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1. Introduction  
The City of Ottawa retained Maclaren Municipal Consulting (Maclaren) to complete a comprehensive 
analysis of Ottawa’s rental accommodation regulations for the Emergency and Protective Services 
Department. This document follows an extensive consultation process, and outlines Policy Options 
that can be considered.  Neither Maclaren nor the City of Ottawa endorse any of these options.  
They are put forward to seek additional input and comment before Maclaren submits their final 
report, which include recommendations. 

This document considers policy options related to short term rentals (STRs) of residential properties. 
STRs are considered to be rentals of residential accommodation for periods of less than one month.  
Long-Term Rentals (LTRs) in contrast, are rentals of residential accommodation for periods of one 
month or longer. (“One month” is generally interpreted as 28 days). 

A second policy options document dealing with private market rental housing conditions (LTRs), 
including student housing, rooming houses and other rental housing properties is also available at 
Ottawa.ca.  

For information on how you can contribute to this process, please see the final chapter of this 
document. 

2. Consultation Process 
A number of processes were undertaken in May and June of 2019 to gain input to the preparation of 
this report: 

• Discussion Papers were prepared and published on the City of Ottawa website, along with a 
description of the process and the key issues.  The site also provided access to three surveys 
that were completed over 4,200 times.   

• The Discussion Papers, or links to them, were distributed to community associations city-wide, 
and to stakeholders identified as having an interest in the issue. 

• The website and emails invited people to send comments to rentalhousingreview@gmail.com 
and to register for, and then attend, Workshops to discuss the issues.  Registration was limited 
to 25 persons per workshop to ensure everyone had ample opportunity to participate.  
Additional workshops were organized as required to accommodate all seeking to participate.  A 
total of 13 workshops were held with about 325 participants (some included unregistered 
participants). 

• The project team met with key stakeholders, including attending meetings organized by 
stakeholders. 

• Comments to the email address and provided as part of the surveys were reviewed, and the 
survey results were analyzed. 

mailto:rentalhousingreview@gmail.com
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3. What We Heard 
This chapter details the feedback received from the consultation process described above. The 
workshops and written submissions afforded the opportunity to hear detailed stories and analysis 
from the main stakeholder groups.  

Workshops and Written Submissions: The workshops and written submissions afforded the 
opportunity to hear from a wide variety of stakeholders and consider detailed submissions from 
stakeholder groups. Much of what was heard was consistent with the survey results reported at the 
end of this session. Participants generally fell into two categories:  those who are short-term rental 
(STR) hosts, and those who are negatively impacted by STR rentals in their neighbourhood or building.  
Many participants, across stakeholder groups, were themselves users of Airbnb and similar platforms 
when travelling. Satisfaction with the experience led some to begin serving as hosts. 

There was majority consensus across stakeholder groups on these points: 

• Principal Residence Short-Term Rentals: There was general agreement to allow principal 
residents who own a property to be able to rent out rooms or attached dwelling units on a 
short-term basis.  (A “Principal resident” is defined as the person or household whose 
“principal residence” is in a particular housing unit, noting that a particular person or 
household can only have one principal residence and, subject to verification,  it would 
generally be the location listed on their driver’s licence or other government issued 
identification.)  It was felt that a person who lived on the property had a stake in their 
relationships with neighbours, and with their own peace and enjoyment. Examples of how 
hosts can manage, and screen potential guests were extensive. Neighbourhood and 
community association representatives felt that the chief source of their problems were 
properties where the operator did not live in the property, or only pretended to.  

An exception to this consensus was apartments and condominiums, where building 
representatives and others felt that the rules for that building, as set by the owner or the 
condominium board, should be respected.  In most cases discussed, that involved not allowing 
short-term rentals in the building. 

Another concern expressed was to limit the number of attached units so that the principal 
resident privilege could not be abused by larger scale operations. Note that the use of 
“attached unit” in this context includes the “Secondary Dwelling Unit” and the “Carriage 
House” as defined in the Zoning by-law, as well duplexes and the other side of a semi-detached 
house. There was also concern about the potential by-passing of any regulation by arranging a 
reduced rent for a tenant to pose as the principal resident without the necessary accountability 
and personal stake. 

• There are problem properties that are disrupting neighbourhoods: The examples of party 
houses, excessive numbers of guests, parking and garbage problems, and security concerns, 
were acknowledged by participants. Neighbours and community association representatives 
found common ground of mutual respect with short-term rental hosts who participated in 
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workshops. Both groups felt that poor operators had detracted from the good operators and 
needed to be controlled through regulation and enforcement. 

• Practical enforcement is a concern: There was a general concern about how regulations could 
be effectively enforced given the anonymity of host addresses in platforms like Airbnb. There 
was also concern about the ability of By-law and Regulatory Services to be able to enforce, 
given limited resources, restrictions on the ability to enter premises, and the past experience 
of stakeholders who had submitted complaints through By-law and Regulatory Services. 

• Support for Regulation: There was majority support for licensing or registering of short-term 
rentals across stakeholder groups, provided effective enforcement is possible. 

• Support for licence/registration suspension and revocation: Stakeholder groups, including 
hosts of short-term rentals, were largely supportive of a regime where regulation went beyond 
registration of activity, and actively penalized problem operators for poor performance 
through suspension and/or revocation, including potentially laying charges.  Ideas like three 
strikes (or warnings) and/or a point system for demerits generated positive response. 

Comments and concerns of each stakeholder group, in greater detail, are expanded below. 

Points raised by neighbours and community associations included: 

• Problem Operators: A number of examples were raised of properties which are the source of 
ongoing disruption of their respective neighbourhoods. Neighbours feel their peace and 
enjoyment is being affected by a variety of behaviours, such as 

o Party houses and consistent late-night noise. Frequent late-night noise was an issue in 
some cases, even when within By-law hours. 

o Late night activity: In addition to parties, there can be a high flow of late-night arrivals 
searching for poorly posted locations, unloading, slamming car doors, etc. Sidewalk 
noise from suitcase wheels was mentioned a number of times.  

o Garbage: Garbage may be casually thrown on the street or yard. Garbage cans may be 
left out for days.  

o Parking: In addition to overloading areas where public parking is in short supply, some 
neighbours report short-term rental guests park illegally, blocking driveways. 

o Lack of respect for property: Cigarette butts on private property were a common 
concern. Stories also included damaged gardens, underwear drying on hedges, etc. 

o Excessive occupancy: This includes busses of tour groups or sports teams, or other 
large groups, being hosted in a standard residential house in residential areas. The 
heavy occupancy was associated with excessive parties, more outdoor disturbance, 
excessive draw on parking, late night disturbances on arrival, and disrespect for other 
properties. 

o Association with criminal activity: There was concern about links with criminal activity, 
with a couple of properties given as an example. A shooting at one property, along with 
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related incidents, had left neighbours in the area concerned about their safety. Another 
downtown property had been the centre of incidents of public nakedness and theft.  

There was a general concern about the anonymous nature of rental platforms providing 
venues for drug dealing, and illegal forms of sex work exploiting young people and 
immigrants.  

The association with crime was also expressed by participants in relation to motels, 
which also fall under the definition of short-term rental. Residents near one motel 
hoped that regulation would help them deal with the motel that has been the centre of 
numerous police interventions and a source of disturbance and insecurity for the 
surrounding community. 

• Loss of Peace and Enjoyment: Heavy use of a short-term rental property, even by well-
behaved guests, can lead to a sense of loss of peace and enjoyment by neighbours. Examples 
provided include houses with decks, where consistent evening use, even within Noise By-law 
limits, exceeded neighbourhood standards. The volume of people moving in and out, and their 
associated foot and vehicle traffic, are still noticeable. 

Townhouse residents and apartment residents who share walls with short-term rental units 
also complained of frequent noise later at night; including the constant traffic of people and 
their suitcases moving in and out of the units next door. 

• Anonymity: A great frustration was the inability to identify and contact the operator of the 
short-term rental property to ask them to deal with issues. The business model of platforms 
like Airbnb require a degree of anonymity about the address and host contact details in order 
to prevent participants from using the site and then making a direct arrangement to avoid fees. 
This leaves neighbours with no way to identify the operator of a short-term rental if they aren’t 
resident in the property. Neighbours will end up calling By-law and Regulatory Services for 
action – stretching limited resources and effectively doing the work of managing the short-
term rental.  The response from By-law and Regulatory Services was inconsistent and often did 
not resolve the problem – at least not permanently. 

• Value of Principal Resident operators: Many of the above issues were focussed on investor 
short-term rentals, where the owner is not residing on the property. When the owners are 
present, it was generally felt they have an interest in good relations with their neighbours as 
well as their own peace and enjoyment. A resident owner is also there to speak directly with 
neighbors   about any issues. Two possible exceptions were noted by workshop participants 
who indicated hosts of two problem houses claimed to be residents, though they did not 
appear to be. 

• Fairness in taxation: Concern was expressed that short-term rental properties in residential 
areas were paying only residential property tax while generating commercial levels of burden 
on public services through garbage collection and by-law enforcement. 

• Loss of Community Fabric: There are an increasing number of short-term rentals in downtown 
areas, including Sandy Hill and the ByWard Market. Neighbours in these areas expressed 
concern about the loss of neighbours they could work with to solve community problems, 
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including problem addresses for short-term rentals. There was a fear that the neighbourhood 
community itself was being eroded. 

Condominium residents and their management boards shared neighbourhood concerns, and had 
additional unique issues: 

• Violation of condominium agreements: Most condominiums have limitations on rentals, and 
some have explicit rules against short-term rentals. 

• Negative impacts of short-term rentals in the building: 

o Excessive use of common spaces: Common facilities like pools and gyms are typically 
designed for use by residents, not by non-resident guests such as at a hotel. Short term 
rental guests use these facilities more frequently, creating overcrowding. The higher 
wear and tear on facilities, halls, and lounges raises maintenance costs which all unit 
holders must pay.  

o Lower security: More strangers in the building increase concerns about overall security. 
Building hallways are not public streets. There is an assumption that after the locked 
door of a building, there is a reasonable amount of community and awareness to 
provide security. A constant turnover of short-term guests undermines this assumption.  

o Increased noise and loss of peace and enjoyment. 

• Difficulty of enforcement: Although there is a condominium agreement, condominiums have 
difficulty enforcing prohibitions against short-term rentals. First there is the problem of 
identifying the offending unit, given the anonymity of advertisements placed on platforms. 
Then, if the unit holder is not cooperative, there is the challenge of gathering proof of non-
compliance. Even with proof in hand, actual enforcement mechanisms are cumbersome and 
slow (repeated lawyers’ letters and then a court date). Condominium residents expressed hope 
that a licensing process might simplify the latter through the ability to issue tickets and fines.  

Some condominiums also have only a small building and a small number of units. Members of 
small condominiums stated that they lacked the resources to provide the kind of enforcement 
required. 

Some condominium boards also include investor unit holders who supported action against short-
term rentals. These unit holders rented their units on a long-term basis and felt the impact of 
higher maintenance costs and overcrowded facilities. 

It was also pointed out that not all condominiums have the same approach to short-term rentals. 
There are condominiums in Ottawa that allow short-term rentals – but have adopted rules such as 
limiting guest access to shared facilities like the gym and the pool. 

In general, condominiums and their residents want assistance with better tools to identify short-
term rental units, and support for enforcement actions where they violate condominium (and 
zoning) rules. 
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Hosts (short-term rental operators): A good number of hosts participated in the workshops. Almost 
all identified themselves as working through Airbnb. The majority rented rooms or attached units or 
their own residences when they are away. A few operated investor units, such as a house or triplex 
they did not reside in, on a commercial basis. Participating hosts explained: 

• The importance of the supplementary income to their own housing affordability: Many hosts 
found the rental income from short-term rentals was necessary to support their home 
ownership. Some had been able to move from renting to home ownership because of the 
possibility of earning income this way. 

• The value of the service they provide: Hosts noted they provide: 
o Alternative accommodation that is more affordable to students and other lower income 

travelers.  
o Greater variety in accommodation for those who wish more local flavour and the 

possible guidance of a host regarding events and points of interest. 
o Accommodation in locations where it is needed. By providing accommodation in 

residential houses, visiting family may stay near family members they are visiting; short-
term students and visiting professors can be near the hospitals and universities they 
must attend.  

o Accommodation that is more suited to family occupancy than standard hotel rooms. 
o Peak capacity during high seasons, when regular hotel rooms are in short supply.  
o Accommodation with varying terms, to suit people moving to the city, renovating their 

homes, working in the city for varying periods, etc. 

• Reasons for choosing short-term accommodation over long term: A number of hosts 
elaborated on their decision to serve the short-term market, rather than longer term rentals. 
Flexibility was mentioned frequently. The room or flat is also needed at times for their own 
visiting relatives or returning children. In some cases, this is contingency planning for when a 
parent can no longer live on their own, or when an adult child fails to launch.  

Another factor is having time but not money. Short-term rentals pay more, but they are also 
more work. Those who are under-employed can employ themselves by performing this extra 
work, converting their time into the income to support their rent or mortgage. 

Related to flexibility, hosts also mentioned the inflexibility of long-term rental leases under 
Ontario’s Residential Tenancies Act. It is difficult and slow to ask a long-term tenant to leave to 
accommodate a family member, or because they are not paying rent, even if it qualifies as a 
permitted action under the Act. 

• Their good relationships with neighbours: All stated they were known to their neighbours, as 
was their activity, and that they had good relationships with those neighbours. 

• Methods by which they screen guests and manage guests: To maintain good relationships 
with the neighbourhood, and for their own peace and enjoyment, hosts explained the various 
methods they use to screen guests and make sure guests understand and respect the local 
environment.  
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These statements were well received by other workshop participants. In multiple workshops, 
neighbours and community association representatives largely stated that they did not feel that these 
types of operators were the problem. It was frequently stated that regulations were needed to protect 
the many good operators from the few bad ones. Consistent with the survey results, there was a great 
deal of sympathy for operators who were hosting in their own homes, or in attached units on their 
own property. There was consensus that regulation, and possibly licensing, was necessary to address 
the problem properties, which were largely owned by investor operators with poor practices. 

Participating commercial hosts shared the point of view of the other hosts. In addition, they 
emphasized: 

• Short-term rental is a solution for student tenants: Many students wish only to lease an 
apartment for the school year, leaving the problem of what to do with the summer months. 
Finding a sub-lease tenant for the entire summer is difficult, and there are more students than 
potential summer renters. Short-term rental provides an opportunity to do so. Recognition of 
short-term rentals offers the potential for frameworks where landlords and students can 
cooperate, either sharing in the summer revenue, or offering 8-month leases with an option to 
return in the fall.  

• The Residential Tenancy Act provisions made long-term rental unattractive: The principal 
issue was the difficulty and expense in evicting non-paying tenants, or tenants who were bad 
for other tenants. 

• The right to manage their property: In principle, they felt opposed to excessive government 
intervention and limitations on their freedom to manage their property as they felt best. 

Hosts were aware of the concern that short-term rentals were adding to the shortage of long-term 
rental housing. Responses to this concern included: 

• The rental housing shortage is caused by wider factors: Pinning the blame on short-term 
rentals was seen as a form of scapegoating. 

• Rooms put on the short-term rental market are different from entire units: Short-term room 
rentals are often based on when the host is present, or contingent on the use of rooms by 
family etc. Thus, they would not be rented out long-term. They are a new supply that is only 
available because of the existence of Airbnb and similar platforms. 

• Most whole units rented short-term would not qualify as affordable housing if rented long-
term: They tend to be better quality units in more expensive downtown locations. 

• Proposals to limit rental to 180 or 90 days make little sense for someone who is offering a 
room or attached unit all year to support paying the rent/mortgage every month of the year.  

Airbnb: Airbnb chose to participate in this study. While Airbnb is the largest platform for short-term 
rentals of residential units, we should note it is not the only one. Competitors include Booking.com 
and Expedia, which owns Vacation Rental by Owner (VRB0) and HomeAway, and Trivago. In addition, 
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many hotel or vacation booking platforms are entering this market, including Trivago, also owned by 
Expedia.  

Airbnb sees itself as a platform offering services to the hosts. They feel the regulation of hosts is a 
municipal decision, but platforms themselves are not within municipal jurisdiction. Airbnb also feels 
that licensing of platforms is impractical since there are so many, and they are internationally based. 
The City lacks leverage on large diversified booking agencies such as Booking.com and Expedia and has 
little control over the advertising activities of web-sites like Kijiji.  

Where Airbnb cooperates with cities, it prefers to do so through voluntary agreements. Thus, it has a 
voluntary agreement with Vancouver, but is currently appealing Toronto’s zoning by-law amendments 
to permit short-term rentals as a use to the Local Planning Appeal Tribunal (LPAT).  As a result, 
Toronto’s complementary regulations which also require the licensing of short-term rental companies 
and the registration of short-term rental operators are put on hold until the conclusion of the zoning 
appeals.  

Airbnb also notes that when it cooperates with municipal regulations or policies, and other platforms 
don’t, it loses business as hosts in a municipality move to platforms that are not cooperating. Airbnb 
feels it has lost market share in Vancouver as a result of its cooperation and suggested that a 
competitor has picked up many hosts, but doesn’t provide some key features (such as ratings) that 
allow hosts to screen potential guests. 

Airbnb favours a permissive regulatory regime for its hosts. It feels that limiting hosting to principal 
residences is too restrictive. Condominium units and investment properties should also be permitted 
to host. In discussions, Airbnb did share some concern about the potential for high-rise hotels booked 
on-line without a front-desk or the associated security of traditional hotels. This type of operation is 
already occurring in some parts of the world.  

Airbnb also argues that its services are valuable to cities. It enables private residences to become 
available for short-term rentals, providing needed supplement to hotel capacity during peak demand 
periods. Given the rapid growth in travel and accommodation demand, this capacity is essential for 
some cities. The more varied and less expensive accommodation also encourages more visitors to 
cities, and longer stays, says Airbnb. 

In its own terms, Airbnb opposes approaches that create or assume platform liability. It draws a 
distinction between the platform and the independent participating hosts.  

Airbnb is opposed to regulatory requirements that complicate its business processes. They point out 
that they must deal with cities around the world and must keep it simple and to a common 
framework. 
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Housing advocates: The principal concern of housing advocates is the impact of short-term rentals on 
long-term housing. There is a shortage of long-term housing in Ottawa that is projected to become 
worse in the coming years, unless there is a significant uptick in the construction of rental housing.1

Housing advocates argue that most units offered to the short-term rental market are taken from the 
long-term housing supply, at a time when there is a rental housing shortage and rising rents. The rising 
rents make all housing less affordable; including rental housing that would be used by those of low 
income or modest means. The greatest impact is said to be in downtown areas where short-term 
rentals are also highest in number to serve tourists and business travelers.  

Housing advocates argue for restrictions on Airbnb, including restrictions of 90 days annually on the 
rental of own homes by the principal resident. The 90 days limit is being advocated as an improvement 
over the 180 days proposed by cities such as Toronto.  Either restriction is aimed at ensuring the 
homes truly are someone’s principal residence that would not be available for long-term rental if not 
rented short-term.  Some short-term rental in principal residences is supported. 

Hotel Industry: The Ottawa Gatineau Hotel Association represents Ottawa’s hotel industry and is a 
participant in Fairbnb. Hotels recognize that hotel occupancy is at a historically good level. However, 
the Hotel Association remains concerned about the ongoing investment climate for building and 
renewing hotel capacity in the face of competition from the new short-term rental sector which they 
see as not having the same compliance costs in taxes and various health and safety regulations as 
commercial hotels operating in commercial zones in compliance with zoning requirements. 

The recent Ottawa collection of the Municipal Accommodation Tax (MAT) by Airbnb addresses only a 
part of this issue. The MAT is a new tax on hospitality accommodations authorized by the provincial 
government. In Ottawa it is collected to support programs such as destination development, 
administered through Ottawa Tourism and the Hotel Association (OTHA). At present the tax is also 
collected from Airbnb, although Airbnb is the only one of the active web services listing Ottawa 
properties that collects the tax. The OTHA questions whether other taxes, like the GST/HST, are paid 
and note the operation of listed properties in residential zones, where property taxes are lower. 

The Association feels that commercial operation of short-term rentals (other than hotels) should not 
be permitted. They support short-term rental by principal residents but want these rentals to be 
limited in the number of days. Along with Fairbnb, the Association proposes a limit of 90 days 
annually, although there is some recognition the 90 days does not accommodate students in the 
summer or snow birds in the winter.  

1 See City of Ottawa Rental Market Analysis PRISM Economics and Analysis (2019) for the City of Ottawa. For related 
discussion and analysis, see also Short-Term Accommodation Discussion Paper, Section 3.4: Impact on Long-Run Housing 
Supply. MacLaren Municipal Consulting 2019 for the City of Ottawa. 
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Agents: Agents are those who provide services to STR hosts, including acting as the host on-line for 
short-term rentals when the property owner themselves do not wish to do so. They may represent a 
large number of units. One agent identified on Airbnb as “Genevieve” was noted by Fairbnb as owning 
at least 76 units, although Genevieve attended a workshop and indicated she actually manages these 
units as an agent on behalf of various owners and does not own any herself. This illustrates the 
challenges of drawing conclusions from data “scraped” from web sites such as Airbnb. The clients of 
agents range from investors with multiple properties, to those renting their principal residence or 
attached units. In the latter case, they find it more convenient to purchase services from the agent 
(usually including managing clean-up and new linen between guests), rather than doing it themselves. 

Workshops included a small number of agents with large businesses (including “Genevieve”) and small 
agents who managed a unit in their own residence and had added the management of several other 
units.  

Agents felt that they were unjustly being identified as fronts for a large corporate presence, rather 
than as service providers to many individual property owners, including those who offer rentals at 
their own principal residence.  

Agents also felt that they were part of potential solutions, rather than part of the problem. The larger 
ones offer 24-hour emergency service – answering the concern that neighbourhoods have about not 
being able to reach a responsible party when a party gets out of hand or other issues arise. They also 
ensure that the basics, like picking up garbage cans and mowing lawns, happen. 

Smaller agents also cited the importance of the extra income they earn to support themselves and the 
mortgage/rent they must pay.  

Agents saw little point in regulating their activities separately from hosts or platforms, although 
resistance was not high.  

Web Survey: A total of 1,011 responses to the survey were received.  It should be noted that this was 
not a random survey and the results do not represent the views of Ottawa residents generally, only 
those of people who completed the survey.  Results are likely to be influenced by groups that promote 
a response from their members. 

A large majority of the respondents were interested members of the general public. Only 20 % had 
ever rented out their home or property using Airbnb or similar web-sites. A much larger proportion 
had used Airbnb or similar service as guests in their own travels (75%).  

Postal codes of the greatest number of respondents were from downtown neighbourhoods where 
short-term rentals are frequent (Centretown, Glebe, Hintonburg, Sandy Hill), plus Elizabeth Park near 
the airport.  

Of those who had used accommodation websites similar to Airbnb for their own travel, it was most 
common to stay in an apartment building (56%) or a house or town-house (52%). In addition, 36% 
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have stayed in a unit within a house or townhouse, 45% in, and 33% in a high-rise condominium. 
During those stays (presumably in other cities) the host/owner was present or lived there at other 
times 38% of the time, while in another 38% of the responses, this was not the case, and 13% were 
not sure. 

Ottawans experience high satisfaction in their use of Airbnb and other short-term rental platforms 
when visiting other cities (204 out of 205 responses). At the same time, 23% of respondents had 
experienced problems in their own neighbourhoods with guests of short-term rentals. 

The types of problems related to STRs have experienced are provided in the figure below, with an 
indication of the frequency. Excess noise was the most frequent complaint, followed by parking and 
strangers on the street or in one’s building. 

What Problems Have You Experienced? 

Excessive Noise 168

Neighbourhood parking 136

Strangers on my street/in my building 137

Excessive garbage/waste 124

Concern for personal safety 113

Property damage 80

Other, please specify: 96

A total of 227 or 1011 respondents indicated they have experienced problems. 

There was a strong consensus to allow individuals to rent out rooms or attached units on their own 
property if the owner was present (92% of those who responded to the question with only 5% 
opposing and 3% uncertain). A lower majority, but still strong, supported owners being able to rent 
their entire principal residence on a short-term basis while they were away on holidays or spending 
winter in the south (84% in favour with 8% opposed and 8% uncertain).  
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What STR Use Would You Allow? 
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There was still strong support for allowing investment properties to be offered for short-term rental 
(69% of respondents). Support increased for special cases, such as owners of newly built 
condominiums offering short-term rental while they made arrangement to move in.  

Another question is where short-term rentals should be allowed. When asked whether short-term 
rentals should be restricted to residences in commercial or mixed-use zones, the majority said no to 
this restriction (54%), while 25% favoured the restriction and 21% were undecided.  
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4. Short Term Rental Policy Options   
The focus of this review is the regulation of rental accommodation in the City of Ottawa. Our mandate 
is to propose an effective, enforceable and sustainable regulatory framework that protects and 
promotes an adequate supply of quality, safe, accessible and affordable rental housing.  

A number of factors have come together to create the tight rental market in Ottawa, with low vacancy 
rates, rents increasing more quickly than inflation and tenant incomes, especially those dependent on 
social assistance like Ontario Works and Ontario Disability Support Program, individuals working at or 
near minimum wage, and seniors on fixed incomes.  

Several factors have likely contributed to shape supply and demand in the local rental housing market, 
including the following: Population growth and demographic shifts; national, provincial and municipal 
housing policy; land use economics, market forces and speculation; zoning and land-use policies; an 
aging housing stock, high density redevelopment around LRT stations and gentrification of inner city 
neighbourhoods; disruptive technologies, new lodging platforms like Airbnb and the expanded use of 
residential properties for short-term rentals and changing consumer preferences; increased 
international students — and investment..  

Airbnb has made short-term rentals much easier 

Internet platforms like Airbnb have made it easy for hosts (the providers of short-term rentals) and the 
travelling public to connect. Most Ottawa residents have always had the right under the zoning by-law 
to operate a bed and breakfast out of their home. Few had done so previously because of the 
challenge of making one’s presence known in the marketplace – and managing bookings and 
payments by customers. Airbnb and others have made things easy. 

Ottawa stakeholder views parallel the experience of other cities. Positive results for Ottawa residents 
have been income opportunities to help pay their rent or mortgage, greater capacity of Ottawa to 
accommodate visitors during peak periods, and accommodations for family visitors in the 
neighbourhoods where the families live. Short-term rentals help people afford a variety of lifestyles, 
from long-distance relationships, to students who don’t need their accommodation part of the year, to 
households that spend their winter in the south or their summers at the cottage. Positive results for 
the travelling public have been a greater variety of accommodation options, including more affordable 
options and hosting by Ottawa natives who can provide conversation and assistance. 

Negative results are seen with the problem properties where inattentive or absent hosts let late-night 
parties run wild as well as situations of  overbooking with excessive guests, loss of peace and 
enjoyment in neighbourhoods, loss of confidence by neighbors for their personal security due to 
criminal incidents, damage to nearby property, and garbage and parking issues associated with 
excessive guests and poorly managed properties. Landlords are also concerned that tenants place 
rental properties on the short-term market without the landlord’s consent or knowledge. The 
traditional hotel industry is concerned about unfair competition from operators who do not pay the 
same taxes. Although Ottawa hotels are doing well relative to historical occupancy rates, the hotel 



Short-Term Rental Policy Options Maclaren Municipal Consulting

16

industry is concerned that the ongoing competition undermines the viability of continuing to invest in 
and improve Ottawa’s hotels.  

Impact on long-term rental housing supply 

A further negative result is impact on long-term rental supply. Ottawa is currently experiencing a 
shortage of long-term rental housing. A recent study undertaken for the City of Ottawa2 found that 
while the supply of rental units has increased by approximately 1% between 2016 and 2018, 
population living in rental units has increased at a faster rate of 2.9%. The growing shortage is also 
reflected in rents. Over the same period, apartment rents have risen 7.8% and house rents by 11.3%.3 
Another way of viewing the current shortage of rental housing is the difference between average rents 
and the asking rates for vacant units. In 2018, the average rent for a two-bedroom Ottawa apartment 
was $1,335, while the asking rent for listed vacant two bedrooms was 25% higher at $1,674. 
If the present rate of growth in rental housing stock continues (approx. 5,600 units per year), the 
report forecasts a gap in 2031 of approximately 18,000 to 19,000 units relative to the households 
trying to settle in Ottawa. In this scenario, average apartment rents would be expected to rise by as 
much as 41%, and the number of households living in unaffordable dwellings would increase by 
25,000. 

How much do short-term rentals contribute to the present and forecast shortage? According to the 
Rental Market Analysis study, there were 6,278 short-term rentals advertised as available in 2018. 
However, many of these are seasonal, temporary, or represent single rooms in residences. The study 
identifies 1,236 exclusive listings (properties apparently rented out on a continuing basis) in 2018 that 
could potentially be returned to the long-term rental market. This is similar to the estimate by Fairbnb, 
that 1,054 homes have been converted to “ghost hotels.4

However, this number of short-term rentals is only a small portion of the scale of the problem of long-
term rentals. The Rental Market Analysis study estimates that 78,000 new units must be added to the 
market by 2031 to meet the growth in housing demand. Of this, if current trends in housing supply 
continue until 2031, 59 thousand to 60 thousand will be built or converted– resulting in the projected 
shortfall of 18 to 19 thousand units. 

If all 1,236 short-term rentals of this nature were moved to long-term rental housing, the amount is 
only a fraction of the projected shortfall of 18,000 to 19,000 units required. In annual terms, if all 
1,236 units were converted to long-term rental housing, it would amount to a one-time gain of one 
years’ worth of the shortfall out of the 17 years of increased growth in supply required to close the 

2 City of Ottawa Rental Market Analysis 
3 Ibid. Pg. 39. 
4 Addressing Ottawa’s Housing Crisis. Fairbnb Canada (2019). 
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gap.5  If it happened instantly, the long term rental vacancy would almost double, so there clearly 
would be a useful impact in the short term, but additional steps need to taken to deal with the 
potential rental unit shortfall in the longer term. 

Potential of Short-Term Rental Policy to Alleviate Rental Housing Shortage 

From the above, it is clear that eliminating excess short-term rentals can offer short-term relief to 
rental housing shortages by offering a one-time increase in supply and could prevent expansion of the 
number of units converted to full-time short-term rental use.  

At the same time, public workshops showed a strong constituency of people who rely on their short-
term rental income to meet the higher costs of housing. In addition, this constituency uses the income 
to move themselves from the rental market to home ownership, providing some relief to the shortage 
of rental housing for those remaining in that market. 

Achieving the needed magnitude of new rental housing required will require an increase in 
construction rates of rental housing (and/or relief from the mortgage changes that have helped make 
home ownership more difficult). Policy regarding the rental housing market is outside the scope of this 
paper.  However, new construction can come from either the private sector responding to higher rents 
by accelerating the construction of units, from home owners adding basement units and coach houses 
to their properties, or from the public construction of housing (e.g. social housing and cooperatives). 
 As reported in the earlier Discussion Paper on Short Term Rentals of this study, there are signs that a 
private sector response to higher rents is already happening. The chart below, reproduced from the 
Housing Rental Market Analysis, shows an uptick in purpose built rental housing starts over the most 
recent years, and a general shifting away from the previous focus of condo development. 

5 The study also includes a high growth scenario where short-term rentals, if unconstrained, reach 1.85% of rental housing 
units. In this scenario eliminating the exclusive listings would result in a one-time gain of two years (instead of one year) of 
the required growth out the 17 years of shortfall in housing supply growth. 
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Housing Unit Starts by Intended Market 

Figure reproduced from City of Ottawa Rental Market Analysis. PRISM Economics 
and Analysis (2019) for the City of Ottawa 

Potential examples of this trend include two project announcements in spring 2019 that include rental 
towers in the downtown area: 

o Claridge Homes announced a suite of 5 projects including a rental building atop the 
Lyon LRT Station; and a mixed rental/condo 26 story tower in the Byward market.6

o Place Dorée Real Estate Holdings filed a site plan with the city where it plans to build a 
25-storey mixed-use tower at 81 Slater St. that would include 196 rental units.7

The increased rental market activity is almost certainly due to the increased rent levels in the last 
couple of years.  As the City of Ottawa Rental Market Analysis notes, asking rents for vacant 
apartments are as much as 25% higher than the average rents paid, making the provision of new 
rental units more attractive to developers.  The 41% rent increases forecast over the next fifteen years 
“if present trends continue” will ensure the trends do not continue, and that new rental housing is 
built to take advantage of increases in rents, and in turn prevent them from reaching the very high 
levels forecast.  In other words, if there aren’t enough rental units, and rents increase, more rental 
units will be built, moderating the increase.   

6 (https://ottawacitizen.com/life/homes/building-up-ottawa-three-new-condo-towers-in-claridges-five-upcoming-projects) 
7 https://obj.ca/article/montreal-developer-proposes-25-storey-mixed-use-building-downtown-ottawa

https://ottawacitizen.com/life/homes/building-up-ottawa-three-new-condo-towers-in-claridges-five-upcoming-projects
https://obj.ca/article/montreal-developer-proposes-25-storey-mixed-use-building-downtown-ottawa
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The Policy Challenge 

The challenge is to find policy options that retain advantages of the new approach to short-term 
rentals, while minimizing or eliminating the disadvantages.  

Options must consider: 

• What kind of short-term rental activity should be permitted?  
• How can regulations be enforced effectively to remove poor operators and provide 

neighbourhoods with the means to address concerns when they arise? 

Options on what to permit are addressed first below, followed by an analysis of options for regulation 
and enforcement. We note in advance that, although challenging, enforcement is possible. The choice 
of most other jurisdictions focuses on licensing and the requirement to post the licence on all 
advertising, including web-sites. Cooperation by internet platforms like Airbnb is not absolutely 
necessary, but certainly makes enforcement easier and less expensive.  

The choice of what to permit and the choice of enforcement options are inter-related. If enforcement 
regimes can ensure the removal of bad operators, then more types of short-term rentals should be 
considered. Discussion of options on what to permit will include reference to the degree of 
enforcement that may be required. 

Options on the Kind of Short-term Rentals to Allow 

Before deciding on how to enforce, it is important to decide the objective of enforcement. What kinds 
of short-term rentals are beneficial, and what should be forbidden? 

Part of the answer depends on zoning. Like most cities, Ottawa has a Zoning By-law that determines 
acceptable land uses in different parts of the City. Acceptable uses in commercial and mixed-use zones 
may not be acceptable in residential zones. We already see this in the present zoning rules. In all 
zones, individuals are allowed to rent rooms in their homes to the travelling public on a short-term 
basis. This activity falls under the bed and breakfast permitted use. Traditional hotels, however, are 
only allowed in commercial and mixed-use zones, although exceptions do apply.  

Similarly, what is acceptable as a short-term rental may vary according to the zone they are in – 
including whether it is a residential or commercial (and mixed-use) zone.  

The presence of a principal resident is also an important distinction defining different types of short-
term rentals. Owner-occupied short-term rentals were generally well supported by all stakeholder 
groups in public workshops and in the survey. It was felt that hosts who are renting out of their 
principal residence have a stake in preserving relationships with their neighbours and in their own 
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peace and quiet. While no group is without poor examples, it was also felt that hosts who lived on-site 
were easy to identify and communicate with if problems arose. 

For the purposes of this Options Report, we consider that the “Principal Residence Attached Units” 
option includes units which are not technically secondary dwelling units under the Zoning By-law, but 
which are within the same building as the Principal Resident’s dwelling unit -for example, someone 
who wishes to rent out the other half of their semi-detached house. 

With these distinctions in mind, the table below defines a Status Quo of Permitted Uses under the 
current interpretations of the Zoning By-law. To simplify, parent zones have been grouped into 
Residential Zones and Commercial Zones (including mixed-use zones). There are multiple parent 
zones, subzones and exceptions within each of these categories, and the specific permissions for any 
lot vary. There are also agricultural and rural zones that are discussed separately further below. The 
term “status quo” refers only to the zoning rules. At present there are wide spread short-term rentals 
in Ottawa that are outside the zoning rules, in both residential and commercial zones. This option 
assumes that the present interpretations will be formalized and enforced.  It also assumes that the 
courts uphold the current interpretation of the zoning rules – that short-term rentals of whole units is 
not a residential use, is indeed a separate use, and is not permitted in residential areas, except for the 
rental of up to three rooms within a dwelling unit as a short-term rental. 

Status Quo for Permitted Uses  

Type of Short-Term Rental 
Zones 

Residential 
Zones 

Commercial 
Zones 

Rooms in Principal Residence  ✔ ✔ 
Principal Residence Own Unit (Restriction in 
days by definition) ✔ 

Principal Residence Attached Units  ✔ 
Investment unit - limited number of units/ 
rooms ✔ 

Investment unit, many rooms/units 
(includes Hotels) ✔ 
✔ = Permitted 

As the chart shows, in residential zones, the only permitted short-term rentals at present are the 
rental of rooms in one’s principal residence. Attached dwelling units, such as a basement unit, an 
upper floor, or a coach house, can currently only be rented on a long-term basis (i.e. greater than 30-
day term).8  If you wish to rent out your whole home (house or apartment), the present interpretation 
of zoning rules require you to rent for a month or more. Short-term rental is not allowed.  

8 See discussion of current interpretation of the Zoning By-law in this paper. 
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This poses a problem for those who travel south for the winter (snow-birds), for students who leave 
for the summer, and for others who are periodically away from their homes. The number of these 
homes tends to exceed the number of people who are interested in renting for more than a month, 
but less than a year. Short-term rental is an economic alternative, but it is not permitted for whole 
units in residential zones. 

In recent years Ottawa has taken steps to encourage secondary dwelling units to be built as part of its 
densification policies, but under the current zoning rules, they cannot be rented on a short-term basis. 

Residential buildings in residential zones that are investment properties (as opposed to owner 
occupied) may also only be rented long term. Traditional hotels are only permitted in commercial 
zones. Hotels, by definition, are also short-term rentals. The question of whether or not to exempt 
traditional hotels from regulations is discussed separately, further below. 

Advantages of the Status Quo for Permitted Uses Option include: 

• Answers neighbourhood concerns if effectively enforced: Enforcing this option would remove 
non-resident owners from operating in residential neighbourhoods – a group which is the 
principal source of problem properties. Although neighbours are also accepting of short-term 
rental of attached units by people who live on-site, forbidding this activity removes cover for 
those who pretend to be a principal resident, but are not. 

• Returns the most rental units to the long-term housing market.  
• Avoids any uncertainty as all whole unit short-term rentals are not permitted, so there is no 

opportunity to abuse the right to a whole unit rental in some circumstances by making a whole 
unit rental that is not permitted look like one that is permitted. 

Disadvantages 

• Enforcement difficult even with pro-active regulation – not consensus position: Enforcement 
is difficult if there is wide-spread non-compliance with existing regulations (i.e. if large 
numbers of people see their non-compliant behavior as reasonable and continue to disobey.) 
Even with a strong regulatory regime, many residents see the short-term rental of their own 
unit when they are away or of attached units in their own home as good for society as well as 
themselves. In this, they are largely supported by their neighbours.  

• Does not address need of Hosts (Principal Residents) for additional income and flexibility to 
meet family needs: Hosts who rent out parts of their own home feel the income is necessary 
for their own housing affordability. The short-term rental allows the under-employed to 
convert their labour in managing the higher costs of operation into income from the higher 
returns. For some, the short-term rental market allows them the flexibility to use the same 
space for visits of their own family, or to meet contingency risks of moving in elderly parents or 
adult children who need assistance.  

• Forgoes economic advantages of new platforms: Advantages of short-term rentals enabled by 
internet booking platforms include: 
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o A flexible supply of traveler accommodation at peaks allows Ottawa to accommodate 
more visitors without building excessive year-round hotel capacity. 

o Provision of more varied types of accommodation, and cheaper accommodation, for 
travelers that may promote longer stays and greater spending (quantitative impacts 
under debate).  

o The economic benefits of incremental spending by tourists and business travelers 
through more accommodation capacity at peaks and possible longer stays.  

• Limits the supply of accommodation for family visitors in their own neighbourhoods: Short-
term rental of rooms answers some of this need.  There are many family travelers who are not 
comfortable renting a room in someone’s house, or a hotel room, but are comfortable renting 
a flat, basement, or coach house in the neighbourhood. 

• Leaves some residents with empty units: There are not enough renters who are interested in 
renting for more than a month but less than a year. If short-term rental of these peoples’ 
homes is not permitted, some will go empty that would have been rented short-term, meeting 
the needs of the short-term tenants, and of the snowbirds, students or others who do not 
occupy their unit year-round.. 

The table below shows a Principal Residence Option for permitted use. This option expands short-
term rentals in residential areas to include units rented by individuals who live in the dwelling unit, 
and offer their whole home on a seasonal or part-time basis (snow birds, students, persons working, 
studying or vacationing out of town, those with long distance relationships etc.). 

Principal Residence Option – Permitted Uses 

Type of Short-Term Rental 
Zones 

Residential 
Zones 

Commercial 
Zones 

Rooms in Principal Residence  ✔ ✔ 
Principal Residence Own Unit (Restriction in 
days by definition) ✔ ✔ 

Principal Residence Attached Units  ✔ 

Investment unit - limited number of units/ 
rooms 

✔ 

Investment unit, many rooms/units 
(includes Hotels) 

✔ 

✔ = Permitted  ✔ Incremental Permitted Relative to Status Quo 

By definition, the rental of their whole home/unit by a principal resident has some restriction on the 
number of days. In the extreme case, a person who is not present at all is not using the home/unit as 
their home – as their principal residence. One standard is that a principal residence unit may only be 
rented for short-term use for a maximum of 180 days per year (proposed by Toronto, for example), 
which essentially indicates a unit must serve as the principal residence for at least half the year to 
qualify.  Some cities set lower limits on the number of days, as discussed below. 
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A careful definition of “principal residence” is necessary to effectively enforce a program and prevent 
abuse.  In the past, the Province of Quebec created a framework for enforcement of municipal by-
laws, but enforcement issues arose because of the lack of definition of principal residence. New 
Quebec regulations are proposed for the fall of 2019, including an improved definition of principal 
residence. Toronto incorporated two levels of proof of principal residence in its proposed regulations. 
An initial standard of proof could be set by the regulator (perhaps driver licence address), along with a 
check to ensure the applicant was not registered at another location as a principal residence. 
However, the regulator could also ask for more proof from individual registrants (presumably on the 
basis of complaints or concern the situation was not as represented). There is also concern that an 
owner of multiple properties might sign “leases” with designates (children, spouses, etc.) who would 
each pretend to be principal residents of a property that would then be used as a full-time short-term 
rental property.  This could be prevented by only allowing tenants to designate a principal residence if 
they are not related to the owner, or related to a shareholder of a corporate owner (with a 
requirement for full disclosure on the application of all shareholders of any corporate owner), and the 
owner is not a trust.  One of the advantages of a license or registration system, as opposed to a zoning 
restriction, is that the regulations can be changed quickly if people find ways to circumvent them, so 
additional requirements could be adopted if required to prevent unintended short-term rentals. 

The demerit point systems or the three strikes concept explored below could make it easier to deal 
with hosts who do not manage their units well, leading to suspension or cancellation of their license or 
registration for repeat offenders.  This may make a limit on the number of days less important. 

Advantages of the Principal Residence Option include: 

• Returns the maximum possible short-term rental units to the long-term housing supply: 
Principal residences cannot truly be rented long-term when the resident is away.  They might 
be rented for more than a month occasionally, but the cannot be rented for a year to serve as 
someone else’s principal residence. Investor-operated short-term rentals in residential areas 
would have to find alternative uses, providing some relief to the current shortage of affordable 
rental housing.  Prism estimated 1,236 units could be used exclusively for Airbnb uses in their 
Rental Market Analysis for the City of Ottawa.  This option would result in the return of all 
these units to the long-term rental market.  

• Answers neighbourhood objections if effectively enforced: Short-term rentals are limited to 
principal residents, who are likely to have a stake in relationships with their neighbours and 
their own peace and enjoyment.  

• Easier enforcement: Enforcement is easier as the option comes closer to representing a 
majority consensus among stakeholders. Enforcement resources can be concentrated on 
remaining uses for which less support exists. 

• Answers needs of snowbirds, students and others who do not need their principal residence 
all the time. 

• Meets housing affordability needs of current hosts: Those whose purchase and financing of 
their current homes relied on the assumption of short-term rental may continue to operate 
(regardless of whether that assumption was, in fact, in compliance with current zoning rules).  
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• Gains some of the economic advantages of new platforms: As elaborated previously, these 
include:  

o A flexible supply of traveler accommodation at peaks. 
o Provision of more varied types of accommodation, and cheaper accommodation, for 

travelers that may promote longer stays and greater spending. 
o The economic benefits of incremental spending by tourists and business travelers 

through more accommodation capacity at peaks and possible longer stays.  

Disadvantages of the Principal Residence Option include: 

• Enforcement of principal residence requirement: This will be challenging and may require a 
licensing or regulatory regime with secondary procedures to investigate claims of principal 
residence where there is doubt. 

• Problem houses may occur from poor management or disregard by some principal residents. A 
stronger enforcement regime of complaint investigation, fines, and suspension and revocation 
in the case of a licensing or permitting regime, may be desirable. Possible options are a “three 
strikes and out” policy, perhaps guided by a points or demerits system similar to that employed 
by Oshawa for licensed rental housing. 

• Full-unit rentals are not permitted under current interpretations of the Zoning By-law and 
existing planning policies of the City, and some express concern that allowing any full-unit 
rentals, regardless of the limitations, would encourage rapid expansion of the number of units 
devoted to short-term rentals, with investors finding various ways to pose as principal 
residents.  Enforcement of the current zoning restrictions has been very difficult, and some 
assume the same challenge will exist with a licensing or registration system. 

Principal Residence and Attached Units Option – Permitted Uses s 

Type of Short-Term Rental 
Zones 

Residential 
Zones 

Commercial 
Zones 

Rooms in Principal Residence  ✔ ✔ 
Principal Residence Own Unit (Restriction in 
days by definition) ✔ ✔ 

Principal Residence Attached Units  ✔ ✔ 
Investment unit - limited number of units/ 
rooms 

✔ 

Investment unit, many rooms/units 
(includes Hotels) 

✔ 

✔ = Permitted  ✔ Incremental Permitted Relative to Status Quo 

Another possibility is to allow attached units associated with a principal residence to be used for short-
term rentals.  Having a principal resident who is part of the community and who is the first to 
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experience any negative consequences from a short-term rental seems to lead to effective 
management of the units, and little or no community conflict. 
However, a restriction on the number of “attached” units is also necessary, to ensure the concept 
does not result in any substantial number of units being used for short-term rentals instead of long-
term rentals. Without a restriction, the resident owner of a large multi-unit building could claim the 
whole building based on their principal residence. The point of the Principal Residence Option is to 
allow people to rent out units that are part of their own home. For example, a restriction to two 
dwelling units (a basement and coach house, or two floors of a three-floor home), might achieve this 
objective. 

Advantages of the Principal Residence and Attached Units Option are similar to those for the Principal 
Residence Options, and include: 

• Returns a significant number of rentals to the long-term housing supply: Investor-operated 
short-term rentals in residential areas would have to find alternative uses, providing some 
relief to the current shortage of affordable rental housing.  Prism estimated 1,236 units could 
be used exclusively for Airbnb uses in their Rental Market Analysis for the City of Ottawa. They 
do not provide a breakdown between attached units operated by an on-site principal resident 
and dwelling units operated by investors who do not live at the unit, but we would expect that 
the vast majority are investor units, not attached units, although some hosts that rent their 
basement units did come forward in the workshops. 

• Answers most neighbourhood objections if effectively enforced: Short-term rentals are 
limited to principal residents, who are likely to have a stake in relationships with their 
neighbours and their own peace and enjoyment.  

• Easier enforcement: Enforcement is easier as the option seems to represent a majority 
consensus among stakeholders. Enforcement resources can be concentrated on remaining 
investor units for which less support exists. 

• Meets housing affordability needs of current hosts: Those whose purchase and financing of 
their current homes relied on the assumption of short-term rental may continue to operate 
(regardless of whether that assumption was, in fact, in compliance with current zoning rules).  

• Gains much of the economic advantages of new platforms: As elaborated previously, these 
include:  

o A flexible supply of traveler accommodation at peaks. 
o Provision of more varied types of accommodation, and cheaper accommodation, for 

travelers that may promote longer stays and greater spending. 
o The economic benefits of incremental spending by tourists and business travelers 

through more accommodation capacity at peaks and possible longer stays.  

Disadvantages of the Principal Residence Option include: 

• Enforcement of principal residence requirement: This will be challenging and may require a 
regulatory regime with secondary procedures to investigate claims of principal residence 
where there is doubt. 

• Problem houses may occur from poor management or disregard by some principal residents. A 
stronger enforcement regime of complaint investigation, fines, and suspension and revocation 
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in the case of a licensing or permitting regime, may be desirable. Possible options are a “three 
strikes and out” policy, perhaps guided by a points or demerits system similar to that employed 
by Oshawa for licensed rental housing. 

• Full-unit rentals are not permitted under current interpretations of the zoning by-law and the 
current planning policies of the City of Ottawa. Some express concern that allowing any full-
unit rentals, regardless of the limitations, would encourage rapid expansion of the number of 
units devoted to short-term rentals, with investors finding various ways to pose as principal 
residents.  Enforcement of the current zoning restrictions has been very difficult, and some 
assume the same challenge will exist with a licensing or registration system. 

The table below shows a Small Investors Option.  For this option, the interpretation of the Zoning By-
law would require amendment to include short-term rentals by small entrepreneurs operating a 
limited number of residential buildings as short-term rentals. This group of Ottawa entrepreneurs 
exists. Those participating in workshops received some support from neighbourhood representatives, 
but not the degree shown for principal residences. The survey also showed substantive support for the 
short-term rental of investment properties (see survey results above). Hotel operation would still not 
be permitted in residential zones.  However, it is noted that this option is not recommended by 
Maclaren Municipal Consulting given the disadvantages noted below. 

This option assumes that buildings would still be subject to size and height restrictions of the Zoning 
By-law for residential zones. For this option to focus on small investors, a limit on the number of 
buildings, and number of units within the building, would also be needed. An example restriction 
would be one building on a single property, with no more than four whole units, with total bedrooms 
not exceeding twelve. Additional constraints, such as a minimum percentage of common living space, 
might also be added. Percentage of common living space is discussed in more detail under student 
housing and rooming houses in the Rental Housing Option Paper. 

Principal Residence and Small Investors Option 

Type of Short-Term Rental 
Zones 

Residential 
Zones 

Commercial 
Zones 

Rooms in Principal Residence  ✔ ✔ 
Principal Residence Attached Units  ✔ ✔ 
Principal Residence Own Unit (Restriction in 
days by definition) ✔ ✔ 

Investment unit - limited number of units/ 
rooms ✔ ✔ 

Investment unit, many rooms/units (includes 
Hotels) ✔ 

✔ = Permitted ✔Incremental Permitted Relative to Principal Residence Option 

Advantages of the Principal Residence and Small Investors Option 
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• Answers some neighbourhood objections if effectively enforced. Requires an effective 
licensing or permitting regime that suspends and revokes licences/permits of poor performers. 

• Recognizes existence of local entrepreneurs with well-managed units. 
• Gains the same economic advantages as the Principal Residence Option with a somewhat 

increased magnitude. 

Disadvantages include: 

• Enforcement of limits on commercial short-term rentals will be challenging, as principal 
residency is no longer the only controlling factor ensuring one property, one person. 

• Vulnerable to evasion through contracting with individuals to act as fronts for wider corporate 
involvement. Definition of threshold of real involvement is not clear given possible legitimate 
subcontracting to service firms by small developers.  

• Greatest neighbourhood traffic among the three options.  
• Problem houses more likely to occur from poor management by non-resident hosts. More 

stringent investment regulatory standards, different from residential standards, may be 
needed to control abuses in residential areas, combined with fines suspension, revocation. 

• Dilution of community fabric, especially in downtown neighbourhoods. By allowing non-
resident operators, the community of actual neighbours in properties decreases. The declining 
number of neighbours to work with on community issues (including problem short-term 
rentals) has been an issue for some downtown neighbourhoods. 

• Returns very little housing to the long-term housing market, with the least effect in reducing 
rents and property values or increasing the vacancy rate. 

The City project team is concerned about the negative consequences short-term rentals are having on 
the availability and affordability of housing, as detailed in the Rental Market Analysis commissioned by 
the City earlier this year. This analysis indicates that “By 2031, up to 1.85% of the rental stock could be 
short-term rentals” and that as a result, “annual rent increases could reach over 5%.” The project 
team further notes that properties where the host is absent are the primary source of community 
nuisance complaints related to short-term rentals. 

Maclaren shares these concerns and is therefore only proposing options that will reduce the current 
level of short-term rental impact on the long-term rental market and approaches that effectively 
manage and prevent community nuisance complaints.  Even allowing limited investor owned and 
operated short-term rentals in residential areas runs a serious risk of seeing an expansion of the 
number of whole dwelling u nits devoted to short-term rentals. 

No option is presented that would allow either limited or unlimited investor STR operation in 
residential areas, the operation of the “ghost hotel” units as described by Fairbnb.  There is clear 
evidence that this results in ineffective control and management of the units and in some cases 
conflict with those who live near the investor STR units.  It would also allow the continued removal of 
units from the residential long-term rental and owner occupancy market, with continued impact on 
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rents and property values.  While the consultation process produced some support for allowing either 
tightly limited or unlimited investor-owned STRs, in our view the potential advantages to visitors (STR 
guests) are clearly outweighed by the disadvantages to renters generally and to neighbourhoods. 

On the other hand, some have suggested that allowing any whole unit short-term rentals, including 
those associated with a principal residence, will allow continued growth of the STR inventory, and that 
investors will find some means to continue buying units and converting them to STR operation.  That is 
what is happening today, despite the zoning prohibition of any form of short-term rental operation.  
And without further action to regulate STR operation, that will certainly be the continued outcome.  
However adoption of an effective regulation or licensing program that limits full-unit STR operation to 
principal residences, as has occurred in Vancouver, with attached units included, or as proposed in 
Toronto, without attached units, can be effective in reducing the number of full-time STR, whole unit 
rentals, as it has in Vancouver. 

Given the above analysis, the table below shows the key policy options available with respect to the 
types of uses that should be allowed to make short-term rentals. 

Option Evaluation – Short Term Rental Permitted Uses 
Policy Options Notes 

In Residential Areas 
Status Quo for Permitted Uses - Limit STRs to 
Rooms in Principal Residence  

Continues historical B&B and rented rooms 
approach. 

Also allow STR of Principal Resident’s Own Unit 
when resident is away 

Consultation did not identify problems, gives 
more flexibility and income for resident – no 
impact on long-term housing availability. 

Also allow Attached Units affiliated to Principal 
Residence (carriage homes, basement apartments) 

Consultations suggest general support for 
this approach, if accompanied by adequate 
enforcement to address problem operators 
when they occur, even though some units 
might otherwise be rented long-term. 

In Commercial Areas 
Allow all STRs related to principal residences and 
attached units 

Would not create issues, generally conforms 
to current zoning. 

Allow Investment STR units (including Hotels) Zones are defined as commercial uses, and 
commercial uses should be permitted. 

There are additional sub-options that apply across most of the three main options listed above. They 
are: 

• Fewer than 180-day limits on short-term rental of whole principal residence: Groups 
concerned with impact on long-term rental, or on fairness to the hotel industry, advocate 
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tighter restrictions than 180 days. For example, a limit of 120 days for short-term rentals would 
allow students to cover the four months of summer when most do not attend classes. Fairbnb 
and hotels suggest 90 days to ensure that the rental is not commercial in nature. They make 
the case that many seasonal absences are only for three months. On the other hand, shorter 
restrictions are disadvantageous to snowbirds and others. If someone commits to the short-
term rental market while away, they will want to fill all the days they are away. Snowbirds, for 
example, will prefer monthly rentals first but will take what they can get to fill those days. 
Booking less than 180 days for a six-month absence will mean holes in the calendar that must 
remain empty even if potential guests are interested. Meanwhile the cost of any property 
manager must still be paid for the months away. 

The tighter the restriction on days, the greater the difficulty in enforcement. To evade 
restrictions, hosts may switch platforms on which they advertise once they reach the limit on 
one web site. They may also re-register with the same platform using a different credit card for 
identity, and different room photos.  In any case, the restriction would apply to the rental of 
the principal residence, not to rental of rooms within the principal residence.  If it was applied 
to rental of attached units it would make the potential return from their use as short-term 
accommodation much lower, and result in extensive vacancies – if it could be enforced 
effectively.  Some suggest a restriction solely to make it less attractive to use an attached unit 
for short-term rentals. 

This is an area where the distinction between short-term and long-term rentals becomes less 
clear.  Many Airbnb units are rented for more that 28 days, to people working or studying in 
town for a period of time, to those renovating their own homes, etc.  Presumably these rentals 
would be considered “long-term” and excluded from any limit on the number of days for short-
term rentals. 

• Exclude hotels: Other cities, including Toronto and Vancouver, have excluded hotels from their 
regulations aimed at short-term rentals through internet platforms. However, there is not a 
clear definition for hotels that makes it different from other short-term rentals. Ottawa’s 
Zoning By-law definition only goes so far as to include motels in the definition of a hotel. 
Provincial legislation is not that helpful. The Hotel Registration of Guests Act defines a hotel as 
a building or connected buildings with no fewer than six bedrooms.9   Using this definition 
would exclude many commercial Airbnb listings; the kind that traditional hotels are the most 
concerned about controlling.  

Without a clear definition of hotel, it is difficult to exclude them from regulations: 
There are some considerations for including hotels in short-term rental regulations. Hotel 
rooms have been used for many of the negative purposes ascribed to platform-affiliated short-
term accommodation – prostitution, drug dealing, etc. And we are seeing the introduction of 

9 Hotel Registration of Guests Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. H.17, Section 1. 
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“digital hotels” that operate without front-desks. Is there a need for the City to regulate hotels 
and try to constrain these activities, or will clients demand adequate services without City 
intervention? 

A related possibility is separate short-term rental licensing or regulatory categories for 
residential and investor short-term rentals. This is discussed under enforcement options, 
further below. 

• Exclude cottages and seasonal residences: Ottawa is a large city that encompasses both urban 
and rural areas. Cottages and other seasonal residences are common in rural areas within the 
boundaries of the city. Traditionally, cottages and other seasonal residences are rented short-
term – often for weekends or one or two weeks. Should short-term rental regulations apply to 
them? These rentals share many of the same issues as other short-term rentals and may use 
the same Internet platforms to advertise. However, there may also be other issues that are 
unique to cottage areas, and of concern to cottage stakeholders. The present study has largely 
revealed that issues raised with short-term rentals are a “downtown” issue. There was no 
presence of rural perspectives in the public workshops or reflected in correspondence. It may 
be desirable to exclude cottages and seasonal residences in order to allow separate 
consideration and consultation should the need arise. If cottages are to be excluded, there is, 
like hotels, a definitional problem. There is no current definition of cottages or seasonal rentals 
in Ottawa by-laws. However, exclusion might be achieved geographically by limiting any 
proposed regulations to urban zone designations. 
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Map Showing Rural Areas  

 

The table below lists these Sub-Options. These options are not mutually exclusive and may be taken 
together as desired. 

Option Evaluation – Sub- Options 
Policy Options Notes 

Restrict rental of whole unit principal residences 
to less than 180 days  

Would not accommodate all legitimate 
residents (snow birds, students) and hard to 
enforce with multiple platforms.  Alternative 
could be ensuring principal residents are in 
fact principal residents. 

Exclude Hotels Need to define what a hotel is to exclude 
them from STR regulation.  But any need to 
regulate hotels? 

Exclude cottages and seasonal residences by 
limiting regulations to urban zones 

Short-term cottage rentals are traditional, 
and rural discussion required before limiting 
as part of resolving an urban issue. 
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Enforcement – Regulatory Options 

Effective regulation requires enforcement. Once it is decided what types of short-term rentals are to 
be permitted, it is necessary to find a cost-effective method of enforcement that works. 

Enforcement of short-term rental rules faces these challenges: 

• Anonymity of Platform Ads: One of the great frustrations expressed by neighbours is the 
inability to identify which properties are offered for rent on Airbnb and other platforms, and 
the lack of contact information. Platform ads give a general indication of the neighbourhood, 
and show photos which may be helpful, but there is no address and no name of the host other 
than their first name, which may be a pseudonym. Neighbours wishing to contact a host 
regarding their concerns are unable to do so. Nor are they able to identify the ad relevant to 
the property if they are concerned with management of a particular property.   

This frustration is shared by enforcement officers and by condominiums and apartments 
seeking to enforce their building rules. It is difficult to identify which ads represent locations 
where the use is not permitted, and to identify and contact the host even when the location is 
identified. While the owner of a property is registered and known for property tax purposes, 
the registered owner may have no knowledge of the current use of the property. In addition, 
property tax collection relies on the ability of the City to place a lien directly on the property, 
so that the registered ownership records may not have the desired full contact information. 
Corporate ownership and numbered companies may also complicate these records. 

The anonymity of platforms is not directed at evasion of responsibility. Instead, it is a necessary 
feature of the business model of Airbnb and other platforms. These platforms make their 
money by collecting fees as part of the transaction. To ensure they get paid for their services, 
the guest and the host do not receive each other’s contact information until the credit card 
transaction is completed through the host. If the platform was not anonymous, then individual 
guests and hosts could use the platform to find each other, and then make a private 
arrangement that would exclude the platform from its share. The platforms would then be 
providing their service for free.  

The platforms do provide a service. They validate the identity of both sides through their credit 
cards and bank accounts. They also hold payments until after the guest arrives, to be sure that 
the rented property actually exists, and is as advertised. Some platforms, like Airbnb, also 
accumulate ratings on both guests and hosts. Guests may view the ratings by other guests. 
Hosts may view the ratings of guests to assist in screening. Hosts participating in public 
workshops also described a number of other screening tools that were available to help them 
manage their properties, ensuring that guests understand the house rules, and minimizing the 
risk of a guest who is disruptive to the house or neighbourhood. 

These services make platforms like Airbnb or Booking.com different from electronic classified 
ads like Kijiji or Craigslist. Platforms also offer different features, with some providing better 
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tools for screening guests, or moving more quickly to delist hosts that cause problems or allow 
their guests to cause problems.  However, the initial anonymity of ads is necessary for the 
short-term rental platforms to function. 

• Lack of Enforcement Tools: The tools currently available to By-law enforcement do not readily 
adapt to short-term rentals. Given the anonymity of ads, it is difficult to accumulate proof of a 
violation of the Zoning By-law; which is arguably one of the most relevant by-laws currently in 
existence in relation to short-term rentals. Stake-outs are prohibitively expensive and may 
raise privacy issues that require court orders. By-law and Regulatory Services staff may ask 
complainants to provide proof of non-compliance in order to substantiate a complaint. The 
complainants are generally not happy with these outcomes, and often have difficulty providing 
clear proof themselves, or prefer not to give evidence, particularly against their neighbour.  In 
addition, while the complainant has option to address  noisy parties, including calling 3-1-1 and 
making a complaint, there is no clear and effective way for neighbors to deal with a host whose 
poor management or lack of neighbourliness results in consistent disturbances over time. 

The City can take measures such as issuing tickets to cars blocking driveways, and billing 
property owners for work done, such as paying for exterior clean-up when by-law violations 
have occurred. The latter involves a number of warnings and steps that are more suited to 
correction of long-term rental property conditions. They are cumbersome when dealing with 
poorly managed short-term rentals and expensive for the City to administer. 

There are alternative regimes that can introduce more enforcement tools. Licensing, for 
example, allows a charge to be laid for the unlicensed operation of a business that requires a 
business license, and new charges can be laid every day for repeat violations. Similar 
approaches can be followed with registration requirements like Toronto’s system. 

• Need for Social Consensus: Another enforcement challenge, noted earlier, is the need for a 
social consensus on what should be allowed. It is difficult to enforce a rule when large numbers 
of people feel the rule should be ignored. Effective enforcement requires that most people 
follow the rule, so that enforcement can focus on the few who don’t. Short-term rentals 
through Airbnb and other sites are viewed as part of the new sharing economy enabled by the 
Internet. Sharing economy activities have a great deal of public support. People feel that 
regulatory frameworks need to update themselves to remain relevant to the new technologies 
and ways that people cooperate and contract. 

There is a parallel in Ottawa’s recent experience with rideshare operators like Uber and Lyft. 
These Internet platforms for hiring a driver and their personal vehicle are very popular. In 
Ottawa, as in many other cities, this service was very popular despite that fact that the drivers 
providing this service were doing so illegally prior to ridesharing services being legalized by the 
City in 2016. There was a general spirit among many that they were part of the sharing 
economy and that ridesharing was a positive thing for society. It did seem to offer better 
service at a lower cost than the alternatives. In addition, for most, there was no shame or 
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furtiveness about being an Uber driver, and because there were so many and enforcement was 
difficult, the risks and implications of being caught were insufficient to deter participation. 

The successful solution pursued by Ottawa for the legalization of rideshare services, formally 
called “private transportation companies” by the City, was in part to revise rules to license and 
regulate the new activity. The regulations addressed public safety and consumer protection 
through criminal-record and driver-record checks, vehicle safety requirements, as well as 
implementing the insurance framework that was brought in at the Provincial level. The new 
rideshare regulations, now including the participation of Lyft, are now an integral part of 
Ottawa’s transportation system. By-law enforcement is free to focus on unlicensed operators 
who have not met licensing conditions and pose a greater risk to the public, and these are far 
less frequent with the opportunity to work legally for licensed providers.  

Enforcement solutions for short-term rentals pursued by other cities often involve licensing, although 
the same conditions can generally be imposed through other regulatory approaches, such as 
registration. In the discussion that follows, “regulating” is used to cover the full range of regulatory 
approaches, including licensing or requiring registration. The principal options are: 

• No Regulatory system. 
• Regulating Hosts. 
• Voluntary Platform Agreements 
• Regulating Platforms 
• Regulating Agents  

The No Regulatory System option faces the enforcement challenges discussed above. Making a clear 
choice on what is permitted and not permitted (the Permitted-Use Options), would help with social 
consensus. If the permitted-use option ultimately chosen is consistent with the consensus heard in the 
workshops of this study, then enforcement may focus on the investor rentals in residential areas 
which would remain illegal.  Without any regulatory approach, enforcement would focus on violations 
of the Zoning By-law, which has been ineffective to date. Enforcement of nuisance by-laws, such as 
the Noise By-law, would continue to be difficult as the violators are only staying in the property for the 
short-term 

Regulating hosts is the direction that most cities are taking. The term host is used here, rather than 
owner, because the host might be a tenant or other form of lease holder. The host may employ an 
agent or manager, but the host is the person who ultimately gives access to the property and is 
responsible for offering it as a short-term rental. Regulating means that a host must obtain a municipal 
licence or register with the municipality before offering the room or unit for rent or face a charge of 
operating without a licence or without a registration. 

The prime objective is ensuring short-term rentals do not operate where they are not supposed to. To 
be registered, the host and the unit must be of a type permitted for that zone (for example, only 
principal residences in residential zones if that is the rule). The host must meet other basic 
requirements. These may include: 
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• Proof of principal residence (where relevant): For effective enforcement, proof of principal 
residence may involve two stages. Prima facie proof, such as a driver’s license with address, 
might be accepted with applications as the initial proof. However, licensees might also be 
required to consent to providing additional proof if asked by the regulator. Toronto’s proposed 
regulations take this two-level approach. The regulator might exercise this option where doubt 
exists (e.g. after complaints about a property suggest the owner is not present).  

• Annual fee: This fee may be nominal (Toronto = $50, Vancouver is $58 application fee plus 
administration fee). 

• Retention of records and provision on request. 
• Providing guests with a diagram of exits and emergency contact information during stay. 
• Providing the City with 24-hour emergency contact information for whenever guests are 

hosted. 
• Pay the Municipal Accommodation Tax. 
• Display their Municipal Registration Number on all advertisements, including on-line 

platform ads. 

From an enforcement perspective, the last requirement is key. It allows officers to focus on ads which 
do not bear a registration number, and on validating ads with registration numbers according to the 
address and use for which the registration was issued. Displaying the registration number solves the 
anonymity problem of ads on platforms like Airbnb, without undermining the business model those 
platforms rely upon to exist. 

The display of registration numbers allows the rules to be enforced. For example, a registration that is 
issued for commercial zones only is plainly in violation if it appears on an ad for a residential area. This 
kind of enforcement is not cheap; however, especially at the beginning when the new regime must 
bring the situation under control. Vancouver is the leading Canadian example of applying this process. 
They have reported that in the first six months, 2,628 short-term listings have obtained a licence, out 
of approximately 4,600 listings. Seventeen licences have been suspended, 89 listings referred to 
prosecution, and 274 violation tickets were issued.10  One operator with 35 listings was fined $20,000.  
This kind of enforcement will require extra resources until compliance becomes the norm. 

Over time, identification of many violations can be automated. There are third-party websites that 
already sell data “scraped” from short-term rental sites. The City of Ottawa may also develop its own 
tools. In Vancouver’s case, they have the advantage of a cooperation agreement with Airbnb – a 
possibility discussed below under regulating platforms. 

The registration and advertising requirements create more enforcement tools to identify the property 
and the operator, to issue fines, to revoke and suspend licences or registrations, and to prosecute 

10 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-vancouver-city-officials-encouraged-by-airbnb-
licence-enforcement/ 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-vancouver-city-officials-encouraged-by-airbnb-licence-enforcement/
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operating without a licence or registration. However, the primary focus of enforcement is on the 
basics – ensuring that short term rentals only occur where allowed and eliminating unregistered 
operators and illegal short-term rentals.  

An effective registration system could include a system to facilitate fair and rapid identification of 
hosts whose registration should be suspended, or who should be prosecuted for operating without 
registering. Examples that received broad support in public workshops were the idea of “three strikes 
and you are out” and/or a point system (like driving demerits) where some offences lead to immediate 
suspension, while others are cumulative with points associated with their severity. Oshawa operates a 
point system for licensed rental housing in certain zones. Both ideas are compatible with each other. 
The regulatory authority may wish to have some discretion on issuing warnings but use a point system 
as a guideline to ensure consistency and provide background in the event of appeals. 

This option is more expensive in resources but is more responsive to concerns about problem houses 
that were raised by neighbours, community associations, and condominium representatives. It may 
provide an approach to sort out the good from the bad in terms of investor units.  The investor-owned 
units generated most of the complaints from neighbours – but not all investor-owned units generated 
complaints.  Use of a point-rating – or three strikes – system might make a limited approach to 
investor-owned units more acceptable by providing a means to suspend or revoke the registration of 
those that do not effectively screen and manage their tenants. The extra expense could be met 
through some combination of higher licensing or registration fees, substantial fines for violators, and a 
short-term contribution from property taxes if required to deal with hosts who do not register, or who 
do not qualify to register. 

One way to make enforcement more effective is to have the cooperation of platforms like Airbnb. Two 
relevant options to achieve this are Voluntary Platform Agreements and  
Regulating Platforms. 

Basic ways that platforms can cooperate include: 

• Having a space (data-base field) for the municipal registration number to be entered in all 
listings. 

• Providing data regularly, linking host name, host contact information, address of the rental, 
host registration number and the number of rentals (in days) that occurred. 

• Collect and remit the 4% Municipal Accommodation Tax (MAT) 

Vancouver’s Memorandum of Understanding with Airbnb is confidential but is reported to include the 
first two items (the MAT is specific to Ontario municipalities). Separately, Airbnb has an agreement 
with Ottawa to collect and remit Ottawa’s MAT, although none of the other platforms currently do.  

Airbnb’s agreement with Vancouver is not a licence. It is a data sharing and cooperation agreement. 
This level of cooperation makes it easier for hosts to comply with requirements to list their licence 
number and provides bulk data to the regulator as a significant aid to enforcement. However, the 
arrangement places the burden of enforcement and follow-up on the municipality.  
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Airbnb is the only platform to have such an agreement with Vancouver. Others, such as HomeAway or 
Booking.com, have not offered this cooperation. Airbnb states that this is an experiment and that they 
do not have such an agreement with any other North American city. They also, on a one-time basis, 
provided an initial clean-up of their listings to help comply with Vancouver’s new regulations.  Airbnb 
notes it has lost market share to other platforms as a result of their co-operation with Vancouver and 
it does not appear to be providing the host name, address and contact information any longer.  Some 
hosts that were dropped from Airbnb appear to have moved to other platforms.  This suggests Airbnb 
may be reluctant to provide all the support Ottawa would want, and that many platforms may not be 
willing to provide any assistance under a voluntary agreement. 

Similarly, only the Airbnb platform has entered into an agreement with Ottawa to collect the MAT 
from its hosts. 

Regulating Platforms is seen as a way to require higher levels of cooperation by platforms. 

Higher levels of cooperation by platforms might include: 

• Ensuring a municipal registration number is provided (field filled) by hosts when listing on the 
site. 

• Validating the municipal registration numbers against a list provided by the municipality. 
• Having a process for identifying and removing non-compliant listings. 
• Having a process for identifying and banning repeat non-compliant operators. 

The latter two points are part of Toronto’s proposed regulations. They were included as an 
amendment at Council by councillors concerned with reported shortcomings of Vancouver’s 
agreement. However, Toronto’s approach has included new zoning rules as well as a registration 
requirement for platforms. There are currently legal challenges to the new zoning rules, which have 
delayed the implementation of the entire regulatory framework, which has been put on hold by the 
municipality as the challenges make their way through the tribunal process. Beginning enforcement 
without the zoning changes to permit the short-term rental of principal residences could result in 
prosecutions against the very STRs Council had agreed to allow. It is expected that the zoning 
challenges will progress through the Local Planning Appeal Tribunal (LPAT) in the latter part of 2019.   
In contrast, Vancouver has been able to put its regulations into operation. With the delay in 
implementation, it is not clear whether Toronto will be able to force platforms to register. 

Achieving any form of registration of platforms will be challenging for Ottawa. Obstacles include: 

• Costs to platforms of making local exceptions: Platforms resist individual municipal 
arrangements because it is in their interest to standardize their operations across 
municipalities and countries around the world. Efficiencies are realized as a standardized 
Internet platform, not as a local operator with offices in every city. At the same time, all cities 
face the same short-term rental issues as Ottawa and are converging on solutions. It may be 
of strategic interest to large platforms to lead the way in defining what the standard solution 
should be. 
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• Lack of leverage: International short-term rental platforms exist largely outside Ottawa’s 
jurisdiction. Ottawa’s powers to regulate include non-resident businesses, but there may be 
no local presence to hold to account. The principal leverage that Ottawa has is regulation of 
the Ottawa hosts who list on the site. By setting terms for hosts, Ottawa could require that 
hosts only use regulated platforms, at least for internet-based listings (many short-term rental 
operators use other means of advertising and promotion as well). Enforcement efforts would 
then have to focus on hosts who use the unregistered platforms, which may tend to make it 
more difficult for new platforms to emerge. Ottawa can also make it easier for hosts who 
work with platforms that cooperate with the City’s regulations. 

• Diversified nature of platforms. Through regulation of local hosts, Ottawa has a means of 
inviting cooperation by platforms that are specialized in short-term rentals in local residences. 
For this reason, Airbnb has found it worth the effort to cooperate with Vancouver. However, 
other booking platforms are more diversified. As the market for short-term rentals has grown 
beyond traditional hotels, other traditional booking platforms have now extended their 
listings to include host residences.  

While HomeAway and Airbnb may be mentioned together as specialized platforms, Airbnb 
identifies its main competitor as Booking.com. Platforms like Booking.com and Expedia book 
multiple kinds of accommodation and travel arrangements. Obtaining cooperation from 
Booking.com will be more challenging. With every hotel web site offering short-term 
accommodation options, many hotel-based sites (Booking.com) moving into the rental of 
homes and apartments, and advertising sites like Kijiji offering some of the services platforms 
provide, the range of potential licensees is very wide, and there are many different business 
models. The City has less leverage on these forms as the short-term rentals are only part of 
their business. Airbnb also complains that when they do cooperate, as with Vancouver, they 
lose market share to platforms like Booking.com who are not cooperating. Local hosts switch 
the platform they use to the one that is not implementing regulatory restrictions. 

The option Voluntary Platform Agreements deals with this issue by seeking cooperation of platforms, 
rather than requiring it. The strategy calls for creating a positive business case for platforms like 
Airbnb and others to enter into an agreement with the City. 

One way to create a positive business case is through the administration of the Municipal 
Accommodation Tax. Filing and paying a specialized tax return is a burden for any small business, 
especially for those just seeking to earn extra income from renting units in their own homes. Airbnb’s 
current arrangement to collect the tax automatically is a valuable service to small hosts. If Ottawa’s 
enforcement of regulations included a focus on ensuring that all hosts either paid their taxes directly 
or used a platform that had a cooperation agreement with the City, then there would be an incentive 
for hosts to list with cooperating platforms. Cooperating platforms would have an advantage in 
gaining market share that may off-set the extra costs of cooperating with the City. 

For this strategy to be effective, real enforcement resources must be devoted to collecting the MAT 
from hosts who do not pay through agreed agencies. (Traditional Hotels pay the MAT via 
arrangements with the Ottawa Gatineau Hotel Association). 
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Regulating Platforms would require the full range of compliance discussed above from all registrants.  
Having all major platforms comply with enforcement would be valuable, but difficult to achieve given 
the challenges stated above. Greater success might be possible with the active support of the Ottawa 
Gatineau Hotel Association, which represents the bulk of traditional accommodation that generates 
income for Booking.com and others.  

This stronger option might be considered as a long-term possibility in an evolutionary plan. A first step 
might be voluntary agreements such as exist with Airbnb. The next step might be codifying 
cooperation in a formal agreement that allowed other platforms to join and participate in the 
collection and remittance of the MAT. The final step, if good platform participation is achieved would 
be to move to required platform regulation and require hosts to only use registered platforms (also 
simplifying collection of the MAT by reducing individual remittances). 

A final option for enforcement is Regulating Agents: The addition of agent regulation is another 
avenue for ensuring regulatory compliance. Agents with multiple properties have been a focus of 
those wishing tighter control of short-term rentals. Agents who list many properties under their name 
on short-term rentals have been cast as indicative of the corporatization of short-term rentals, 
contrasting with the image of the sharing economy where individuals rent parts of their homes. For 
their part, agents state that many of their clients are individual property owners who want help in the 
listing, screening of guests, and cleaning of rooms. 

Advantages of regulating agents include: 

• Additional support to ensure only registered hosts perform short term rentals:  A registered 
agent would be required to only serve registered properties.  The agents would inform new 
customers that they must register as a host. Those seeking to rent short-term units without 
registering would find it harder to obtain professional assistance.  

• Establish standards of professionalism for good practice and consumer protection.  

Disadvantages of registering agents include: 

• Greater regulatory expense. 

• Creating a barrier to a positive service: Agents offer a solution to neighbour concerns about 
the lack of an available contact in the event of large parties, or garbage on the street. Larger 
agent offices offer 24-hour property management and security. Some hosts lack the skills, or 
time, or are out of town (e.g. snow birds) and want help to handle some of the additional tasks 
involved in short-term rentals, such as screening potential tenants, cleaning after guests leave 
and preparing for new guests. 

Barrier to small agents: There are individuals who rent their own principal residence and have 
employed themselves further by offering to manage nearby principal residences belonging to 
others. A few of these individuals participated in the public workshops. Requiring these 
individuals to assume another layer of regulatory burden may be unproductive 



Short-Term Rental Policy Options Maclaren Municipal Consulting

40

Based on the above analysis, the table below lists the regulatory options identified. 

Table 9 - Option Evaluation – Regulations 
Policy Options Notes 

Regulating Hosts  Require registration, use of registration 
number in ads, ensure permitted 
use.  Includes investigating complaints. 

Voluntary Platform Agreements Some platforms will co-operate, assisting the 
City and hosts – others will not participate. 

Regulating Platforms Better enforcement tools, but could divert 
resources from registering hosts 

Regulating Agents Greater indirect oversight of hosts at cost of 
higher regulatory burden for city and agents. 

There are additional enforcement sub-options that apply across more than one regulatory choice. 
These include: 

• Make registered host locations public? Listing locations for registered short-term rental would 
make it easier for landlords and condominium boards to identify when tenants or 
condominium owners are violating lease conditions or condominium covenants. Registration 
numbers could also be matched against platform ads. An advantage of this approach is that it 
allows condos and apartments to assume responsibility for enforcement directly without 
burdening the city. A disadvantage is that the public release of any list is subject to error and 
potential abuse from bulk mailers and others. 

The public release of full name and contact information is not advisable, both for privacy 
reasons and because it undermines the financial viability of platforms by allowing potential 
guests to contact potential hosts directly.  

• Require letters of permission from tenants and condominium owners? This option goes a 
step further in protecting landlords and condominium boards. A variation is to allow building 
owners and condominiums to pre-register that they do not permit short-term rentals. (Some 
condominiums do permit short term rentals). Disadvantages are: 

o It places the burden of getting a letter of permission on tenants/condo unit holders. 
Although a landlord or condo board may have no objection to the activity, they have no 
incentive to provide the letter in a timely manner.  

o It forces the City to take a stand on whether the short-term rental of rooms in a 
tenant’s unit is covered by the lease. Ontario law is clear that the sub-let of a whole unit 
requires landlord consent. Less clear is whether a room can be rented out while the 
principal resident (the tenant) is present. 
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o Tenants may be exposed to excessive landlord demands or fees to obtain a letter, even 
if the tenant’s lease permits the activity. 

Choosing this option should be weighed against the option of publishing registered addresses 
and letting landlords and tenants sort out their own relationships. 

• Charge a fee per night in addition to the Municipal Accommodation Tax? The MAT is 
generally directed to destination development (tourism), usually through a local Tourism 
authority. An additional fee might be used to fund the additional enforcement costs for 
regulating short-term rentals and would be a way to keep the fixed annual registration fees 
low. A disadvantage is that the 4% MAT is already a significant tax when added to platform 
commissions and other expenses paid by hosts.  Alternatively, eligible portions of the MAT tax 
itself could be applied to enforcement costs.11

• Exempt registered bed and breakfasts from registration? Ottawa’s City Council has already 
established an exemption from the MAT for the small number of Ottawa’s traditional bed and 
breakfasts. There is a process to apply for the exemption, and a list of registrants.  

• Separate regulations for Principal Residence Hosts and Investor Hosts? If hosts are required 
to register, there are advantages to having separate registration categories that respect the 
differences between investor rentals and short-term rental of someone’s home. One 
difference is that there will likely be high turnover among principal residence operators, and a 
great deal of inexperience. In many cases, education may be a preferable first step before 
issuing a warning. In contrast, investor short-term rentals have a responsibility as businesses to 
know the law that affects them. A more stringent enforcement regime may be desirable for 
investor hosts. This may be especially true if some investor hosts are permitted to operate in 
residential zones. Fee structures may also be different.  

It may be appropriate to charge a larger annual fee to investor short-term rentals but exempt 
them from any additional fee per night beyond the MAT. This would allow a structure where 
traditional hotels are included in regulations, but they are not asked to pay an additional fee 
per night to finance the new enforcement activity required by platform-based small short-term 
rentals. In addition, public safety requirements for digital hotels without front desks may be 
addressed in the commercial registration class. 

The disadvantage of separate registration classes is the additional cost of administering two 
classes and two potential sets of enforcement guidelines.  It may be the extra complexity of 
two regimes are not required, especially if a point system, or three strikes approach is used to 
suspend or revoke registration for hosts. 

The table below evaluates these sub-options. Note that options in Table 7 are not mutually exclusive 
and may apply to more than one registration option.  

11 Regulation 435/17 of Ontario’s Municipal Act, Transient Accommodation Tax, requires that a portion of the revenues be 
transferred to a destination marketing program. There is a formula determining the transfer amount.   
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Table 10 - Option Evaluation – Registration 
Policy Options Notes 

Make registered host locations public Would help condos identify units in their 
building, but privacy implications. 

Require letters of permission from tenants and 
condominium owners 

One way to prevent unwanted STRs for 
condo boards or landlords – could also let 
condo/landlord register decision with City? 

Charge a fee per night in addition to the 
Municipal Accommodation Tax 

More resources available to support 
enforcement. 

Exempt registered bed and breakfasts from 
registering as short-term hosts 

Could use current registration list but might 
make enforcement on STRs more difficult. 

Different registration requirements for Principal 
Residence Hosts and Investor Hosts  

Would allow extra restrictions on investor 
hosts. 

5. Next Steps 
This Short-Term Rental Policy Options paper (along with the Rental Housing Policy Options paper) has 
been posted online (at ottawa.ca; search for Rental Accommodations Study) and distributed to 
stakeholders, including those who attended any of the workshops. There is also a survey online, at the 
same website, that stakeholders are invited to complete.  Stakeholders may also send their comments 
by email to rentalhousingreview@gmail.com.  Comments are invited until August 30, 2019.   

Once all comments have been received, a Final Report will be prepared, including recommendations.  
The Report will be presented to the Public Policy Development branch of the Emergency and 
Protective Services department of the City.  It is anticipated that City staff will present a report on its 
overall Rental Accommodations Study to Committee and Council in the Fall of 2019, which will be 
informed by this study. 

mailto:rentalhousingreview@gmail.com
http://ottawa.ca
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