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Introduction:

The Canadian Association of Heritage Professionals (CAHP) wishes to thank the Standing
Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons
with Disabilities for the opportunity to provide our input on Bill C-20, an Act respecting the
establishment of Build Canada Homes.

CAHP is a national membership-based organization that serves qualified heritage professionals
in the public, private and not-for-profit sectors. CAHP establishes standards of practice, shares

knowledge about heritage conservation and supports the involvement of heritage professionals

whenever places of heritage value are being identified, preserved, restored and rehabilitated.

CAHP members work at the intersection of design, policy, planning, and technical practice. Their
work spans early-stage planning and feasibility studies, condition assessment, conservation
strategies, adaptive reuse, and long-term stewardship. Increasingly, CAHP has been focused on
advancing the role of existing buildings with value for re-use, including heritage designated
buildings, as cornerstone assets in Canada’s transition to a low-carbon, climate-resilient built
environment.

As the federal government establishes the Build Canada Homes Agency, Bill C-20 provides an
opportunity to embed retrofit and reuse of existing buildings into the core of Canada’s housing
delivery framework. Recognizing the value of existing buildings and prioritizing their reuse would
align housing policy with both affordability and climate objectives. It would also support faster
project delivery and better leverage the infrastructure and investments already in place across
Canadian communities.

Recommendations:

During his testimony before this Committee on March 26th, the Minister for Housing and
Infrastructure stated: “Let’s give ourselves the tools that we need to succeed, and let’s build!”
when referring to the work of Build Canada Homes. CAHP strongly agrees with this call to action
but believes Canada cannot meet its housing needs through new construction alone. Adding
reuse and retrofit of existing buildings as core tools enables the system to deliver more
housing faster and, when done right, at lower cost making use of assets already in place.
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CAHP recommends that the new Build Canada Homes Agency include retrofit and reuse as
central components of Canada’s housing strategy by recognizing existing and heritage buildings
as essential assets in addressing housing supply.

e Retrofit and adaptive reuse can shorten project timelines by speeding up permits,
jumpstarting construction, and avoiding new structure and foundations; the most costly
and time-consuming elements of a project.

e Retrofit projects can make dollars go further by reducing carrying and upfront costs by
leveraging existing building assets while focusing investment on targeted upgrades and
new uses.

e Retaining existing structures and building components avoids the carbon emissions
associated with demolition and new material production.

CAHP also recommends that regulatory and financial barriers that disadvantage adaptive
reuse should be addressed through more flexible building and energy code pathways and
financing tools to encourage retrofit projects. This will help the Agency to deal more effectively
with the existing buildings and properties that will be transferred to them from the Canada Lands
Company.

CAHP Report:

CAHP received funding through Natural Resources Canada’s Codes Acceleration Fund to
explore how the retrofit of existing buildings compares to new construction under current
Canadian Building Codes.

Our report, “Unlocking the Value of Existing Buildings. a new approach to codes for culture,

carbon and cost” evaluates the relationship between codes, carbon, and cost through a life

cycle lens that looks at whole-life carbon as well as life cycle costs to demonstrate the
significant, often overlooked value of Canada’s existing building stock. You can read the entire
report HERE.

Current building and energy codes in Canada are primarily designed to optimize operational
performance. While important, this focus has had the unintended consequence of encouraging
demolition, even in cases where existing and heritage buildings could be viably reused. The
report addresses this gap through detailed case studies in Halifax, Montréal, and Vancouver,
comparing retrofit, addition, and replacement scenarios. Each example clearly illustrates how
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different carbon accounting approaches can significantly influence development decisions, and
often steer owners towards more expensive and higher carbon projects under current industry
practices. These codes, designed for new construction and focused on operational
performance, create barriers that will prevent the agency from quickly delivering housing
through adaptive reuse, which can actually be faster and more cost-effective per square foot
than new construction.

Building reuse and repurposing should be included as a core part of the Build Canada Homes’
mandate given CAHP’s report demonstrates that retrofit and reuse of existing buildings is
one of the most effective tools available to address Canada’s housing crisis while
advancing climate objectives. Far from being a constraint, existing buildings represent a
ready-made solution that can deliver faster, more affordable, and lower-carbon housing at scale.

In particular, the research shows that adding density to existing buildings is among the most
efficient development strategies available. By retaining existing structures, projects avoid the
substantial embodied carbon associated with demolition, excavation, and the production of new
construction materials. This approach makes use of the energy and resources already
embedded in buildings, while accommodating new uses or additional floor area within the same
footprint. It also shortens construction timelines by reducing site preparation and structural work,
allowing housing to be delivered to the market more quickly.

The economic case for retrofit is equally compelling. Across all three case studies, demolition
and replacement scenarios were consistently the most expensive over the full lifecycle of a
project. In contrast, retrofit and addition approaches provided the strongest cost performance by
lowering upfront construction costs and extending the useful life of existing assets. While new
buildings may offer modest operational savings over time, these are outweighed by significantly
higher initial costs and carbon impacts. Reducing permitting timelines and the construction
schedule is one of the most effective ways to reduce costs carried by developers when
redeveloping a site — costs which are passed on to homebuyers.

Finally, retrofit and adaptive reuse can reduce embodied carbon emissions by up to 70
percent—emissions that occur immediately and cannot be recovered once released. In addition
to these environmental and economic benefits, reuse projects generate important co-benefits,
including skilled trade job creation, stronger local economic activity, improved equity in
development, and the preservation of cultural and heritage value.
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Why This Matters Now:

Canada is facing a convergence of challenges, including a severe housing supply gap, rising
construction costs, delays in project delivery due to a complex permitting and regulatory
environment, and an aging building stock in urban centres. At the same time, many commercial
and office spaces remain vacant or underused post-Covid.

In this context, retrofit and reuse stand out as practical and immediately deployable solutions.
They enable faster housing delivery by working with what already exists, reduce costs by
limiting the need for new materials and extensive work, and significantly lower environmental
impacts. They also support the creation of diverse housing options within established
neighbourhoods, contributing to more complete and resilient communities while building on the
strong foundation of our Canadian identity.

Conclusion:

Canada’s existing building stock represents a major opportunity to advance housing supply,
climate action, and economic development simultaneously. The federal government can play a
leadership role in enabling this shift by implementing retrofit-first policies, aligning housing with
whole-life carbon considerations into national building and energy codes and funding
frameworks. This will allow us not only to build more but to build smarter by fully mobilizing the
housing potential of existing buildings.

Bill C-20 offers an opportunity to ensure that these tools are fully integrated into the federal
housing system. By doing so, the Build Canada Homes can help deliver on the shared goal of
building more housing—while doing so in a way that is economically sound, environmentally
responsible, and grounded in the realities of Canada’s communities.
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