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Executive summary: 


Between June 25 and July 1, 2021, British Columbia experienced an extreme “heat 

dome” with temperatures surpassing 33℃.  As a result, the BC Coroners Service (BCCS) 1

reported a sudden increase in deaths, 619 of which were identified in relation to the heat dome.  2

In examining the problem of mortality and morbidity during heat waves, this memo recommends 

policy objects and criteria for evaluating policy options, discusses and evaluates policy 

alternatives, and finally proposes the best course of action for the City of Vancouver in terms of 

protecting tenants during extreme heat events.


A heat dome is an extreme weather event wherein a high-pressure atmospheric system 

traps hot air in one area.  The BC Ministry of Health defines an extreme heat event as a “period 3

of unusually hot weather that typically lasts two or more days with extended periods of high day 

and nighttime temperatures.”  Furthermore, temperatures must be “outside the historical 4

averages for a given area” which usually occurs during the summer months. 
5

The extreme temperatures from 2021 exposed the dangers of heat waves to vulnerable 

groups and the City’s limitations in managing and responding to extreme heat events. Extreme 

heat events are projected to increase both in frequency and severity as global temperatures rise. 

Specifically, heat-related mortality is anticipated to “double across Canadian cities by 2050 and 

triple by 2080,” if net zero global emissions are not attained.  Given the risk such events pose to 6

Vancouver tenants, this memo recommends improvements to the City’s existing cooling centres 

program, the implementation of a Medically Prescribed Cooling Devices (MPCD) program, and 

updating City bylaws and the Residential Tenancy Act to provide tenant’s with a legal right to 

cooling. 


The Policy Problem: Extreme heat can be deadly
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The 2019 BC Preliminary Strategic Climate Risk Assessment lists heat wave events 

among the greatest climate risks facing citizens of the province. It is projected that heat waves in 

Canada will “occur every three to ten years by 2050,” with temperatures projected to increase. 
7

BCCS reported 619 heat-related deaths following the 2021 heat dome. The highest 

average daily high temperature in BC was 39.5℃ recorded on June 29, 2021.  In comparison, in 8

2009 temperatures as high as 34.4℃ were recorded in Metro Vancouver resulting in 455 deaths 

identified by the Fraser and Vancouver Coastal health authorities.  These statistics indicate that 9

rising temperatures during extreme heat events have increased the mortality rate over time, 

suggesting serious shortcomings in the City’s capacity to manage and react to the ongoing 

climate crisis and extreme heat events. 


In defining the policy problem and objectives, our focus is the City of Vancouver. 

Vancouver has political and legal jurisdiction over public safety, public services, housing, 

infrastructure, and City bylaws. However, as the healthcare system is not included in the City’s 

jurisdiction, the treatment of heat-related illnesses by the healthcare sector will not be considered 

in the policy problem, objectives, or alternatives. In addition, we will focus on the experiences of 

Vancouver tenants as they constitute a particularly vulnerable population. Renters in Vancouver 

experience a greater risk of heat-related mortality and morbidity as they are often unable to 

regulate the internal temperature of their homes. As tenants do not own the property, they cannot 

implement large-scale cooling mechanisms, such as heat pumps or air conditioners, or retrofit the 

residence in a manner that reflects, rather than absorbs, the heat. Even if a landlord allowed a 

tenant to implement such mechanisms, renters often lack the disposable income and financial 

means to do so.


The policy problem is identified as follows: The mortality and morbidity rate during 

extreme heat events is increasing in BC, and Vancouver renters, especially those with pre-

existing vulnerabilities, are at greater risk of heat-related death, illness, or injury. This memo 

identifies the City’s infrastructure, a lack of adequate cooling mechanisms in many tenant 

residences, and an overwhelmed emergency response system as the main issues to which we now 

turn.


Infrastructure:
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Current city infrastructure amplifies the impact of extreme heat events. Asphalt roads 

and glass buildings absorb heat and block wind, while lack of urban greenery “causes excessive 

heat storage” further entrapping hot air in heat domes.  Combined, these factors raise 10

temperatures within urban areas, further exacerbating indoor temperatures and increasing deaths, 

illnesses, and injuries. 


The percentage of Vancouver residences with air conditioning is significantly lower 

than comparable cities such as Toronto or Québec City. A report published by Statistics Canada 

noted that in 2019 only 33% of households in Vancouver had at least some form of air 

conditioning, whereas 85% of households in Toronto and 59% of households in Québec City had 

at least some form of air conditioning.  While this discrepancy is likely the result of 11

Vancouver’s historically moderate year-round temperatures, the lack of air conditioning in 

residences increase the risk of death or illness among vulnerable tenants. In the absence of 

cooling mechanisms, high outdoor temperatures inevitably increase indoor temperatures beyond 

what the human body can handle.  During the 2021 heat dome, 98% of heat-related deaths 12

occurred indoors.  Of these cases, the majority of deceased individuals did not have adequate 13

access to cooling and ventilation, and only 7% had air conditioning in their residences.  14

Furthermore, high indoor temperatures are amplified by a building’s structural design and the 

floor level where the tenant resides. In particular, buildings that have “poor insulation, low 

ventilation, and dark exteriors,” absorb heat, while apartments on higher floors experience 

increased temperatures as hot air rises throughout the day.  Moreover, the City does not 15

currently mandate landlords to provide cooling for tenants. As such, residences with extended 

periods of high indoor temperatures increase the risk of mortality and morbidity for the tenant. 

The City of Vancouver has proposed that council approve a new city bylaw to require that all 

new residential buildings implement cooling mechanisms starting in 2025, however, no firm 

plans have indicated cooling mechanism requirements for existing residential units. 
16

Emergency Services:


The 2021 heat dome caused massive strains on the BC emergency services. Greater-

than-normal demand exceeded the available capacity of ambulances and first responders.  17

Paramedics only attended 74% of the 911 calls made, resulting in 113 individuals not receiving 
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emergency assistance.  As a result, extended wait times for emergency services increased the 18

heat-related mortality and morbidity rate across the province. 


Risks of Extreme Heat Events for Vulnerable Populations:


Vulnerable populations of Vancouver face a greater risk of mortality or morbidity 

during extreme heat events. The BC Ministry of Health identifies older adults, those with chronic 

physical or mental health conditions, and socially marginalized or isolated people, as groups 

most vulnerable to heat-related risks.  In 91% of mortality cases during the 2021 heat dome, 19

individuals had existing chronic conditions, such as, “hypertension, mood and anxiety disorders, 

depression, diabetes, and osteoarthritis.”  According to Dr. Glen Kenny, Director of the Human 20

and Environmental Physiology Unit at the University of Ottawa, “sustained exposure to 

temperatures 31°C or above should be avoided for people susceptible to heat” which includes the 

elderly, those with chronic conditions, mental illnesses, or limited mobility.  Furthermore, the 21

risk of heat-related illness or injury increases under sustained periods of indoor temperatures that  

greatly surpass 26℃.  In the absence of cooling, heat stroke can cause body temperature to rise 22

to 42℃ within ten to fifteen minutes.  42℃ is dangerously higher than the core body 23

temperature of 36.6 ℃, and if left untreated, the risk of mortality sharply increases.  Exposure 24

to temperatures exceeding 36.6 ℃ can lead to “dehydration, heat rashes, cramps, heat 

exhaustion, and heat stroke.”  Other conditions such as “headache[s], confusion, …thirst, 25

nausea/vomiting,” are signs of dangerous heat exhaustion, which may limit the affected 

individual’s ability to seek help.  Additionally, individuals with mental illness, as well as those 26

who are chronically ill, or elderly are more likely to be socially isolated and spend more time 

alone inside.  This becomes especially hazardous during extreme heat events when the residence 27

lacks adequate cooling, as illness or limited mobility often precludes an individual from seeking 

immediate help or accessing cooling centres.  Moreover, vulnerable members within the renting 28

population of Vancouver (“vulnerable tenants”) experience a greater risk of heat-related mortality 

and morbidity as they are often unable to regulate the internal temperature of their homes.


Policy objectives:
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Considering the increased danger to Vancouver tenants during extreme heat events, 

policy options should aim to achieve the objectives of safety for tenants, protection for 

vulnerable tenants, fairness to low-income landlords, and cost-effectiveness. Furthermore, the 

policy design should consider instrumental objectives, such as political and legal feasibility. 


Primary Objective: Safety 

	 We seek to identify policies that can minimize heat-related death, illness, injury, and 

general suffering within the Vancouver tenant population. This includes risks to physical 

health, such as heat stroke, heat exhaustion, and heat cramps, and risks to mental health 

including anxiety, depression, and stress. 


The primary objective in protecting Vancouver tenants during extreme heat events is 

“safety” defined in terms of preventing mortality and morbidity. Specifically, the policy should 

minimize loss of life and adverse mental and physical health risks during an extreme heat 

event.  Safety for Vancouver tenants is a particularly important objective to achieve as renters 29

are less likely to be able to regulate the internal climate of their residence, and as such face a 

greater risk of indoor temperatures reaching deadly levels. As well, extended periods of high 

indoor temperatures can create a miserable living environment in terms of reduced sleep quality 

and general irritability. As such, the policy should aim to reduce general suffering among all 

Vancouver tenants.


Objective: Protecting vulnerable tenants:


We seek to identify policies that minimize the risk of mortality and mobility for 

Vancouver’s most vulnerable tenants who are more susceptible to the effects of extreme 

heat. The policies should equitably address the various economic, social, and political 

barriers experienced by vulnerable tenants in accessing cooling mechanisms. 


The policy should address the greater risks posed to Vancouver’s vulnerable tenants 

and aim to minimize the risk of mortality and morbidity for these individuals. Like most 

Vancouver tenants, renters with heat-sensitive vulnerabilities are often not able to regulate the 

internal temperature of their residences. However, elderly tenants, those with pre-existing health 

conditions, or limited mobility, are more susceptible to heat-related illness than their “less 

vulnerable” counterparts, as they often face additional mobility challenges in accessing external 
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cooling centres or financial challenges in affording small-scale cooling mechanisms, such as fans 

and portable air-conditioners. Moreover, the risk is even greater for tenants with intersecting 

vulnerabilities. Finally, it should be acknowledged that landlords may transfer the cost of 

implementing cooling mechanisms in residences onto tenants. As such, the policy should aim to 

reduce costs to vulnerable tenants wherever possible. 


Objective: Fairness for Landlords:


	 We seek identify policies that address the financial concerns of low-income 

landlords who may not have the disposable income to invest in cooling mechanisms for 

their residence and their tenants. 


The policy should remain “fair” in terms of providing options that can be adopted by 

low-income landlords. Like renters, landlords, especially elderly homeowners, or families 

renting a suite in their residence, do not always have the disposable income to invest in cooling 

mechanisms. Therefore, the policy should aim to balance fairness to landlords in terms of their 

individual financial situations, while still achieving the objectives of safety and equity.


Objective: Cost-Effectiveness:


We seek to identify policies that deliver the greatest benefits of protection possible 

to Vancouver tenants during extreme heat events while staying within the expenditure of 

the City’s budget. 


The objective of cost-effectiveness should aim to improve the safety of tenants, 

especially vulnerable tenants, during extreme heat events, without exceeding the City’s budget or 

unfairly burdening low-income landlords.


Instrumental Objectives: Political Feasibility and Legal Feasibility:


We seek to identify policies that align with the agenda of the City’s current 

leadership. Furthermore, the policies should incorporate the necessary resources and skills 

available to the City for successful policy adoption and implementation. The policies should 

remain in accordance with the current legal framework of the City of Vancouver in relation 

to regulations stipulated in the “BC Building Code 2018.”


To allow for successful adoption and implementation, the policy should remain 

politically and legally feasible. Aligning with the agenda of current City leadership will be 
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necessary for the policy’s initial implementation, while achieving broad public support will 

ensure that the policy endures over time. Moreover, the policy must be administratively feasible 

considering the financial and personnel resources required for policy enforcement. Finally, the 

policy must be within the City’s legal jurisdiction. While the policy may suggest changes to 

existing municipal bylaws, the policy should not suggest changes to provincial laws as this is not 

within the City’s legal capabilities. In terms of housing infrastructure, the policy must adhere to 

the legal regulations implemented under the “BC Building Code 2018,” particularly regarding 

“Section 6.3. Ventilation Systems” and “Section 9.33. Heating and Air-conditioning.”  In 30

addition, the policy should align over time with the forthcoming “2025 Vancouver Building By-

law” which requires “cooling for multi-family homes beginning in 2025.”  
31

Policy alternatives:


	 The following section outlines five policy alternatives: community building and an 

extreme heat ‘hot-line,’ medically prescribing cooling devices to at-risk tenants, a white roofs 

program, a green wall initiative, and a tenant’s right to cooling. The alternatives are not presented 

in order of importance. 


Policy alternative: Community Building, and a ‘Hot-Line’


	 The City already has 21 official registered cooling centres in public libraries and 

community centres.  These sites are air-conditioned and are dedicated for public use during 32

extreme heat events. This policy alternative builds on the city’s existing cooling centre program 

by recommending a community-based approach to protecting vulnerable tenants during extreme 

heat events. The program entails three interconnected parts: Pre-summer preparation; 

community-building; and the creation of a ‘Hot-Line.’


The program is inspired by similar initiatives in other cities across the world. In 

Ahmedabad, India, the municipal government introduced a Heat Action Plan in 2010 which 

included “a public-awareness campaign, [and] early-warning procedures,” improved the capacity 

of the health-system, trained “medical professionals to recognize heat stress,” and increased the 

“supplies of potable water in temples, parks, and other public places.”  The program in 33

Ahmedabad has demonstrable success with statistics showing that “almost a thousand deaths 
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were avoided annually after its implementation.”  Similar programs have also been rolled out in 34

Delhi, India. 


The program we propose also includes a pre-summer campaign which involves 

mapping out where the most vulnerable populations live, conducting city-wide information 

campaigns, hiring bus drivers, preparing cooling centres and cooling center activities, and 

creating designated community response networks. 


Through this policy alternative, public education campaigns would increase public 

knowledge on the symptoms of heat-related illnesses such as heat exhaustion and heat stroke. 

City staff would assist in spreading the information and answer residents’ questions. As part of 

the pre-summer preparation, a ‘hot-line’ could be assembled. The purpose of the ‘hot-line’ is to 

remove additional burdens on emergency services and increase equitable access to cool spaces. 

In addition to the ‘hot-line,’ an app could be created to issue alert notifications, provide updates 

on the situation, include information on the closest cooling centres, as well as symptoms of heat-

related illness to look out for. A similar initiative was conducted in Toronto with successful 

results.  
35

Furthermore, the program could establish a network of community volunteers willing 

and able to assist vulnerable tenants in case of an extreme heat event. This might include taking 

them to a cooling center, buying cooling supplies such as fans, ice packs, water etc… Spaces in 

Vancouver that could be readily converted into cooling centres include libraries, community 

centres, malls and shopping centres, and school gymnasiums. Community-building events can be 

prepared in these centres as an added incentive for tenants to visit. If possible, school buses 

during the summer period could be used to transport tenants that require assistance while a car-

sharing service could also be implemented across the different volunteer community networks.  


Policy Alternative: Medically Prescribed Cooling Devices program (MPCD)


As proposed in the BCCS report, by December 1, 2022, the Ministry of Health and the 

Ministry of Social Development and Poverty Reduction will “conduct a review into issuing 

cooling devices as medical equipment to persons most at risk of dying during an extreme heat 

event.”  This alternative builds on the plans identified by the BCCS by proposing the creation of 36

a municipally funded Medically Prescribed Cooling Devices program (MPCD) that would 
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operate through Vancouver Coastal Health and be funded by the City. The program would enable 

physicians to prescribe portable air conditioners as essential medical devices to vulnerable low-

income tenants alleviating the burden of accessing in-residence cooling. Low-income tenants 

face greater risks during extreme heat events “due to poorer quality housing, limited access to air 

conditioning, and the increased likelihood that they suffer from pre-existing illnesses.”  
37

Before implementing the program, the City should consult Vancouver’s medical 

community to determine willingness to prescribe portable air conditioners as medical devices. It 

is expected that doctors would be willing to participate considering that extreme heat poses a 

considerable health risk to vulnerable individuals, however since the prescription does not 

involve medication, the City should take precautions to ensure that cooling devices are not 

overprescribed.


The MPCD would operate in a manner consistent with BC PharmaCare plans which 

provide income-based coverage for high-cost medical supplies including but not limited to, 

insulin pumps ($6000-$7000),  continuous glucose monitors ($3000-$6000 yearly),  and 38 39

expensive drugs for rare diseases ($100,000-$3,000,000 yearly),  to BC residents already 40

covered under the province’s Medical Services Plan (MSP). While the average price of a portable 

air conditioning unit (approximately $300-$800)  is significantly less expensive than most 41

medical supplies covered by BC PharmaCare, the cost is still high enough that it may burden 

low-income tenants. 


The City would provide a point of sale rebate for a portable air conditioner costing less 

than $500 from a City-approved retailer based on the qualifying tenant’s annual income 

statement.  The price coverage should cover the majority of portable air conditioners on the 42

market, and provide some flexibility in case prices increase due to availability or 

demand. Additionally, point of sale rebates ensure that there is no financial burden imposed on 

the vulnerable tenant in accessing cooling. Much like the province’s Fair PharmaCare plan, 

registering tenants would need to submit their annual income statements along with their 

physician prescription to the City in order to gain coverage under the program.   Income-based 43

coverage should align with the low-income cut-offs specified by Fair Pharmacare. It is 
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recommended that qualifying tenants who fall significantly under the low-income bracket for 

their respective household receive full coverage. 


Policy Alternative: White Roofs 


This policy alternative recommends implementing a white roofs program similar to 

that of New York City to provide cooling in rental residences within areas of high material 

deprivation. Also referred to as “cool roofing,” white roofs refer to the process of painting the 

roofs of buildings with a particular kind of white paint or “coating” specifically designed to 

reflect the sun’s radiation.  For example, CoolRoofs, a non-governmental organization (NGO) 44

initiative in New York City in 2009 has painted over 626 buildings with a white, reflective 

coating.  Since most of the roofs of New York City’s buildings are blacktop which naturally 45

absorb a lot of heat during the daytime, repainting the roofs with a reflective silicone paint 

prevents radiation intake and lowers the internal temperatures of New York City’s buildings by 

up to 30%.  Furthermore, due to the lowered heat retention and decrease of temperatures, the 46

cool roofs have helped to reduce the ‘urban heat island effect’ of the city during the summer 

months and have even minimized New York City’s carbon emissions by decreasing the energy 

required for indoor cooling mechanisms. 
47

CoolRoofs also promotes subsidized rates for their white roofing services through their 

multilateral partnership with the NYC Department of Small Business Services, Workforce 1 

Industrial and Transportation Career Center, the Mayor’s Office of Climate and Environmental 

Justice, and other NGOs.  In applying this model, the City of Vancouver could similarly cover 48

low installation costs, labour, and technical assistance fees, as long as the building owners are 

willing to pay for the materials required to paint the roof. This would present an incentive for 

building owners to implement white roofs. 


Policy Alternative: Green Walls


This policy alternative proposes a green wall initiative to “naturally cool” rental 

buildings in areas of high material deprivation. Green walls are “vertical greening systems” 

wherein different forms of vegetation are attached along the inside and outside of the walls of 

buildings.  Green walls have become more noticeable in the cities where space is limited and 49

costly, and little to no room is available for the planning and planting of vegetation.  In recent 50
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years, green walls and other forms of “green infrastructure” have become a promising approach 

for cities needing to adapt to hotter climates.  Studies have shown the various benefits of 51

vertical greening systems in “cooling” its surroundings and regulating the external and internal 

temperature of the buildings.  Green walls effectively “cool the environment actively” through 52

evaporation and transpiration while helping to “reflect and absorb up to 80% of radiation within 

its foliage.”  This helps to decrease temperatures within the buildings and the city while 53

mitigating the ‘urban heat island effect.’  When examining the cooling effects of green walls in 54

the City of Toronto, researchers discovered that vertical vegetation systems led to an average 

reduction in 0.5 °C with an “observed average monthly reduction as large as 0.6 °C.” 
55

Furthermore, green walls differ from other “green infrastructure” in the common 

problems they encounter during their application to densely populated cities. Unlike green roofs 

and green corridors, green walls do not require an allocated space for the planting of vegetation 

nor do they require renovations to the current structure of buildings.  For example, green roofs 56

can only be implemented on buildings with roofs that have the correct underlying structure that 

can hold the extra weight of vegetation, immediately limiting the number of buildings that can 

accommodate green roofs.  Additionally, green walls have the advantage of being easier to 57

install as the “vegetation panels” which root the greenery can be engineered to retrofit on a 

variety of different walls without damaging the exterior of the building.  Thus, these vertical 58

forms of vegetation can serve as an effective alternative for “naturally cooling” rental buildings 

within areas of high material deprivation.


Policy Alternative: Right to Cooling 


	 The City of Vancouver has proposed that the Council approve a new city bylaw to require 

that all new residential buildings implement cooling mechanisms starting in 2025.  However, no 59

firm plans have indicated cooling requirements for existing residential units. Similar to the 

requirement in the Residential Tenancy Act that landlords provide tenants the right to a warm 

space in the wintertime, the right to a cool space should be extended into the summertime. We 

recommend that this temperature be set at 27℃, the maximum safe temperature for indoor 

residence recommended by the Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety.  We 60
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suggest allowing landlords until 2025 to install cooling mechanisms to align with the new city 

bylaw. 


	 While rare in Canada, right to cooling has precedent in the U.S., specifically in 

Montgomery County, Maryland, where landlords are required to provide sufficient cooling that 

keeps in-unit temperatures below 26.7℃ between the months of April and November. 
61

	 While this policy transfers costs onto landlords, the outcome will make rental units safer  

for vulnerable and non-vulnerable renters alike. We anticipate that this policy will be legally and 

politically feasible considering that a bylaw already exists to warm rental units.


Evaluation of policy alternatives:


	 Given our policy alternatives and objectives, we have created a matrix to narrow down 

our recommendations (See Appendix A). The evaluation of the recommended policies is 

separated into short and long-term approaches to protecting Vancouver tenants from the impacts 

of extreme heat. Short terms initiatives ensure tenants are protected for the upcoming Summers, 

while long-term approaches will ensure that all tenants are protected as extreme heat events 

increase in severity and intensity. Ultimately, we recommend that the city make improvements to 

its cooling centres and implement the MPCD program, while working towards the long-term 

goal of a tenant’s right to cooling. After evaluation, we have decided to exclude the policy 

alternatives of cool roofs and green walls from our final recommendations for the following 

reasons. 


	 Despite extensive research regarding the “cooling properties” of cool roofs and green 

walls, the effectiveness of such measures has yet to be proven. For example, cool roofs have 

been documented to lower the internal temperatures of New York City’s buildings by up to 

30%  while the walls “reflect and absorb up to 80% of radiation within its foliage,”  but the 62 63

actual spatial range of the cooling has not been properly tested leading to concerns of whether 

the temperatures would decrease equally for all rooms on different floors. Additionally, although 

the cooling estimates for white roofs are around 2 to 3 °C, a much higher number than for green 

walls at an average reduction of 0.5 °C, the ability of white roofs and green walls to provide 

immediate and substantial cooling capabilities during extreme heat events remains questionable. 

As examined previously, sustained exposure to temperatures 31°C or above should be avoided 
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for people susceptible to extreme heat, and with heat events that can go well beyond 40°C, these 

alternatives may be ineffective in preventing heat morbidity and mortality.  Thus, cool roofs and 64

green walls fall short of our primary and secondary objectives; safety and protection for 

vulnerable tenants. 


	 Although cool roofs provide a cheaper alternative to other cooling mechanisms such as 

the installation of green roofs or air conditioning within every building room, unless the initiative 

is legally enforced, building owners may have very little incentive to retrofit the roofs. Even if 

the City started a subsidized cool roofing program in partnership with a white roofing NGO or a 

private company, the City must be willing to dedicate finances to the operation and continuation 

of an initiative that might not reduce mortality and morbidity overall. This is equally true of 

green walls, which require regular maintenance and high installation costs which can be 

anywhere between $900 and $1500 per square metre.  As such, the alternatives remain fair to 65

landlords in that implementation of cooling mechanisms are encouraged, but not mandated, 

however the policies score low on cost-effectiveness and political feasibility.


Evaluation of short-term alternatives: Cooling Centres, ’Hot-line”, and MPCD program


	 The city’s cooling centre program has only been partially successful in the past given that 

those with limited mobility, pets, and families found it difficult to remain in these centres 

throughout the entire heat event.  Moreover, as indicated in the Coroner’s report, the availability 66

of cooling centres did not completely alleviate heat-related mortality, morbidity, and general 

suffering. 
67

	 When coupled with the pre-summer campaign which conducts a city-wide information 

campaigns alongside the ‘hot-line,’ this initiative presents massive potential in providing cooling, 

thus achieving the primary goal of safety for tenants. Additionally, the policy suggests utilizing 

volunteers and paid City staff to transport vulnerable tenants with limited mobility or mental 

illnesses which achieves the objective of  protecting those most at risk. Cooling centres also 

remain fair to low-income landlords who would not need to provide in-house cooling to their 

tenants. However, due to the additional time and money required develop information campaign 

and the ‘hot-line,’ hire bus drivers, the City must prepare for an increase in costs.
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	 Moreover, the MPCD program enables physicians to prescribe portable air conditioners 

as essential medical devices to vulnerable low-income tenants. Tenants with pre-existing 

conditions remain particularly susceptible to heat-related illnesses and death, and these portable 

cooling devices can drastically reduce their susceptibility to heat morbidity and heat mortality.  68

In this way, the policy achieves the objective of protecting vulnerable tenants. Furthermore, the 

program is fair to landlords who would not be required to supply cooling to their tenants. 

However, the program does not address the needs of the non-vulnerable tenants who remain 

susceptible to the discomforts caused by extreme heat. The policy has low cost-effectiveness for 

the City as the average portable air conditioning unit ranges from $300-$800.  There are also 69

concerns regarding whether the City will pay for increased electricity fees for low-income 

tenants using their portable air conditioners.


Evaluation of long-term alternative: The Right to Cooling


	 The right to cooling for Vancouver tenants is our long-term policy recommendation. As it 

legally ensures that tenants are given a safe space to live in the event of a heat-wave, this 

alternative achieves our primary goal of safety. Moreover, since this regulation applies to the 

entire City, all tenants will be safe during extreme heat events, regardless of income, 

neighbourhood, or pre-existing health conditions, thus protecting both vulnerable and non-

vulnerable tenants from mortality, morbidity, and general suffering. Further, considering that 

extreme heat events will  only occur more frequently, requiring cooling in every rental unit will 

save resources for the City in terms of operating cooling centres in the near future.


	 While the policy is cost-effective for the City, it scores low in terms of fairness to 

landlords who are now responsible for the costs associated with installing cooling mechanisms. 

To increase fairness for landlords, we propose a grace period until 2025 to install cooling 

mechanisms.


Preliminary Advice for Implementation:


Cooling Centres


	 The City should consider expanding its current cooling centre program to include a pre-

summer communication campaign, recruitment of volunteers, preparation of the cooling centres 

and establishment of a ‘hot-line.’ Given that the city already has cooling centres and public 
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spaces that can be transformed into cooling centres, the City needs to make sure these spaces are 

accessible to members of the community during the summer months. As a pre-summer 

campaign, the City needs to make sure it targets the most vulnerable populations by letting them 

know what heat-related symptoms are life-threatening, where they can find  cooling, and whether 

they need assistance in accessing cooling. The network of volunteers can help reach the most 

vulnerable groups by driving them to cooling centres. Additionally, the City can use busses to 

transfer people who have mobility issues, the elderly, people living alone and other vulnerable 

groups to and from cooling centres. The City must also create activities to incentivize vulnerable 

individuals to come to cooling centres and make them more welcoming to families and people 

with pets.  Lastly, the City needs to develop a ‘hot-line’ that will help people identify the severity 

of their symptoms and mitigate potential consequences, thus allowing 911 services to respond to 

the most serious emergencies.


Medically Prescribed Cooling Devices program (MPCD)


	 The City should consult Vancouver’s medical community to determine willingness to 

prescribe portable air conditioners as medical devices. It is expected that doctors would be 

willing to participate considering that extreme heat poses a considerable health risk to vulnerable 

individuals, however since the prescription does not involve medication, the City should take 

precautions to ensure that cooling devices are not overprescribed. Specifically, the City should 

consult with physicians to create a ‘consistency checklist’ that establishes a medical consensus of 

pre-existing health conditions that increase an individual’s susceptibility to heat-related mortality 

and morbidity. In prescribing a cooling device, doctors would be required to indicate under 

which pre-existing health condition the patient qualifies for the program. This would prevent 

doctors from prescribing cooling devices to those who are not most at risk, and similarly ensure 

that patients who do not have pre-existing health conditions do not exploit the system.


	 The City will also need to develop the infrastructure necessary to support the program. 

Building from the existing infrastructure of BC Pharmacare plans, qualifying tenants would 

submit their medical prescription, their income tax returns, and their tenancy agreement to prove 

that they meet all the requirements for entry into the program. As such, the City would need to 

build an online portal to collect and vet applications. To reduce the barrier of accessing the 
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program for vulnerable tenants who do not have a computer or mobile device, or who may be 

less technologically adept, the City should offer in-person assistance to help individuals apply to 

the program. Program infrastructure also includes identifying several Vancouver retailers willing 

to set up a point of sale rebate system. Engaging several retailers will increase the available stock 

of portable air conditioners, and ensure greater access across the City.


	 Lastly, the City must ensure that information about the MPCD program reaches the 

vulnerable tenants it is designed to protect. A direct information campaign can be disseminated 

via posters at doctor’s offices and pharmacies, much like how BC PharmaCare plans are 

promoted. The City can also engage non-governmental organizations and advocacy groups that 

work with vulnerable individuals to distribute information through their networks. Similarly, the 

City can engage medical practitioners to suggest the program to qualifying patients. The 

combined strategies should be conducted at least three months before the summer to allow 

vulnerable tenants ample time to apply for the program and allow City staff sufficient time to 

review and approve applications.   

Right to Cooling 


	 The City of Vancouver should work with the Provincial Government to extend the 

“health, safety, and housing standards required by law,”  of the current Residential Tenancy Act 70

to include a right to cooling. Specifically, rental contracts in Vancouver must indicate the 

presence of an operating cooling mechanism such as a central cooling system, or a heat pump. 

We acknowledge that older rental units may not be able to accommodate a central cooling 

system, and landlords would only be able to provide portable air conditioners, however this 

should be identified within the rental contract. The City should promote an education campaign 

to inform renters of their new right to cooling, and similarly empower them with the 

responsibility to report landlords that fail to meet the new standards. Specifically, landlords 

would be required to install cooling mechanisms that are able to keep the tenant’s unit below 

27℃, regardless of the temperatures outside. 


	 Failure to implement cooling systems should result in fines for landlords. Furthermore, 

under the ‘emergency repair order’ of the Residential Tenancy Act, landlords would be required 

to repair broken cooling systems within 24 hours to ensure that internal temperatures are not too 
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high for extended periods of time. If the cooling system cannot be repaired within 24 hours, the 

landlord should be required to provide a portable air conditioner to the tenant. In order to 

minimize the financial strain on landlords and to maximize political feasibility, landlords should 

be allowed until 2025 to install a cooling mechanism in their rental unit. This grace period aligns 

with the City bylaw for new residential buildings, and ensures that by 2025 all Vancouver tenants 

will have in-residence protecting from extreme heat events.
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