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About Toboggan Flats

Toboggan Flats addresses three urgent urban challenges in Canada: a generation of young 
workers being priced out of city living, a loneliness epidemic, and a surplus of vacant office 
space in downtown cores. Our solution is simple but transformative—to repurpose empty 
office  buildings  into  thoughtfully  adapted,  move-in-ready  coliving  spaces  designed 
specifically for young people. Private bedroom units, combined with shared facilities like 
washrooms and kitchens, enable lower rents than standard downtown apartments, along 
with fast construction timelines, and a lighter environmental footprint. Our model provides 
affordable,  community-focused  housing  that  brings  new  energy  to  cities  in  need  of 
revitalization.

Rooted in the values of  affordability,  inclusivity,  sustainability,  and innovation,  Toboggan 
Flats aims to create high-quality housing downtown, where young people want to live, work 
and play. More than just a place to live, our coliving communities will offer connection and 
belonging through shared spaces, curated events, and a cozy aesthetic that feels like home. 
By partnering  with  building  owners,  municipalities,  and  the  community housing  sector, 
we’re helping to reimagine downtown living—and proving that life is better together.
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Land Acknowledgement

We cannot talk about housing without talking about the land on which it sits.

Toboggan Flats aims to create housing across the land that we call Canada, which has been 
known as Turtle Island for far longer. Turtle Island has been home since time immemorial to 
the ancestors of the First Nations,  Métis,  and Inuit peoples.  In this territory, Indigenous 
peoples  have  not  only  endured  historical  oppression,  but  continue  to  endure  systemic 
oppression to this day. 
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Executive Summary
In  January  2025,  Toboggan  Flats  launched  a  National  Housing  Strategy  Demonstrations 
Initiative project, Turning Empty Offices into Affordable Coliving, funded by the Canadian 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation.  The project would explore our long-held belief  that 
office-to-coliving  conversions  could  help  the  community  housing  sector  provide  more 
affordable housing across Canada. We believe that empty office spaces in downtown centres, 
the result of  a shift to remote work by Canadians,  present opportunities for community 
housing providers to convert these spaces into housing more quickly, efficiently, and less 
expensively than traditional purpose-built rental development. 

With  the  goal  of  providing  more  affordable  housing  across  Canada,  Toboggan  Flats 
developed  a  leading-edge  office-to-coliving  conversion  early  feasibility  assessment  tool 
(Co-Convert Compass) which could be used to support the community housing sector in 
creating  much-needed  affordable  housing.  With  many  office  vacancies  nationwide,  we 
collaborated with community housing providers to test our idea.

We are convinced, based on considerable research, that coliving models—where people have 
private,  secure  rooms  while  sharing  common  space  and  facilities  like  kitchens,  laundry 
rooms and bathrooms—can help reduce the cost and increase the speed of converting office 
space  to  affordable  housing.  In  this  Demonstration  Project,  we  partnered  with  five 
community housing providers, all serving diverse communities across Canada. By learning 
from their experiences, we gathered feedback to refine our assessment tool, and to adapt our 
development and property management models to better meet the needs of their residents.

Our partners for the project were HOUSE Canada, New Commons Development, the YMCA 
of the National Capital Region, UWCRC2.0, and Youth Without Shelter.

Over the span of the project—January to July, 2025—we engaged in six project phases: 

1. Select Community Housing Partners

2. Conduct Research on Potential Residents for Coliving 

3. Host Community Housing Roundtable Discussions

4. Host Webinars for the Community Housing Sector

5. Find Buildings and Conduct Assessments with Community Housing Partners
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6. Refine our Pre-Assessment Tool for the Community Housing Sector

The communities served by each of our housing partners are different, but one thing proved 
true for all  of  them: they lack affordable housing options.  We found community housing 
providers very receptive to innovative solutions to the housing crisis in Canada and quite 
enthusiastic about using existing buildings to do this quickly, more efficiently, and at a lower 
cost in order to have a more significant impact on the housing market.

One hoped-for,  but not expected,  positive  outcome of  this  project is  that all  five of  the 
partners are considering moving forward with Toboggan Flats in an effort to explore office-
to-coliving development projects. We were thrilled to hear Daneeka Abon, Portfolio Manager, 
Design and Construction with UWCRC2.0, say about office-to-coliving conversions, “We're 
excited to see if there can be a homegrown version of this type of communal living.”

Our work with community housing partners is taking a variety of shapes, from presenting 
letters of intent to vendors, initial due diligence, a purchase and sale agreement, extensive 
review and analysis of pro formas and budgets, investigation with municipalities regarding 
code guidelines, and preliminary explorations into financing. 

One partner also invited our team to present to the Toronto Shelter Network’s Youth Shelter 
Interagency Network, which showed their belief in the value of our work for the community 
housing sector. We presented the findings of this Demonstration Project to that group, and 
had  a  promising  discussion  about  future  opportunities  with  representatives  of  many of 
Toronto’s shelter operators for homeless youth.

Not all of these efforts have been successful, and some are still in process, but in every case, 
they brought  us  more  understanding  of  the  steps  involved  in  developing  an  affordable 
coliving project. They also enabled the community housing providers to examine our model 
more closely to determine how it might fit within their affordable housing framework, which 
is one of our ultimate goals.

We also met with community housing providers and developers who ultimately chose not to 
participate  as  full  partners  in  our  Demonstration  Project,  often  due  to  lack  of  time 
availability,  but  became  interested  in  office-to-coliving  conversions  during  these 
conversations.  We  appreciated  their  feedback  and  perspectives,  which  significantly 
enhanced our understanding of how community housing projects would be implemented. 
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One thing that became clear during this project is that community housing efforts inevitably 
involve partnerships with other organizations to achieve all of the objectives required for 
financing, assembling, developing, and building affordable housing. We enjoyed working with 
and learning from several potential partners for future housing projects during the past six 
months.

Based on the experience of this Demonstration Project,  we are convinced that office-to-
coliving conversions will create opportunities for the community housing sector. 

Coliving conversions can draw from international examples to become a viable piece of the 
affordable housing ecosystem in Canada. This opportunity exists because coliving is:

• Better: provides  community-centred  housing  in  prime  locations  near  transit, 
employment, education, and entertainment.

• Faster: takes months to convert, not years, offering more units per development than 
traditional apartment models.

• Cheaper: lower  cost  to  build  than  purpose-built  developments  and  apartment 
conversions, passing those savings down to residents in the form of lower rents.

• Cleaner: re-use  preserves  carbon  in  the  existing  structure,  ensuring  a  lower 
environmental footprint during construction, and during operation, with the inherent 
efficiency of shared amenities. 

After our consultations with the community housing sector, we are confident that office-to-
coliving conversions can build affordable housing better, faster, cheaper, and cleaner than 
traditional models. 

To harness this potential, Toboggan Flats created Co-Convert Compass, a pre-assessment 
tool that simplifies the critical first stage of development—building selection. As part of our 
Demonstration Project, we will make this available to the community housing sector for free 
and hope that it leads to the development of significantly more affordable housing across 
Canada.

We are very thankful to our community housing partners on this project, who spent so much 
of their valuable time with us, in some cases much more than we originally asked. They 
taught us not only about the nuts and bolts of providing community housing, but also about 
the heart of the sector. They were incredibly helpful, supportive, and collaborative. Their 
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passion for helping every Canadian have a home they can afford has inspired us through the 
course of this project, and will stay with us.

Finally, we want to sincerely thank CMHC, because without their support, we would not have 
been able to explore this opportunity with community housing partners. We are very grateful 
for this opportunity, and are eager to see the impacts of this work in the future. 

1.0 Project Description

In  January,  Toboggan  Flats,  thanks  to  funding  from  the  Canada  Mortgage  and  Housing 
Corporation (CMHC), and together with industry collaborators and six community housing 
partners, commenced a National Housing Strategy Demonstrations Initiative project titled, 
Turning Empty Offices into Affordable Coliving. 

Toboggan Flats aims to help address Canada’s housing crisis by enabling community housing 
providers  to  build  affordable  housing  faster,  more  cost-effectively,  and  in  an 
environmentally friendly way—so that they can pass those benefits along to Canadian renters 
and communities nationwide. Coliving is already popular all over the world, and Toboggan 
Flats is introducing it to Canada as an affordable housing solution by converting vacant office 
spaces into housing.

Toboggan Flats’ existing pre-assessment tool expedites the process of choosing buildings to 
consider for conversion by quickly identifying ones that are conducive to a conversion, and 
ruling out those that are not viable. This process saves time and money in the initial planning 
process—two things community housing providers have in short supply. The objective of this 
Demonstration Project was to work with the community housing sector to tailor this tool to 
their specific needs. 

1.1 Project Partners

• HOUSE Canada  :  a  non-profit organization  dedicated  to  developing  and  managing 
affordable  housing  for post-secondary students  across  Canada with  support  from 
student unions. Founded in 2021 out of York University, HOUSE advocates for student 
housing through research, campus committees, and cooperative residence initiatives.
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• New Commons Development  : the non-profit real estate development company of New 
Market Funds that builds and preserves affordable housing and community assets 
across Canada. They provide expertise and capital to manage all  phases of project 
delivery, ensuring long-term community ownership and affordability.

• YMCA, National Capital Region  : YMCA housing services offer safe, supportive housing 
for individuals and youth facing homelessness or unstable living conditions. Programs 
include transitional housing for adults, a youth housing program for those aged 16-24, 
and supportive housing for single adults.

• The  University  of  Winnipeg  Community  Renewal  Corporation  (UWCRC2.0)  :  a 
charitable organization established in 2005 to foster sustainable urban development 
in  Winnipeg's  downtown  and  university  communities,  UWCRC  collaborates  with 
community,  private,  and  public  sector  partners  to  create  mixed-use  facilities, 
affordable housing, and community spaces.

• Youth Without Shelter (YWS)  :  YWS is an organization based in Toronto that provides 
emergency housing  and  support  services  for youth  experiencing  homelessness.  It 
offers  a  safe,  stable  environment  along  with  programs  focused  on  education, 
employment,  and life  skills  development to  help  young people  build  independent, 
successful  futures.  YWS  serves  youth  aged  16–24  and  operates  from  a  trauma-
informed, strengths-based approach.
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1.2 Project Timeline

January-February: Select Community Housing Partners

January-July: Conduct Research on Potential Residents for Coliving 

April: Host Community Housing Roundtable Discussions

June: Host Webinars for the Community Housing Sector

April-July:  Find  Buildings  and  Conduct  Assessments  with  Community 
Housing Partners

April-July: Refine Pre-Assessment Tool for Community Housing Sector

August: Launch Co-Convert Compass

https://yws.on.ca/
https://uwcrc.ca/
https://www.ymcaottawa.ca/
https://newcommons.ca/


1.3 Industry Collaborators

Collaborator 1: Cushman & Wakefield

The largest portion of the early work of our Demonstration Project was to find a suitable 
building for an office-to-coliving assessment for each of our community partners. To that 
end, we worked closely with Cushman & Wakefield, a full-service global commercial real 
estate firm with over 100 years of history, operating approximately 400 offices across 60+ 
countries. In Canada, Cushman & Wakefield spans across our provinces, combining deep 
local market insight with insights drawn from their global platform. They provided Toboggan 
Flats  with  expert  support  in  identifying  and  selecting  vacant  office  buildings  suited  for 
coliving conversions. This involved extensive collaboration with our community partners to 
determine the specific building parameters that realistically fit their criteria, culminating in 
a shortlisted building that was evaluated in depth with each partner.

Collaborator 2: Arcade with Arcalogix

Arcalogix  uses  AI-driven  technology  to  rapidly  convert  2D  floor  plans  into  interactive, 
editable  3D  models.  Their  innovative  approach  allows  Toboggan  Flats  to  quickly  and 
accurately assess potential buildings for coliving conversions, saving time and resources in 
evaluating which properties are best suited for our affordable housing system. We worked 
with Arcalogix extensively throughout this project. Their technology provided an accessible 
way to show our community housing partners how an office-to-coliving project could look 
for their potential residents. Arcalogix’s floor plans can be easily edited, enabling us to tailor 
floor plans based on our partners’ feedback, quickly visualizing several iterations of a layout 
until we reach one that is best suited to the needs of their persons served. 

Collaborator 3: The Mitchell Partnership Inc. (TMP)

TMP,  (now joined with BPA)  is  a  Toronto-based mechanical  building services  consulting 
engineering  firm  with  over  60  years  of  technical  excellence  serving  clients  across 
commercial,  high-rise,  institutional,  retail,  and  industrial  sectors.  As  our  engineering 
consultant,  BPA  is  providing  expert  consulting  on  mechanical,  electrical,  and  plumbing 
(MEP) systems for our potential coliving conversion sites, helping evaluate the suitability of 
the HVAC, plumbing, fire protection, and building management systems. They also helped us 
develop our pre-assessment checklist to flag major engineering considerations early in the 
assessment process. 
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Collaborator 4: Art of Co. (now Everything Coliving)

The Art of Coliving Incubator is providing Toboggan Flats with ongoing strategic support in 
our effort to create optimal coliving communities and business models. Art of Co, (now re-
branded to Everything Coliving),  is  a global education, advisory and operations platform 
founded by experienced coliving entrepreneurs,  with a mission to empower founders in 
building human-centred, sustainable coliving spaces—covering design, operations, finance, 
marketing and community building. As we improve our coliving model and develop our best 
practices  handbook,  we are constantly drawing on their expertise  in design,  community 
building, and operational management to ensure that our coliving conversions will not only 
create  affordable  housing  but  also  enhance  the  resident  experience  through  vibrant, 
sustainable living environments.

Collaborator 5: McCarthy Tétrault LLP 

McCarthy Tétrault  LLP is  a  leading  full-service  law firm  providing  Toboggan  Flats  with 
critical legal support for developing our early assessment tool. Based on their expertise in 
real estate and municipal planning law, they have given us advice that will ensure that the 
tool  aligns  with  legal  requirements  for  property  acquisition,  lease  negotiations,  and 
regulatory compliance. This partnership has helped us integrate legal considerations into 
the process, allowing Toboggan Flats to streamline coliving conversions while minimizing 
risks. 

Collaborator 6: Chandos Construction

Chandos  Construction,  a  leader  in  sustainable  and  innovative  construction  solutions, 
provided Toboggan Flats with valuable early insights for developing our planning tool. Their 
expertise  in  collaborative  project  delivery helped  us  assess  the  feasibility  of  converting 
buildings into coliving spaces. By integrating their sustainable approaches into our tool, we 
can optimize  project  outcomes,  reduce  environmental  impact,  and ensure  cost-effective 
conversions.

Collaborator 7: Purves Redmond

Purves Redmond Insurance specializes in tailored insurance solutions for real estate and 
property management. Their expertise and ongoing advice helped us incorporate general 
risk management considerations into the tool by addressing the unique insurance needs of 
coliving spaces, such as property damage, liability, and tenant-related risks. However, after 
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evaluating  several  potential  buildings  for  coverage,  we  learned  that  the  insurance 
component of each building is unique, making it too variable to standardize for the purposes 
of the planning tool. 

Collaborator 8: Finalyze 

Finalyze  specializes  in  real  estate–focused  strategic  finance  services,  offering  financial 
modelling,  investment  structuring,  capital  raising  support,  cash-flow  forecasting, 
accounting, and tax advisory tailored to real estate projects.  As essential partners in our 
project, they support us by refining the financial components of our planning tool—ensuring 
that proposed coliving conversions are financially viable by modelling funding structures, 
managing risk, and helping secure capital.

Collaborator 9: Youthful Cities

Youthful  Cities  is  a  think tank dedicated to  building youth-centric  urban environments. 
Since young people are the primary target renters for our coliving model—especially for 
partners like Youth Without Shelter, HOUSE Canada, and the YMCA—our close collaboration 
with Youthful Cities ensures that our design and engagement strategies reflect their needs 
and preferences. They have also provided research data on young people’s housing situations 
in Canada, strengthening our ability to create spaces that attract and retain vibrant, engaged 
tenants and make coliving communities truly relevant to younger demographics.

Collaborator 10: Co-op Federation of BC

The Co-operative  Housing  Federation  of  BC (CHF BC)  is  a  non-profit organization  that 
supports and represents housing co-operatives across British Columbia. It provides services 
such as education, advocacy, group buying programs, and asset management to help co-ops 
operate effectively and sustainably. CHF BC also works to promote the growth and long-
term viability of  co-operative housing as a key part of  the province's  affordable housing 
landscape. In this project, they shared valuable insight and experience with us regarding the 
co-op model and how it might relate to coliving, particularly for the community housing 
sector.  Since community is such an integral part of both co-operative housing and coliving, 
their advice, particularly regarding residents' rights, needs and experiences was very helpful.

Collaborator 11: Canadian Urban Institute

Canadian  Urban  Institute  is  a  leading  organization  focused  on  urban  sustainability  and 
community development. Throughout the project, we have drawn on their expertise in urban 

15

https://tobogganflats.com/


planning to enhance our coliving conversion model. Their insights into best practices for 
inclusive, sustainable communities ensure our projects meet housing needs while fostering 
vibrant urban environments. With their support, Toboggan Flats can align strategies with 
broader urban development goals. 

Collaborator 12: Urban Land Institute of Canada

Urban Land Institute of Canada is a leading organization focused on responsible land use 
and  sustainable  urban  development.  Their  insights  into  best  practices  for  creating 
economically and socially resilient communities help ensure that our projects are not only 
viable  but also contribute to long-term urban sustainability.  Their guidance in the early 
stages  of  developing  our model  helped  Toboggan Flats  align  its  coliving  initiatives  with 
broader land use and development strategies.  

Collaborator 13: St. Clare’s Multifaith Housing Society 

St.  Clare’s  is  a  charitable  organization  providing  affordable,  mixed-income  housing  in 
downtown Toronto. Though they ultimately chose not to move forward as a formal project 
partner, their early involvement was invaluable in helping us understand the needs of the 
community housing sector. Their insights—drawn from serving a diverse tenant base, many 
of whom are rent-geared-to-income—helped shape our thinking around the suitability of 
coliving models for different populations. Based on their experience, they felt coliving was 
not  a  good  fit  for  their  persons  served,  which  helped  us  better  define  the  types  of 
demographics and service models where coliving is likely to be most welcome. St. Clare’s 
staff generously shared their knowledge, gave tours of their housing projects, and connected 
us with others in the sector, all of which contributed meaningfully to the foundation of this 
initiative.

Collaborator 14: LMDG

LMDG  is  a  Canadian-owned  consulting  firm  specializing  in  fire  protection,  life  safety, 
universal design, and building code compliance. With offices across the country, they bring 
deep expertise in navigating both prescriptive and performance-based code approaches. For 
our project, LMDG advised Toboggan Flats on identifying building features that may be easy 
or difficult (and therefore expensive) to upgrade to residential standards—such as sprinkler 
systems, fire exits, and fire dampers—and helped us develop a pre-assessment checklist to 
flag major code considerations early in the assessment process.
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2.0 Key Findings
Through this project, we explored the potential of office-to-coliving conversions as a viable 
solution to Canada’s affordable housing crisis. Our research and consultations surfaced a 
range of insights across three key areas: the case for coliving conversions, the needs of the 
end users, and the policy environment that shapes what can be achieved. Together, these 
findings illustrate both the urgency and the opportunity of scaling this model—highlighting 
how coliving can serve diverse populations, how it can be delivered quickly and affordably 
through office retrofits, and what changes are needed to enable its success across Canadian 
cities.

2.1 The Case for the Coliving Conversion Model

Coliving and office-to-residential conversions present an innovative, efficient response to 
Canada’s  housing  crisis.  The  model  is  particularly  effective  at  delivering  community-
oriented,  affordable  housing  better,  faster,  cheaper,  and cleaner than  new builds.  These 
findings outline the core advantages and strategic potential of office-to-coliving conversions 
as a new asset class in Canadian housing.

• Office-to-coliving  conversions  have  build  times  of  months,  not  years,  as  they 
preserve much of the existing building’s mechanical, electrical, and plumbing (MEP) 
structure, unlike traditional apartment conversions. This saves time and money for 
community housing developers who are in short supply of both.

• Coliving developments house more people in less space than traditional apartments, 
allowing cities to house more people, faster.

• Savings from lower build costs are passed on to residents in the form of lower rents.

• For non-profit housing providers, conversions re-centre development as a financially 
viable  way of  building  affordable  housing,  opening  the  door to  new partnerships, 
investment models, and funding streams. 

• Adaptive re-use of existing buildings preserves the embodied carbon already invested 
in the structure’s concrete and steel, drastically reducing the environmental impact of 
housing development.
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• Operationally,  coliving  uses  fewer  resources  per  person—shared  amenities  mean 
lower water and electricity use than individual self-contained units. 

• Recognizing  these  environmental  benefits  could  enable  housing providers  to  seek 
other sources of funding for their projects. 

2.2 The Needs of the End User

As we discovered while working with diverse groups across the community housing sector, 
coliving  is  particularly  well-suited  to  serve  those  who  are  under-served  by  traditional 
housing models. Coliving provides more affordable and supportive living options for young 
people, newcomers, and individuals transitioning from supportive housing. These groups 
benefit from the built-in community, affordability, and transitional stability that coliving can 
offer.

• Many people who have benefited from supportive housing and are ready to move into 
more independent living struggle to find somewhere else affordable to go. There is a 
bottleneck in the system and no affordable options, causing pressure on the limited 
availability of supportive housing. 

◦ When people cannot find any housing they can afford, they end up right back in 
emergency housing.

• Young people who leave supportive housing or foster care could benefit from a social, 
community-driven housing structure that helps them stay in school.

• Likewise, young people who have recently graduated and are starting out on their own 
for the first time could benefit from a social, community-driven housing structure.

• Newcomers to Canada need a place for transition, as they often live on their own and 
struggle to find community in a new country, making it hard for them to integrate 
into their new environment.

◦ The built-in community aspect of coliving would help break through that initial 
barrier to connection, fostering a sense of belonging.

The real power of coliving is bringing a community together. It is distinct from a rooming 
house or SRO model that’s simply about providing a private room for someone; coliving 
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prioritizes common spaces to foster a sense of community, which can help alleviate Canada’s 
growing loneliness epidemic. 

2.3 Policy Challenges and Opportunities

The current regulatory environment in Canada presents both barriers and opportunities for 
the  expansion  of  coliving.  Existing  housing  frameworks  allow coliving  in  some  specific 
contexts—such as student residences, seniors housing, or supportive housing—but remain 
limited when it comes to broader applications. This restricts the ability of housing providers 
to  meet  the  growing  demand  for  affordable,  community-oriented  housing  for  a  wider 
population. Zoning bylaws vary by municipality, offering more opportunity for coliving in 
some, and less in others, though the same themes run throughout.

• Housing  providers  experience  structural  impediments,  including  zoning,  bylaws, 
funding  requirements  and  market  reputation,  to  undertaking  projects  other than 
purpose-built rental of traditional apartments.

• Coliving  has  no  regulatory  or  policy  definition,  causing  it  to  be  misclassified  or 
undervalued within zoning bylaws and funding programs. 

◦ Private bedroom units with shared amenities are frequently treated as SROs or 
rooming houses, failing to recognize the community component of coliving. 

◦ SROs  and  rooming  houses  carry a  social  stigma,  creating  a  barrier  to  getting 
coliving developments off the ground if they are misclassified as such.

• The  current  four-bedroom  model,  adhered  to  by  CMHC  and  other 
funders/municipalities  for shared living spaces,  increases costs  by requiring more 
bathrooms  and  reduces  the  efficiency  of  resource  sharing,  essentially  creating  a 
barrier to coliving.

◦ Removing  this  cap—or  allowing  more  flexibility—would  immediately  open  the 
door to more cost-effective, scalable coliving solutions.

• Affordability  criteria  are  defined  differently  in  every  jurisdiction;  percentage  of 
market rate, percentage of gross monthly income, or others.
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◦ Due to the nature of coliving’s shared amenities and common spaces, they benefit 
from an affordability metric based on unit price, and suffer from a metric based on 
price per square foot. 

• Several coliving formats are exempt from provincial Residential Tenancies Acts (RTAs) 
for important reasons, but without a clear definition of coliving, organizations assume 
all developments fall under the RTA.

◦ There is  an urgent need to clarify how the RTA applies in each jurisdiction to 
coliving and to create a definition that reflects the intent and function of these 
living arrangements.

• Community partners often also have a mandate to consider sustainability in their 
projects, but the current housing incentives focus more on environmental efforts in 
new builds, than on the environmental efficiency of using an existing building.

• A more flexible planning environment, in terms of code and bylaw restrictions, could 
pave the way for a substantial influx of affordable housing into the Canadian market.

◦ More  amendable  municipal  policies  across  the  country  would  allow  housing 
providers to develop more affordable housing quickly.

• Federal  incentives  could  play a  pivotal  role  in  expanding  affordable  housing  with 
office-to-coliving conversions. Measures that could help include tax abatements on 
conversions, reductions in capital gains taxes for sales to non-profits, and dedicated 
CMHC  financing  streams  for coliving  models—especially those  offering  affordable 
rents. 

• Leveraging underutilized public assets for coliving developments and tying funding 
eligibility to municipal alignment on zoning and licensing would also pave the way for 
more affordable housing.

• Inspired by the City of Calgary and Ottawa Office-to-Residential Conversion policy 
and incentive models, a national office-to-coliving conversion program could unlock 
thousands of community coliving housing units in cities across Canada. 

Together, these challenges point to a clear need for policy modernization that keeps pace 
with new housing models like coliving. With clearer definitions, more flexible zoning and 
funding criteria, and targeted federal and municipal incentives, policymakers can unlock the 
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full potential of office-to-coliving conversions. Strategic reforms would not only accelerate 
the production of affordable housing but also redefine coliving as a legitimate and vital part 
of the housing system.

3.0 Project Phase Descriptions

3.1 Phase 1: Select Community Housing Partners

In  the  initial  phase  ( January/February  2025)  of  our  project,  we  focused  on  identifying, 
contacting, and meeting with potential community housing partners with whom we could 
collaborate to refine our Pre-Assessment Tool, and from whom we could learn more about 
the needs of the community housing sector.

We spoke and met with more than 50 people who work in the community housing sector to 
raise awareness of coliving as an option for providing more affordable housing in Canada. As 
part of this phase, we developed criteria for determining which community housing partners 
would most likely find that the coliving model suits the needs of the communities they house. 

While speaking with different community housing providers, we received constant feedback 
for  the  refinement  of  our model  as  we  learned  what  works  and  what  doesn’t  for  their 
communities. We began to understand their needs and educate them that coliving could be a 
model that would allow them to provide affordable housing more quickly and at a lower cost 
than they have in the past.

With  these  community  housing  providers,  we  explained   that  the  Toboggan  Flats  Pre-
Assessment Tool will reduce the costs and time involved in building new housing through 
office-to-coliving  conversions.  To  help  us  refine  that  tool,  we  worked  with  them  to 
understand their affordability criteria and the combinations of financing, partnerships, and 
project specifications they employ to meet those criteria.

In many cases, we learned as much from the ones who said they couldn’t or didn’t want to 
participate as  we did from those who could.  Some said that this  model  doesn’t suit the 
people they serve. Some organizations that work with women escaping violence, for example, 
didn’t  think  that  the  women  who  live  in  their  buildings  would  be  comfortable  sharing 
kitchens  and  bathrooms.  Several  organizations  simply  felt  they  did  not  have  time  to 
participate,  given  the  extremely  high  demands  on  housing  providers  in  the  current 
environment.
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On February 15th,  we narrowed our list of  potential  partners  to  the five with whom we 
worked most closely for the remainder of the project. The goal was to engage at least one 
small, medium, and large sector partner representing at least two Canadian regions. Our 
committed partners cover a broad, cross-Canada demographic, and a range of roles within 
the  community housing  sector,,  including  organizations  that  finance,  develop  and  build 
housing, and those who manage and operate housing and provide services directly to the 
people who live in the homes. 

We believe that the incredibly deep knowledge of the many facets of work involved to provide 
community housing that our partners bring to this project will increase our ability to develop 
a product that can benefit the entire sector going forward.

3.2 Phase 2: Conduct Research on Potential Residents for Coliving

With our key collaborator Youthful Cities, we have 
been  engaged  in  two  ongoing  discussion  groups 
that have provided valuable insight into one of our 
core target groups, young Canadians, who could be 
residents in coliving buildings. Through the Youth 
Housing Coalition and the Youth Advisory Group, 
we  are  working  with  young  people  who  are 
interested  in,  and  concerned  about,  the  housing 
crisis for young people. 

Youthful Cities’ involvement helped us bring expert 
young voices into housing conversations that shape 
policy, funding, and the future of urban living, and 
informed our decisions about the best way to meet 
the needs of young people as we bring this novel 
housing model to Canada.

Additionally, Youthful Cities conducted a survey in 
2024 of  the state of  housing for young people in 
Canada. They surveyed over 1500 youth aged 18-33 
across  Canada’s  15  largest  cities,  highlighting 
affordability challenges, housing preferences, and 
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lived  experiences  of  young  people  navigating 
Canada’s urban housing crisis. 

Some of  the key takeaways from this  survey are 
shown  in  the  figures  to  the  right.  Figure  1 
illustrates the loneliness crisis as experienced by 
young  people—nearly  half  of  respondents 
experiencing moderate to severe loneliness. 

Figure 2 shows respondents’ interest in coliving. 
Interestingly,  when coliving was considered only 
within the context of  who one would live with—
friends  or  others  in  a  similar  life  stage—interest 
averaged at 67%. However, when framed as a way to live downtown, interest spiked as high as 
82%. Figure 3 shows where these respondents currently live, only 19% of them living in their 
city’s downtown core. Together, these two figures show that young people overwhelmingly 
want to live downtown, but the vast majority of them are currently unable to. 

An  important  additional  statistic  from  this  survey  concerns  affordability:  defined  by 
Toboggan Flats as monthly rent not exceeding 30% of a person’s gross monthly income. Of 
the young people surveyed by Youthful Cities, 37% were spending over that amount on their 
rent. When asked what strategies they use to close that gap, 50% of respondents say that they 
spend less on food and other necessities.

This  data  helped  us  understand  the  perspectives  of  several  of  our  community  housing 
partners, particularly HOUSE Canada, Youth Without Shelter, and the YMCA. It has also been 
valuable  for  others  like  New Commons  Development  and  UWCRC2.0,  who  finance  and 
develop housing for a broad range of renters, often including students and young adults.
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Notable Quotes From the Youthful Cities Housing Survey
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“Zoning  laws and car-dependent infrastructure  are 
ruining  our  cities/suburbs.  We  need  a  push  for 
‘missing middle’ housing options and better transit. I 
don’t  want  to  own  a  car—I  want  walkable 
neighbourhoods  and  Third  Places  where  I  can 
connect with my community.”

"We  need  a  co-op,  coliving,  social  housing  renaissance  in 
Canada,  with  funding  and  construction  prioritized  by  the 
public  sector,  which  has  for  decades  neglected  its  role  to 
provide a foundation of housing (and housing types) that the 
private sector does not care to provide. Greater tenant rights, 
rent control and support for Community Land Trusts, small 
developers  and  partnerships  with  nonprofits,  schools  and 
religious institutions for strategic infill density is essential."

“I’m scared about the rising cost of living, lack of job 
security, and my inability to drive makes it difficult 
for  me  to  live  independently.  I  would  love  to  see 
more coliving spaces modelled after the ones in the 
UK that are affordable for emerging professionals as 
it’s difficult to make close friends.”

“Every time we move, we have to move farther from the city 
and  commute  further for jobs.  Our current  rental  has  no 
windows in either ‘bedroom,’ but we had no choice but to 
agree to live here.”
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3.3 Phase 3: Host Community Housing Roundtable Discussions

Once we had our community housing partners engaged, we realized it would be much more 
productive and educational to host two Roundtable Discussions with a group of partners 
together, rather than our initial plan for individual workshops. We held one in Toronto and 
the other in Vancouver, where we would have our partners around a table together so that 
they could share their ideas and experiences, compare notes, and brainstorm about ways to 
bring office-to-coliving conversions to Canada.

In each Roundtable,  we had people who represented different aspects of  the community 
housing cycle, including financing, development, and managing properties, which led to very 
informative,  interesting and engaging discussions.  In Toronto,  three community housing 
partners participated, with several individual participants from each: HOUSE Canada, Youth 
Without Shelter, and New Commons Development/New Market Funds. In Vancouver, four 
groups participated: YWCA Vancouver, YMCA National Capital Region (virtually), UWCRC2.0 
(virtually), and New Commons Development/New Market Funds.

The agenda for these discussions was broad and covered many different topics relating to 
the  provision  of  affordable  housing,  including  finding  vacant/adaptable  space,  zoning 
constraints,  design  considerations,  occupant  experience,  affordability,  government 
incentives, financing, and partnerships. 

These  conversations,  moderated  by  Toboggan  Flats’  founder  Robert  Barnard,  covered 
diverse topics in each session, shaped by the participants’ experience in community housing. 
In both sessions, many opportunities and challenges were uncovered and explored, and we 
gained valuable knowledge that could be shared with the rest of  the sector through our 
webinars, and used to inform and enhance our Pre-Assessment Tool and building model. 
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Roundtable Discussion Points

• Terminology and definitions

• Zoning and Regulatory Barriers

• Adaptive Reuse Opportunities and 
Constraints

• Strategic Partnerships and 
Collaboration

• Market Research and Demand

• Regional Feasibility Differences

• Operational Challenges and 
Solutions

• Community Building and 
Programming



3.4 Phase 4: Host Webinars With Community Housing Sector

We hosted two webinars,  on June 5th and 10th, 2025,  as a means to share what we have 
learned from our community housing partners with the broader community housing sector. 
In the combined events, we had 111 registrants from 61 organizations.

The webinars were held in a panel discussion format, moderated by Toboggan Flats’ founder, 
Robert  Barnard.  Experts  on  our panel  explored  the  concept  of  converting  empty office 
spaces into affordable coliving units across Canada. 

Robert,  with  the  panel,  walked our audience  through the  process  of  assessing an  office 
building for an office-to-coliving conversion, from the first step of choosing a building to 
creating an initial design and building a pro forma. He interviewed the experts who have 
been  involved  with  the  project  at  each  step.  In  each  webinar,  we  also  discussed  the 
Demonstration  Project  more  specifically  with  two  of  the  community  housing  partners, 
HOUSE Canada and UWCRC2.0, to share the work we have done with them and some of the 
lessons we’ve learned together.

The webinar was structured as a walk-through of the process of assessing a building for an 
office-to-coliving conversion. This process is detailed below. 
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3.4.1 Webinar Panellists

Paul Bedford

Paul Bedford is a fellow of the Canadian Institute of Planners with 
over 45 years of experience, including eight years as Toronto’s chief 
city planner. He led major planning initiatives like the King–Spadina 
revival  and  the  “Making  Waves”  waterfront  plan.  He  continues  to 
advise on urban policy through roles with Metrolinx,  the Canadian 
Urban Institute, and several design review panels.

Matthew Stesco

Matthew Stesco is a commercial real estate advisor with over 20 years 
expertise  in  office  leasing  specializing  in  tenant  representation. 
Matthew  expertly  navigates  site  selection,  lease  negotiations, 
extensions, restructures, and subleasing across traditional and flexible 
work environments. Matthew and his team have extensive experience 
representing  alternative  users  of  office  space  including  hospitals, 
clinics, and life science occupiers.

James McEwan

James McEwen, P.Eng, is a mechanical engineer and partner at The 
Mitchell  Partnership  (TMP),  a  leading  Toronto  firm  specializing  in 
HVAC,  plumbing,  and  building  systems  design.  With  extensive 
experience in energy-efficient and innovative mechanical systems, he 
has led major projects across commercial, institutional, and high-rise 
sectors. He now continues this work as part of BPA following TMP’s 
2023 integration.
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Steve Orchard

Steve Orchard, P.Eng, LEED AP, is a Partner at BPA and a mechanical 
engineer  who  began  his  career  at  TMP.  He  brings  20  years  of 
experience  designing  energy-efficient  mechanical  systems  and 
advancing net-zero building projects,  with a portfolio that includes 
commercial offices, institutional buildings, sports and entertainment 
venues, and residential developments.

Karen Cvornyek

Karen  Cvornyek  is  an  internationally  experienced  architect  and 
project manager with extensive work across Asia, Europe, and North 
America.  Currently,  she  is  a  Senior  Consultant  at  PSMJ  and 
collaborates with PropTech startup Arcalogix. In 2013, she received a 
medallion  from  Canada’s  Governor  General  for  her  role  in 
strengthening Canada-China relations.

Ian Ngan

Ian holds a Master of Architecture from Carleton University, with a 
strong foundation in both design theory and technical  application. 
His work is driven by a deep passion for integrating technology with 
practical,  user-centered  design.  As  Lead  Designer at  Arcalogix,  he 
plays  a  key role  in  shaping  innovative  architectural  solutions  that 
balance aesthetics, functionality, and future-forward thinking.

Mackenzie Vaughan Graham

Mackenzie Vaughan Graham is an industrial designer with experience 
in 3D visualization, visual  design, and customer service.  He holds a 
Bachelor’s  degree  in  Industrial  Design  from  Carleton  University. 
Currently, Mackenzie applies his design skills at Arcalogix, working at 
the intersection of industrial design and PropTech innovation.
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Daneeka Abon

Daneeka Abon is a construction and project management professional 
with  over  10  years  of  experience  leading  complex  renovations  and 
large-scale developments. She excels at stakeholder collaboration and 
driving operational efficiency to deliver quality outcomes aligned with 
long-term goals.  Daneeka is  passionate  about nonprofit real  estate 
development and committed to building strong teams and meaningful 
partnerships that support vibrant, thriving communities.

Nathi Zamisa

Nathi Zamisa is Co-Executive Director of HOUSE Canada, where they 
lead  governance,  partner  relations,  and  fundraising  to  develop 
affordable nonprofit and cooperative housing for students and recent 
graduates. With expertise in land negotiations, business planning, and 
social  finance,  Nathi  builds  strong  partnerships  with  campuses, 
institutions,  and  development  teams  to  deliver  impactful  housing 
solutions. 

Michael Jodah

Michael  Jodah  is  a  Guyanese-Canadian  environmentalist,  social 
entrepreneur,  and  housing  advocate.  He  co-founded  Regenesis,  an 
environmental  organization  working  with  post-secondary  students, 
and HOUSE Canada, focused on affordable housing for young people 
and students. Michael is also an educator and researcher completing 
his PhD at York University, with a strong commitment to social justice 
and community development.
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3.4.2 Finding a Building

The discussion with Paul Bedford, our first speaker, highlighted the urgent need for housing, 
the abundance of vacant Class B and C office spaces, and the suitability of coliving models, 
which offer private rooms with shared facilities, for various demographics including young 
workers, students, and newcomers to Canada. 

Paul articulated the opportunity well when he said, “I guess two words, to me, it’s a no-
brainer. The reality is that we have a huge housing crisis across the country that everybody is 
certainly familiar with.  Politicians  talk endlessly about creating affordable  housing of  all 
types, and yet, we have all this stock of empty office space. In some cases, some cities, up to 
20%, which is not doing anybody any good sitting there empty.”

It was observed that a coliving model could help solve the significant loneliness crisis in 
Canada, particularly among young people, and that office conversions specifically are also an 
efficient way to build more housing quickly because you don’t need to put kitchens and 
bathrooms  in  every  unit.  Again,  Paul  Bedford  summed  it  up  well,  “there  is  a  huge 
opportunity through coliving to, frankly, community build, with this concept of shared space. 
And what really got me intrigued was the fact that you can take this empty space and not 
have to spend a fortune gutting it and re-plumbing it and rewiring it and all the rest of it. You 
can use the existing floor plan, in most cases.”

Experts also discussed the feasibility of such conversions, and attempted to give community 
housing  providers  a  road  map  for  embarking  on  an  office-to-coliving  conversion, 
emphasizing the importance of zoning, existing building infrastructure, building location 
and proximity to downtown amenities,  and easy access to transit.  The ideal scenario for 
these  potential  projects,  it  was  suggested,  would  be  in  Class  B  or  C  buildings  that  are 
currently sitting empty and close to where people work or go to school, so that they can avoid 
long commutes, and live their lives, shop, access health care, enjoy going out downtown, all 
without a car.

Paul Bedford reminded us that you want to consider zoning very early and ensure that any 
building considered is zoned for mixed use, allowing commercial residential or mixed use 
buildings. He reminded housing providers that “the last thing you want to do is get a building 
and find out you have to go through a one to two year rezoning process. So you want to find 
buildings  that  are  located  generally  in—every  city  has  different  zoning  typology  and 
nomenclature—but generally in mixed-use zoning areas.”

30

https://tobogganflats.com/


He put the idea of bringing more housing to downtowns into historical context, “So if people 
think of  the typical  main  streets  in  their respective  communities,  most of  those permit 
commercial grade obviously, office above in some cases, and also residential. And that mix is 
wonderful. It's dynamic. It is very powerful because you get the best of all possible worlds – 
supporting local retail, affordable housing, and occupying empty office building spaces. And 
it's not a new concept, there's been housing over stores on all our main streets for over a 
hundred plus years.”

The discussion also noted that complying with building and fire codes will be essential, and 
the floor plan of a potential coliving project must be taken into account.

Matt  Stesco  from  Cushman  &  Wakefield,  a  long-time  collaborator  with  Toboggan  Flats, 
joined  the  conversation  to  advise 
anyone who is considering an office-
to-coliving conversion about some of 
the  building  considerations  he  has 
learned along the way while assessing 
buildings for this project. Through this 
discussion we gave guidance on how 
to  pre-assess  buildings to  save them 
time and effort, which in a real estate 
project, also means saving money.

He emphasized that the first thing to 
consider  is  whether  or  not  the 
building is vacant, or if it can be made 
vacant,  which  has  different 
implications in different markets. It is 
important to determine if the building 
is slated for potential redevelopment. 
In  many  cases,  with  buildings  that 
were  planned  for  redevelopment, 
particularly for condos, timelines can 
shift,  creating  an  opportunity  for  a 
different use for the building – and the 

31

A  standout  example  of 

office-to-coliving 

conversion  in  Europe  is 

PONG in Paris, designed by 

CALQ  and  Bond  Society. 

This 1970s office tower was 

re-imagined  as  a  vibrant 

7,950 m²  coliving  and 

coworking community, with minimal demolition to 

reduce  its  carbon  footprint.  The  original  concrete 

structure was preserved and upgraded for modern 

energy performance.

The building includes a cafe and sports facility open 

to the public to “reinstate the relationship between 

the building and the city.” Four floors of this building 

are  dedicated  to  coworking,  while  the  top  eight 

floors contain 8 duplex flats each with 12 bedrooms 

and shared living areas. 

From Dezeen Magazine 12 June 2024. 
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chance to bring affordable housing to the market quicker than any development starting 
from scratch.

Matt pointed out that potential housing providers do not need to limit themselves to what is 
available  on  MLS.  There  could  be  a  large  single  occupant,  a  government  user,  quasi-
government, big corporate institution, a bank, or an insurance company in a building. A lot 
of these groups are downsizing their footprints, so there could be tremendous opportunity 
to quickly convert all or part of a building into coliving. This touched on another opportunity 
–  shared occupancy between office and coliving,  which has  been shown in  many cities, 
particularly in Europe, as a very successful model.

Matt also provided guidance, from his experience working with Toboggan Flats, that some 
physical  built-form  characteristics  of  a  building  lend  themselves  to  a  more  efficient 
conversion. For example, potential housing providers would look for buildings with windows 
on all  four sides,  and a centre core with elevators,  fire escapes,  and the majority of  the 
plumbing  in  the  middle  of  the  building,  which  will  simplify  the  development  process 
significantly. It is also very helpful if the fire exits, sprinkler system and HVAC are already 
appropriate for residential use, he noted. 

To sum up the opportunity, Matt hit the nail on the proverbial head,  “I'm sitting in one of the 
buildings that we looked at for this project. I'm sitting in a building at Bay and Bloor – it has 
been approved, for 60, or some odd, stories. Five years ago, it would have been redeveloped, 
immediately, but the question now is, does that happen?” 

3.4.3 Assessing a Building: Engineering and Code Considerations

The next discussion was with James McEwan and Steve Orchard from BPA, the engineering 
firm that has also collaborated on our Demonstration Project. Engineering advice helps to 
build  the  financial  models,  because  we  begin  to  understand  the  costs  associated  with 
different facets of the project. For example, engineers determine whether the mechanical, 
electrical  and  plumbing  (MEP)  systems  are  suitable  for  residential  use  or  need  to  be 
upgraded, and the costs that would be associated with those. 

James  explained  that  the  engineer’s  early  assessment  involves  evaluating  the  existing 
infrastructure of the building, specifically its electrical capacity, water, and sewage systems. 
Residential usage typically demands significantly more water than commercial office spaces, 
often leading to undersized services. In projects involving full conversions, these services are 

32

https://tobogganflats.com/


almost invariably insufficient, since each suite requires complete plumbing and drainage. 
Conversely, he noted, the coliving model, with the facilities concentrated in one area, usually 
at  the  centre  core,  and  not  added  to  every unit,  appears  to  be  better  suited  for  office 
conversions from his viewpoint.

James even noted that in conversions to full apartments that BPA has seen, the MEP costs 
can be fairly comparable to new construction. Using a coliving approach, however, would 
limit the amount of changes necessary to the existing infrastructure.  This is particularly 
true, he observed, again mentioning the benefit of keeping central plumbing, as it avoids 
having to drill through the existing structure in every unit. Adding bathrooms to every unit is 
further complicated, he added, because a lot of the older buildings have different structural 
systems – some have timber floors, some have hollow core slabs, which become difficult to 
core through and create challenges, and therefore costs.

He concluded that concentrating the MEP in specific spots where it warrants, or using the 
existing building washrooms, to create grouped areas, rather than individual unit access, can 
help with the cost, efficiency, and time frame of a development project. 

Beyond MEP, James also advised that going from commercial office occupancy to residential 
occupancy is a big change in terms of the building code specifications. Fire escapes and 
sprinklers will be a priority. Typically, in office buildings, the fire escapes, elevators, and 
plumbing are designed for more people than residential buildings, so that could be a benefit 
of this model. Once again, using the infrastructure that already exists saves time and money. 

Steve  discussed  the  considerations  of  the  HVAC  system;  adaptability  being  crucial. 
Distributed systems,  such as  those with  terminal  units  per floor rather than central  air 
handling,  are  more  adaptable,  and  therefore  more  suited  to  a  coliving  conversion, 
particularly for partial conversions where re-purposing on a single floor should not impact 
the  entire  building.  Such a  design would  facilitate  easier conversion,  allowing the  same 
system to be utilized on a specific floor without affecting the remainder of the building. 
Additionally, HVAC plays a great part in sound conduction, as the tolerable noise threshold 
of  an office is  higher than that of  a bedroom. Considering the sound implication of  the 
placement and type of the original HVAC system is also key in determining the viability of a 
building for conversion. 
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3.4.4 Designing the Space

The final stop on the road to an office-to-coliving conversion, as discussed in the webinars, 
is with the architects from Arcalogix, who have been incredibly valuable collaborators on this 
project. As with engineering, the design also helps to build the financial models, because the 
layout determines how many coliving units will fit on each floor, and therefore determines 
the revenue the floor could generate.

The discussion with Arcalogix drew on the experience of our collaboration over the past year 
as  they  have  helped  us  assess  more  than  60  office  buildings,  across  10  different 
municipalities, to determine their suitability for coliving conversion. With their AI-powered 
design tool,  Arcalogix can take the PDF of  a building’s  floor plate and quickly assess its 
suitability for optimal coliving design and affordability. 

Karen Cvornyek from Arcalogix explained that, in minutes, they can develop a 3D editable 
model for housing providers to assess the viability of a development project. This technology 
will be the foundation for the Pre-Assessment Tool, Co-Convert Compass, that we deliver for 
the community housing sector as part of the Demonstration Project.

This  discussion  illuminated  how the  floor plan  comes  together,  first  determined by the 
pattern of the windows along the perimeter of the building, which allows us to set up our 
rooms, and determine how many will  be singles versus doubles. Each room must have a 
window, required by building code for bedrooms.

With this design, the coliving model maximizes space by subdividing floors into groups of 
bedroom units, called “flats.” Each flat has shared washrooms, showers, lounges, kitchens, 
and gathering areas. The design adapts to each building, with one example featuring a large 
communal kitchen with various cooking and seating options for working or socializing. This 
setup  offers  private  rooms  alongside  communal  spaces.  The  flat  design  creates  smaller 
communities  within  the  larger  coliving  environment,  resembling  a  shared  house  where 
residents share resources and common areas, bringing the community together.

As  a  final  word  of  guidance  for  anyone  hoping  to  facilitate  bringing  this  new type  of 
affordable housing to Canada, Paul Bedford, again says it best, “I think to really have this take 
off, any of those barriers that may still exist in any Canadian city, there needs to be strong 
political will to remove them, period. If not now with this crisis, when the hell are we gonna 
do this?”
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3.4.5 Community Housing Partner Case Studies

The  final  section  of  the  panel  discussion  featured  representatives  from  two  of  our 
community housing partners. Daneeka Abon, Portfolio Manager, Design and Construction, 
spoke for UWCRC2.0, and Nathi Zamisa and Michael Jodah, Co-Executive Directors, spoke 
for HOUSE Canada. They discussed their experiences on the project through from building 
selection to floor plan design, and the opportunities opened to them by considering this new 
development model. 

UWCRC2.0

Robert began this section with Daneeka Abon from UWCRC2.0, and their building – a five-
story Art Deco heritage building in downtown Winnipeg, planned for converting the top four 
floors into housing. 

While working with UWCRC2.0 on this potential project, we learned how flexible the coliving 
model can be. They believed that the Winnipeg market is more suited to smaller flats, or 
communities,  than  Toboggan  Flats'  typical  6-8-person  flat  design,  so  we  worked  with 
Arcalogix to change the floor plan design to fit their needs.

This particular building is also a good test for Toboggan Flats' early assessment model and 
our retrofit process. In this example, the existing fire egress wouldn’t work for a residential 
space, because not every unit would have access to two, so we planned to construct a new 
staircase in the design.

Daneeka elaborated that, other than the fire escapes, the building they have chosen is a good 
example of the efficiencies of doing an office-to-coliving conversion – “it has the types of 
windows that we're looking for, the central core that we're trying to aim for, and really it 
ends up being a good test for us to be able to see how this model could work in Winnipeg.”

Daneeka explained that, as they assessed the building, they considered what they could keep 
in place and what they would have to add. For example, when trying to limit costs, they have 
to ensure that existing window placement does not require additional walls, and as echoed 
by our other experts, try to retain as much of the original plumbing locations as possible. 

Another key aspect of UWCRC’s mandate is to consider sustainability when undertaking a 
housing project, creating more appeal for adaptive re-use. Daneeka pointed out, “There's a 
lot  of  carbon  sequestration  when  using  an  existing  building.  So  that  is  an  additional 
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consideration  that  we  think  about  as  an  organization,  and  that  I  think  about  it  on  the 
construction side as well.”

The  location  of  their  assessed  building  also  exemplifies  an  advantages  of  converting 
downtown offices into housing. As Daneeka explained, “There's a bike path literally right 
next to it, and you can bike straight from the University of Winnipeg to the Red River College 
and to the Culinary Institute nearby. As well, there are lots of other kinds of festival areas 
and other community spaces. It's quite central to the excitement of downtown Winnipeg. It's 
prime for that integration as housing. So when we were looking at it, it felt like a very natural 
location.”

Student housing has been a key focus of UWCRC’s work, so, as part of this project, UWCRC 
spoke to student residents who already live in their buildings about coliving as a housing 
option, and heard that the coliving model could be very attractive to them as they transition 
from being students into their first apartment or place of their own, because it would allow 
them to be in community with others. In Daneeka’s words, “It's a good transition.”

Daneeka explained that UWCRC initially worked mostly with  students,  but as  they have 
grown,  they have  expanded  their  offerings  to  other  populations  such  as  newcomers  to 
Canada, in particular. They found that newcomers, often having been separated from their 
families,  are  eager to  find chosen families  and communities  in  Canada.  She  noted  that 
“something like coliving allows that balance where they're able to find an affordable space, 
but they're not living on their own.”

Further, she noted that, for newcomers to Canada, coliving could create an opportunity for 
them,  both  to  live  with  people  who  share  their culture,  or simply those  who  are  going 
through the same immigration experience, easing their adjustment into their new city by 
making community easier to access and foster.

When  asked  what  advice  she  would  give  other  community  housing  providers  who  are 
considering office-to-coliving conversions, Daneeka Abon put it simply, ”I think it's a lot 
about being open to the possibilities. And I think it's also about talking to end users about the 
things that they need.”

“We actually hear from folks that they're very open to this type of living. It's cost effective, it  
helps with community, it helps with a few different ways that folks might want to transition. 
And for me,  I've  lived in  coliving  situations,  in  inter-generational  family situations  with 
roommates, a whole bunch of things. And now I'm living with my own nuclear family, but I 
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still  chose a neighbourhood with community, where we still  have a neighbourhood block 
party, and we don't have our own ladder, we borrow it from across the street. That comes 
from living in communal and coliving situations before. It just feels easier to reach out.”

HOUSE Canada

Next, Robert spoke with Nathi Zamisa from HOUSE, another partner in our Demonstration 
Project, which develops and manages affordable housing for post-secondary students across 
Canada.

Nathi’s first point is one that many housing providers echo – "Coliving hasn't found its right 
box  yet,"  meaning  that,  as  they  plan  to  develop  student  housing,  they  have  found  it  
challenging when the definitions for multi-tenant housing,  student residences,  or typical 
apartment buildings are clearly defined, but very rigid, unable to accommodate coliving as a 
new concept.

Nathi believes that policies around coliving could expand the definition of a dwelling unit 
compared to an apartment, and that there is opportunity to educate policymakers, public 
officials,  funders,  and  decision  makers  about  “outside  of  the  box” ways  to  create  more 
housing.

They shared with the audience that there is a downstream effect of these challenges, because 
when a coliving unit unclearly or inappropriately classified, it is unclear whether it should be 
a dwelling unit,  a hostel unit,  a one-bedroom, or a studio and those constraints make it 
difficult take advantage the affordability that coliving could offer. 

They summed up the dilemma HOUSE has faced: “When we're looking at projects, we had 
three buckets to consider before meeting you, Robert. To buy up single-family homes and to 
operate them as either multi-tenant houses or as leased housing co-ops. So, a very similar 
model to coliving, or, we could buy land or lease land from universities and build on that 
land. And that's expensive, right? And it's a lot of negotiating with universities and colleges, I 
mean a lot, because they're very risk-averse, and for good reason.”

“The third option is to buy existing properties and redevelop them, which arguably would be 
the most expensive of the three buckets. So we like the option of coliving, and converting 
these spaces, instead of redeveloping them outright – it's more like renovating them. And, 
we're able to avoid demolition permits, which are extravagantly expensive, we have learned.”

“So, for HOUSE, this is probably one of the most feasible ways to make housing affordable.”
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Further, Nathi added, “At HOUSE, we need to do as much as we can to make sure that we're 
raising the money to be able to do the work, and that's really what I spend most of my time 
doing. HOUSE is a social enterprise, we help students raise money, but we also act as their  
agent when engaging with folks  like Toboggan Flats,  with builders,  with engineers,  with 
architects, so that we don't have to deal with student union turnover. And so we need to 
expand our work so that we can realize these projects quicker, because then we can have 
more impact.”

“Buying a single-family home, with the current licensing regime in Toronto, you might get 6 
beds, maybe 12 beds, you might even get 25 beds. Buying an office building for a conversion—
right off the bat, you get 30 beds, and the development timeline is relatively the same. You 
might be talking, you know, a few more months, but relatively the same.” 

Finally,  Nathi  said  that  with  this  project,  they  have  learned  that  an  office  to  coliving 
conversion could fit all  the criteria that HOUSE has set – close to campus, accessible to 
amenities and fosters community engagement that students need.

3.5 Phase 5. Building Assessments with Community Housing 
Partners

The most encouraging aspect of this project thus far has been the high level of interest in, 
and enthusiasm for, coliving as an emerging housing sector in Canada. Despite their already 
hectic  schedules,  we  found  that  senior  community  housing  organizations  were  keen  to 
participate in the project. This level of participation has given us unique insight into the 
opportunities and challenges of bringing more affordable housing to Canada.

Our work with all  these partners  has  changed and enhanced our view about how these 
projects  can  be  realized.  First  and  foremost,  we  know  they  require  a  great  deal  of 
partnership and collaboration among various organizations that contribute to the different 
stages of creating affordable housing, from financing, planning, developing, building, and 
operating. 

One  example  that  made  this  clear  was  that  two  of  our  community  housing  partners, 
UWCRC2.0 and New Commons Development, chose to work together to assess one building, 
which we believe may increase the likelihood of actually developing an office-to-coliving 
conversion. 
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Once buildings were chosen with all of the partners, we began the next stage of work to 
assess the feasibility of an office-to-coliving conversion with those buildings. Much of that 
work occurred “behind the scenes” for the partners, as we worked with our collaborators to 
assess the feasibility of converting each office building into coliving. 

The assessment process included several steps. After the building selection, we shared that 
information with Arcalogix to begin the pre-assessment process by creating a coliving floor 
plan.  From  that,  the  other  assessment  steps  flowed,  including  compiling  a  preliminary 
budget and pro  forma,  based  on the  number of  units  in  the  project,  and assessing  the 
suitability of different variables for a conversion such as mechanical, electrical and plumbing 
(MEP), code and engineering parameters such as window placement, fire exits, and sprinkler 
and HVAC systems.

3.6 Phase 6. Finalize the Online Pre-Assessment Tool and Research 

In the final phase of our project, we took everything we had learned from our community 
housing partners and other organizations in the sector and used that information to improve 
our pre-assessment tool. We tailored it to the needs of the community housing sector in the 
hopes that it could now be used to build more affordable housing.

With input from our webinar attendees, we named the tool Co-Convert Compass, and will  
make it available to the community housing sector for free as a Pre-Assessment Tool to 
simplify the critical first stage of development—building selection. 

The  Co-Convert  Compass  is  a  fast,  AI-powered  pre-assessment  tool  designed  to  help 
community housing providers, cities, and building owners quickly evaluate whether an office 
building has potential for coliving conversion. Developed with Arcalogix, the tool lets users 
drag and drop preset sections like bedrooms, washrooms, and kitchens to make their own 
unique layout within the parameters of the space. This enables them to calculate capacity 
and financial viability in real time. It even includes a 3D preview to help visualize potential 
designs—removing the guesswork and accelerating early-stage decision-making.

To accompany the tool we also created additional guidance, in the form of checklists, for 
community housing providers who would like to explore office-to-coliving conversion. 

Our Pre-Assessment Checklist helps community housing providers quickly rule out office 
buildings that aren’t viable for coliving conversion—saving time, money, and effort before 
engaging consultants. It also helps gather key technical, regulatory, and financial details to 
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support  next  steps  with  professionals  and  funders.  It  covers  key  factors  across  five 
categories to flag major issues early:

• Zoning  &  Location: This  section  ensures  the  building  is  in  a  zone  that  allows 
residential  or  mixed-use  development  and  is  accessible  to  the  intended  resident 
population. It also flags overlays or site-specific constraints like heritage designations 
or employment zones that may restrict conversion.

• Architecture: This section assesses whether the building’s physical layout supports 
residential use. Questions focus on window exposure, elevator core placement, and 
floor plate characteristics that affect both livability and cost-effective unit design.

• Finance: This section prompts users to evaluate financial feasibility, including budget 
range,  rent  targets,  and  funding  sources.  It  also  covers  organizational  structure, 
affordability goals, and lease versus purchase preferences to help align with available 
housing programs.

• Building Code: Building code considerations highlight any major upgrades that would 
be necessary, such as sprinkler requirements, egress routes, and fire safety standards. 
This section helps flag potential compliance issues before moving ahead with design 
or permitting.

• Engineering: This  final  section  addresses  structural,  electrical,  mechanical,  and 
plumbing  systems  to  assess  whether  the  building  can  be  efficiently  adapted  for 
residential use. It also includes prompts on HVAC flexibility, window condition, sound 
transmission, and fire protection systems.

While  not  a  substitute  for  a  full  professional  assessment,  the  pre-assessment  checklist 
prepares  community  housing  organizations  with  the  right  information  to  prioritize 
promising buildings and move forward with greater confidence and direction.
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4.0 Partner Project Summaries

4.1 UWCRC2.0 and New Commons Development (NCD)

The University of Winnipeg Community Renewal Corporation (UWCRC 2.0) fully embraced 
this  Demonstration  Project  through  every  phase,  and  not  only  examined  the  office-to-
coliving  conversion approach for one building,  but has  expressed interest in  using it  to 
create a scalable and replicable model for the Winnipeg housing market. 

UWCRC  was  originally  created  to  revitalize  the  University  of  Winnipeg’s  campus  and 
community through expanding  new sustainable  developments.  Its  success  prompted the 
creation of  a  parallel  development company,  UWCRC2.0,  whose  mandate  extends  to  the 
broader community of the city. As such, UWCRC2.0 is currently working on several mixed-
use and mixed-income housing developments in the city, and continues to expand. 

UWCRC2.0  follows  four main  sustainability values:  environmental,  social,  economic,  and 
cultural. As such, the idea of office-to-coliving conversions appealed to them. Adaptive re-
use of existing structures is both environmentally and economically sustainable, and coliving 
fosters social and cultural connection. 

UWCRC2.0 focuses very intentionally on the needs of the ultimate residents in its buildings, 
and is keenly aware that we are facing a loneliness crisis, exacerbated by the isolated way in 
which we live. The efforts of this project were viewed through that lens.

UWCRC2.0 often partners with other like-minded organizations in order to combine efforts 
and increase the likelihood of success, so it worked well for them to join with another of our 
participants, NCD, with whom they have partnered before, to assess a building together. 

Through extensive review of several buildings, city tours by both Toboggan Flats and NCD, 
and using our pre-assessment criteria, we selected a building for UWCRC2.0 to assess for 
the project.  It  is  in  the heart of  Downtown Winnipeg’s  historic  district,  located in  close 
proximity to key priorities for location: education, employment, and entertainment. 

UWCRC began its work with students, but as they have grown, they also strive to house other 
populations,  newcomers  to  Canada,  especially.  With  the  benefit  of  their  experience 
regarding the demand in the Winnipeg market and the priorities of prospective residents, 
Arcalogix designed a coliving floor plan for the four-storey building, including four flats of 
five single bedrooms, which would be able to house 80 occupants. 
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Priorities for the development included: 

• A goal to limit major MEP changes by concentrating services where they already exist.

• Attempt a deep green retrofit, weighed against how that interacts with the feasibility 
of a conversion, including embodied carbon and HVAC upgrades.

• Consider the potential of the parking lot, which provides additional revenue in the 
short-term, and further development opportunity in the long-term. 

Consideration of this potential development moved further along than with any partner, to 
include consultations regarding local policy and code. There was a concern that current code 
may undervalue the community space by treating each unit like a rooming house or SRO; this 
classification would also impact design and budget. 

Lessons Learned with UWCRC 2.0 and New Commons Development:

• Community housing projects often involve partnerships with other organizations to 
achieve  all  of  the  objectives  required  for  financing,  assembling,  developing  and 
building affordable housing.

• Classification  of  units  and  flats  by  funders,  local  code,  and  insurers  affect  the 
feasibility  of  a  project.  In  particular,  how  the  flats  are  defined  will  impact  fire 
separations, kitchen requirements, and overall cost.

• Newcomers to Canada need a place for transition, because often they live on their 
own and are  not able  to  build  community with  others,  which makes  it  harder to 
actually fully integrate into your new country.

• UWCRC2.0, like other community housing providers, also has a mandate to consider 
sustainability in  their projects,  but the  current housing  incentives  focus  more on 
environmental efforts in new builds, than on the environmental efficiency of using an 
existing building.
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“We’re  trying  to  make  affordable  and  sustainable  housing,  and 
sometimes  people  don’t  think  that  can  exist,  but  this  is  a  perfect 
example of that.”

-Daneeka Abon, Portfolio Manager, Design & Construction, UWCRC2.0 
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4.2 HOUSE Canada

HOUSE Canada’s main objective in its name: Housing Our University Students Equitably. 
Inspired  by the  Quebec-based  nonprofit student housing  developer UTILE,  HOUSE uses 
social finance tools to build and operate affordable student housing across Canada.

As  a  nonprofit organization,  HOUSE faces  barriers  to  development similar to  our other 
community housing partners.  Purpose-built rental  developments require significant time 
and capital investment, making them slow to respond to urgent housing needs – and the 
housing needs of Canadian students are definitely urgent. The provision rate for student 
housing in Canada is 10%, compared to 30% in the US and the UK. 

In addition to the steep financial barrier to entry for large purpose-built rentals, there is a  
limited availability of affordable, centrally-located land in Canadian cities where students 
want  and  need  to  live.  Competition  with  private  developers  for  limited  acquisition 
opportunities in high-demand markets disadvantages nonprofits. HOUSE has found success 
with a multi-tenant house model, which can be scalable to meet demand, but would take 
longer to provide the same number of units as a single, larger scale development.

Through  our  Demonstration  Project,  HOUSE  found  office-to-coliving  conversion  an 
interesting opportunity for their team to explore. These conversions can provide a larger 
scale development with lower capital and time commitments than a traditional purpose-
built rental. The cheaper build cost would also allow HOUSE to pass some savings along and 
charge its student tenants more affordable rents. HOUSE’s current focus is York University, 
so we began our search for a suitable candidate in the vicinity of York’s campus. Using our 
pre-assessment process,  we landed on a building on Wilson St,  accessible to campus via 
public  transit.  This  building had 4  floors  and many of  the traits  that make it  a suitable 
candidate for conversion, such as a) complete vacancy, b) windows on all four sides, c) good 
square foot/occupant efficiency,  and an added bonus, d) potential  for ground floor retail 
space. 

The layout as designed with Arcalogix showed an opportunity for 35 bedroom units,  and 
retail space on the ground floor to supplement the building’s revenue. With that information, 
we were able to build a proforma for the building, which informed HOUSE about the likely 
potential of this building, based on the sale price.
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The building on Wilson was an excellent academic exercise for HOUSE to learn everything 
that is involved with the early assessment of a building for an office-to-coliving conversion, 
but ultimately did not end up being viable to acquire. The HOUSE team was inspired by this 
Demonstration  Project  to  look  for  other similar  opportunities,  and  is  actively exploring 
office-to-coliving conversion opportunities in several cities across Canada.

Lessons Learned with HOUSE:

• The  Toboggan  Flats  early  feasibility  assessment  tool  could  enable  HOUSE  to 
exponentially increase its development options, by making redevelopment of existing 
buildings a financially viable way of creating affordable non-profit housing for post-
secondary students and young adults. 

• There are pros and cons to either leasing or buying a building for a housing project, 
but adding an office-to-coliving conversion approach opens many new options for 
HOUSE,  in  terms of  financing,  partnerships  and locations  that are  ideal  for their 
student populations.

• There are pros and cons to structuring student housing arrangements as membership 
models, leases, or co-ops, but office-to-coliving conversions would enable HOUSE to 
build more student housing much faster.

• The  shorter  timelines,  fit  with  their  social  enterprise  model,  and  financial  and 
environmental  sustainability  of  office-to-coliving  conversions,  make  them  very 
attractive when compared to any new-build project HOUSE has considered. 

• HOUSE believes it is important to help policy and decision-makers see what coliving 
can offer to students, young workers, and young professionals across Canada.
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“Simply put – the math makes sense, the timelines are shorter, and it fits within 
our  social  enterprise  model,  all-the-while  being  more  financially  and 
environmentally  sustainable  than  any  new-build  project  we  have  considered. 
That’s why we’re doing everything we can to help policy and decision-makers see 
what  coliving  can  offer  to  students  and  young  working  professionals  across 
Canada.”

-Nathi Zamisa, Co-Executive Director, HOUSE Canada
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4.3 Youth Without Shelter

Youth Without Shelter (YWS) provides emergency housing and support programs to youth 
experiencing homelessness in the GTA, centred in North Etobicoke. YWS not only provides 
shelter to young people who need it, they offer wrap-around support programs, such as their 
Stay in School, Life Skills,  and Employment programs, setting these young people up for 
long-term success in life. 

The team at YWS has noticed that the housing crisis has put pressure on young people in 
particular—those who graduate from YWS programs, ready to move into independent living, 
cannot find housing that they can afford. In addition, the traditional rental market sways 
toward single and studio apartments, exacerbating the loneliness crisis. 

Through this project, we discussed the coliving model with YWS and determined that office-
to-coliving  conversions  could  provide  housing  that  would  be  a  valuable  step  between 
supportive housing and fully independent living—providing an affordable option for young 
people with a built-in community-centred design.

The  benefits  of  lower  building  costs  and  faster  timelines  benefit  YWS,  as  they  do  the 
community housing sector as a whole, but the unique draw of this model for them is the 
opportunity to take pressure off the supportive housing system by providing that missing 
next step. 

The building we located and assessed for YWS was in North Etobicoke, close to TTC and GO 
Train,  as  well  as  necessities  such  as  groceries  and  pharmacies.  This  building  had  the 
potential  for  2  floors  of  coliving,  which  met  the  YWS  strategic  need  to  have  a  smaller 

45

“I'm involved in a youth shelter diversion program and we're hoping to do a three-
year pilot. The way that I sell that to governments is: let's say there's a thousand 
beds in the youth shelter network. If we divert 10% - which seems very small - 
we've in essence created 100 new spaces. We just built two new shelters without 
having to put a shovel in the ground or deal with angry neighbours. 

The  more  people  you  can  house  when you can  relieves  pressure.  Release  that 
pressure and guess what? You're actually creating more units, more availability.”

-Steve Doherty, Executive Director, Youth Without Shelter
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building, since too many residents in one place can be overwhelming for staff. It also offered 
basement space that could be used to facilitate YWS’s supportive programming. 

The adaptability of the coliving conversion model shines through here—the number of units 
and amount of community space can be scaled up or down depending on the needs of the 
organization. The proposed layout for this building included 12 single and 4 double bedroom 
units, with the ability to house 20 individuals. 

At this time, YWS is not planning any new development, but this project enabled them to 
learn what would be involved and the opportunities that office-to-coliving conversions could 
provide to create more housing. It also provided them with information and materials to 
brief their board of directors, if they are interested in revisiting them in the future. 

Our connection with YWS was also  particularly opportune,  because near the end of  the 
project,  they invited our team to present to the Toronto Shelter Network’s Youth Shelter 
Interagency Network, which showed their belief in the value of our work for the community 
housing sector. We presented the findings of this Demonstration Project to this group, and 
had  an  engaging  discussion  about future  opportunities  with  representatives  of  many of 
Toronto’s shelter operators for homeless youth. 

Lessons Learned with YWS:

• Many residents, who have benefited from supportive housing and are ready to move 
into more independent living, struggle to find somewhere else affordable to go, which 
causes pressure on the limited availability of supportive housing. 

• Young  people  who  leave  supportive  housing  or  foster  care  could  benefit  from  a 
housing structure that helps them stay in school.

• When  people  cannot  find  housing  they  can  afford,  they  end  up  right  back  in 
emergency housing. 

• Operators of  supportive housing are often managing day-to-day issues,  making it 
challenging to find time to explore new development projects to build desperately 
needed housing. A faster and more efficient way to add housing to their portfolios 
would help.
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4.4 YMCA of the National Capital Region

The  YMCA  of  the  National  Capital  Region  operates  several  supportive  and  transitional 
housing  programs,  catering  to  the  diverse  residents  of  the  city.  The  YMCA’s  programs 
currently  focus  on  supporting  people  in  transition,  newcomers  to  Canada,  and  people 
coping with physical and mental health issues. 

The affordability offered by the cheaper and faster construction of a conversion, combined 
by the inherent community element of coliving, could provide the logical next step for people 
transitioning out of supportive housing, and help launch residents into fully independent 
living. 

The building chosen and assessed for the YMCA is located in the heart of Downtown Ottawa. 
With its proximity to the LRT, the Byward market, and the University of Ottawa campus, this 
location is  as  close  as  you can get to  perfect.  The building has  13  floors,  and using the 
Arcalogix design tool, we planned a layout that could incorporate 325 single and 52 double 
bedroom units, meaning that this building could house 429 occupants in 39 common-area 
flats. 

With the size of this building, multiple housing options could be offered, perhaps with a 
mixed-income model,  that could make the financial model work to provide some deeply 
affordable units paired with some units that would bring in higher rent and therefore more 
revenue. It could serve some residents who require more support, and some who require 
less, creating an inclusive and diverse community. It also has communal and amenity spaces 
that  would  work  well  for  YMCA  programming  and  possibly  a  gym,  providing  further 
connection among residents and even with the broader neighbourhood.

The YMCA is well-positioned to provide more affordable housing in Ottawa, and we believe 
this project may have shown them a very realistic path to build it both quickly and efficiently.

47

“Most people that I know like to be with other people. Nobody likes to be alone, and 
the reality is the concept of shared space has that attraction of getting to meet new 
people, build new networks, and provide social community, and to really be part of 
something, almost like a new mini neighbourhood in each building. So those are 
some obvious reasons why I think this is a winner.

-Paul Bedford, former Chief Planner for the City of Toronto
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Lessons Learned with the YMCA:

• For the YMCA, the option to lease a building for an office-to-coliving conversion is 
more attractive than buying, and could be financially viable with provincial and/or 
municipal funding and partnership.

• The  reputation  of  the  YMCA  as  a  respected  and  valued  contributor  to  their 
communities makes forging partnerships possible.

• Many residents, who have benefited from supportive housing and are ready to move 
into more independent living, struggle to find somewhere else affordable to go. This 
bottleneck in the system, with no affordable options, causes pressure on the limited 
availability of supportive housing.

• When  people  cannot  find  housing  they  can  afford,  they  end  up  right  back  in 
emergency housing.
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