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Abstract  
Eviction from rental housing is associated with an array of adverse consequences for people, with 
specific negative impacts on young people. Yet despite its harmful impacts, eviction is largely portrayed 
in Canadian residential tenancies law texts and processes as a routine consequence of a contractual 
breach, and eviction legal processes are managed in most Canadian jurisdictions by administrative 
tribunals that are designed to efficiently process landlord claims for possession. In short, existing laws 
and legal processes around eviction fail to reflect the realities of youth who struggle to find and retain 
adequate and affordable housing, let alone to engage in legal processes that are not designed with their 
lived experiences in mind. Our research sought to bring eviction laws and legal processes under 
scrutiny by young people with lived experience of the impacts of these laws and processes. Our central 
question was: what would it take to transform this part of the legal system to make it more responsive 
to young people’s lived realities and to advance their human right to housing? To do so, we held two 
workshops with young people in Saskatoon and Toronto in 2024. This paper discusses the ideas that 
were generated at the workshops, using Amna Akbar's framework of “reformist reforms” and “non-
reformist reforms”. Participants suggested immediate changes ("reformist reforms") aimed at reducing 
harm and stabilizing housing. But they also generated more visionary ideas that urged the rejection of 
logics that position housing as a commodity, and that accept eviction as an inevitable feature of our 
current economic and legal systems. Their ideas urged a more radical reimagining of a world where 
eviction is not seen as normal but rather where communities and systems work to ensure that everyone 
has a safe and affordable place to call home. 
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Introduction 

Eviction from rental housing is associated with an array of harms and adverse 
consequences, including homelessness, long-term housing instability, negative 
educational, health, and social outcomes, apprehension of children, and trauma (Cimini, 
2022; Chisolm et al., 2022; Gaetz et al., 2002; Groening et al., 2019; Zell & McCullough, 
2020). Eviction can impact young people in distinctively harmful ways because it can 
derail a chance at attaining long-term housing stability and can disrupt educational and 
employment prospects at a crucial time in a person’s life course. We know that young 
people who are renters in Canada experience higher rates of eviction than most other 
groups: one study found that young people under the age of thirty experience eviction 
up to twice as often as other age groups (Gaetz et al., 2002). Young people who are 
Indigenous, Black, recent immigrants, members of the gender diverse community, living 
with a disability, or who have lived experience of the child welfare system are even more 
likely to experience eviction (Gaetz et al., 2018; Nelson et al., 2023; Schwan et al., 2021; 
Youngbloom at al., 2022). It is therefore not surprising that eviction prevention has been 
identified by researchers and housing advocates alike as a key strategy in youth 
homelessness prevention (Gaetz, 2018).  

Despite its harmful impacts, eviction is largely portrayed in Canadian residential 
tenancies law texts and processes as a routine outcome of a contractual breach. 
Residential tenancies legislation and associated legal processes largely depict the 
landlord-tenant relationship as transactional, and position landlords and tenants as 
equally situated parties with commensurate and balanceable interests (Buhler & 
Barkaskas, 2023). Eviction legal processes are managed in most Canadian jurisdictions by 
administrative tribunals that are designed to efficiently process landlord claims for 
possession (Gaillié, 2023). In some jurisdictions, eviction hearings may take only several 
minutes, leaving adjudicators little time to assess evidence or relevant legal principles 
(Advocacy Centre for Tenants Ontario, 2021). Canadian residential tenancies tribunals 
release thousands of eviction orders each year. Although existing research is still thin, it 
seems clear that landlords are almost always successful in these processes (Buhler, 2021; 
Gaillié, 2023). 

The technocratic approach that characterizes eviction law and processes seems 
disconnected from the social contexts in which eviction actually happens. In reality, 
evictions unfold within Canada’s ongoing housing crisis (Tranjan, 2023). Eviction 
proceedings are characterized by serious power imbalances between landlords (who are 
increasingly large corporate or financialized entities), and tenants, who are often 
struggling with rising unaffordability, economic uncertainties, and other crises (August, 
2020; Tranjan, 2023). Existing laws and legal processes around eviction, with their 
embedded assumptions about residential tenancies relationships, fail to reflect the 
realities of young people who struggle to find adequate and affordable housing, let alone 
to engage in legal processes that are not designed with their lived experiences in mind.  

Our research project sought to bring eviction laws and legal processes under scrutiny 
by young people with lived experience of the impacts of these laws and processes. Our 
central question was: what would it take to transform this system to make it more 
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responsive to young people’s lived realities and to advance their human right to housing? 
To do so, we held two workshops with young people in Saskatoon and Toronto in 2024. 
Our workshops brought together youth with lived experience of eviction and housing 
precarity to discuss the human right to housing, eviction laws and processes, and ideas 
for change. Youth generated many ideas to improve existing legal processes around 
eviction. But what also emerged in the workshops was a profound critique of current 
logics that position eviction as a routine and acceptable byproduct of landlord profit-
making. Rather, youth shared a vision of housing laws and legal processes rooted in care, 
relationships, and human rights. Achieving this vision requires us to go well beyond 
“tweaks” to current legal frameworks and processes.   

This paper employs the framework of “reformist reforms” and “non-reformist 
reforms” to discuss the ideas generated and shared at the workshops. These concepts are 
described in the context of law reform by Amna Akbar (2023), who explains that 
“reformist reforms” are changes that assume that the existing system is “here to stay” 
and can be improved through adjustments or “tweaks”. Reformist reform is the familiar 
focus of much energy in legal and policy realms. In contrast, “non-reformist reforms” are 
changes that challenge the legitimacy of current approaches and gesture instead at a 
fundamentally different set of relations. The line between reformist and non-reformist 
reforms can be blurred and shifting. However, the framework of reformist and non-
reformist law reform helps illuminate how youth in the workshops understood that 
immediate changes aimed at reducing harm must co-exist with changes aimed at 
rejecting the status quo and building a housing system based on care, relationships, and 
human rights. 

This article is structured as follows. It first provides some background and context 
about eviction and eviction law and processes. It then discusses our project and 
methodology. The following section introduces the framework of “reformist” and “non-
reformist” approaches to law reform. The paper then turns to the ideas shared by youth 
at the Saskatoon and Toronto workshops, presenting these through the lens of reformist 
and non-reformist reforms. Youth in our workshops urged those who are tasked with 
creating law and designing legal processes around eviction to make immediate changes 
aimed at reducing harm and increasing access to justice. But participants also urged us 
to reject current logics that position housing as a commodity, and that accept eviction, 
homelessness and housing insecurity as inevitable features of our current economic and 
legal systems. Their ideas urged a bolder reimagining of a world where eviction is not 
seen as normal but rather where communities and systems work to ensure that everyone 
has a safe and affordable place to call home. Throughout, the article draws from and 
builds on several public reports that we produced as part of our research (Buhler & Dirk-
Pothier, 2024a; Buhler & Dirk-Pothier, 2024b; National Right to Housing Network, 2024). 

Eviction, Youth, and the Human Right to Housing 

Impacts and Contexts of Eviction 

A body of research documents the negative impacts of eviction on young people. First, 
researchers have shown that eviction is a significant trigger or antecedent of youth 
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homelessness. For example, one Canadian study reported that almost half of homeless 
youth had experienced at least one previous eviction (Gaetz et al., 2002). Because over 
one quarter of people experiencing homelessness in Canada are under the age of twenty-
four (Porter et al., 2022), preventing youth eviction is clearly one way that homelessness 
can be addressed in this country.  

In addition to its relationship with homelessness, eviction is associated with various 
other negative and harmful outcomes for young people. For example, researchers have 
shown that when a young person does secure new housing following eviction, this new 
housing is likely to be less stable, less safe, and less secure than their previous housing. 
One researcher refers to this phenomenon as a “downward spiral” (McDonald, 2011, p. 
122). Eviction is also associated with worse educational outcomes and poorer chances for 
future financial security for young people (Kahlmeter, 2020; Zivanovic et al., 2016). 
Eviction is also associated with various negative mental and physical health 
consequences (Hatch & Yun, 2021). The social impacts of eviction can also be profound. 
Eviction often means a young person has to move away from a familiar neighborhood. 
This sudden shift can disrupt a young person's sense of belonging and community, 
triggering feelings of isolation and exclusion. The chronic stress associated with housing 
instability can also have long-term impacts on a young person's emotional and cognitive 
development. Hatch and Yun (2021) conclude simply that the research shows that for 
young adults, eviction is “bad for your health” (see also Hoke & Boer, 2021). It seems 
clear that when young people are evicted from their homes, the impact can reverberate 
through every aspect of their lives – economic, social, psychological, and physical. 

As noted above, young people are among the demographic groups most at risk for 
eviction in Canada. But young people with intersectional identities, including youth who 
are Indigenous, racialized, newcomers, 2SLGBTQQIA+, who live with disabilities or who 
have been involved in the child welfare system face even greater rates of eviction (Gaetz 
et al., 2018; Schwan et al, 2021; Youngbloom et al., 2022). Young people tend to earn lower 
wages and have higher rates of financial insecurity than other age groups: this means 
young tenants may struggle more than other tenants to pay their rent. As housing costs 
rise and employment becomes more precarious, youth are particularly vulnerable to 
falling into rental arrears (Coffey et al., 2021; Oudshoorn & Justabro, 2020). 
Compounding this is the fact that many youth face persistent and systemic 
discrimination, including age-based discrimination, when they navigate housing 
relationships (Dej et al., 2023; Karabanow et al., 2010). McDonald (2011) noted that 
landlords may stereotype youth as “irresponsible” and therefore “deserving” of eviction 
(p. 115). Furthermore, young people are more likely to live with roommates and this can 
also lead to difficulties with rental payments and other conflicts that may give rise to 
eviction proceedings (Karabanow et al., 2010). 

Eviction is tangled up with the larger housing crisis in Canada. This crisis is 
characterized by rising rents, deepening income inequality and a phenomenon known as 
the financialization of housing, where housing is increasingly commodified and sold to 
investors as a profit-making opportunity (August, 2020). Indeed, while popular 
discourses often sympathetically portray the stories of “mom and pop” landlords, 
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researchers have shown that landlords in Canada are increasingly large corporate or 
financialized landlords (Tranjan, 2023). These landlords may engage in techniques 
designed to extract maximum profits from tenants, including monetizing amenities, 
adding fees, raising rents, and quickly removing tenants who fall into rental arrears 
(Hennessy, 2024). They may also engage in “serial eviction filing”, meaning they initiate 
eviction proceedings against tenants as a disciplinary tactic to force tenants to pay quickly 
and prioritize rental payments over all other debts, needs, and obligations (Garboden & 
Rosen, 2019).  

As will be discussed in the next section, landlords in Canada benefit from an eviction 
legal infrastructure that functions to enforce their property rights vis a vis tenants who 
are impeding profits or otherwise negatively impacting landlord interests.  As noted 
above, this system largely treats eviction as a matter of property and contract law rather 
than one that implicates fundamental human rights and interests. However, as we have 
seen, for the people who are affected by eviction, it is a serious outcome that implicates 
deeply human needs for shelter and a place to call home. This is why international human 
rights bodies have developed frameworks for legal processes that recognize the severity 
of eviction. The next section briefly considers these frameworks and considers how 
existing legal processes in Canada often fail to incorporate these principles. 

Eviction, Eviction Laws and Processes, and the Human Right to Housing 

In 2019, Canada passed the National Housing Strategy Act (“the Act”). Section 4(a) of 
the Act states that “it is declared to be the housing policy of Canada to recognize that the 
right to adequate housing is a fundamental human right affirmed in international law” 
(National Housing Strategy Act, 2019). The relevant international human rights provision 
is contained in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR), to which Canada is a signatory. According to the ICESCR, every person has 
the right to “adequate housing” (United Nations (General Assembly), art 11(1)). Because 
eviction leads to the deprivation of a person’s housing, it is always a potential violation 
of a person’s human right to housing. As set out in the Committee on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights General Comment No. 7: “Forced evictions are prima facie 
incompatible with the requirements of the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights and can be justified only in the most exceptional circumstances, and 
in accordance with relevant principles of international law” (United Nations, Committee 
on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights). These principles include an obligation on 
governments to implement eviction prevention policies, to ensure fair and accessible 
legal processes, to ensure that eviction is treated as a “last resort” and is a proportionate 
outcome in the circumstances; and to aid with rehousing following an eviction (Gaillié, 
2022).  

Yet, as Gaillié (2022) points out, Canadian provinces and territories have largely not 
incorporated these obligations into their relevant laws and policies. He writes that “[t]o 
our knowledge, there is no eviction prevention policy at either the federal or provincial 
level” (p. 6).  Furthermore, no jurisdiction has implemented policies to ensure that evicted 
people are rehoused. And while every province and territory has laws and legal processes 
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in place to govern and adjudicate evictions, in practice these processes lead to outcomes 
that favour landlords and often exclude the concerns and lived realities of tenants. Gaillié 
(2022) notes that eviction hearings are therefore “most often parodies of justice; they are 
held mainly in the absence of tenants and are completed in a few minutes by judges who 
endorse the requests of the landlords or their representatives, i.e., who ‘rubber stamp’ 
them according to their own terms” (p. 12).  

Sabbeth (2022) argues that the very design of eviction legal processes serves to 
reproduce and maintain landlord power. Eviction processes are designed to be quick and 
cheap, with relatively short timelines and relaxed service and evidentiary rules. Tribunals 
process huge volumes of cases and hearing officers have little time to hear evidence or 
consider the law. Meanwhile, many tenants struggle to even access the tribunal and may 
be intimidated by the process (Paradis, 2016). But tenants are also aware that they are 
unlikely to be successful regardless of their participation. One study found that landlords 
were successful over 90% of the time regardless of whether tenants participated in the 
hearing or not (Buhler, 2021). Sabbeth (2022) concludes that prevailing approaches to 
eviction processes “heavily favours landlords and nearly ensures they will obtain swift 
judgment of possession” (p. 399) Similarly, Matthew Desmond observes that it “comes 
down to a system that provides landlords a lot of power over low-income tenants” 
(quoted in Nance, 2016). And Bowman (2024) concludes that eviction law and processes 
serve to enforce the “money-making scheme” of commodified housing, “no matter the 
human cost” (p. 618). These observations resonate in the Canadian context.   

Methodology: Our Research and the Youth Workshops in Saskatoon and Toronto 

With the above realities in mind, our research project asked the question: what would 
a human-rights and youth-centred approach to eviction law look like? Our team was 
comprised of an academic researcher and two national housing rights organizations. We 
assembled an advisory committee which included an Indigenous Elder, youth, and 
representatives from youth-serving organizations. As noted earlier, the goal was to 
engage young people with lived experience of housing precarity and eviction to 
scrutinize the existing legal system and consider how it could be transformed to better 
respond to the lived realities of young people. We knew that young people held lived 
expertise about the system. We also knew that the goal of ending homelessness in Canada 
“cannot be achieved without the perspectives and expertise of people who have survived 
homelessness and housing insecurity” (Nelson, 2020, p.98). 

We designed and held two workshops with young people in the spring of 2024. The 
workshops took place in Saskatoon and Toronto, and brought together a total of forty-
one young people (27 in Saskatoon and 14 in Toronto) to discuss eviction law, eviction 
processes, and ideas for change. We received research ethics approval from the 
University of Saskatchewan Research Ethics Board, and worked with youth-serving 
organizations in the two cities to identify and recruit young people who were interested 
in participating. In Canada, agencies and organizations use differing definitions of 
“youth”.  For example, Statistics Canada defined “youth” as those between the ages of 15 
and 30 (Garriguet, 2021). In another report, the federal government used the age range of 
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13-26 (Government of Canada, 2021). Meanwhile, the Canadian Observatory on 
Homelessness (2019) defined youth as those between the ages of 13 and 24. As a result, 
we decided not to adopt a strict age criteria for participation in our workshops. Instead, 
we invited young people who self-identified as “youth” to participate. In terms of 
demographics of participants, the average age of participants was 23. Fifty-four percent 
of participants identified as female, 44 percent identified as male, and 2% identified as 
transgender male. 20% identified as 2SLGBTQQIA+, 54% identified as Indigenous, and 
27 % identified as having a disability. Several were themselves parents of young children. 
In other words, our participants embodied many intersectional identities and lived 
experiences: all had direct experience of being renters, precarious housing, homelessness, 
and/ or eviction.  

Following the advice of our advisory committee, we worked to design the workshops 
as hospitable spaces where participants would consider eviction law and processes from 
various angles and provide insights about how systems and approaches might be 
improved or transformed. We wanted the four-hour workshops to feel welcoming and 
to create opportunities for reciprocity and relationship-building. A hot meal (the menus 
selected with input by youth) was provided, and each participant received a small gift 
bag and cash honourarium to thank them for their contributions. We also created and 
shared legal information materials about housing rights for participants. We opened the 
workshops with a brief presentation about the existing system and tenant rights. 
Modeling our approach on a World Café format, we then invited participants to move 
through five discussion tables hosted by facilitators and notetakers: facilitators and 
notetakers were law students and staff members of partner organizations. Each table 
focussed on a specific theme related to eviction law and processes. Table 1 focussed on 
questions relating to landlord and tenant relationships and roles. Table 2 focussed on 
eviction hearings and eviction decisionmakers. Table 3 considered questions relating to 
eviction legislation, forms, and policies. Table 4 pushed participants to think about the 
human right to housing and to imagine what a world without eviction might look like, 
and what would be required to implement this vision. Table 5 was our “art table”. This 
table invited participants to create images on canvasses to summarize their ideas about 
eviction and the human right to housing. At the end of each workshop, we had a closing 
reflective circle where participants shared their reflections on the discussions and where 
we synthesized and documented key ideas as a larger group.  

Our methodology can be described as a form of “legal participatory action research 
(PAR)” (Houh & Kalson, 2014). Participatory action research is typically oriented towards 
social change, and directly involves members of affected communities (van de Sande & 
Schwartz, 2011). It seeks to engage community members as co-researchers rather than as 
a subject of research (Conrad & Kendal, 2009). In participatory action research, 
researchers are not “separate, neutral academics theorizing about others, but 
coresearchers or collaborators with people working towards social equality” (Gatenby & 
Humphries, 2000, p. 90). A central organizing premise in participatory action research is 
that it is important to disrupt traditional knowledge-production practices as being 
objective, neutral, and apolitical (Brydon-Miller et al., 2013) and to centre the knowledge 
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and expertise of affected communities. At its core, participatory action research is 
concerned with action and social change. 

Houh and Kalsen (2014) identify a subset of PAR that they call “legal PAR”. Legal 
PAR, they argue, works to investigate how law can be used to “generate community 
empowerment and transformation” (p. 342). They describe legal PAR as a method that 
enables community stakeholders to use law and legal frameworks to “more carefully 
examine their situations and more systematically generate their own action agendas” (p. 
342). Houh and Kalsen (2014) describe their legal PAR approach to debt collection law 
and practice; other researchers have used legal PAR methodologies in criminal justice 
law reform and labour law reform contexts (Devuono-Powell et al., 2018; Marshall & 
Moolshand, 2018).  

Drawing on these concepts and methodologies, we sought to share information about 
existing legal frameworks with participants and to then place these laws and legal 
processes under their scrutiny. As noted above, workshop participants were invited to 
take the role of experts about how the law and legal system operates in practice and to 
discuss how the system could be improved or even transformed to make it more 
responsive to the housing realities of young people. We knew that, as Lopez (2025) 
explains, “the law is informed by scripts about the way the world works that often do not 
reflect the lived experiences of those who encounter law’s bluntest consequences” and 
that “experiential expertise can expose and disrupt the dominant discourse that often 
undergirds that law” (p. 111). We wanted to help bring the insights and expertise of 
young people to bear in the context of youth eviction and the housing crisis.  

As noted above, the young people in our workshops participated in discussions at 
five different tables focussing on different aspects of housing and eviction law, practice, 
and relationships. Each table discussion was facilitated by a law student or partner 
organization staff member, and each table also had a law student or staff member 
notetaker. Notetakers attempted to capture the main points of discussion including direct 
quotes from participants. Notes from the tables and from the closing circle were collated 
and organized into what Braun and Clarke (2022) might describe as “topic summaries”, 
wherein we attempted to report “everything that was said” about the questions (p. 230). 
Several participants from the workshops reviewed and provided feedback on these 
summaries. We subsequently reported these summaries in our Workshops Report 
(Buhler & Dirk-Pothier, 2024b), and also synthesized the ideas in a submission to the 
Federal Housing Advocate (National Right to Housing Network, 2024). The advocacy 
connected to this project is continuing and involves several youth participants who 
indicated an interest in staying involved in this work.  

“Reformist” and “Non-Reformist” Reforms and Eviction  

Drawing on the work of Akbar (2023), Bowman (2024), Spade (2020), Gilmore (2007). 
and others, this paper uses the frames of “reformist reform” and “non-reformist reform” 
to discuss the ideas that were generated at the workshops. For lawyers and legal scholars, 
the language of “reform” is the dominant and familiar terrain of research, debate and 
advocacy. As Akbar (2023) writes, in most legal discourses, the “circuitry of conversation 
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moves from diagnosing a problem to suggesting a reform” (p. 2502). Reformist reformism 
theorizes that with certain changes and tweaks the existing system can be made to work 
more fairly. In so doing, it assumes and broadly accepts the legitimacy of existing 
structures. In other words, reformist reformism posits that the “problem is not structural 
or symptomatic but stray” (Akbar, 2023, p. 2519). This approach therefore sends the 
message that only adjustments to existing systems are necessary, and underlying systems 
and structures are “here to stay” (Akbar, 2023, p. 2519). Echoing this observation, Spade 
(2020) writes that reforms “often merely tinker with existing harmful conditions, failing 
to reach the root causes” (p. 132). Reformism can end up “shielding the status quo and 
its protectorate”, which of course typically includes lawyers (Akbar, 2023, p. 2519). It can 
also end up expanding the legitimacy and reach of systems that perpetuate harm. 

In response to these inherent limits of reformism, scholars have introduced the frame 
of “non-reformist reform”. For example, Gilmore (2007) asks: “What are the possibilities 
of non-reformist reform – of changes that, at the end of the day, unravel rather than widen 
the net of social control?” (p. 242). As Akbar (2023) points out, the term “non-reformist 
reform” poses a challenge and a riddle in its very syntax, causing us to ask: “is it possible 
for “reforms” to change the essential character of a system rather than to improve it?” (p. 
2516). The term, she argues, requires us to take seriously the “dual nature of reform, as 
inherently conciliatory to an unequal order and an essential ground for popular struggle” 
(p. 2517). With roots in abolitionist thought and practices, non-reformist reform aims to 
“undermine the political, economic and social system or set of relations as it gestures at 
a fundamentally distinct system or set of relations in relation or toward a particular 
ideological and material project of world-building” (p. 2527). Non-reformist reforms 
carry with them a critique of the status quo and a vision for a different world, one that is 
deeply responsive to human needs, and that builds rather than erodes the conditions for 
human life. Non-reformist reforms attempt to change broader social conditions through 
community-based strategies. This means, says Bowman (2024), “investing in jobs, 
education, health care, food security, and housing” (p. 598). 

A key feature of non-reformist reforms is an understanding that law reform is at the 
most only one aspect of a strategy or movement for change. Non-reformist reforms 
“gesture beyond” what the law currently allows: “the non-reformist reform puts pressure 
on prevailing legal arrangements and the power relations they overlay” (Akbar, 2023, p. 
2562). Akbar (2023) explains that non-reformist reforms therefore force hard questions 
about the role of law in social change, and require us to try to understand all of the places 
where law can “be made and remade” (p. 2563). Akbar therefore cautions against 
“fetishizing” law, or positioning law as the answer to social problems.  

Akbar points out that the line between reformist and non-reformist reforms can be 
blurry and can shift over time: an idea may look reformist from one angle and non-
reformist from another. Furthermore, the same idea can be advocated for in reformist and 
non-reformist ways. However, the heuristic of non-reformist reforms itself allows for the 
evaluation of ideas and proposals for change. Stahly-Butts & Akbar (2022) set out a series 
of questions that can be asked about any proposed strategy for “radical reforms”: (1) does 
the proposed reform shrink the harmful system? (2) does the reform contradict prevailing 
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arrangement and gesture at new possibilities? (3) does the reform shift power into the 
hand of those directly impacted; (4) does the reform acknowledge past harms? And (5) 
does the reform improve the material conditions of directly impacted people? In a similar 
vein, Spade (2020) writes that proponents can ask: does this proposal or idea move 
towards the goal of eliminating the harmful system? 

American legal scholar Larisa Bowman (2024) has considered these frameworks in the 
context of eviction. Arguing that eviction is a core civil legal mechanism by which unjust 
racial and capitalist power relations are maintained, Bowman (2024) turns to abolitionist 
thought and non-reformist reform to argue in favour of “eviction abolition”. Non-
reformist reform, she states, “must take as its premise that housing is too essential to be 
commodified” and “property and profit must be decoupled” (p. 599). Bowman examines 
certain eviction reforms through the lens of reformist and non-reformist reforms, arguing 
that some demands of housing justice movements are more likely than others to 
transform the existing system. For example, she assesses the familiar proposal about 
access to counsel for tenants in eviction proceedings, arguing that this proposal is 
ultimately a reformist reform because legal representation “does not end the eviction 
crisis” (p. 613). This is because lawyers often counsel their clients to “acquiesce” to 
landlord demands, and also because “lawyers aren’t rent”: what tenants need is the 
ability to pay their rent and remain housed (Brodie & Bowman, 2023). In contrast, 
Bowman urges non-reformist reforms that seek to build a housing system based on 
human rights and human needs. She proposes that rent control, social housing, and 
financial support for tenants could “move us closer to the eviction-abolition horizon” (p. 
616). What is ultimately required, Bowman argues, are reforms that aim to dismantle 
taken-for-granted rights of wealthy landlords to profit at the expenses of vulnerable 
tenants; it also requires “looking upstream to address the conditions that lead to eviction” 
(p.618). 

Making the Existing System Better while Imagining a Different World: The Youth 
Workshops 

Our workshops with youth were spaces of rich discussions about the current housing 
system, eviction, and the role and limits of law. Participants seemed clear that immediate 
small and large changes to existing systems and processes could make the lives of some 
young people better: many of these ideas could be said to fall into the category of 
reformist reforms. But youth also shared non-reformist reform ideas that were grounded 
in a rejection of current housing system logics, that insisted that housing is a human right, 
and that gestured at a different world structured by a different set of relations. The 
consensus was that immediate changes aimed at reducing the frequency and harms of 
eviction are needed, but also that these changes are not enough and we need to push for 
a world where eviction and the threat of eviction are rare or nonexistent. The table 
discussions at the workshops illuminated aspects of how participants thought such a 
world could look and feel. This section first discusses the ideas and proposal for reformist 
reform that emerged at the workshops; it then turns to discuss the ways that non-
reformist reform ideas took shape around the workshop tables. 
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Reformist Reforms to Make the System Better 

Workshop participants were clear that changes to existing systems aimed at reducing 
harms associated with housing precarity and eviction should be implemented as soon as 
possible. These ideas covered many aspects of the legal process around eviction, the 
regulation of residential tenancies relationships, and the rights of tenants within the 
housing system. Many of these ideas took the shape of reformist reforms: they urged 
modifications to the current system in order to immediately reduce harm. 

Regulation of Landlords. First, participants emphasized the importance of changes 
to the legal regulation of landlords. Specifically, participants urged that landlords should 
be required to obtain training or qualifications before being permitted to operate. As one 
group concluded, not just anyone should be allowed to be a landlord. This approach of 
increasing landlord regulation, they thought, should include training in existing legal 
obligations of landlords and existing tenant rights; they also believed this type of 
education should include education for landlords in anti-racism and anti-discrimination 
as well as education about social assistance and other programs that benefit tenants. 
These ideas emerged as part of discussions by participants about their experiences with 
landlords who violated the law: for example, by conducting illegal walk-ins of tenant 
homes or by failing to adequately maintain housing. 

Legal Rights Education for Young People. Participants noted that young people are 
often unaware of the legal dimensions of rental relationships do not understand their 
rights and responsibilities. They were also clear that young people want to know about 
these legal rights and responsibilities as tenants. They believed it would be beneficial for 
community agencies and public educational institutions like secondary schools to 
provide education to young people about these issues. Participants also believed that 
tenant rights educational campaigns should be designed to reach youth where they are 
at – through social media and transit billboards and ads, for example. Participants 
believed that landlords should be required to assist in this education process: one group 
suggested that landlords should be required to provide tenants with a manual on tenants’ 
rights upon a person moving into a rental home.  

Improving the Accessibility of Legal Processes. Table discussions also highlighted 
issues to do with the ability of youth to access the existing legal process when facing 
eviction. Many participants said that young people are intimidated and overwhelmed by 
the process and are unclear about how to navigate it. They also talked about the 
complexity of relevant legal notices, forms and documents and advocated for clearer 
communication and the simplification of forms and procedures. Participants also 
emphasized that young tenants facing eviction need legal and other types of support 
when navigating eviction proceedings. Participants advocated for the introduction of 
youth housing advocates who would support young people with eviction hearings and 
additional wraparound support. Participants’ ideas are supported by empirical research 
which has suggested that legal or paralegal assistance for tenants can improve individual 
tenant outcomes (Engler, 2016; Holl et al., 2016; Paradis, 2016; Peterson, 2020). Russell 
Engler (2016) has written that “we must accept as a starting point that, particularly where 
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basic human needs are at stake, vulnerable litigants on the wrong end of power 
imbalances need full representation by a skilled representative” (p. 86). 

Participants also discussed other ideas for changes to the system aimed at making it 
less traumatic and more humane. For example, youth advocated for more warnings and 
second chances when it came to housing problems. They wanted the eviction process to 
be slowed down in order to ensure that tenants have time to plan for alternate housing 
options in case they have to move out. This emphasis on slowing down the process is 
echoed by eviction scholars such as Sabbeth (2018), who has written that for a tenant, 
“slowing down the process has particular value. It can provide time to scrape together 
money to pay the rent, to accumulate evidence in her defence, or to locate alternative 
housing if ultimately she is forced out of her home” (p. 295).  

Youth also wanted more mediation and diversion options at eviction processes, more 
flexible scheduling of hearings, and more support and access to hearings (including 
assistance with access to relevant technology for hearings that were held by phone or 
online). Noting that youth may struggle to access hearings, youth also wanted the ability 
to have second chances including the ability to more easily reschedule missed hearings.  

The above ideas may be broadly characterized as reformist reforms. They largely 
focus on the system as it is currently configured, stressing the need for this system to 
become more accessible, more legible and less unkind to tenants. However, these ideas 
do not necessarily change the underlying logics that accept eviction as a normal and 
expected feature of the housing system. This point resonates with the insights of critical 
access-to-justice scholars such as Macdonald (2010), who wrote that “greater access to 
institutions that are the source of one’s oppression is hardly a desirable outcome” (p. 516). 
Workshop participants demonstrated a strong understanding of this dynamic. They 
discussed the need for fundamental changes to current structures and power relations, 
and shared ideas for what a different system could look like. The next section considers 
these ideas. 

Non-Reformist Reforms and Imagining a World Without Eviction 

As Bowman (2024) argues, eviction and the legal apparatus that supports it primarily 
serves the profit-making interests of private landlords. To transform this system, she 
says, the social function of housing “must become the needle on the compass, even if the 
regime of property law, historically and in the present day, points in a different 
direction.” (p. 619). The human right to housing demands this repositioning of the 
compass needle, and the participants in our workshops described how this repositioning 
could happen. Youth insisted on the fundamental human need for housing, and 
emphasized that housing relationships should be grounded in care. Disputing the 
prevailing “commonsense” within dominant legal discourses that normalize evictions, 
youth questioned why landlord property rights are so easily valued over the human need 
for a place to live and why the harms of eviction seem so opaque to law makers and 
decisionmakers. 

Centring Care and Relationships. First, participants discussed the central role that 
human compassion and care should play in all aspects of housing laws, systems and 
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relationships. Noting that housing is essential for young people to experience autonomy, 
independence, responsibility, safety, privacy, and stability, workshop participants 
emphasized that these functions of housing should be central considerations for 
legislators who create housing laws. That is, they emphasized that legislation and legal 
processes need to be designed to take account of the vulnerability of many tenants and 
the harms of housing loss. They also urged that the unique needs of certain vulnerable 
groups should be given special consideration in relevant legislation and policy: one 
example cited was the needs of young parents who may be at risk of losing custody of 
children if they lose their housing.  

In terms of the role of tribunals and decisionmakers tasked with adjudicating eviction 
applications, participants said that when tenants are struggling or when landlords and 
tenants are in conflict, decisionmakers should prioritize empathy and consideration of 
the life struggles of tenants including break-ups, illness, grief, mental health or other 
struggles. Participants said that decisionmakers should learn both about the particular 
circumstances of the tenant, but also about the tenant’s community, including the impacts 
that eviction would have on both the individual and the broader community. Youth 
wanted hearing officers who would truly treat eviction as a last resort. This requires 
decisionmakers to be trauma-informed and deeply skilled at understanding power 
imbalances and tenant perspectives. One group suggested that it might be beneficial to 
have a group of decisionmakers on each case to ensure a variety of perspectives; another 
thought that the identities of hearing officers should be reflective of tenant identities. In 
short, youth wanted hearing officers to be people who care about keeping people in their 
homes. 

It follows that youth wanted tribunals to be redesigned to focus on housing 
preservation and eviction prevention, and to prioritize conflict resolution and 
relationship- building between housing providers and tenants. They suggested that 
tribunals could include social workers and counsellors and connections to services to help 
support tenants and create plans to maintain their housing.  In short, youth started 
imagining a conflict resolution system that was responsive to vulnerable communities, 
that prioritized the retention of housing, and that truly listened to young people who 
were struggling. They wanted a system that felt welcoming and responsive rather than 
remote and punitive, and that is “understanding, supportive, respectful, and 
compassionate” (Buhler & Dirk-Pothier, 2024, p. 20). Aspects of these ideas have been 
proposed elsewhere. For example, Pantin Parrish (2022) has written about the value of 
diversion and mediation processes in eviction matters. And Jacobs (2024) has advocated 
for “socially equitable” design in administrative law, writing that “instead of a formal 
equality approach to institutional design – one where processes and procedures are the 
same for everyone – it will be more helpful to endeavour to understand litigants’ differing 
needs and support them meaningfully”(p. 170). 

Decommodifying Housing. Central to these ideas for non-reformist reforms was an 
insistence by participants on the importance of the decommodification of the housing 
system. Participants discussed their experiences of current system as often feeling 
“predatory” in nature, and the power imbalance between large corporate landlords and 
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young tenants as “overwhelming”. There was broad agreement that everyone deserves a 
home and that housing should be treated as “community oriented, not a business” 
(Buhler & Dirk-Pothier, p. 21). Throughout the workshops we heard that the legal system 
needs to “become more focused on community, human rights, and how housing affects 
people’s livelihoods, and not on money, greed, or profit” (Buhler & Dirk-Pothier, p. 21). 
Youth believed that governments need to do much more to regulate the profit-generating 
aspect of housing and the corporatization and financialization of housing in particular. 
They wanted strong rent control and policies to ensure that all tenants have the resources 
to afford their housing. They also talked about the need for tenant organizing and “tenant 
unions” to counterbalance landlord power. One group concluded that a reality where 
some people are homeless while others own multiple homes is profoundly problematic 
and should not continue to be tolerated. In contrast, participants wanted relationships 
with landlords that felt uncommodified and based on compassion, trust, reciprocity, and 
a commitment to problem solving.  

The Importance of Home. To end this section, we turn to an image that was created 
by a participant at the “art table” during the Toronto workshop. As described above, 
youth at the workshops were asked to express their ideas about the human right to 
housing, eviction, and housing law through art. Participants added images to large 
canvasses while they discussed their ideas. On one canvas, a participant painted an image 
of a door with a “growth chart” etched into it (see Figure 1, top left corner), with the 
description: “Stability/ Safety”. Growth charts, which often involve markings made onto 
a wall or door frame, are often used by parents or caregivers to document the growth of 
children over time. The young person who had created this image explained that they 
had never lived in a place long enough to have ever had their own growth marked in this 
way. This person longed for the kind of security of tenure that would permit them to 
measure the growth of their own children in the future. This kind of vision for a safe, 
secure and affordable housing was echoed across the discussions at the workshops. It 
was clear that participants believed that existing laws and legal processes do not move 
us closer to this vision. While tweaks and adjustments - reformist reforms – are necessary 
to reduce harm for some tenants, youth wanted to see non-reformist reforms to build a 
legal system that centres the security, wellbeing and human right to housing of young 
people. 

Figure. 1  

Canvas Created by Toronto Workshop Participants 
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Conclusions 

Medina Camiscoli and McRae (2024) assert that “our legal systems need the boldness, 
creativity, and inclusiveness of youth and youth movements” (p. 15-16). Taking up this 
idea, our workshops in Saskatoon and Toronto attempted to bring the boldness and 
creativity of youth to a consideration of the eviction legal system. As this paper has 
argued, eviction is an urgent issue that poses particular risks to those youth who are 
already among the most marginalized in Canadian society. This paper has described the 
ideas about eviction and eviction law that emerged at our youth workshops through the 
lens of reformist and non-reformist reforms. Participants believed that given the harms 
of existing approaches, immediate changes aimed at reducing harm and attempting to 
reduce or even slow individual evictions was necessary. The paper described some of 
these ideas for reformist reforms shared by participants. But workshop participants also 
generated ideas for non-reformist reforms that challenged existing structures and 
institutions and gestured instead to a transformed housing system that values human life 
over private profit.  Many of these ideas trace back to the international human rights 
framework outlined earlier in the paper, which requires legal and state responses to 
prevent evictions and support housing. Participants urged a bold reimagining of 
Canadian residential tenancies tribunals from places that predominantly serve as 
facilitators of landlord eviction applications to sites of problem-solving, relationship-
building and eviction prevention. They imagined a system that supports tenants and 
seeks to eliminate evictions. Participants challenged legislators, policymakers, and 
advocates to include youth in design and transformation of systems based in human 
rights and a commitment to ensuring that young people have a place to call home.  
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