Local government’s role in addressing affordability

by Doug Holmes

Building an affordable community is one of Summerland Council’s priorities and most of our decisions consider the impact on
residents’ living expenses.

Housing is the greatest expense for most people and finding a suitable home for a reasonable price can be a challenge.

Municipalities can help by ensuring there is a diversity of housing supply, and the District of Summerland has contributed to
the affordability of new developments by speeding up approval processes and creating greater market certainty through
amendments to bylaws and the Official Community Plan.

We have also worked with BC Housing to support two large social housing projects currently under construction by providing
grants in lieu of development cost charges, off-site capital upgrades, permit fees, and landfill fees.

Poverty, homelessness, resurgent inflation and economic volatility are the result of world forces beyond the control of local
government, yet as the order of government closest to the people we are expected to provide solutions.

So, while Council can’t do much about rising fuel prices, we understand transportation is a significant expense for people and
therefore make it free to park throughout Summerland and free for residents to ride the Route 30 bus to Penticton.

Free parking and free bus fare won’t necessarily pull people out of poverty but it does keep money in pockets and ensures
essential services remain accessible.

With the relationship between healthiness and poverty well documented, a lot of effort goes into maintaining municipal parks
and trails, which are free and open to all to enjoy.

The District also subsidizes public use of its recreation facilities and community programs such as Santa Skate, Family Day
Swim and Skate, youth nights, Go By Bike, and Earth Day. These free family events are either fully covered by the District or
through community partners such as Kinsmen and the Foundry.

Other activities are offered at a reduced cost, including swim lessons and aquatic events like Halloween Haunt and Schools
Out, school group skating and swimming, and the Giant’s Head Run.

Council recognizes the value of volunteer and non-profit organizations to community affordability and local groups that
enhance residents’ quality of life are often given a grant-in-aid or permissive tax exemption.

Given the surge in food prices, an annual grant to the Food Bank has steadily increased over the years and currently sits at
$17,000.

RECOPE, NeighbourLink, Summerland Community Centre, the Museum, Arts Council, and other organizations also receive
grants to help keep their programs affordable and accessible. Grants are also provided to support free community events such
as ActionFest, Canada Day picnic, Fall Fair, and Festival of Lights.

Grants and tax exemptions may sound like lost revenue but if these organizations weren’t providing the service, then
responsibility would likely fall to the District. Given that volunteer groups can operate more economically than the
municipality, grants and tax exemptions make financial sense and are a good deal for the taxpayer.

Taxation, of course, is an expense endured by everyone and, in recognition, Council follows a philosophy of ensuring that
Summerland has amongst the lowest residential property taxes in the region. This year, a local home assessed at $850,000 will
pay $2,251 in municipal property taxes — less than a property of the same value in Penticton, Peachland, Kelowna or Vernon.

While all local governments are facing increased costs and are dealing with ever-increasing responsibilities, we are keeping
tax increases to a minimum by maintaining staffing levels and reducing some services.

Doug Holmes is mayor of Summerland.



