I shall begin by analyzing the overarching discourse
of homeownership that mediated most of the other discourses.

6.1 Discourses of Homeownership
During the second council meeting, participants framed almost all their comments through
the homeownership discourse. As a reminder, I coded 40% of the comments as ‘bylaw
recommendations,’ 24% as ‘middle-class values,’ 19% as ‘housing commodification,’ and 5.5%
as ‘affordability’ [Table 12]. The homeownership discourse appeared within each of these themes.
Furthermore, almost all the public respondents self-identified as homeowners, demonstrating the
hegemony of homeownership within the meeting participation. When renters were considered,
homeowners spoke on their behalf, usually with prejudice. In sum, participants in the meeting
clearly valued homeownership above any other housing tenure.
Before I analyze the examples from my data, I shall briefly explain how and why
homeownership has become the most dominant form of tenure in Canada through policy. I shall
then perform an in-depth analysis of the ‘claims-making’ of meeting participants. While focusing
on policy is important, it should not be the only way we analyze housing issues. For example,
Ronald (2008) argues “there has been a tendency for research to focus on government policies and
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institutional structures when investigating ideological practices rather than the language and
structure of everyday life, which is the locus of meaning that sustains relations of domination” (p.
27). Thus, it is important that we understand how policy is tied to the way that people talk about
housing. The public council meetings will demonstrate some of the ways homeowners experience
and understand the housing system and how the way they speak of it allows it to maintain
dominance in the political system.
Table 12:Vacation rental and B&B unit meeting themes and code counts

Theme

Bylaw
Recommendations

Affordability

Commodification

Middleclass
values

Long-term
tenancy

Miscellaneous

Count
Percent
of Total

270
40%

39
5.5%

130
19%

163
24%

12
2%

64
9.5%

The How of Homeownership Dominance
As noted in my literature review, the government has played a significant role in creating
the homeownership ideal in Canada. Following WWII, the Canadian federal and provincial
governments introduced housing policies that secured the hegemony of homeownership by easing
mortgage lending and creating insurance institutions to subsidize and regulate the housing market
(Hulchanski, 2007; Walks & Clifford, 2015). Municipal governments then supplied zoned and
serviced land for developers to build subdivisions (Hulchanski, 2007; Miron, 1988). Since the
1970s, the federal government has also subsidized homeownership through home buying
assistance programs (Hulchanski, 2007). In short, the government has used the housing market –
at various stages of the process (funding, incentivizing, building, mortgaging) – to fuel the
economy in various ways.
The government also insures mortgages through CMHC. I gave a detailed explanation of
this process in my literature review, but in sum, the borrower pays the insurance, and the lender
WILLMS

107

is the one protected if the mortgage defaults (Walks & Clifford, 2015). These guarantees require
taxpayers, through the government, to bail out banks if the system fails. Banks, in this case, are
encouraged by the government to continue lending money for housing, and investors are
encouraged to purchase Canada Mortgage Bonds (CMBs) because there is no risk (to banks and
investors) (Walks & Clifford, 2015). All the risk, then, falls to the public.
Social housing, on the other hand, has seen minimal government investment. Beginning in
1963, the federal and provincial governments worked together to build approximately 200,000
public housing units (Hulchanski, 2007). A decade later, the program was replaced by a non-profit
program (Hulchanski, 2007). As a result, little subsidized housing exists in Canada and much of
what does is falling into disrepair. Indeed, compared to other Western countries, Canada has one
of the smallest social housing sectors, serving only 5% of Canadian households (Rollwagen, 2015).
The government has, however, recently revived their interest in social housing (often referred to
now as affordable housing to avoid the negative stigma around public housing projects) by
providing funding through CMHC and partnering with provincial governments (CMHC, 2020).
These policies, and the discourses from which they follow, discipline Canadians to believe
that homeownership is the best way to ensure economic stability and gain entry into the middleclass. This ideology has been accompanied by policies that reduce tenant security, further
solidifying the privileges of homeownership. For example, in 1998 the Ontario provincial
government rescinded tenant-protection and rent-regulation laws (Rolnik, 2013, p. 1062). While
people may believe that their ‘desire’ for homeownership is natural, it is actually being produced
by the policies and discourses that make homeownership seem advantageous to those who can
access it. This cultural and political privileging of homeownership creates a populous that is
increasingly preoccupied with entering the housing market.
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The Why of Homeownership Dominance
All this is to say that the Canadian government, like most Western and European
governments, has played a significant role in creating the social, cultural, and economic climate in
which homeownership is the dominant form of tenure. Throughout the last century, governments
used mortgages to create disciplined and reliable citizens by tying them to their monthly payments
in hopes that it would create “better” citizens (Fikse & Aalbers, 2020; Rollwagen, 2015; Shlay,
2006). In other words, this political theory suggests that the financial acquisition of housing will
also produce a social and cultural shift in personal responsibility that would tie back to political
conservatism and state devotion (Shlay, 2006). Once homeownership became the dominant form
of housing tenure, the government increasingly controlled interest rates to protect homeowners
and prevent social unrest (Ronald, 2008).1
State and capital institutions use ideological hegemony to maintain power (Ronald, 2008,
p. 26). More specifically, Rolnik (2013) argues that housing policy reform which promotes
homeownership and the binding of individuals to property and debt is a central strategy for
maintaining neoliberalism (p. 1064). By securing the hegemony of homeownership, governments
and banks are able to maintain their power by protecting asset-based welfare at all costs. In fact,
banks often use questionable tactics to protect their power, such as obscuring the actual costs of
mortgage borrowing (Soaita & Searle, 2016).
As I noted above, asset-based welfare discourse is a neoliberal governing strategy that
bolsters the homeownership ideology. Again, asset-based welfare is premised on reducing
individual reliance on the state; individuals must acquire assets to support their own well-being. A

1

This became particularly evident in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis.
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house is one of the most notable of these assets. People are encouraged to invest in their homes as
a way to ensure their personal future welfare (i.e., retirement) as well as that of their families. This
allows governments to promote laissez-faire economics and to enable a “roll-back” effect on social
welfare (Peck & Tickell, 2002).
Individuals are, then, responsible for getting themselves into the housing market. As
McKee (2012) explains, states are no longer responsible for providing citizen welfare. Instead,
“individuals are to be ‘responsibilised’ to do this for themselves through hard work and enterprise,
and by working on their own social, economic and cultural capital” (McKee, 2012, p. 855). Yet,
the age at which people are financially able to access homeownership without the help of family
is rising. In 2012, in the UK, for example, the average age of first-time homeowners with help
from family was 31 while that of individuals without similar help was 37 (McKee, 2012, p. 857).
This suggests that welfare provision is shifting, not from a ‘collective’ to an ‘individual’ structure,
but rather from a ‘collective’ to a ‘family-based’ structure (McKee, 2012; Cook, 2020).
The practices that uphold a ‘family-based’ welfare structure are both formal and informal.
For example, family members may co-sign on a mortgage or help with a down payment in addition
to providing free accommodation for longer (McKee, 2012). Maroto and Severson similarly (2020)
found that young Canadians are living at home longer as a strategy to save for homeownership. In
Canada, the number of young people (18-35) living with their parents has increased from 32% in
2001 to 45% in 2011; also, the renting rates have declined from 35% in 2001 to 20% in 2011 for
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the same demographic (Maroto & Severson, 2020, p. 687).2 Thus, some young people do buy a
home, but they often rely on financially secure family members for support.
This leaves renters to fend for their place in a political climate that disregards those without
social or financial capital. Many researchers warn of the growing inequality gap and the increased
polarization between owners and renters (McKee et al., 2017; Acolin, 2020). In Canada, like many
other western nations, renting often does not provide the same stability as homeownership (Acolin,
2020), and does not fit well in the asset-based welfare model. As a result, it is often framed as a
less desirable housing tenure despite the growing unaffordability of home ownership.
Unattainable Homeownership, Moralizing Housing Tenure, and Airbnb Strategy
The ideological promises of homeownership often fall short. Homeownership ideology
promised widespread ownership, equalizing wealth distribution, and economic security in the
countries that adopted it (Arundel & Ronald, 2021). Yet large portions of these countries’
populations are non-homeowners, and in fact, housing researchers claim that access to this tenure
is declining and that housing wealth is becoming concentrated in the top deciles (Arundel &
Ronald, 2021, p. 1122). Moreover, the security of this tenure is contingent on highly volatile
housing market dynamics. Kalman-Lamb (2017) argues that the Canadian housing system is, like
that of these other nations, unaffordable and perpetuates inequality. Despite their expanding
mortgage debt, Canadians still desire homeownership, but it is becoming increasingly unattainable
for the younger generations and lower-income populations (Kalman-Lamb, 2017). The promise of
asset-based welfare, and the stable future it augured, are becoming increasingly thin.

2

The most recent statistic shows that in 2016, approximately 40% of young adults (20-34) in St. Catharines-Niagara
were living with their parents (Statistics Canada, 2017).
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While young Canadians are finding it more difficult to attain ownership, they still view it
as a social expectation (Severson & Collins, 2020). This can also be conceptualized as part of a
‘master narrative’ (Syed, 2016; Jefferson, 2013). Master narratives are “cultural tools used to
maintain social order” (Syed, 2016, p. 320), that allow individuals to view themselves as coherent
actors in this world (Jefferson, 2013, p. 97). Master narratives give direction on “how to be a
‘good’ member of a given culture” (Mclean & Syed, 2015, p. 320) Most master narratives are
distinctly connected to suburban homeownership (Syed, 2016; Jefferson, 2013). Individuals are
expected and encouraged to follow these steps: “go to school, get a job, get married, buy a house,
have children, and live happily ever after” (Syed, 2016, p. 320). The narrative is shaped by
capitalism where success is represented by wealth attained through hard work (Syed, 2016, p. 320).
Syed (2016) argues that master narratives can be dangerous when people sacrifice so much to
attain it. For example, the ‘master narrative’ of the ‘American Dream’ led the victims of
foreclosure to internalize failure as a personal fault rather than questioning the larger systemic
issues at the heart of the 2008 financial crisis (Jefferson, 2013).
Younger generations in homeowner societies are trying to navigate the tensions between
social expectation of homeownership and the economic inability to attain it. McKee, Moore,
Soaita, and Crawford (2017) used Bauman’s ‘flawed consumer’ theory to demonstrate how
housing consumption is moralized (p. 319). Those that cannot access normalized consumption –
like homeownership – experience a feeling of being ‘left behind’ and the associated stigma of
being an ‘inadequate consumer’ (p. 321). Renters, then, signify this ‘inadequacy’ and are
constructed as ‘flawed’ citizens (p. 321). McKee et al. (2017) found that their participants viewed
those who could not transition to homeownership as ‘failures’ (p. 327). While homeownership is
seen as a consumer choice, the choice has already been made through normalized societal
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expectations. Yet, their participants viewed homeownership as a “fallacy of choice” because it was
impossible to achieve, leaving them feeling disappointed and angry (p. 328). In other words,
housing tenure becomes a marker of success and good morals. Those who do not have the means
to secure their own housing are ‘problematized’ (p. 321).
It is clear that the rights and advantages of various tenures will determine how accessible
and preferable each tenure is (Ronald, 2008) and, in Canada, homeowners have been given many
rights and advantages. Therefore, the younger generation is doing whatever they can to afford this
tenure, using various strategies to attain it. As mentioned, many young Canadians are waiting
longer before buying into the housing market, trying to save money by living with their parents
rather than renting long-term (Maroto & Severson, 2020). If the desire to own is strong enough,
they will look for quicker ways to make this possible, potentially transgressing the normalized
understanding of what ‘homeownership’ means – for example, by using their homes for business
endeavors or renting out rooms or basements to tenants (long or short term). Thus, Airbnb seems
like an opportunity to gain quicker entry into homeownership.
At this point, I have now demonstrated how and why the government normalized
homeownership through various policies. I have also argued that renting, as a result, has been
moralized as a ‘flawed’ tenure. Since homeownership is normalized and renting is stigmatized,
young people still see homeownership as a socially expected goal. They are, however, finding it
increasingly difficult to attain their goals of homeownership and may look for creative ways, such
as Airbnb, to achieve this goal. More often, though, they find themselves dealing with the spectre
of failed personal and social expectations.
This is where discourse analysis becomes important and useful. The hegemony of
homeownership was obvious in the Niagara Falls city council meeting data. In this analysis, I am
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attempting to demonstrate how the hegemony of homeownership is maintained through council
meeting participants’ comments. Once a discourse is accepted as truth, it can guide the actions and
behaviours of those who accept it (Sandberg & Foster, 2005). Ultimately, the hegemony of
homeownership discourse affects housing affordability and in this way, Airbnb becomes a
contentious issue at the center of current understanding of both the exchange and use value of
housing. For example, Aalbers and Christophers (2014) explain this contradiction in the capitalist
housing system, arguing that tensions “result from expecting and encouraging [use value] to be
delivered by a system which relentlessly prioritizes [exchange value]” (p. 389).

6.2 Homeownership Discourse in Public Meeting Data
Discourses of homeownership contribute to certain attitudes and actions of homeowners.
Many of the respondents used their own experience to justify their position on the matter. In this
case, and as I noted in the last chapter, people opposed to vacation rentals mentioned things like
strangers in their neighbourhoods, noise, garbage, and parking violations. All these things are
affronts to the concept of middle-class property values that I described. This argument implies that
an owner will be neighbourly and take good care of their property and protect the economic value
of the area whereas any kind of tenant will not. However, these notions conflict with the other
predominant argument for private property: people believe that if they own something, such as
their homes and the land upon which it is located, they should be able to do whatever they want
with it. I shall now explain each of these discourses in more detail. In this section, I shall include
examples from the transcript in shaded grey boxes.
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Discourses of Homeownership Through Experience
Example 1
Councillor C.: “Thank you, your Worship, not speaking for anybody else around this table, but 40 years
ago, my wife and I bought the house that we're presently living in because it had a basement apartment in it. We
could not afford to buy the house without the income from the basement apartment. So don't tell me that I haven't
lived the life, workin' my way through things. I still live in that house, and you know what, our plan was, when we
got enough money in our pocket we would get rid of the apartment. Well we found out we really liked having that
extra money and so we put an addition on the house. And we still have that apartment in the basement. So, you
know, a lot of us have grown up here in Niagara Falls and we've been through things, we've grown through things.
So don't paint a brush across all of us, thank you.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 38)

Example 2
John: “And the last one for you, I bought my house when I was 17, and I've owned it, I still live in it.
Taxes are going through the roof, like there's no control on the property taxes and utilities and stuff like that. So
basically, I'm allowed to have anybody I want stay at my house, this is a new thing that's going to come up, because
there's a gray area, I don't have to charge 'em, I can do an Airbnb for free, and if I'm allowed to run a business at
my house, what if I charge 'em for something else, and they come over and they stay over at my house overnight?
(CCM2, 2018, p. 8)

Example 3
Jeffrey: “[I] live [on] Main Street. It's a block from the Fallsview Tourist District. The one thing that I've,
I've been to other meetings, and the one thing I see is consistent is factions of people, whether they're vacation
rental hosts who rent out one room in their house, maybe they're a retiree trying to pay off extra income, maybe
they're decided to do that because they're tired of having a sociopathic roommate. They might be the ones that are
renting an entire house. And then we've got the people that are pro month to month rental people, we've got the
people that have the bad neighbor. I bought my first house at 18 in this city, I have always had a bad neighbor in
every place I've had. The people that have vacation rental properties as a bad neighbor have not had a renter next
door. They would pray to have a vacation rental host back after they have a renter, with an absentee landlord, with
the nightmarish type of tenants you can have, the damage they do, the one thing, everyone would have these sort
of narrow points of view, as consistent with every meeting I've been to, it's consistent with this one. Even with the
councillors, you're probably just hearing complaints. You don't hear about the good vacation rentals. At the last
meeting, someone said that there were 200 vacation rental units in the city, and 16 licensed ones. What does that
say? That says that there's something wrong with the laws and legislations.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 39)

Throughout the meeting, people used their own experience as homeowners to justify their
arguments. On several occasions, councillors and public respondents used personal connections to
the housing market and long-time ownership to demonstrate their knowledge and wisdom on the
matter. The examples above demonstrate a variety of perspectives, but all employ the same tactic
to assert dominance in the conversation. Councillor C.’s statement, for example, claims that using
accessory dwelling is necessary to afford homeownership and uses his own experiences to
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demonstrate that homeownership has always been difficult [Example 1]. Similarly, John claims
that homeownership is becoming more expensive because of rising taxes [Example 2]. By claiming
that taxes are not being ‘controlled,’ he is suggesting that the city should not control what he can
do with his property. Both Councillor C. and John assert that they still live in the first house they
bought, implying that homeownership provides stability [Example 1 and 2]. Lastly, Jeffrey
stigmatizes long-term renters by painting them as less desirable than vacation renters [Example 3].
Though I shall discuss this in a later section, here it is important that Jeffrey claims authority to
make generalizations about the entire long-term renter population based on his long-term
experience as a homeowner [Example 3].
By maintaining that they have experience in these situations, these respondents set
themselves up as authorities on the matter. Some of this authority, appropriately, comes from
having navigated the difficult process of becoming a homeowner. According to a Foucauldian
understanding, the dominant majority usually has the power to define what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
within a discourse (Mills, 2004). In this case, landlords and homeowners have the power to define
the terms. Furthermore, by speaking on the matter, the respondents “add to and refine ways of
thinking about the subject” (Mills, 2004, p. 57). Each respondent attempts to draw attention to
their own life experience to reproduce commonly held beliefs about both homeownership and the
rental system while “refin[ing]” the way the crowd viewed the situation. Again, these respondents
all use the same tropes, but to different ends. There were, however, no perspectives from renters,
implying that they do not have the knowledge or expertise to weigh in on the discussion. I shall
discuss this further in the section on opposing and silenced discourses.
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Discourses of Homeownership Through Middle Class Values
Example 4
Councillor S.: “So I just want to, I'm going to vote because I want to come up with something to help
the residents. And I know we can say, well, it isn't quite ready now but I don't live where they live, I don't see what
they see every night, I don't go through what they go through, and as you said, I live in a residential area and that's,
it is a community, and the little Crescent I live in is a community. We all know each other, we all trust each other,
we all, I can leave my house open, they're there, I know it, I don't mean to ramble on but I take this very, I think
we all do, very very personally. We won't want our space and our investment and were we live to suddenly be
changed dramatically because of people coming in and out. And there's probably a lot of good people as some of
these people have explained about Airbnbs, and I liked the young lady who spoke and read the, yes, the text from
the people that are coming from down in the states. So, I know there's a lot of good, and it is, if we didn't have the
complaints, and if things were done the way they should be, we wouldn't be sitting here. You know they probably
would still be running. But, where it's here, we've got to help the people who are in need and so, I want to support
something that will at least give those people some hope that we really care and we're going to solve some of the
problems for them. I don't know if it's not a, I never thought of it as a zoning issue, I saw it as an issue to protect
the integrity of the people and the rights that they have in the communities, in the area that they live in, thank you
very much.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 60)

Within arguments rooted in middle-class values, people make claims about two different
types of value: economic and sense of place. Throughout the meeting, multiple respondents stated
that they wanted to protect their neighbourhoods because they viewed their housing as a form of
investment, and they believed that what happens to surrounding properties could affect the value
of their own. A statement from Councillor S. [Example 4] demonstrates the connection between
these various elements of the discourse. He claims to be trying to ‘help’ the ‘residents.’ He believes
his neighbourhood to be a community where trust is developed between neighbours and the space
is defended against outsiders. Rather than using the term ‘house’ or ‘home’ he named his dwelling
as an ‘investment.’ This suggests that while he wants to protect conceptions of community, he also
wants to protect the economic value of his property. In other words, the intensified
commodification of housing has, in Ronald’s words, “transformed residents into ‘investor
subjects’” (2008, p. 48). Cheshire et al. (2010) likewise argues that groups of homeowners “[share]
a common set of interests, not only as consumers of housing, but equally as accumulators of
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capital, concerned with the protection of property values” (p. 2599). I shall discuss housing as
investment more below in the section on housing commodification.

Example 5
Janice: “We purchased our home on Green Vista Gate almost six years ago with the understanding that
our community is zoned as residential and we are taxed accordingly. We feel now that we should not be forced to
accept changes to that zoning of our street that would completely change the environment of our neighborly
community. We want to know that the person living next door, and I do mean literally next door, in the brand new
townhouse that was just built beside us, is either the owner or a long-term renter, not a vacation rental. I want
someone who cares about their property there, and the community, as an owner would. I want to feel that my
grandchildren can play on my property knowing that there are not strangers renting on a nightly basis next door.
This is currently happening, illegally, next door to us right now as an advertised Airbnb. It's quite obvious with
the suitcases going in and out, and the fact that it was advertised as six parking spots, where in fact there are not
six parking spots so they are parking on the street. No doubt there are more in our neighborhood. So, please allow
vacation rentals in areas zoned to tourist commercial only, and please help to keep our community and our
neighborhood neighborly. And I really appreciate your concerns. Thank you.”
(CCM2, 2018, p. 9-10)

Example 6
Michael: Good evening, the comments have been very interesting. One of my comments on this, I live
in a neighborhood that now has two Airbnbs in it. We just found out that a neighbor behind us is selling their
home, sorry, they bought a new home so they can turn their current home into an Airbnb, because of the money. I
bought into a neighborhood that is very old, very established, and very well formed family homes. I now have one
beside me where every Friday at five o'clock when I get home from Toronto where I commute to afford my house,
it's a crap shoot what I'm getting. I've had some very nice people, I've had people with screaming kids all weekend
long. I've had drunks, I've had groups of very drunk women that we actually phoned the police on, who were very
nice to show up, and then call their friends to show up and chat to the women… I agree that Airbnb is the wave of
the future, I use it. I don't agree that they should come into established residential neighborhoods. If you want it,
fine, have it. I will probably rent from you or recommend my friends rent from you. But I do not want to wake up
to have someone crawling over my fence because they kicked a ball into my pool. And that's the stuff what happens
when people do not live on the property. I love my neighbors, even the ones who have the Airbnb, they're fabulous,
but they don't live there. And I said, you got to come here, spend the weekend, and see what we go through. So on
a Saturday night you get five or six drunk guys, smokin' up, havin' a party. Well, that's lovely, I still have to get up
in the morning. So Air and b, yes, it's coming. VRBO, it's coming. But don't give it away for free, thank you.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 39)
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Example 7
Caroline B: Okay, I just wanted to state that I live on the Niagara Parkway and I had a [sic] illegal Airbnb
out where I lived, and it's a rather large home and he was advertising as the place to come and have your bachelor
parties and your weddings. Of course, that wasn't very pleasant for us because of course, noise comes with these
things, and that is upsetting to have to deal with that on a regular weekend basis. I'm totally for vacation properties,
Airbnb, whatever they're called, however, they need to be regulated in the right areas, and you have to regulate the
fact that perhaps certain cases are not really made for these type of venues, you know. You have your Club Italias,
the Hiltons, the Sheridans, where you could be holding your large parties, and that we all need to understand that
yes, this Airbnb, the sharing of the economy, is the new platform that we're all going to, it's the new economy,
however, we all like our freedoms and we have our freedoms within laws and regulations. So, I think that is why
this is coming forth that we need to regulate this, and we need to have these proper rentals in the proper
neighborhoods, so that we can all live happily ever after. Okay, thank you.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 46)

There is, however, another form of value that is more difficult to define, that is, sense of
place. Place is a powerful concept. Cresswell (2019) argues that
the assemblages of materialities, meanings, and practices that constitute place makes place
a privileged locus of power. Power as a productive force involves the definition of the
terms of reality – the conditions under which truth can be assessed. The constant linking
of materiality with subjective worlds and domains of reiterative practice in place means
that place is one of the primary ways in which power is constituted. (p. 201)
The word ‘neighbourhood’ comes up ten times in just the fourteen examples I chose for this
chapter, with ‘neighbour/neighbourly’ coming up another thirteen times. The word ‘residential’
comes up six times and the word ‘community’ comes up seven times. By using these words,
respondents are exerting a truth that certain uses and behaviours are either acceptable or
unacceptable in these spaces. They construct what is ‘in place’ and what it ‘out of place.’
What does ‘neighbourhood’ really mean, then? Throughout the examples, it is made
abundantly clear that the pro-regulation respondents have created a particular sense of place for
themselves in their neighbourhood. They bought their homes with certain expectations of what it
means to be zoned ‘residential,’ and ask the councillors to “keep [their] community and [their]
neighborhood neighborly” [Example 5]. In other words, a neighbourhood, as a place, has become
based on relationships between homeowners. Furthermore, these participants want their homes
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protected from the nuisances they deem unacceptable because they threaten the order (Rollwagen,
2015). Councillor S. responded to their pleas with his own beliefs about what it means to live in a
residential neighbourhood: “the little Crescent I live in is a community. We all know each other,
we all trust each other” [Example 4]. In other words, Councillor S. claims that ‘community’ is
knowing and trusting your neighbours, and he later implies that the practice of short-term rentals
violates this conception.
Again, respondents connected place and homeownership through concepts of
‘community,’ assuming that there are similarities amongst members. People often think high
levels of homeownership in an area produces a stronger sense of identity and community among
owners. When categorizing people, we tend to emphasize or exaggerate both the differences
between the ingroup and outgroup, and the similarities among members of the ingroup (Tajfel &
Turner (1970). Thus, in homogenous neighbourhoods, there is often an expectation that people
will care for their properties in a similar way (Rollwagen, 2015), such as mowing their lawns or
raking their leaves. In fact, Feagan and Ripmeester (2001) argue that the lawn has become an “icon
of communal order” (p. 83). Homeowners who promote lawn maintenance view it as a sign of
order and hygiene that has positive impacts on neighbourliness and property values (Sandberg &
Foster, 2005). While not all homeowners may agree with the standard, they are often forced to
comply through bylaws. As such, the ‘might’ of things like lawn care becomes a ‘must’ through
bylaw enforcement. In like manner, many meeting participants claimed that communal care was
violated by the presence of vacation rentals.
Furthermore, through their various claims, the respondents imply that there is an acceptable
use for these homes; they are meant to house a ‘family.’ In fact, Michael [Example 6], really tries
to drive this point by claiming that he bought into a neighbourhood with “very old, very established
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and very well-formed family homes.” Michael is appealing to a truth about the connection of
homeownership with normalized ideas about family. By using these types of symbols, he is
(consciously or not) connecting the idea of protecting children to the idea of protecting the
neighbourhood. If these are family homes, there must be children around, and if there are children,
they need to be protected from all the types of behavior that vacation rentals invite (drunkenness,
partying, noise, etc.). In fact, and as I discussed in the last chapter, many of the other respondents
specifically noted that they wanted this use regulated for the safety of their children and
grandchildren.
Place value, then, is caught up in these perceptions of what it means to live in a ‘residential
neighbourhood.’ Homeowners expect the suburbs to be “tranquil, safe, and family friendly”
(Riismandel, 2020, p. 3). There are other characteristics associated with this idea. For example,
people view these spaces as affording them security and permanence. Michael used words like
‘old’ and ‘established’ to connote these ideas and to suggest that other uses (businesses, renters,
tourists) were kept at bay [Example 6]. Vacation rentals were now threatening this security and
many respondents and councillors did not want the change associated with them. As Janice argues:
“we should not be forced to accept the changes” [Example 5]. In like manner, Councillor S. states
“we won’t want our space…to suddenly be changed dramatically” [Example 4]. Security and
stability are, then, important parts of this homeownership discourse (Rollwagen, 2015).
Threats that undermine this security have created what Riismandel (2020) calls a
‘neighbourhood of fear’ (p. 3). Homeowners are, then, likely to ‘defend’ their space from various
‘threats’ (Atkinson & Blandy, 2007). For example, words such as ‘residential’ and
‘neighbourhood’ are often used to suggest that these spaces are not a place for commercial landuse. Using this logic, they contend that vacation rentals are businesses and therefore are
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unacceptable in their neighbourhoods. Further, if Airbnb is allowed, the corporations will follow
and eventually these neighbourhoods will become mixed-use and, thereafter, open to every sort of
business. This fear has been present in the minds of suburbanites since the suburbs were first
created (Fogelson, 2005; Riismandel, 2020). Again, I shall discuss this further below.
In this case, meeting participants also deemed Airbnb unacceptable because of the
‘nuisances’ – the “out of place” – that it attracts. For example, respondents repeatedly mentioned
things like “screaming kids,” “drunks,” “drunk women” [Example 6], and “noise” [Example 7] all
of which disrupt their perception of what ‘neighbourhood’ really means. Michael [Example 6]
even claims that the police were complicit in this disruption by “chat[ting] with the [drunken]
women” he called them to complain about. Respondents repeatedly claimed that they were not
‘against’ Airbnb, but that they believed it should be regulated and that there are ‘proper’ places for
them [Example 7]. By naming the things they deem unacceptable and trying to regulate vacation
rentals to certain zones in the city, the respondents are constructing their normalized understanding
of what homeownership and its ‘place’ means.
Again, homeownership discourse expects that homeowners are alert to threats to the
continued well-being of the community and are prepared to guard against them. For example,
Rollwagen (2015) argues that residents believe their neighbours will act in the interest of the
common good and with concern for the safety of the whole neighbourhood (p. 5). This physical
care is also metaphorically transposed to expect a certain level of moral and social care. Thus, this
discourse also assumes that homeowners will work to create ‘better’ community through acts of
neighbourliness, and ‘better’, more responsible citizens (Rollwagen, 2015). Hints of these
expectations can be seen in the various examples. Janice wants neighbours who will care for their
property and their community [Example 5]. Furthermore, she expects that restricting vacation
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rentals will restore the dominance of owner-occupation to protect the “sense of community” within
her neighbourhood. While she did add that she would welcome a long-term renter, many of the
other respondents did not share this sentiment. I shall demonstrate this in the section on long-term
renter stigmatization below. Councillor S. claims the issue is about “protect[ing] the integrity” and
“the rights” of people in their “communities” [Example 4]. By mentioning people climbing his
fence to reclaim a lost ball, Michael implies that respect of individual property recedes when
“people do not live on the property” [Example 6]. Both Janice’s and Michael’s arguments
[Example 5 and 6] rest on the fact that ownership creates a sense of responsibility in the owner to
care for both the property and those around them. All of these homeowners can be demonstrated
to be attempting to defend their space from these perceived threats.
Gregory (2016) contests the claim that homeownership creates more ‘responsible’ and
‘democratic’ citizens. He argues that it is, “the relationship both between owners and between
owner-occupation and other tenures” that have a “transformative effect on individuals,” not the
“ownership of property itself” (p. 352, italics in original). While these claims seem fairly similar,
key differences exist. The first assertion, that homeownership transforms people, suggests that you
cannot have a positive relationship with land and neighbours unless you own it. Gregory’s
rewording makes room for a more relational effect in which other forms of tenure can produce a
similar transformation. The root issue is that directly connecting private ownership to ‘positive’
transformation does not leave room for alternative – for example, communal or public – ownership
models. Blomley (2013), for example, writes about this in terms of performing property. He
argues, “while property can, indeed, be individualized, paranoid and anti-social, it can also be
collective, inclusive and indelibly human” (p. 45). The homeownership discourse within this
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meeting lacked this alternative perspective in which land can transcend individual claims of
ownership. Instead, most participants simply viewed homeownership as an individualized pursuit.
Most of these claims echo the concept of ‘master narratives’ through which
homeownership is marked a sign of success. Caroline B. [Example 7], even goes so far as to use
the phrase “happily ever after,” connecting the goal of the master narrative to fairy tale metaphors.
By using this phrase, she implies that if we all just followed the path that was set out for us (i.e.,
the master narrative), we could all live happily together. Again, she claims that this type of use
(vacation rentals for parties or weddings) is ‘out of place’ in her neighbourhood, but that there are
locations where it would be acceptable. She even lists these locations: “You have your Club Italias,
the Hiltons, the Sheridans [sic], where you could be holding your large parties.” Using residential
property for ‘large parties’ does not fit the discourse in which homeownership is meant for family
rearing.
Homeowners defence of their neighbourhoods from perceived danger, crime and disorder
is usually self-interested. Rodgers and Macedo (2011) argue that suburbs draw people into insular
neighbourhoods, away from the larger community and changes the types of civic engagement in
which individuals may participate (p. 85). In other words, homeowners’ political activity is mostly
in relation to their individual interest and does not necessarily extend to the wider community
(Lundqvist, 1998). Riismandel (2020) argues values of the primacy of the nuclear family
empowered suburbanites to fight and protect their local neighbourhoods from ‘threats,’ often
through NIMBY campaigns. In many ways, the increased privatization of local politics and the
ineffective solutions to community issues can be traced back to the white middle-class’
conceptions of safe and quiet suburbia and their deep-seated fear of various threats to their
privilege.
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This literature seems to support my data findings. In this case, most of the city council
meeting participants were arguing for the protection of their individual investment and
neighbourhoods without considering the effects on others, in this case, long term renters. Meetingparticipants used their own experience to justify their positions rather than, say, the negative effects
of reduced numbers of units for long-term renters. In other words, they were happy to have the
land-use restricted to tourist/commercial zones so that it would not change their own spaces, but
that would impose new challenges for other areas of the city which, coincidently, are those where
lower-income populations are located. Caroline B’s comment demonstrates this [Example 7]. She
believes that there are ‘proper’ neighbourhoods for vacation rentals. These did not include the
upper-class neighbourhoods along the Niagara Parkway.
Throughout the arguments based on middle-class values, many commentators stigmatized
short-term renters. This was to be expected, given that the new bylaw regulations were initiated
by residents’ complaints about problems with vacation rentals throughout the city. Participants
employed various arguments to paint a negative picture of the vacation rental industry, such as the
‘nuisance’ argument described above. Some people used ‘fear-mongering’ (Rollwagen, 2015) as
a tactic to stigmatize short-term renters as “strangers” who may be “pedophiles” or “have criminal
records.” I described this in my content analysis. Although Michael does admit that there are
‘mannerly’ vacation renters, he also reproduces the stigma that short-term renters are a ‘nuisance’
[Example 6]. Again, in these examples, vacationers are characterized as a form of social ‘disorder’
that is not appropriate in a well-established neighbourhood (Rollwagen, 2015).
The short-term rental market has experienced a significant amount of backlash globally.
Research proves that this new market is causing rents to increase and vacancy rates to decrease in
many locales (Gurran & Phibbs, 2017, Gurran, 2018). The discourses that were used in this
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meeting, however, did not employ these facts in their arguments. Instead, the most common
argument against short-term rentals was through stories that highlighted social disorder and moral
pollution. It appears that while Airbnb is affecting housing on a global scale, responses to the
platform are deeply localized. In Niagara Falls, for example, residents expressed their frustrations
to changes and lack of control over their neighbourhood environments. They then attempted to
regain power and control over the ‘disruptive’ behaviour of Airbnb tenants in their
neighbourhoods. This echoes Long’s (2016) finding that the moral panic of neighbourhood
residents reacted to similar frustrations by attempting to restore the previous ‘balance’ (Long,
2016).
To summarize, the respondents have specific expectations about what it means to live in a
residential neighbourhood. They claim that these spaces are valuable, both economically and as a
marker of identity. The examples above used arguments rooted in these middle-class values and a
homeownership discourse to protect their ‘sacred’ space against the uses they deem
‘unacceptable.’ In fact, the city already has certain bylaws in place to protect these conceptions.
For example, the City of Niagara Falls has bylaws to regulate noise, fireworks, fences, parking,
snowmobiles, swimming pools, and public nuisance (City of Niagara Falls, 2021). The
respondents’ claims also worked to construct short-term renters as ‘out of place.’ Based on these
truth claims, Airbnb must be regulated and zoned in ‘proper’ places. Unfortunately, these ‘proper’
places are where the low-income population of the city is concentrated and where housing is
usually more affordable.
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Discourses of Homeownership Through Private Property Rights
Example 8
Gavin: Well you know, Niagara City is a city that's, it's developing, the economy needs to develop.
Airbnb is just one form of way of developing the economy more. Take for instance, I'm 65 years of age, I get a
pension of $566, CPP of another 519. How far can that take me? Wouldn't I need some extra income? Most of
you guys there can afford it. Most of you sit in that chair can afford it. But you don't think about the small people.
You sit on your chair and you make a, you make a by-law, charge them this, charge them that. You don't think
about the average people. We are the ones that have you sitting there. Why, overall a statement, if I buy my house,
why should you tell me what to do with my house? Look at the property taxes, everything is going up. This is a
city, is about to blow wide open. It's about to blow open, but you know what, with we Canadians, we like to hold
it back, we like to hold back. We are so behind, compare us to the states. If America had this, you know what
would be going on? You know how much money would've been turning over? The average person in Canada here,
the average street person cannot play with any kind of money to spend freely. You go to the states, there's many
ways the average guy could pull in an income to spend. But you guys sit there and make by-laws in order to control
the people, not the economy, to control the people and their spending on everything. And you talk about this one
makin' noise, that one, any city that is developing, you will get noise.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 37)

Example 9
Caroline M.: All right, I just wanted to note that I've run an Airbnb, no, I didn't want to say that, basically
like a bed and breakfast, minus the breakfast part in another country when I had my first child and I wanted to be
with her and raise her and, so supplement a part time income, I did that, and you know, that community it was
like, well it's your house and we already have by-laws in place that we will enforce, so go ahead, do what you
want. It was very open and welcoming, and I realize that this can work, I'm a tourism professional, I've worked in
Niagara Falls here for 30 years, probably served all of you lunch at some point and worked for others of you, I'm
sure I have. I've seen a lot of your faces before in various places but, you know that I don't work half the year, and
when I do I'm lucky to get $12 I think now an hour, 'cause it's gone up, and yeah, I get some tips too. But, everyone
Airbnb's the way to, that has been, supplementing my meager income, that I support my family with. And this is
just totally heartbreaking what's going on tonight. Oh my gosh, I didn't want to be emotional in here.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 45)

Some participants took an opposing view. This view was often rooted in private property
arguments. Homeownership is certainly connected to ideas of individualism and private property
(Atkinson & Blandy, 2007; Ronald, 2008). It is no surprise that the protection of private property
rights become an important aspect in arguments around homeownership discourse. Many people
understand ownership, more broadly, to mean you may do whatever you want with an owned
commodity. They then extend this idea to property (Blomley, 2013). These arguments are also
often connected to ideas about freedom (Blomley, 2013). Those using their homes or properties
for Airbnb view it in light of the ‘liberty’ to use their asset to accumulate income. For example,
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Gavin makes claims that taxes are increasing, and that the government is trying to control the
people [Example 8]. Ultimately, his argument is based on the notion that private property should
mean unregulated freedom to use a property. Caroline uses a similar argument that suggest the
current bylaws should be enough to regulate the negative impacts of ‘unruly’ vacation rentals
[Example 9]. In other words, they do not want the government to ‘restrict’ their ‘freedom.’
The private property arguments often follow neoliberal perspectives. For example, Gavin
argues that “the economy needs to develop” suggesting that this bylaw would interfere with its
development [Example 8] (Peck & Tickell, 2002). Furthermore, this argument follows the basic
tenets of asset-based welfare. Gavin, for example, notes that he does not have enough state support
(pension) and is attempting to subsidize his own welfare through use of his assets (his home).
Other seniors advocating for Airbnb made similar arguments about financing their retirement,
suggesting that their pensions are not enough. Caroline M. also claims her “meager income” is not
enough, and she wants to supplement it through Airbnb [Example 9]. Thus, as neoliberal political
economies rescind various state supports, individuals are looking for ways to support their own
welfare (McKee, 2012) or, at least, they are using this as an argument to get what they want. Since
younger generations are still seeking homeownership, but well-paying jobs are difficult to find in
this economic era, they are using a property rights argument to advocate for their right to use
Airbnb to join the homeowning majority. They are seemingly willing to risk transgressing the
dominant conceptions of what ‘homeownership’ means in order to achieve this goal.
The arguments based on private property rights do not hold up very well to precedent.
There is a long, often dark, history of land-use regulation and zoning in North America. Municipal
zoning bylaws have restricted the use of properties since they were created in the early 1900s. In
fact, private property rights are meaningless without government validation (Aalbers &
WILLMS

128

Christophers, 2014, p. 384). Yet, private property rights are also about power relations in political
participation (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014). Zoning was a way of harnessing the power of the
government by the larger community to control use of property against ‘unwanted’ functions
(Nelson, 2011).
Historically, land-use regulations were often used in harmful ways. Fogelson (2005), for
example, explains how developers created restrictive covenants for American suburban
development in the late 1800s, early 1900s. These restrictions were used to ‘protect’ white middleclass homeowners from developments that might threaten the “stability and permanence” of the
community (p. 13). The subdivision covenants almost always included racial restrictions that
created the white suburbia that often persists to the present (Fogelson, 2005). Despite the common
understanding that American politics were built around ideas of ‘private property rights,’ the
restrictive covenants demonstrate people’s willingness to relinquish some of those ‘rights’ in
exchange for ‘security’ to protect both kinds of investment (economic and cultural). This is
analogous to the way many of the respondents argued for restrictions based on their ‘middle-class
values.’ Fogelson (2005) concludes his book:
That so many people have been willing to submit to so many restrictions for so many years
is the most telling sign of the deep-seated fears of unwanted change that have plagued
Americans since the mid-nineteenth century, the most telling sign of the persistence of the
dark side of the ‘bourgeois utopia.’ (p. 212)
All this is to say that homeowners have never really had the ‘freedom’ that they think their ‘private
property rights’ should afford them.
In the case of Niagara Falls, the use of property for such purposes as vacation rentals was
never permitted in the first place. While many thought the new bylaw was setting certain
regulations in place to restrict Airbnb, the opposite was actually happening. Short term vacation

WILLMS

129

rentals like Airbnb were already illegal under the terms of the official plan (City of Niagara Falls,
2018b, p. 2-3). The new bylaw was actually specifying new regulations as to where they may be
permitted, namely in tourist and commercial zones. By adding a license fee, the city is able to
make money from the new industry while also appeasing the middle-class locals who do not want
vacation rentals in their neighbourhoods.

6.3 Discourses of Long-term Renter Stigmatization
Although the purpose of the meeting was to discuss short-term vacation rentals, the issue
of long-term rentals came up as participants used them to compare and contrast with Airbnb
complaints. Airbnb has grown in popularity, giving landlords a new option for rental that is, if
done well, more profitable and avoids the restrictive legal aspects of renting long term. For
example, landlords must follow certain procedures to evict long-term renters, a process that can
be time consuming and costly. On the other hand, Airbnb hosts vet applicants and can charge them
for cleaning and for any damage they might cause to the property. They can also evict vacation
renters if they violate any of the regulations.3 All these opinions were thrown into the discussion
at the city council meeting.
As I noted above, the literature seems to suggest that people believe that ownership of a
house implies some kind of moral superiority (Power & Gillon, 2020; Rollwagen, 2015). If the
discourse of homeownership implies that homeowners create ‘better’ community, are morally
superior citizens and value property because they have invested in it, then it also implies the
opposite: those who are not homeowners (renters) are not these things (Rollwagen, 2015). This
implication became explicit in the data. In almost all cases, homeowners reiterate negative attitudes

3

However, there have been instances where Airbnb guests refuse to leave units (Nagy, 2021).
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towards renters and posit them as truth. By perpetuating a discourse that ‘naturalizes’
homeownership, any meaning that renters may attach to their homes is undermined (Ronald, 2008;
McKee, 2017). Thus, many scholars argue that in many homeownership nations, renting has been
constructed as an inferior housing tenure (Ronald, 2008; Cheshire et al., 2010; McKee, 2017;
Goodbrand & Hiller, 2018; Power & Gillon, 2020). Of course, in the city council meeting
discussions, the discourses that stigmatize renters were locally constructed and perpetuated by
homeowners and landlords.

Example 10
Peter: Thank you. Well we've seen Niagara Falls change a lot over the years, especially the downtown
area, the real estate in particular, it was pretty rough back in the days, wasn't it? It's come a long way. But if you
pull out the rug from these people, you're going to have a hundred houses probably on the market being sold at
discount prices, to who? And who's goin' in there next, tenants? I've dealt with tenants. A lot of these people have
dealt with tenants, and it can be a nightmare. So the neighbors who are dealing with people on the weekends with
their suitcases and licenses from New Jersey, they don't know what they're in for, once you get the wrong tenants
in there and it takes eight months to get 'em out. Garbage is a joke in comparison to that. I've been there, it's brutal.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 48-49)

Example 11
Jeffrey: I've been a homeowner, I own multiple homes right now. I've been a landlord, I had a small
apartment building 30 years ago, the TeNancy [sic] Act was a nightmare. Tenants were a nightmare. The Tenancy
Act today, someone would, to be a landlord you would have to be insane or a masochist to be a landlord. The laws
that they've created for the rights of the tenants, removed the landlords, the owner of the property's rights at all. In
between two of my properties, there's a beautiful Victorian house, it was a rental unit with three rental units in it.
The landlord rents the ground floor apartment to eight guys. One had a job as a dishwasher, that sounds like good
tenants. So of course when he kicked 'em out for dealing drugs, the last night they were there, they broke into the
three houses beside them, including mine. Then they came back two weeks later and broke in again.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 40)

In this city council meeting, in particular, participants relied on obvious negative discourse
about long-term tenants in making their arguments. In other words, respondents tried to use this
discourse as a fear tactic to persuade council to allow vacation rentals. Peter expresses his opinion
that the slow-gentrification process happening downtown has improved the real-estate [Example
10]. His statement, “if you pull the rug out from under these people,” assumes that the
improvement has come from the people using housing for vacation rentals. His comment then
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stigmatizes tenants by essentializing them as “a nightmare” and “brutal.” Further, the way he
frames his argument, by suggesting that vacation rentals will be replaced by long-term rentals, he
implies that anything is better than long-term tenants. Through this type of framing, the word
‘tenant’ becomes shorthand for all the ‘undesirable’ behaviours and negative stereotypes people
associate with renting.
Jeffrey, another self-identified landlord [Example 11], extends these same sentiments
toward tenants while also blaming the Tenancy Act (Residential Tenancies Act, 2006) for creating
landlords’ animosity toward tenants. Landlords feel like they should have a certain level of control
over their rental property and over who they allow to live there. Over the years, many landlords
have been vocal about their negative experiences with long-term tenants who have certain
protections through provincial laws and policies (Skelly, 1997; White, 2021). Furthermore, highly
publicized stories of landlords’ negative experiences reinforce wider held discourses of long-term
renters.
Landlords who have had negative experiences with long-term renters can easily construct
the entire population of renters as ‘bad.’ By describing one rental property as having “eight guys”
[Example 11], Peter is claiming that long-term renters are not the “well-formed famil[ies]” that
earlier respondents want in their neighbourhoods [Example 6]. In his comment, he also
sarcastically construes dishwashers as criminals, arguing that this type of job is not the type a
‘good’ person would have. In an earlier example, Jeffrey also measures the disruptions of vacation
rentals against the “nightmares” of long-term tenants [Example 3]. He argues that residents will
beg to have vacation rentals back after they experience long-term tenants in their neighbourhoods.
In many ways, both Peter and Jeffrey are trying to extend earlier arguments about middle-class
‘nuisances’ by arguing that long-term tenants are a form of ‘nuisance,’ but one that is also protected
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and will spread if not held in check. By making these claims about tenants, these respondents are
demanding that City Council ‘protect’ the ‘truth’ that they have constructed and perpetuate about
‘proper’ neighbourhoods.
One thread of discussion argues against long term rentals through economic logic. There
are a number of strands to this. First, apologists ask: “Why would anyone rent, when they could
get a mortgage and then own their own property?” Ronald (2008) describes this as a ‘wasted rent
argument’ (p. 55). If people cannot afford to take the ownership path, it then follows that they do
not have the resources or good credit to successfully apply for a mortgage. Given this, these people
must be lower income or have some type of personal fault that keeps them down. In a capitalist
economic discourse, the housing market is conceptualized as part of the master narrative, a ‘ladder’
to success. If a citizen is not climbing this ladder, they automatically become designated as “second
class” (Goodbrand & Hiller, 2018; Ronald, 2008). In fact, renters in Goodbrand and Hiller’s
research all recognized the stigma of “basement dwelling” as the lowest rung on the housing ladder
and distanced themselves from it by defining their own rental tenure as transitional (2018, p. 275).
The discourse of renting is often moralized and can affect policy decisions. Power and
Gillon (2020) argue:
The normalising of home ownership has had profound consequences for the social
positioning and legislative structuring of renting: supporting cultural perceptions of renters
in the public and private sectors as having somehow failed in the responsibility and
aspiration to own housing, whilst simultaneously creating private renting as a relatively
insecure tenure with limited rights to make home. (p. 3)
Yet, renters are important enough in the housing structure to make housing investment profitable
(Power & Gillon, 2020). In other words, the private rental market requires renters. Landlords, then,
try to evaluate renters based on certain ‘determinants’ of responsibility such as “income, class,
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household type, gender, race and age” (p. 2). As a result, tenants often feel the need to construct
themselves as ‘good’ when trying to find accommodations.
Renters are often measured against normalized middle-class homeowners’ behaviours and
aesthetics (Power & Gillon, 2020; Cheshire et al., 2010). p. 5). Homeowners problematize renters
as failing in three aspects: aesthetical conduct, ethical values and community commitment
(Cheshire et al., 2010, p. 2598). Since renters are constructed, in general, as lacking responsibility,
they must then ‘perform’ it for their potential landlords (Power & Gillon, 2020). The two main
ways Power and Gillon’s participants performed as ‘good’ tenants were their ability to pay rent
and their stewardship of the home (2020). Landlords may then measure this performance in
combination with the other determinants (income, gender, race, age, etc.) to decide on a suitable
tenant. In this way, landlords hold a significant power over the applicants and within the current
housing market, many people who are marginalized and struggling to find units to rent may also
have the barrier of an ‘unsatisfactory’ rental application. All these factors combine to perpetuate a
discourse that frames renters as inferior.
To summarize, landlords want to use Airbnb because it is more profitable and seemingly
hassle-free. They attempted to convince councillors by employing arguments that extended the
middle-class ‘nuisance’ arguments. The arguments from these landlords (re)produced the
stigmatization of long-term renters, simply adding to the continuing problem. Since
homeownership is the dominant tenure, renting has been constructed as an ‘inferior’ tenure. As a
result, renters often ‘perform’ their ‘goodness’ while searching for housing. In this type of system,
those who do not measure up will struggle to find suitable accommodations. This can have negative
impacts on society, where discrimination against certain populations and marginalized groups is
normalized.
WILLMS

134

6.4 Discourses of Affordability
Example 12
Robert- Yeah, we went through the nightmare. I want to, I think you guys are on the right path, I think it
does need to be regulated. We had 25, 25 year olds, having their stag and doe party until three o'clock in the
morning. It was a nightmare, it's been resolved, I want to thank you guys, but I thought I'd come here and talk
about it because I want to support the other people here too that are concerned about this. I think there is a place
for it, it should be regulated with consequences. I heard a lot of people sittin' here talking, saying, we don't want
to pay the registration but I think the fee should be enough to cover the costs of enforcement. And there should be
consequences, so if you're running a good business, there's no problem with that. I hear the word enterprise, where
people want to be able to acquire lots of property and stuff like that, I live in a residential neighborhood, I've got
three kids, I want them to be able to afford a house in Niagara down the road. I don't want some HolCo, registered
in Toronto, acquiring more and more property, and then my kids can't have a place to live. And so, I think you're
on the right track, and we'll see how it goes, I'd like to see the zoning like you're saying 400 feet, for being told if
one's in your neighborhood, I'd like it a little further just to know, what's happening in your neighborhood. And I'd
like to make sure that you don't get multiple ones in your neighborhood. I'd rather have a neighbor. You're going
to get some good neighbors, you're going to get some bad neighbors but, my neighbors right now are good. The
one across the street that moved in to the old Airbnb, great neighbor, and I'd just like to keep it that way. Thanks.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 46-47)

Affordability was understood in a few different ways during this meeting. Since
homeownership is the prevalent discourse, participants rarely considered anything else when
discussing affordability. As I explained in my content analysis, many people argued that they
wanted to use Airbnb as a strategy to afford homeownership. Only one respondent, Robert,
considered the long-term effects that allowing vacation rentals may create bigger issues of
affordability in the future [Example 12]. Even then, his comments echoed the same claims as
earlier respondents [Example 2, 3 and 4]. For example, he mentions things like living in a
“residential neighbourhood” and knowing his neighbours [Example 12].
Robert also opines that people are using this industry to “acquire lots of property” which
may increase housing prices [Example 12]. He then voiced his concern for his children’s future.
This worry is easily connected to the discourse of homeownership. As a homeowner, he assumes
that his children want to become homeowners too. This will provide them with ‘good citizen’
status. Moreover, their inability to enter the housing market may paint them as failures.
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Furthermore, by saying that he now has “good” neighbours in the old Airbnb [Example 12], he
implies that vacation rentals were ‘bad.’ Robert also implies that most homeowners are ‘good’
neighbours. While recognizing that ‘bad’ neighbours may exist, he continues to expect that having
a neighbour is better than having a vacation rental in the neighbourhood.

Example 13
Linda: I am an Airbnb host… I don't know what the Sheridan charges in August, but I'm guessing it's
five, or six, or $700 a night. I charge $110 on a weekend night, which is nothing, but still it's a lot. I only charge
those rates in the summer months… We're bringing, Airbnb and VRBO is bringing people into the city that can't
normally afford to come here and stay for three nights. They'll stay in Niagara Falls, New York, eek, or Buffalo,
and come over and see the Falls, and then go back, because they can't afford to stay here. I agree it needs to be
licensed, I agree there need to be regulation. Licensing fee a thousand dollars, yeah, that's a lot of money for some
people, it's a lot for me. Maybe we can do a payment plan, you know 500 up front, 500 six months down the road,
something like that.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 47)

The other way that people discussed affordability was in terms of tourism. The discourse
that promoted affordable tourism assumed that it would have positive effects for the lower-income
population in the city. For example, Linda argues that the new vacation rental industry is creating
more affordable options for visitors to experience the city [Example 13]. Tourism is important in
Niagara Falls and she attempts to use this truth to gain more sympathy from the councillors. City
managers have long been practicing the art of building the city for the ‘visitor class’ (Eisinger,
2000). In Niagara Falls, council decisions are, in fact, often criticized for focusing too heavily on
tourism. In this case, however, Linda, a resident, is advocating on behalf of Airbnb. On the surface,
this seems like a positive endeavor for locals and visitors. The consequences, however, show
otherwise.
This discourse that tourists must be accommodated assumes that the money they save on
accommodations will be spent in other areas of the city, perhaps the local small businesses. Yet
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this seeming ‘affordability’ for tourists comes at the expense of the local population. Niagara Falls,
like many larger cities, has already lost a large number of long-term units to this new market
(Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018). Allowing Airbnb free rein could risk also pricing local people out
of homeownership (Nieuwland & Melik, 2020). The contradiction in the neoliberal market
argument is that the commercialization of tourism in this city has already solidified the success of
large corporations at the expense of small business owners. Dispersed tourist accommodations
could provide some ‘help’ to small, local business owners, but most revenue may go to the
multinational corporations that dominate tourism in the city.
Further, neoliberal free market thinking undervalues the importance of secure, affordable
housing for social reproduction (Kalman-Lamb, 2017). Aalbers and Christophers (2014) argue that
“the unequal social relations arising from the circulation of capital, and expressed in housing
wealth, tend to endanger the very social reproduction required for circulation safely to continue”
(p. 389). Capitalism requires a healthy labour class for capital circulation and the removal of
housing for Airbnb threatens the most basic need for said labourers: housing. Neoliberal thinking
surrenders this need to the free market to prioritize investors’ returns. As I have already
demonstrated in my context chapter, the local population needs more affordable housing.
Unregulated conversion of accessory dwellings and rental properties into Airbnbs will allow
available housing to be subsumed into a tourist market. This will create an even larger divide
between socio-economic classes.

6.5 Housing Commodification
A discourse of housing commodification was a subtle presence in this meeting. It was most
recognizable when people were defending their housing as ‘investments.’ However, there were
further comments that commodified housing by encouraging people to embrace Airbnb as a new
WILLMS

137

market. It is important to understand the circulation of capital to recognize the complicated position
of housing in the capitalist system. We buy and sell housing based on both ‘use’ value and
‘exchange’ value. In these terms, it seems that the predominant value of housing has shifted over
time. While once it was the means by which people were afforded a certain quality of life, it has
become the means by which people invest in their future. That is to say, many people have
prioritized housing as a commodity, investment, and status symbol over its use as shelter and
security (Forrest & Hirayama, 2015; Mckee et al., 2017). Kalman-Lamb (2017) argues that, “while
financialization simultaneously legitimated housing-based accumulation through asset-based
welfare for a growing proportion of the Canadian population, it still failed to do so for the bottom
30 percent of income earners” (p. 307). Therefore, those who are not able to invest in the housing
system are thus excluded from the benefits of this shift. In other words, the neoliberal approach to
housing provision perpetuates inequality.
Housing is often viewed in a similar way to art and stocks, in that the value can increase
over time. This is largely because the value of the underlying land usually increases over time as
supply is constricted (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014, p. 376). Because of this, it is becoming
increasingly common for people to use housing for speculation (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014, p.
376). There are various forms of speculation including homeowners hoping to sell their house at a
higher price and ‘trade-up’, buying and selling houses with no plan to live in or rent them, and
buying in one market to sell in another (i.e., blockbusters) (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014, p. 376).
There are, however, still others who try to maximise profits from housing, such as landlords who
rent worn-down housing without providing required maintenance or developers who take
advantage of zoning changes associated with revitalization plans (Aalbers & Christophers, 2014).
More recently, individuals and corporations can profit from vacation rentals. James, for example,
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bought a house specifically as an investment to use for Airbnb [Example 14]. In the city council
discussion, he argued that regulations should not be based on zoning.
Example 14
James: I think we're a tourist city. I don't think we're a commercial tourist city. I think we should look
at it as a whole. I think if you allow an Airbnb in a certain area, it should be allowed throughout the whole city.
To the point someone made about someone knocking on a door at three o'clock in the morning and waking up
children, well there's children that live over on Epson and by River Road as well. There's families that can only
afford a certain house in those areas, that can't afford the Thundering Waters area, they can't afford the St.
Michael's area, that's all they can afford, so, how are they penalized because they can't afford a nicer house in a
nicer residential area. Niagara Falls as a whole should be a residential area, no matter where you live. So that
being said, I think you should not limit it to anything, I think it should be a one or all. I'm obviously for it, but if
you sat here and said, Airbnb or vacation rentals are not for Niagara Falls, and you shut 'em down completely
through the city, I would bow my head, I would put a for sale sign on my lawn, and I would look for my next
investment. I don't think it should be restricted to certain areas, because there's family that live in all those areas.
(CCM2, 2018, p. 29)

In many ways, these processes are to be expected. As people struggle to find well-paying
full-time work in an economy still recovering from deindustrialization, they will be looking for
new opportunities to make a decent income. As homeownership is widespread in Canada, it can
become a useful asset for business endeavors. Canadians have accepted asset-based welfare
discourse which suggests housing is a safe investment that almost guarantees financial security
through one’s lifetime. Airbnb is simply another step toward that goal. Individuals can use their
asset to secure an income, often accompanied by a ‘sharing’ discourse, a claim that has been
recently refuted by research (Smigiel, 2020; Demir & Emekli, 2021). Yet, though this is an
understandable strategy, housing transferred to the short-term rental market simply intensifies the
commodification of the housing market (Smigiel, 2020). Indeed, the research clearly shows that
this market has become dominated by corporations and causes havoc in already unaffordable
housing markets, especially in Canada (Renau, 2018; Wachsmuth & Weisler 2018). Furthermore,
despite common perceptions that this platform can be used to reduce inequality, studies show this
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to be false. As Smigiel (2020) writes, “first, the number of classic home-sharers is rather low, and
second, commercial hosts dominate in terms of market share as well as revenues” (p. 254).
Finally, housing’s use value is substantially undermined when there is profit to be made.
The market is saying Airbnb is a legitimate enterprise and many people are accepting it as this
[Example 4 and 5] unless it is infringing on their own space and comfort [Example 1, 2 and 9].
Little regard is given to the real consequences of the increased commodification of housing that
includes fewer long-term rental units, increasing long-term rent costs, increased cost of real-estate,
and increasing number of unhoused and underhoused populations. In sum, this constitutes an
affordability crisis. Throughout the neoliberal era, various financial and political players have
acted, and will continue to act, in their own self-interest to use housing for financial gain.
Furthermore, the increase in land values encourages speculative activity (Condon, 2021). For these
reasons, the market alone cannot provide adequate affordable housing for everyone. As such, we
must search for ways to encourage and require the development of uncommodified, affordable
housing. Condon (2021) argues that municipal planners already have the policy tools they need to
make this happen, such as zoning and development controls; however, they just need to use them
properly.

6.6 Opposing and Silenced Discourses
Discourses work to normalize certain behaviours and expectations. Most of the people in
the meeting seemed to employ the dominant discourses I have discussed in this chapter. Given the
structure of the meeting, divergent ideas were not common. Yet, while hegemonic discourses are
widely accepted, they are never totalizing. In fact, they are always contested through both language
(Mills, 2004) and action (Blomley 2013). For example, Blomley (2013) argues that property is
‘performed,’ allowing certain actions to challenge normalized understandings of property. He
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states, “for property to be made real requires sustained, repetitive, and often complicated work”
(p. 37). This work leaves room for challenges. Thus, among other things, homeowners might begin
to recognize alternative ways to perceive, perform and discuss housing which may encourage more
equitable housing policy in the future.
When conducting discourse analysis, it is important to consider the ‘silent’ voices. The
decisions that were made in this meeting would impact various areas of the city in different ways.
A significant amount of energy was spent arguing both for and against Airbnb, and much of it
stigmatized long-term renters. All of this discussion, however, took place with no input from the
renters themselves or from affordable housing advocates. Where were these voices of the renters
and their advocates in the city wherein housing costs continue to rise and who are often forced to
move because of affordability issues? Or those who lack housing mobility because of increasing
prices? Why was their input not requested? Why were social housing representatives not present
to discuss the city’s lack of housing?
Whereas the report for the accessory dwelling unit bylaw recommendation specified that
the city met with Niagara Home Builders Association and the Niagara Real Estate Association,
the vacation rental regulation recommendation report only states having obtained “extensive
feedback from the public and stakeholders” (City of Niagara Falls, 2018b, p. 3).4 It also states that
“a smaller number of [public] submissions go beyond the immediate impact… [to consider] the
impact on the availability of affordable housing” (City of Niagara Falls, 2018b, p. 5) but does not
give detail about these submissions. Although the background report claimed that the availability
of housing was a concern for this regulation (City of Niagara Falls, 2018b), Council did not seek

4

The public engagement report also did not discuss the views of renters specifically (City of Niagara Falls, 2018).
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out the perspectives of the rental group it was affecting or suggestions from those who advocate
for social housing. As a result, homeowners and landlords spoke on renters’ behalf, and often in
negative ways. By not seeking out, or simply ignoring, the views of renters or their representatives,
the decisions that were made in this meeting were solely influenced by the perspectives of
homeowners, perpetuating their dominant and privileged position in the political sphere.

Summary
In this chapter, I have analyzed the prominent discourses found in my data, related to my
research questions. Firstly, I described how the government has promoted asset-based welfare
through policy and discourse (Rollwagen, 2015). This helped produce homeownership as an
‘ideal’ that encourages Canadian citizens to ‘climb the property ladder.’ I then demonstrated how
this ‘ideal’ was exemplified in the meeting respondents’ comments through a discourse of
homeownership. Through this discourse, people used a variety of arguments to defend their
opinions, the two most notable being a discourse of ‘middle-class values’ and a discourse of
‘private property rights.’ There were two sub-discourses in the data that stigmatized both short and
long-term renters, but in opposition to each other. The discourse that stigmatized short-term renters
was often constructed through the ‘middle-class values’ perspective. On the other hand, the
discourse that stigmatized long-term renters was constructed by fed-up landlords defending
vacation rentals as ‘better’ than long-term rentals. I then briefly explained the minimal discussion
of affordability within the vacation rental meeting with a short explanation of why housing
affordability is important for the tourism industry. Next, I described the ways in which housing
has been increasingly commodified. Airbnb has become another step in this process of
commodification. Lastly, I discussed opposing (or lack thereof) and silenced discourses.
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City councillors have a formal power within the governmental system to make decisions
that will affect residents. Homeowners also have the power to sway decisions for their own benefit.
All of the respondents that showed up to debate the new regulations were seemingly homeowners.
Their desires were conflicting, either in favour of regulations to protect their conceptions of ‘quiet
residential communities’ or opposed to regulations to protect their conceptions of ‘private property
rights.’ Participants mentioned very little about the effects that vacation rentals have on the cost
and availability of long-term rental units. The housing system encourages and privileges
homeownership. But who speaks for those who cannot afford homeownership? The city
councillors are in a place of power wherein, ideally, they would consider the needs of all residents,
including renters. Unfortunately, this largely depends on the councillor’s personal and political
beliefs. In the meetings before and after this one, they appeared to consider renters on a few
occasions and some of them seemed genuinely concerned about the growing homeless population
and people using motels as long-term housing. However, the discourses of renter stigmatization
within this meeting often went unchallenged. As I explained in my methodology, discourse
analysis is often used to analyze how the language used by those in power may affect others in
society (Grant, 2019, p. 67). Much of the language used in the public meeting could have a negative
impact on lower-income people, especially renters and those who are unhoused. This stigma can
create issues for locating sites for affordable housing developments (Scally & Tighe, 2015;
Forsyth, 2017), making it even more difficult to meet the needs of the lower-income populations.
Finally, single-family dwelling prices are steadily increasing. The government will do
whatever it can to maintain the system, regardless of its polarizing impacts on the different
generations. Aalbers and Christophers (2014) summarize this conflict:
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Indeed, many Western economies have become so addicted to high and increasing house
prices that it seems difficult for governments and households alike to deal with a situation
of declining prices, which are seen as lowering people’s economic perceptions and
therefore as having a negative influence on the economy at large. Thus, although declining
house prices could imply increased housing affordability, the mantra that “rising house
prices are good” remains entrenched, buttressed as it is by pressure on states from the
home-owning electorate and the housing market lobby to do everything in their power to
protect price levels. Even in times of austerity, the housing sector is still seen as a key
vehicle to foster economic growth beyond housing markets per se. (p. 378)
While homeownership remains privileged, it grows increasingly difficult for people to achieve this
‘idealized’ goal without help from family or the government. By subsidizing homeownership, the
government is able to offload the responsibility of welfare to the individual citizen. However, this
system is creating a chasm that many people cannot cross. Kalman-Lamb (2017) argues that realestate speculation has made homeownership more difficult for households to afford and “an
increasingly hollow promise for old-age financial security” (p. 311) because fewer people are able
to attain ownership without taking on massive mortgage debt. Furthermore, the ownership model
for structuring the housing system is prone to stigmatizing renters. If homeownership is the
government’s plan for securing the welfare of its citizens, it may not be working properly. In order
for homeownership to be used for a more equitable society, it must not “entrench inequalities”
(Gregory, 2016, p. 351), which it has clearly been doing for some time now.
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion
In a recent Canada Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) article, Reuters (2021) claims that
Canadians have decreased their credit card debt by a considerable amount. Unfortunately, these
gains have been offset by dramatic increases in mortgage debt (Reuters, 2021). In fact, over 22%
of new mortgages have a loan-to-income ratio over 450% (Reuters, 2021). It seems Canadians’
desire for homeownership, and their willingness to indebt themselves to obtain it, has not been
stifled by the economic hardships of a global pandemic. Furthermore, the devastation of the 2008
global financial crisis did not seem to teach us any lessons. It is difficult to believe that the current
hot housing market will ever cool down. If it does, there will be investors and speculators waiting
to jump on the new opportunities. For example, Forrest and Hirayama (2015) argue that the US
housing crash produced a shift toward private landlordism, wherein more people pay rent to the
“property-rich” (p. 241). They note: “the miseries encouraged by the mainstream and shadow
banking sectors in one phase become a new business opportunity for other capital fractions in the
next” (Forrest & Hirayama, 2015, p. 240). In this thesis I have argued that while the discourse of
homeownership remains intact, the establishment of asset-based welfare and the commodification
of housing makes it increasingly unaffordable. Individuals attempting to navigate homeownership
and governments worrying about homelessness have drawn both short-term and long-term renting
into public debate. The clash between economic value and lifestyle value lies at its centre.
I shall use this chapter to answer my research questions, explain the gap in the literature I
attempt to fill, and give some ideas for future research. In this thesis, I have tried to answer the
following questions:
1. How does the hegemony of homeownership affect the housing markets in Niagara Falls?
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2. What elements of homeownership discourse are used to describe both long-term rentals
and vacation rentals in Niagara Falls?
3. What are the consequences of these discourses for housing affordability in Niagara Falls?
To answer the first question, I shall summarize some of the things I have demonstrated throughout
my chapters. Again, housing studies needs to consider discourse along with policy in order to
better understand how the two co-construct one another to produce a ‘normalized’ social reality
(Ronald, 2008).
In Canada, the housing market has been designed to privilege homeownership (Hulchanski,
2007). Asset-based welfare discourse encourages citizens to invest in housing as a long-term
strategy for financial security to support retirement (O’Mahoney & Overton, 2015; Walks 2016).
This discourse intertwines with homeownership as part of the ‘master narrative.’ Canadians now
understand and associate homeownership with certain financial and cultural expectations. As part
of this ideology, homeowners will defend and protect their properties from things that might
‘devalue’ both their financial and lifestyle investments. Yet, other homeowners will also defend
their ‘right’ to use their property however they please. Furthermore, homeownership ideology
relies on a belief that the housing prices will always go up.
As housing prices continue to rise, younger generations are less able to break into the
market (McKee et al., 2017). They are trying to find creative solutions to realize the
homeownership ‘ideal’ put forth in the master narrative and avoid the negative associations with
long-term renting. As such, homeowners often use the strategy of renting out a portion of the home
to offset their mortgage payments. For example, some homeowners would convert basements or
lofts into apartments for long-term renters. Often times, these units would be illegal under
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municipal planning regulations. However, the provincial government has now required
municipalities to legalize them to help alleviate some pressure in the housing system (MMA,
2017). More recently, people began renting portions of their home as short-term vacation rentals
as another strategy to get into the housing market. They can purchase a home with the intention of
renting parts of it to tourists to make quicker, seasonal gains while risking the stability that income
from a long-term renter might provide. However, this complicates the affordability of housing. Of
course, the vacation rental market has been deemed highly profitable. In an ‘unregulated’ market,
companies will look to invest in profitable industries. In an already tight housing market where
large numbers of people are struggling to find suitable, affordable housing, property management
companies have been buying up the existing housing stock to use for the short-term vacation rental
market (Gurran & Phibbs, 2017; Nieuwland & Melik, 2020).1
How does this relate to affordable housing? Affordable housing is a multifaceted issue.
Housing is, for example, often split between private and public markets. As I demonstrated in my
context chapter, the supply of public housing in Niagara is very limited and, as a result, there are
lengthy wait times to obtain a unit. This is especially true in Niagara Falls (Niagara Regional
Housing, 2018). The process to get into these units can also be difficult to navigate. This means
that most people will have to rely on the private market for their housing needs. This one fact
demands affordability in the private housing market while governments work toward developing
more public options for housing.

1

While the COVID-19 pandemic may have interrupted this process, it may come back with more force once borders
open again.
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The supply of formalized private rental housing in Niagara Falls is limited (i.e., 94% of
purpose-built rental housing was built before 1990 (City of Niagara Falls, 2018a)). Developers
stopped building rental apartments because a number of policies reduced the profitability of so
doing.2 Instead, the neoliberal economic system popularized condominium development and
further increased the homeownership rate (Walks & Clifford, 2015). Despite the fact that
homeownership remains the preferred tenure for the majority of the population, the demand for
rental units continues and is growing. In fact, and in recognition of the short supply, the province
mandated municipalities to legalize accessory dwelling units and encouraged homeowners to
construct these types of units as a more affordable rental option (City of Niagara Falls, 2018a).
Because the demand in a tourist destination like Niagara Falls is so great, however, homeowners
can rent their accessory dwelling units more profitably for short-term rather than long-term rentals.
As a result, increasing allowable density with no regulation for use has encouraged the increased
value to be absorbed by the homeowners and corporations while exacerbating the unaffordability
of housing (Condon, 2021).
The accessory dwelling bylaw, which the council was obliged to pass and was obviously
necessary, did not, then, make the rental situation better. In fact, the data suggests that it has made
it much worse. As I mentioned in my context chapter, the vacancy rate dropped to 0.7% in 2019
while rents averaged $1,000 per month (CMHC, 2020). No doubt, a quick search for units on a
rental website would demonstrate that rent costs have continued to rise through 2020 and into
2021. In other words, most of the people who this bylaw was meant to help (renters) fell further

2

There seems to be a new surge in apartment construction in the last year or two. However, since these new
developments are still under construction, rental options are still restricted.
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behind. In addition, these types of units available are usually basement apartments, most often
used as transitional housing spaces, and are not long-term solutions to housing needs in the city
(see, for example, Goodbrand & Hiller, 2018). Goodbrand and Hiller (2018) suggest that basement
units should not be considered as a supply of affordable housing because they are often not
soundproof and they lack natural light. They further question the connection between these units
and the government’s responsibility for ensuring adequate housing for its citizens (Goodbrand &
Hiller, 2018). Similarly, I argue that the government should not rely on individual homeowners to
supply enough housing for the growing demand in our cities.
With the rising cost of housing of all types, many have labeled the current situation in
Niagara a ‘crisis.’ This crisis is a culmination of a variety of factors. I have already explained the
unaffordable rental situation, but it is intensified by the increasing unaffordability of
homeownership. Single-family dwelling prices have increased immensely. This has caused many
people to stay in rental units longer, further restricting the availability of units and thereby driving
up rental prices (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2016). The shelters are also seeing
a rise in use as it becomes difficult for people to find housing. Increasing supplies of accessory
dwelling units, when added to the demand for short-term vacation rentals simply added stress to
this market. While this new industry may give a few people an opportunity to move into
homeownership, it also opens the door to increased commodification and corporatization of
housing.
To conclude, while some people are trying to use the short-term rental market to make
housing, or more specifically, homeownership, more affordable for themselves, it is adding more
pressure on long-term unaffordability in the housing market. This is already having devastating
effects in Niagara Falls, where the most vulnerable local people are forced to live in run-down
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motels while tourists are renting accessory accommodations in homes throughout the city.
Furthermore, on a more socio-cultural note, as investment groups buy up properties in
neighbourhoods, large numbers of short-term vacation rentals can also cause the hollowing out of
neighbourhoods. This is a topic for future research.
To answer my second question, I shall summarize the discourses I analyzed in chapter six.
The discourse of homeownership was the first, most prevalent discourse in the meeting,
demonstrating the privileging of homeownership above other tenures. Homeownership was
understood through two opposing arguments. The first argument was related to middle-class values
that suggested homeownership was valuable both economically and through sense of place. Those
who employed this argument were trying to protect residential neighbourhoods from vacation
rental properties and from long-term renters. Public respondents and city councillors used the
discourse of homeownership to argue that vacation rentals lower property values of surrounding
homes. This discourse was also used to suggest that vacation rental operators did not care for the
property and vacation renters could bring chaos to the surrounding community. Moral panic and
fear of change were used to drive their arguments. The opposing argument was related to private
property rights that suggested homeowners should be able to do whatever they want with their
property. Public respondents used the discourse of homeownership to argue that they should be
allowed to use their property as they see fit and that the existing bylaws should be enough to take
care of the existing problems with some vacation rental properties. These arguments often relied
on neoliberal understandings of the market to suggest they need to use their housing as an asset to
support their own welfare.
Throughout the discussion and to varying degrees, many of the respondents also employed
a discourse that stigmatized renters. Those opposed to vacation rentals often used fear statements
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that stigmatized short-term renters as dangerous. Those who supported vacation rentals often
stigmatized long-term renters. Both uphold the overarching discourse of homeownership. All of
these discourses work together to create a belief that those who cannot attain homeownership are
‘less valuable’ citizens.
Furthermore, I discussed discourses of affordability and commodification within the city
council meeting. In sum, the meeting lacked any substantive discussion around affordability.
Indeed, most respondents discussed affordability peripherally and in terms of homeownership.
They argued that Airbnb gives them, individually, a way to participate in a homeowning culture.
Yet, they did not consider the effects this may have for the system—and affordability—more
broadly. Nor did they consider how this would affect the market for long-term renters. Some
respondents discussed affordability in relation to tourism. This argument is ironic because of the
way local people have had to repurpose motels as housing for vulnerable populations. Finally, the
discourse of commodification has shifted housing from use value to a view that prioritizes profit
and encourages speculation within the housing market.
The answer to my third question addresses how these discourses may affect housing
affordability in Niagara Falls. The rising cost of single-family dwellings creates a blockage in the
system where people struggle to move up the ‘property ladder’ as demanded by prevailing master
narratives. The discourse of homeownership encourages people to move into homeownership
because of the perceived safety and profitability as an investment. The government encourages
and privileges homeownership because of its role in a neoliberal, asset-based welfare strategy.
Through homebuyer loans and tax exemptions, people are still willing to take on large amounts of
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debt to realize the homeownership ‘ideal.’3 Yet, this creates a system that keeps growing more
unaffordable.
Furthermore, while it is important for homeownership to be affordable and accessible, it is
also important that rental units are available at affordable prices for those who cannot or do not
want to move into homeownership. Through the pervasive discourse of homeownership, as part of
a master narrative where owning a home is synonymous with success, rental populations are
marginalized. In the council meetings, the discourses privileged maximum personal gain while it
simultaneously stigmatized the rental population. This can be damaging for future endeavors to
build more rental units throughout the city. Both the homeowner and rental populations deserve
housing that is affordable and not stigmatized. One way of achieving this, according to Condon
(2021), is if municipal governments strategically use their zoning and development controls to,
“harness land Rent for social purpose” (p. 126). For example, local governments can require
affordability with increased density to tie rent costs to local wages. Condon (2021) concludes, “[i]n
doing so, you create security for wage earners (labor) and opportunity for entrepreneurs (capital)”
(p. 126).

Gaps in Literature, Future Research and Policy
While most research on Airbnb has focused on the quantitative aspect of how it is affecting
the housing market (Renau, 2018; Wachsmuth & Weisler, 2018; Yrigoy, 2019), I noticed a lack
of qualitative research on the topic in the literature. I attempted to fill this void with my research.
I used discourse analysis to study the way language was used in the city council meetings related

3

For example, the capital gains exemption which is applied after only one year of ownership is a dangerously
manipulatable tool for housing commodification.

WILLMS

152

to vacation rentals and affordable housing. I was able to analyze the way people talk about the
issue and the truth claims they use to construct their reality. The discourses I analyzed demonstrate
the hegemony of homeownership. This research also demonstrates that renters are both stigmatized
and marginalized in public discourses related to housing. Future research could look at how the
discourse that stigmatizes renter populations could be dismantled to create a more equitable
housing system. There are many socially and economically valuable aspects to homeownership,
but current discourses regarding housing tenure effectively close off their discussion.
Finally, if the government wants to fix housing policy, their focus should be on prioritizing
housing above profit. With the shift toward neoliberal governance structures and the
financialization of the economy, housing has become highly commodified. The Canadian economy
is dependent on ever-increasing housing prices to avoid a crash, but these prices are well beyond
the reach of a large portion of the population trying to enter the housing market. In fact, as of 2021,
mortgage debt makes up 85% of Canada’s GDP (Wong, 2021). Canadian citizens have bought into
the ‘master narrative’ that suggests homeownership is an important step in identity-formation and
is marked as a sign of success and social value (McLean & Syed, 2015; Syed, 2016). This ‘ideal’
is increasingly difficult to reach, but people still work to achieve it. They are doing whatever they
can to meet this goal, such as taking out larger mortgage loans, getting help from family members
for down payments, and home-sharing, through platforms such as Airbnb, to supplement income
for mortgage payments. While all these strategies may work for the individuals choosing to use
them, they can deepen the problem that is plaguing our society, namely where any progress made
to increase income is absorbed by land rent (Condon, 2021). Canadians are increasingly viewing
housing through an investment lens, making it difficult to implement policies that may make it
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more equitable. In order to make progress where it counts, policies need to uphold the ‘use’ value
of housing while discouraging land speculation.

Summary
While I have offered answers to my own research questions, this issue is much bigger than
I can engage here. I may have unknowingly excluded some very important elements from my
research. Throughout my thesis, I have argued that housing is vital for the well-being of individuals
and communities. In Niagara, there is clearly a housing crisis that, while positive for certain groups
such as realtors, developers, and some property owners, is negatively affecting other groups such
as those who belong to lower-income households, those struggling to find affordable rental
housing, and those struggling to find any kind of housing. At the outset of the pandemic, when
many people thought the housing system was going to crash, the head of Canada’s federal housing
agency, Evan Siddall, opined that “not everyone deserves to own a home” (Shecter, 2020). This
statement is tragic considering the homeownership discourse that pulses through Canadians’
consciousness. Yet, while ownership may be out of reach for many, this thesis has argued that
everyone deserves to have a home that they can afford. Maybe breaking down the glorification of
homeownership and using municipal land tools more efficiently and effectively are some of the
ways we can ensure everyone has access to a place they can call home, whether they own it or rent
it.
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