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The Leading Urban Change (LUC) program is a hands-on
professional development experience for mid- to senior-level
professionals advancing workplace initiatives. Participants use the
program to move a current or previous initiative forward through
structured activities and applied learning – working through
barriers, engaging stakeholders, and designing actionable strategies
tailored to their leadership goals and local context.

LUC is a project accelerator whereby participants explore strategies
and mechanisms to overcome barriers and identify growth
opportunities. The program offers engagement with industry
practitioners, faculty experts, and peers from across sectors,
opportunities to expand professional networks, and one-on-one
coaching.

Some key benefits include:
Practical tools to advance a current workplace initiative
Strategies for cross-sector collaboration and partnership-
building
Frameworks for systems-level thinking across sectors
Insights into financing, governance, innovation, and policy
Opportunities to apply data storytelling and equity-centred
approaches
Access to peer feedback, coaching, and expert instruction
Option to collaborate in a case study write-up of your initiative,
for publication on the School of Cities website
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This profile looks at Warwick Realty Group, a real estate
brokerage founded in 2019 that specializes in commercial
and healthcare developments in the Greater Toronto Area
(GTA). Warwick is currently evaluating office properties
across Ontario for potential conversion into housing. Since
many of Warwick’s small developer clients struggle to build
within the GTA due to timing and financial constraints,
Warwick is interested in second-tier markets with lower
development and labour costs. The GTA’s housing
unaffordability remains a pressing issue for many. It impacts
why both Warwick and an increasing number of GTA
households are looking to other parts of Ontario, pushing
net in-province migration to record highs.  3
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Introduction

Context

3

Today in Canada, many office buildings are vacant and
underutilized, with a national vacancy rate of 18.7%, that is
nearly double the pre-pandemic rate.  Their land, however, is
in high demand as Canadian cities seek to build more
housing. The high vacancy’s primary cause was the COVID-
19 pandemic, when many workplaces instituted work from
home arrangements, adapting to quarantine regulations and
the risks of infection for in-person employees. Work from
home rates went from 7.2% of all employees in Canada
before the pandemic, peaked at over 40% in April 2020, and
then fell to around 20% throughout 2023.  Many office
spaces have been downsized since, with tenants often
shifting to smaller or newer buildings instead of renewing
their leases. 
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Office-to-residential conversions modify office buildings to
create housing units with reduced construction costs and
timelines. However, such conversions require working
through local government land use policies and approvals
processes. For example, offices may not be in areas zoned for
residential use, and their structures may be incompatible
with residential requirements such as height and parking.
Their feasibility depends on whether the existing structures
designed for commercial use are easily adaptable for 
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 Statistics Canada. Working from home, 3.2
 Moffatt, “Families on the Move.”3

 CUI, Case for Conversions.4
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recoup with higher‑end condominiums or market‑rate
rentals for younger professionals and students. Downtown
living for higher rents can also be attractive to professionals
and students who seek well‑located units near jobs, transit,
or post‑secondary institutions.  8

“Return-to-office policy has taken on different forms, as even
legacy buildings in the downtown core have fallen by the
wayside. There are newer office buildings with more efficient
footprints and energy needs taking their place. So, we have a lot
of older office spaces that people aren’t coming back to.”9

Office-to-residential conversions are more likely to succeed
when a market has an abundance of offices and a shortage of
homes. Office vacancy rates vary across Canada and are
highest for Class B/C offices  An analysis of conversions in
the United States found that converted offices are typically
built in the 1940s, have a majority of their units vacant, and
have smaller floorplates – making up only 1.1% of American
office space.  
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 CUI, Charting the Path to Office Conversions.5

 HUD, “Office to Residential Conversions.”6

 Ibid.7

 Toboggan Flats expert in discussion with the author, November 2025.8

 Warwick Realty Group expert in discussion with the author, June 2025.9

 Office buildings are loosely classified by their market segment. Trophy and Class
A offices tend to be newer, have more amenities and tenant services, and are in
highly desired locations compared to Class B/C offices. Class B/C offices have more
difficulty keeping current tenants and finding new ones (BOMA Canada, 2023).
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 Tong and Schoenmaker, “Rise and Fall of Office Conversions.”11

residential use: (1) an office’s large floor plates, window
placement, and internal walls may make housing units
difficult to lay out, (2) developers may need to replace
elevators, plumbing, heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning, and electrical systems for new residential
needs, particularly in older offices,  and (3) the designs of
new units have to match up with housing needs and
preferences. Current landowners weigh expected returns
from continuing to operate as an office and expected returns
after conversion or demolition.  Since offices are rarely
entirely vacant, landowners also must wait or buy out
remaining tenant leases to start construction.  Ultimately,
local economic conditions shape whether office-to-
residential conversions can compete with other land uses or
with the costs of demolition and full redevelopment for
housing. 
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Housing affordability and development feasibility remain in
tension in office-to-residential conversions. While
conversions can offer significant cost and emissions savings
by reusing buildings, they rarely produce homes that are
affordable without additional policy support. Conversion
barriers such as retrofit expenses and compliance with
residential codes increase costs, which developers often 
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Conversion activity in many cities is hampered by a lack of
reliable data, uncertainty in commercial real estate markets,
and multiple policy priorities – such as housing affordability,
downtown economic activity and employment, lost tax
revenue, creating mixed-use neighbourhoods – that lack a
coherent policy response.  Most commercial vacancy data
come from proprietary sources covering major cities. Data on
smaller cities is either unavailable or collected infrequently
by survey. Even with the above constraints, an analysis of 11
major cities in Canada estimated that office-residential
conversions could generate 18,000 to 22,000 new housing
units.  
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tradespeople or build new relationships within the new local
labour market.14 

To evaluate smaller Ontario markets where conversions may
be viable, Warwick used a Multiple Listing Service to find
recent office sales. Their search focused on offices similar to
what their GTA-based smaller developer clients typically
work with: no more than six storeys, at least 4,000 square
feet of usable space, and valuations below $10 million. The
main consideration was whether a given offices’ structure
seemed ideal for residential conversion. Warwick also
gathered Toronto listings which met the criteria as a
benchmark. Warwick’s intent was to understand whether
offices similar to their ideal conversion targets had recently
been on the market, and the characteristics of those sales. 

The office listings that best fit Warwick’s criteria were from
Hamilton and Cornwall. The Hamilton and Cornwall offices
were all sold from $1 million to $2.6 million, drastically
lower than Toronto listings which ranged from $3.5 million
to $10 million. Most were listed less than four months before
being sold, indicating a relatively active market. Warwick
notes that listing mandates for similar office properties tend
to expire in 90-120 days, but that listing times will be reset if
properties are relisted with other brokers. They were
clustered in two sizes, with about half having 4,000 to 5,000
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 Eckholm et al., “Understanding Office‑to‑Residential Conversion.”12

 CUI, Case for Conversions, 64.13  Warwick Realty Group expert in discussion with the author, June 2025.14

Approach

Warwick’s plan is to provide lofts for students and
professionals, making use of downtown locations and large
floorplans. As a brokerage, Warwick provides its developer
clients with advisory services and also buys properties for
development. Their clients are often entering the industry
but finding fewer opportunities within the GTA due to high
costs of labour, land, and increased development time. While
labour is not necessarily cheaper outside of the GTA,
Toronto developers expanding into other markets either
have to bring and temporarily house their trusted 



and new mixed-use development of commercial properties
with apartments on upper floors.  17

Warwick initially saw potential for conversions in other
markets such as Sarnia, London, St. Catherine’s, Kingston,
and Kitchener-Waterloo but couldn’t identify many listings
matching their criteria for low-rise office conversions. They
may remain viable markets for developers interested in
larger conversion projects. Kingston, for example, has
Queens University and nearby military bases, driving the
need for student and professional housing. London and
Kitchener-Waterloo have growing economies, as they absorb
businesses and people migrating from the GTA. 

The City of Hamilton conducts an annual Downtown Office
Vacancy Survey that found a high and increasing office
vacancy rate of 18.2%.  Large office lease expirations in
2026 are expected to increase the rate further, prompting the
creation of the Downtown Hamilton Office Conversion Grant
(DHOCG) program. The DHOCG provides grant funding per
eligible residential unit added in a conversion and to support
feasibility studies. Approval lies with the Planning and
Economic Development Department for grants under
$200,000 and with the City Council for larger amounts.

18
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6

square feet and the rest having above 13,000 square feet,
allowing for potential conversion to small and medium-sized
apartments. Hamilton and Cornwall have low residential
vacancy rates of 2.4% and 2.8% respectively.  Cornwall’s
office vacancy rate isn’t public, though it’s possible that
significant office vacancies identified by the city late in 2021
are still an issue.  While Cornwall’s approach to adaptive
reuse focuses on rehabilitating industrial brownfields and
small commercial properties, its Community Improvement
Plan encourages both commercial to residential conversion 
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 CMHC, “Rental Market Survey.”15

 City of Cornwall, Planning, Development and Recreation.16

 City of Cornwall, Community Improvement Plan.17

 City of Hamilton, Office and Storefront Commercial Sector, 2.18

 City of Hamilton, Office Conversion Grant Program. 19

Figure 1: Downtown office vacancy rates in Ontario cities



The City of Hamilton also identified many commercial non-
office vacancies due to brick-and-mortar businesses
struggling to compete with e-commerce, which could be
converted if their properties were large enough to add
residential units. Warwick’s future work will require deeper
study into the architectural feasibility of different properties
and the unique policy opportunities presented across
Ontario’s municipalities. 

A 2023 analysis estimated that office to residential
conversions could generate 18,000 to 22,000 new housing
units across 11 major Canadian cities.  Calgary and New
York City (NYC) offer examples of how to implement these at
scale. 
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In 2021, Calgary’s downtown offices faced the second
highest vacancy rate in Canada and lost over 60% of their
value from 2015 to 2021, significantly impacting municipal
finances.  Calgary has since deployed conversions as one
tool among many to revitalize its downtown. The Downtown
Calgary Development Incentive provides up to $75 per
square foot for office-to-residential conversions within the
downtown core. The incentive provides smaller rates for
ground-floor active uses, such as commercial retail and 
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daycares.  As of 2025, Calgary has approved 19 conversions
which will generate over 2,600 new residential units once
completed.  To make use of offices unfit for residential
market housing, additional incentives support conversion to
non-market housing and post-secondary uses, or
demolition.  Calgary’s major public realm investments may
also support its conversions. Research indicates that
amenities improve building values and residential demand,
and thus the financial viability of residential conversion.
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NYC facilitated two waves of conversions following a
recession in the early 1990s and COVID-19. In the 1990s, the
end of a speculative office-building boom, job losses in the
growing financial sector, and technological changes shaping
the use of office space led to plummeting office values and
tax revenue.  NYC created the “421-g” tax incentive for
converted commercial buildings, exempting them from
“increases in assessed value resulting from the conversions
for 8 years” and applying a 14-year property tax abatement.
New zoning reforms allowed smaller interior units by
halving the average minimum unit size to 900 square feet

26
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Impact and scalability 

 CUI, Case for Conversions, 64.20

 City of Calgary, Downtown Strategy, 1.21

 City of Calgary, Development Incentive Program.22

 City of Calgary, Downtown Office Conversions, 1-2.23

 City of Calgary, Greater Downtown Plan.24

 Eckholm et al., “Understanding Office‑to‑Residential Conversion.”25

 Campion and Zhang, Office‑to‑Residential Conversions.26

 Ibid, 7. 27
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and as-of-right conversions.  While the conversions had no
affordability requirements, converted units were rent-
stabilized until their incentives ended.  Federally subsidized
financing and the 421-g incentive drove more conversions
following the 9/11 attacks.  The 421-g incentive created 98
conversion projects and 12,865 new residential units,
accounting for over 40% of new residential units in Lower
Manhattan from 1990 to 2020.  
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A new wave of NYC’s conversions followed the pandemic and
is continuing with the introduction of a new “467-m” tax
incentive for affordable housing in 2024.  The 467-m
incentive provides property tax exemptions for 25 to 35
years following construction citywide, with deeper
exemptions in the Manhattan Prime Development Area.  At
least a quarter of converted units must be rented to
households making below 80% of area median income (AMI)
and rent-stabilized in perpetuity, with 5% made deeply
affordable at 40% of AMI.  The first post-pandemic wave
could create up to 17,400 new residential units, with an
additional 14,500 units from the new incentive program.  
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These examples show how policy changes can encourage
office-to-residential conversions. Zoning reforms can
remove parking minimums, create mixed-use zones, approve
projects as-of-right, and give developers more design
flexibility.  Conversion projects can benefit from local and
provincial housing subsidies and tax incentives, although
they may be insufficient to make conversions feasible for
private developers in the absence of strong housing
demand.  Project-specific tax abatements and tax-
increment financing programs that forgo future taxes can be
more effective than upfront subsidies by ensuring that office
owners complete their conversions instead of waiting for
better market conditions.  Sustainability policies can
encourage conversion over demolition and redevelopment
with incentives for avoided emissions and retrofits of old
buildings.  One example is from the United Kingdom, where
London requires redevelopment projects to conduct lifecycle
carbon assessments that include emissions from pre-
construction demolition.  
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The Canadian federal government can also make use of its
office portfolio for conversions. The Federal Lands Initiative
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 CUI, Charting the Path to Office Conversions; Campion and Zhang,
Office‑to‑Residential Conversions.
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 Eckholm et al., “Understanding Office‑to‑Residential Conversion.”37

 Loh, Terplan, and Rowlands, “Myths about Converting Offices.”38

 CUI, Charting the Path to Office Conversions.39

 CoLC, Carbon Options Guidance.40

 Ibid, 7. 28

 Ibid.29

 ONYCC, Office‑to‑Residential Conversions in NYC.30

 Campion and Zhang, Office‑to‑Residential Conversions, 2-7.31

 ONYCC, Office‑to‑Residential Conversions in NYC.32

 Ibid, 6.33

 Ibid, 6.34

 Ibid, 29.35



(FLI), launched by the CMHC in 2019, aims to sell or lease
surplus federal properties for conversion or demolition and
redevelopment into affordable housing.  The government
estimated 50% of federal office space was underutilized even
before the COVID-19 pandemic and the adoption of hybrid
work arrangements for public servants.  The FLI proactively
identifies surplus properties, assesses whether conversions
are viable, and pursues rezoning and pre-development work
before listing them for sale or lease to developers.  This
work derisks conversion projects ahead of time, aiming to
create 1,500 new residential units.  
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Many jurisdictions have adopted taxes for residential
vacancies – such as Toronto’s Vacant Home Tax, British
Columbia’s Speculation and Vacancy Tax, and the federal
Underused Housing Tax – in an effort to put vacant
residential units back into the housing supply.  Policies
around commercial vacancies are less common and tend
toward redeveloping contaminated brownfields or rebates
and subsidies for underutilized properties, such as Ontario’s
Provincial Land Tax Rebate.
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However, it's unclear if the ideal conditions for conversions
will persist. Cities and owners of high-vacancy buildings
consider conversions alongside other options like
demolition, redevelopment, and continuing to operate with
high vacancies. Many policies encouraging conversion would
also make demolition and redevelopment more feasible,
potentially reducing the need for conversion. While almost
40% of Canadian jobs can be performed remotely,
particularly in the professional and service sectors, work
from home rates may decline as employers adopt return-to-
office policies.  Throughout 2025, Canadian businesses
anticipated that around 20% of workers would work half or
more of their hours remotely.  Downtown vacancy rates for
Trophy and Class A offices, high-quality buildings in
desirable locations, remained high after the pandemic but
are now declining, indicating that firms are leasing and
returning to newer office stock.  Firms like Warwick will
have to adapt as each city’s stock of viable older offices
shrinks over time, through both demolitions and successful
conversions. 

47
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 CMHC, “Federal Lands Initiative.”41

 OAG, Current and Future Use of Federal Office Space, 3-7.42

 Ibid.43

 CMHC, “Federal Lands Initiative.”44

 City of Toronto, “Vacant Home Tax;” Government of British Columbia,
“Speculation and Vacancy Tax;” CRA, “Underused Housing Tax.”

45

 Ontario Ministry of Finance, “Provincial Land Tax Rebate Program.”46

 Statistics Canada. Working from home, 5.47

 Statistics Canada, “Table 33‑10‑1012‑01;” Statistics Canada, “Table
33‑10‑1054‑01;” Statistics Canada, “Table 33‑10‑1093‑01.”

48

 CBRE, Office Figures Q2 2025.49



Office-to-residential conversion is one approach among
many to answer a simple question – how can cities make
better use of urban spaces to meet their changing needs?
Neither the question nor conversions as a solution are new
to Canadian cities. Amid all of it, Canada’s unmet housing
needs and low residential vacancy rates are likely to stay for
the near future. Warwick’s case is an example of how private
actors, ranging from brokerages to developers, or to
landowners themselves, are reacting to the challenges and
opportunities presented by Canada’s ongoing economic
changes. Policy makers must continue to shape each of their
decisions in a moment where every unit of housing counts. 
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	Introduction
	Today in Canada, many office buildings are vacant and underutilized, with a national vacancy rate of 18.7%, that is nearly double the pre-pandemic rate.1 Their land, however, is in high demand as Canadian cities seek to build more housing. The high vacancy’s primary cause was the COVID-19 pandemic, when many workplaces instituted work from home arrangements, adapting to quarantine regulations and the risks of infection for in-person employees. Work from home rates went from 7.2% of all employees in Canada before the pandemic, peaked at over 40% in April 2020, and then fell to around 20% throughout 2023.2 Many office spaces have been downsized since, with tenants often shifting to smaller or newer buildings instead of renewing their leases.
	This profile looks at Warwick Realty Group, a real estate brokerage founded in 2019 that specializes in commercial and healthcare developments in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Warwick is currently evaluating office properties across Ontario for potential conversion into housing. Since many of Warwick’s small developer clients struggle to build within the GTA due to timing and financial constraints, Warwick is interested in second-tier markets with lower development and labour costs. The GTA’s housing unaffordability remains a pressing issue for many. It impacts why both Warwick and an increasing number of GTA households are looking to other parts of Ontario, pushing net in-province migration to record highs.3

	Context
	Office-to-residential conversions modify office buildings to create housing units with reduced construction costs and timelines. However, such conversions require working through local government land use policies and approvals processes. For example, offices may not be in areas zoned for residential use, and their structures may be incompatible with residential requirements such as height and parking.4 Their feasibility depends on whether the existing structures designed for commercial use are easily adaptable for
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	residential use: (1) an office’s large floor plates, window placement, and internal walls may make housing units difficult to lay out, (2) developers may need to replace elevators, plumbing, heating, ventilation, and air conditioning, and electrical systems for new residential needs, particularly in older offices,5 and (3) the designs of new units have to match up with housing needs and preferences. Current landowners weigh expected returns from continuing to operate as an office and expected returns after conversion or demolition.6 Since offices are rarely entirely vacant, landowners also must wait or buy out remaining tenant leases to start construction.7 Ultimately, local economic conditions shape whether office-to-residential conversions can compete with other land uses or with the costs of demolition and full redevelopment for housing.
	Housing affordability and development feasibility remain in tension in office-to-residential conversions. While conversions can offer significant cost and emissions savings by reusing buildings, they rarely produce homes that are affordable without additional policy support. Conversion barriers such as retrofit expenses and compliance with residential codes increase costs, which developers often
	recoup with higher‑end condominiums or market‑rate rentals for younger professionals and students. Downtown living for higher rents can also be attractive to professionals and students who seek well‑located units near jobs, transit, or post‑secondary institutions.8
	“Return-to-office policy has taken on different forms, as even legacy buildings in the downtown core have fallen by the wayside. There are newer office buildings with more efficient footprints and energy needs taking their place. So, we have a lot of older office spaces that people aren’t coming back to.”9
	Office-to-residential conversions are more likely to succeed when a market has an abundance of offices and a shortage of homes. Office vacancy rates vary across Canada and are highest for Class B/C offices10 An analysis of conversions in the United States found that converted offices are typically built in the 1940s, have a majority of their units vacant, and have smaller floorplates – making up only 1.1% of American office space.11
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	Conversion activity in many cities is hampered by a lack of reliable data, uncertainty in commercial real estate markets, and multiple policy priorities – such as housing affordability, downtown economic activity and employment, lost tax revenue, creating mixed-use neighbourhoods – that lack a coherent policy response.12 Most commercial vacancy data come from proprietary sources covering major cities. Data on smaller cities is either unavailable or collected infrequently by survey. Even with the above constraints, an analysis of 11 major cities in Canada estimated that office-residential conversions could generate 18,000 to 22,000 new housing units.13

	Approach
	Warwick’s plan is to provide lofts for students and professionals, making use of downtown locations and large floorplans. As a brokerage, Warwick provides its developer clients with advisory services and also buys properties for development. Their clients are often entering the industry but finding fewer opportunities within the GTA due to high costs of labour, land, and increased development time. While labour is not necessarily cheaper outside of the GTA, Toronto developers expanding into other markets either have to bring and temporarily house their trusted
	tradespeople or build new relationships within the new local labour market.14
	To evaluate smaller Ontario markets where conversions may be viable, Warwick used a Multiple Listing Service to find recent office sales. Their search focused on offices similar to what their GTA-based smaller developer clients typically work with: no more than six storeys, at least 4,000 square feet of usable space, and valuations below $10 million. The main consideration was whether a given offices’ structure seemed ideal for residential conversion. Warwick also gathered Toronto listings which met the criteria as a benchmark. Warwick’s intent was to understand whether offices similar to their ideal conversion targets had recently been on the market, and the characteristics of those sales.
	The office listings that best fit Warwick’s criteria were from Hamilton and Cornwall. The Hamilton and Cornwall offices were all sold from $1 million to $2.6 million, drastically lower than Toronto listings which ranged from $3.5 million to $10 million. Most were listed less than four months before being sold, indicating a relatively active market. Warwick notes that listing mandates for similar office properties tend to expire in 90-120 days, but that listing times will be reset if properties are relisted with other brokers. They were clustered in two sizes, with about half having 4,000 to 5,000
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	square feet and the rest having above 13,000 square feet, allowing for potential conversion to small and medium-sized apartments. Hamilton and Cornwall have low residential vacancy rates of 2.4% and 2.8% respectively.15 Cornwall’s office vacancy rate isn’t public, though it’s possible that significant office vacancies identified by the city late in 2021 are still an issue.16 While Cornwall’s approach to adaptive reuse focuses on rehabilitating industrial brownfields and small commercial properties, its Community Improvement Plan encourages both commercial to residential conversion
	and new mixed-use development of commercial properties with apartments on upper floors.17
	Warwick initially saw potential for conversions in other markets such as Sarnia, London, St. Catherine’s, Kingston, and Kitchener-Waterloo but couldn’t identify many listings matching their criteria for low-rise office conversions. They may remain viable markets for developers interested in larger conversion projects. Kingston, for example, has Queens University and nearby military bases, driving the need for student and professional housing. London and Kitchener-Waterloo have growing economies, as they absorb businesses and people migrating from the GTA.
	The City of Hamilton conducts an annual Downtown Office Vacancy Survey that found a high and increasing office vacancy rate of 18.2%.18 Large office lease expirations in 2026 are expected to increase the rate further, prompting the creation of the Downtown Hamilton Office Conversion Grant (DHOCG) program. The DHOCG provides grant funding per eligible residential unit added in a conversion and to support feasibility studies. Approval lies with the Planning and Economic Development Department for grants under $200,000 and with the City Council for larger amounts.19
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	The City of Hamilton also identified many commercial non-office vacancies due to brick-and-mortar businesses struggling to compete with e-commerce, which could be converted if their properties were large enough to add residential units. Warwick’s future work will require deeper study into the architectural feasibility of different properties and the unique policy opportunities presented across Ontario’s municipalities.

	Impact and scalability
	A 2023 analysis estimated that office to residential conversions could generate 18,000 to 22,000 new housing units across 11 major Canadian cities.20 Calgary and New York City (NYC) offer examples of how to implement these at scale.
	In 2021, Calgary’s downtown offices faced the second highest vacancy rate in Canada and lost over 60% of their value from 2015 to 2021, significantly impacting municipal finances.21 Calgary has since deployed conversions as one tool among many to revitalize its downtown. The Downtown Calgary Development Incentive provides up to $75 per square foot for office-to-residential conversions within the downtown core. The incentive provides smaller rates for ground-floor active uses, such as commercial retail and
	daycares.22 As of 2025, Calgary has approved 19 conversions which will generate over 2,600 new residential units once completed.23 To make use of offices unfit for residential market housing, additional incentives support conversion to non-market housing and post-secondary uses, or demolition.24 Calgary’s major public realm investments may also support its conversions. Research indicates that amenities improve building values and residential demand, and thus the financial viability of residential conversion.25
	NYC facilitated two waves of conversions following a recession in the early 1990s and COVID-19. In the 1990s, the end of a speculative office-building boom, job losses in the growing financial sector, and technological changes shaping the use of office space led to plummeting office values and tax revenue.26 NYC created the “421-g” tax incentive for converted commercial buildings, exempting them from “increases in assessed value resulting from the conversions for 8 years” and applying a 14-year property tax abatement.27 New zoning reforms allowed smaller interior units by halving the average minimum unit size to 900 square feet
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	and as-of-right conversions.28 While the conversions had no affordability requirements, converted units were rent-stabilized until their incentives ended.29 Federally subsidized financing and the 421-g incentive drove more conversions following the 9/11 attacks.30 The 421-g incentive created 98 conversion projects and 12,865 new residential units, accounting for over 40% of new residential units in Lower Manhattan from 1990 to 2020.31
	A new wave of NYC’s conversions followed the pandemic and is continuing with the introduction of a new “467-m” tax incentive for affordable housing in 2024.32 The 467-m incentive provides property tax exemptions for 25 to 35 years following construction citywide, with deeper exemptions in the Manhattan Prime Development Area.33 At least a quarter of converted units must be rented to households making below 80% of area median income (AMI) and rent-stabilized in perpetuity, with 5% made deeply affordable at 40% of AMI.34 The first post-pandemic wave could create up to 17,400 new residential units, with an additional 14,500 units from the new incentive program.35
	These examples show how policy changes can encourage office-to-residential conversions. Zoning reforms can remove parking minimums, create mixed-use zones, approve projects as-of-right, and give developers more design flexibility.36 Conversion projects can benefit from local and provincial housing subsidies and tax incentives, although they may be insufficient to make conversions feasible for private developers in the absence of strong housing demand.37 Project-specific tax abatements and tax-increment financing programs that forgo future taxes can be more effective than upfront subsidies by ensuring that office owners complete their conversions instead of waiting for better market conditions.38 Sustainability policies can encourage conversion over demolition and redevelopment with incentives for avoided emissions and retrofits of old buildings.39 One example is from the United Kingdom, where London requires redevelopment projects to conduct lifecycle carbon assessments that include emissions from pre-construction demolition.40
	The Canadian federal government can also make use of its office portfolio for conversions. The Federal Lands Initiative
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	Office-to-residential conversion is one approach among many to answer a simple question – how can cities make better use of urban spaces to meet their changing needs? Neither the question nor conversions as a solution are new to Canadian cities. Amid all of it, Canada’s unmet housing needs and low residential vacancy rates are likely to stay for the near future. Warwick’s case is an example of how private actors, ranging from brokerages to developers, or to landowners themselves, are reacting to the challenges and opportunities presented by Canada’s ongoing economic changes. Policy makers must continue to shape each of their decisions in a moment where every unit of housing counts.
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