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FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
 

It is difficult to know where to begin describing a year that has been so extraordinary in every respect.  

It has been a time of great challenge and sadly, a time of loss for so many.  For me, it seems that the 

best place to start, and also to end, is in expressing gratitude.   

 

I am grateful to work with a dedicated team of staff at Habitat Services who have strived to help 

support the tenant communities and homes we serve during 2020/21.  Those efforts cover a broad 

span, from the extensive back office administrative work at Habitat that goes into sustaining our 

operations and ensuring that the owners have the subsidies required to operate the homes; to 

facilitating housing for individuals who are homeless during a pandemic; to monitoring homes, 

contributing to eviction prevention, and supporting operators and boarding home staff to provide 

stable and safe housing; to providing direct service to the tenants, and helping meet their needs 

during exceptional times.  Thank you! 

 

The past year saw us implement robust infection prevention and control strategies; help facilitate 

mass on-site proactive COVID-19 testing across the Habitat housing portfolio; acquire and distribute a 

massive amount of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE); administer Temporary Pandemic Pay for 

boarding home staff and onsite operators; facilitate urgent tenant relocation; process vacancy loss 

payments to reduce double room occupancy; streamline subsidy payments by implementing 

Electronic Funds Transfers; obtain testing for tenants with suspected COVID-19 by arranging non-

emergency transportation or by accompanying them to an Assessment Centre; secure Recovery and 

Isolation accommodations for tenants with COVID-19 when available; coordinate and support onsite 

testing and Infection Prevention and Control visits and provide outbreak support; complete a Quality 

Improvement project with E-QIP and launch a Virtual support pilot; facilitate safe activities for tenants 

and provide them with both phone and in person individual support, including accompaniment to 

appointments; coordinate and support onsite flu shot and COVID-19 vaccine clinics in Habitat funded 

homes… and the list goes on.  In addition to this impressive list, staff navigated each new day with its 

challenges and complexities, with a degree of caution and care that was hitherto unprecedented.  

Habitat staff rolled up their sleeves, sanitized their hands, and got it done.   

 

In 2020/21, Boarding home owner/operators and boarding home staff confronted the pandemic head 

on.  They have been the first line of defense against COVID-19 in the homes, developing and 

implementing Infection Prevention and Control practices and protocols; learning about the virus and 
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how to mitigate it; adopting the appropriate use of Personal Protective Equipment; actively working 

with tenants to reduce their risk of infection; and helping tenants cope with increased isolation and the 

reduction of external services during the pandemic.  A number of homes faced the ultimate challenge 

of mitigating outbreaks.  Under exceptionally stressful circumstances, they worked diligently to keep 

tenants and themselves safe and reduce the spread of COVID-19 within their homes and the 

community.  As the homes are housing under the Residential Tenancies Act, they had to balance this 

with the residents’ tenancy rights.  Temporary pandemic pay acknowledged their efforts as front line 

health care workers for a mere 16 weeks in 2020, though they have been at it for 15 months and 

counting. The highly valued and valiant labours of boarding home staff and owner/operators deserve 

our thanks.  They have Habitat Services’ full recognition. 

 

Habitat Services began to see the fruits of the new Ontario Health Teams (OHT) in 2020/2021.  

Through our participation in the West Toronto OHT and our membership in the Mid-West Toronto 

OHT we gained access to critical resources for mitigating the impact of the pandemic, while we 

developed and solidified relationships with healthcare partners who provided not only advice but 

concrete assistance.  Onsite proactive testing and onsite vaccine administration are two key 

examples.  Longstanding partnerships, like the one we have with Parkdale Queen West Community 

Health Centre (PQWCHC), deepened and became stronger.  The contributions of the TCLHIN’s 

Home and Community Care COVID-19 Response and Infection, Prevention, and Control (IPAC) team 

have also been critical to our ability to support the boarding homes.  The IPAC team provided advice 

and assessments to boarding home owner/operators by making onsite visits.  Shelter, Support, and 

Housing of the City of Toronto contributed significantly by giving us access to transportation to testing 

and isolation centres for tenants.  Our thanks go to them, Inner City Health Associates, UHN, Unity 

Health, PQWCHC, Davenport Perth Community Health Centre, Toronto East Health Network, and the 

North Western Toronto OHT. 

 

I would also like to thank the tenants who reside in Habitat Services funded homes for their patience 

and understanding as we and others changed and modified services to reduce risk during different 

stages of the pandemic.  They have demonstrated great adaptability.  In addition, many tenants have 

shown great kindness and caring towards their housemates during a time when some services pulled 

away.  We saw this expressed in tenant advocacy and concern expressed by tenants for members of 

their community when they needed help.  This helped identify need so that we could respond.  At 

times, tenants also voiced their appreciation for the hard work of the onsite staff who strived to keep 
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them safe.  Above all, they showed incredible resilience and perseverance, when so many in our 

society really struggled to cope with the impact of the pandemic on our daily lives. 

 

Finally, I would like to thank 

members of our Board of 

Directors who played an 

important role in ensuring that 

we fulfilled our mission during 

a year of unprecedented 

challenge and change.  Our 

board, including 6 members 

who joined us during the 

pandemic, has constantly 

strived to understand what we 

have been grappling with, and 

they have provided their 

support and direction 

accordingly.  They have actively expressed their appreciation for our staff, the work of our 

organization, and the labours of the home owners/operators and boarding home staff during a time 

when we all needed some encouragement.  We thank members of our Board who volunteer their time 

to ensure that Habitat Services achieves its mission of improving the quality of housing for tenants 

marginalized by poverty and their mental health status by contracting with landlords and providing 

recovery based supports. 

 

Sincerely, 

Joanne Knutson 

Executive Director 
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INFECTION, PREVENTION, AND CONTROL 

(IPAC) 
During this unprecedented time of global pandemic, Habitat Services staff worked diligently to get 

educated about the COVID-19 virus and its implications for the Habitat community. Habitat advocated 

tirelessly for tenants, boarding home staff and owner/operators in a number of areas: pandemic pay 

for front line workers, access to PPE, vaccination access for boarding home staff, on-site tenant 

vaccine clinics, financial compensation for owner’s unforeseen COVID-19 related expenditures. All of 

this hard work behind the scenes led to meaningful gains and resources for owner/operators, and for 

tenants.  

 

We immediately dedicated a phone line for 

urgent weekend and holiday support, to assist 

in getting symptomatic tenants transportation 

to a nearby test centre, and transportation to a 

quarantine hotel if the tenant wasn’t able to 

isolate safely in the boarding home. We 

secured PPE, even during times of scarcity, to 

protect owner/operators and boarding home 

staff, whose essential front line work puts them 

at risk. We distributed over 160,000 3-ply 

surgical masks; 67,000 disposable gloves, 500 

face shields and gowns, more than 300 litres of 

hand sanitizer and 45 auto-spray sanitizing 

units, during the past year. Tenant kits with a 

variety of disposable masks and a 

www.takecare.ca re-useable mask, personal 

size hand sanitizers and information answering 

common questions about the vaccine, were distributed to hundreds of tenants across the portfolio. 

 

Habitat Residential Services Inspectors (RSIs) worked with IPAC teams from the Toronto Central 

Local Health Integration Network (TCLHIN) to visit and assess each home in the portfolio, and to 

share their reports, recommendations and resources to help owner/operators and boarding home staff 

reduce the spread of Covid-19. Several homes received a second visit, many in response to an onsite 

http://www.takecare.ca/
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outbreak. IPAC teams also went to some homes to provide information sessions to tenants on 

COVID-19 and vaccines. 

 

At the beginning of March 2021, 

Habitat staff began facilitating access 

to vaccines for boarding home staff 

and operators by booking them for 

appointments as high priority 

healthcare workers on Unity Health’s 

online portal.  Then in two and half 

short weeks, between April 20th and 

May 7th, Habitat staff organized and 

supported on-site vaccine clinics done 

by multiple healthcare partners for the 

tenants and staff in 31 homes.  As of 

May 7th, 710 out of 890 tenants (80%) 

in Habitat-funded homes had received 

their first vaccine dose − more than 

half of which were administered in on-

site clinics. Eighty-four boarding home staff were vaccinated either at the onsite clinics or by having 

Habitat Services book them an appointment.  Another round of onsite vaccine clinics for second 

doses has already begun.  Some tenants who were not previously vaccinated are taking advantage of 

the opportunity to get their first dose, which will boost the vaccine rate further. 

 

It would be remiss to not also mention that in the midst of all this effort and success in staving off 

major outbreaks, many people in our community and extended community- housemates, family 

members, neighbours, colleagues and friends- have been directly affected by COVID-19, and the 

losses are felt by us all.  
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FOCUS ON FUNDING 
Habitat Services receives funding for its operations from the 

Toronto Central Local Health Integration Network (TCLHIN), 

Government of Ontario, and the City of Toronto, including a 

Housing Help Program grant.  The subsidy that Habitat Services 

pays to owners and operators of the homes it funds flows to us 

from the City of Toronto.  In the regular housing portfolio, this 

subsidy is cost shared by the province’s Ministry of Health, which 

funds 80% through its rent supplement program, and the City 

Toronto which funds 20%.  Subsidies for homes participating in the 

George Street Revitalization project are funded entirely by the City of Toronto. In 2020/21 the Ministry 

of Health gave permission to Habitat Services to use the Ministry portion of the agency’s unspent 

subsidy dollars from the 2019/20 and 2020/21 fiscal years to fund COVID-19 related expenses.  

Habitat Services used these funds to purchase Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) for the homes 

and privacy room dividers for double rooms, provide grants to owner/operators for the installation of 

internet service for a common area that can be accessed by tenants, and purchase tablets to be 

shared by tenants in Habitat funded homes.  The Ministry of Health also approved some other 

extraordinary expenses that improved the quality of life for tenants. Similarly, the City of Toronto 

contributed some additional COVID-19 funding for homes in the George Street Revitalization project. 

Thanks to the support of the Ministry of Health and the City of Toronto for one-time costs, in 2020/21 

Habitat Services was able to spend an additional $372,304.69 on related items and disbursements. 

As a result of the Ontario Government’s Temporary Pandemic Pay (TPP) program, Habitat Services 

disbursed $545,254.42 to boarding home owners for distribution to 166 boarding home staff and 

operators for their onsite work in 32 boarding homes on the front lines of the pandemic.  Habitat 

Services’ front line staff also received TPP for their face to face work with tenants and the homes. 

Habitat Services also received one-time additional funding from the Toronto Central Local Health 

Integration Network to support virtual service delivery and other COVID-19 related expenses, and a 

grant from the City of Toronto’s Recipe for Community Parkdale program.  Thank you to the Habitat 

staff who, during this extraordinary year, bore the additional burden of coordinating, purchasing, 

meticulously tracking, and administering over one million dollars in one time funds! We thank the City 

of Toronto, the TCLHIN, the Ministry of Health, and the Government of Ontario for their support for the 

Habitat Services program and portfolio.  Thanks to their funding, over 900 individuals have access to 

affordable housing with supports in the City of Toronto. 
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QUALITY IMPROVEMENT 
In October of last year to the end of March this year, 4 members of the Habitat Services Housing 

Support team began working with Quality Improvement (QI) coaches Melanie McGregor and Abel 

Gebreyesus from the Excellence through Quality Improvement Project (E-QIP) to solve one problem:  

During the pandemic, how are housing support workers able to continue to connect and support 

tenants in Habitat supported houses? 

 

This formed the basis for Habitat Services’ quality improvement project. The QI team met with our 

coaches weekly and had monthly group meetings with other participating organizations to learn 

different approaches towards solving problems, and more specifically to apply them to our unique 

problem. The meetings provided us with opportunities to share and discuss our work and our 

progress. We learned many QI tools from coaches. Our diagnostic journey began with us using QI 

tools and methodology to identify the root causes to our problem with input from the Housing Support 

team. The top causes we identified were: 

1. Not all tenants have access or ability to use technology 

2. Meeting with and interacting with tenants safely outdoors is often challenging due to weather 

3. Restrictions on in-person contact due to the pandemic and changes in those restrictions dictate 

how and where staff can meet with tenants. 

To address the problem, the QI project decided to 

support tenants to use technology to connect with 

staff, family, friends and the online world.  Habitat 

Services gained approval for funding to purchase 

tablets for tenants (1 tablet for every 5 tenants), as 

well as funding to offer to interested boarding home 

owners for 1 year of high speed internet access onsite 

in the homes. This QI project will give tenants the 

ability to connect with staff virtually through 

Zoom/Skype/Duo, as well as the ability to access other 

supports, resources and services in a more virtual 

world. Tenants will be supported with informal training 

to learn how to use the tablets, use online meeting 

platforms, and navigate the internet. 

 

The QI team would like to thank Melanie and Abel for their continued support through this process! 
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BOARDING HOMES & 

THE PANDEMIC 
2020 was certainly a challenging year for the 

Habitat Portfolio. Congregate living sites were at 

increased risk of infection due to shared 

amenities. In March of 2020 Operators and front 

line boarding home staff suddenly had to learn 

and implement enhanced Infection Prevention 

and Control protocols, wear uncomfortable 

Personal Protective Equipment while on shift, 

increase the cleaning protocols (especially in 

common areas), serve meals for longer times to 

ensure social distancing in the dining areas; all 

while doing daily monitoring of their own and 

tenants health using temperature and symptom 

checks.  

 

Tenant’s daily routines were disrupted. Doctor visits became virtual, drop-ins and programs were 

closed, family visits were cancelled, and in-house supports switched from in person to phone. This 

sudden change caused the tenants to rely more heavily on the Operators and Boarding Home Staff 

for day to day needs and mental health support. 

 

Operators and boarding home staff were also integral to helping during onsite COVID-19 testing, 

IPAC assessments, onsite vaccines, as well as helping to co-ordinate tenants going to hotels to 

quarantine. When faced with an outbreak, they shouldered the unenviable burden of ramping up 

already enhanced cleaning and sanitation protocols, ensuring that everyone in the home reduced 

their risk of infection through strict precautions, monitoring all tenants’ and staff’s health status closely, 

sometimes while caring for the sick, when they could not be accommodated in an Isolation and 

Recovery Centre.   

 

Thank you to all the Owners, Operators, and Staff working in the boarding homes for providing 

housing, care services and supports to tenants during this exceptional year! 

 



 

 

 

11 

 

 

 

LEGACY 

More than 20% of the 

tenants living in the Habitat 

portfolio are aged 65 or 

older.  Another 38% are 

between the ages of 55 and 

64.  Some tenants have 

made Habitat funded 

housing their home for 

decades. Some move from 

boarding homes to more 

independent housing, while 

others move to 

accommodations that can 

provide a higher level of 

care (like Long Term Care), 

when required.  At times it 

has been possible to coordinate external services to support tenants that will allow them to age in 

place.  Many boarding home operators have gone above and beyond the call of duty to support a 

tenant whose greatest wish is to age at home despite their increasing health challenges.   

 

In 2020/21, sadly, we lost some tenants whose tenancy in Habitat was as old as Habitat itself.  Our 

sympathies are with all the tenants, families, boarding home staff and operators who experienced the 

loss of a member of their community.  We share your sadness and we remember those who have 

passed on. 
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Contract Monitoring Program & Intake Department 

The Contract Monitoring Program’s team of Residential Services Inspectors (RSI) and Program 

Director played a crucial role with Habitat- funded sites this past year.  The staff team assisted with 

scheduling onsite testing (both proactive and in response to potential and confirmed outbreaks), IPAC 

assessments with the TC-LHIN Infection Prevention and Control (IPAC) Extender Team, and most 

recently onsite vaccines.  They were also deployed to support these initiatives onsite in the 

homes.  The Habitat RSIs’ focus on inspections shifted to infection prevention and control, as well as 

COVID-19 screening and education. The monitoring team ensured that operators had access to 

Public Health resources (e.g. information and signage), as well as Ministry of Health COVID-19 

Guidance for Congregate Living Settings, and they helped operators trouble shoot through 

implementation.  They also ensured that operators had access to expert advice (e.g. from Toronto 

Public Health or the IPAC team) when needed. At the beginning of the pandemic, we ensured that 

tenants had a direct line of communication to RSIs by supplying dedicated phone numbers for each 

RSI.  That way tenants would not have to navigate a voice mail system.  Though their regular onsite 

presence was reduced, RSIs were thus able to stay apprised of any concerns from tenants, while 

maintaining regular contact with operators.  They 

responded to concerns or complaints as they 

arose.  During the pandemic, RSIs continued to do 

Tenant Operator Dispute Meetings, commonly 

referred to as Ten Ops.  Ten Ops are an important 

form of eviction prevention, as they provide an 

opportunity for the operator and tenant to address 

issues of concern in a facilitated discussion.  Ten 

Ops often result in a practical plan for moving 

forward. Onsite monitoring by RSIs prioritized meals 

and emergency supplies.  A major focus was on 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), and ensuring 

homes were equipped for the pandemic and any 

potential outbreaks.  The RSIs have now resumed 

regular property, bedroom and food inspections. 
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The Habitat Services Intake Department temporarily suspended referrals at the beginning of the 

pandemic as we awaited guidance. Nevertheless, we were immediately faced with an emergency 

situation – the imminent closure of a boarding home.   

 

Intake staff, in close collaboration with Monitoring and Site Support staff, successfully rehoused 10 

tenants, with safety measures in place.  At a time when COVID-19 testing was not readily available, 

CMHA answered our plea to test the tenants who needed to be rehoused on an emergency 

basis.  Relocation supports were also provided to tenants.  In this way, their tenancy was seamless, 

and they avoided becoming homeless at a time when the shelter system was struggling to cope with 

the impact of COVID-19.  Throughout the pandemic, Intake has navigated these types of challenges 

on a case by case basis, taking into account the needs of applicants and current tenants who require 

transfers, as well as the prevailing conditions. The Intake Worker has assisted with processing 

vacancy loss payments on a monthly basis to ensure home operators continue to get funds to operate 

during COVID-19.  New intake COVID-19 screening protocols were developed and it was strongly 

recommended that, in addition to COVID-19 screening, operators require COVID-19 testing before 

move-in.  We resumed referrals to single rooms first, and now have proceeded to refer to double 

rooms with cautions in place.  
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The Habitat Housing Support Program 

2020/2021 was a year like no other, the Habitat Housing Support Program had to suspend its 

regularly scheduled visits to the homes for tenant group activity when Ontario declared a State of 

Emergency on March 17th, 2020.  Housing Support staff, grounded in our commitment to the tenants, 

sought other ways to maintain supports to tenants, which are an essential service. Individual support 

is an umbrella term that covers all the supports that Housing Support staff are able to offer:  mental 

health supports, supports around addictions and drug use, crisis intervention, harm reduction 

supports, assistance in scheduling and attendance of medical appointments, housing supports, 

liaising and advocacy with staff of the homes, conflict resolution skills coaching, informal counselling, 

income tax filing, assistance with benefits and income supports, as well as applications.  Staff were 

able to maintain all of these supports within the framework of COVID-19 by modifying visits to avoid 

group activity, and continuing to provide one on one supports.  This was achieved safely by screening 

tenants for COVID-19 symptoms, maintaining physical distance and meeting clients outdoors 

whenever possible, by wearing PPE and washing/sanitizing hands often.  

 

The pandemic introduced a new way of supporting tenants via telephone.  While some tenants have 

cellular phones and use technology, for many tenants this was a completely new concept.  Most had 

been accustomed to seeing staff onsite and in person a few times a week.  For this reason, the 

program is also commonly referred to as “site support”.  Staff persevered in helping tenants work 

through barriers in order to establish phone communication.  Some tenants needed added support to 

voice their concerns over the phone, 

as this was new to them.  Regular 

wellness checks by phone became a 

critical element of Housing Support, 

especially in the early months of the 

pandemic. With staff support, more 

tenants also began using technology 

to meet virtually with their health care 

providers and participate in on-line 

wellness groups co-facilitated by the 

Gerstein Crisis Centre and our staff. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, 

when much of the support was 
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provided remotely, staff worked with boarding home staff to continue the acknowledgement of tenant 

birthdays and special occasions by bringing food or supplies to the homes for the tenants.  A staff 

member commented that at the beginning of the pandemic, she was touched by tenants telling her 

that “your gesture (waving hand) from outside the window made my day better!” and/or “the 

meal/coffee at the door boosted my energy for the day!”  Lower case counts made it possible for 

Housing Support staff to facilitate special meals during the holiday season with physical distancing 

and other safety measures in place.  A grant from the City of Toronto, Recipe for Community in 

Parkdale allowed us to provide catered healthy meals by a local social enterprise, Out of This World 

Cafe, for 3 homes in Parkdale area during December.  In these ways, the team sought to maintain 

some of the traditions to which tenants are accustomed, though they could not be held in the usual 

large group format.  

 

Housing Support staff provided tenants with extensive COVID-19 related support throughout the 

pandemic.  This included providing information and coaching around infection prevention, for example 

hand and respiratory hygiene, physical distancing and how to use masks.  Tenants were also 

supported to recognize symptoms that align with COVID-19, seek assistance and obtain testing, 

whether onsite or at an Assessment Centre.  Frequent telephone screening was done to identify 

COVID-19 related concerns, so that staff could respond accordingly.  Housing Support staff also 

assisted and supported tenants to get flu shots by arranging onsite visits by healthcare providers.  At 

the beginning of 2021, staff began reaching out to tenants, family doctors, case managers and family 

members to prepare for and complete the COVID-19 vaccine consent form in order to be ready for the 

vaccination roll out.  Then they assisted with onsite vaccine clinics for some homes and arranged for 

offsite vaccines and provided accompaniment for others. Staff delivered Infection Prevention and 

Control care packages to tenants in independent living and provided practical assistance to tenants 

who live independently who needed to isolate due to COVID-19. Social isolation has been one of the 

biggest challenges we all faced during this difficult year, and the tenants were no different.  For this 

reason, with the exception of the first few months of the pandemic when site support went onsite only 

as needed, many housing sites have had weekly site support presence.  Tenants shared with staff 

that they were glad to see a friendly face and maintain relationships with staff throughout the different 

stages of the pandemic -- from lock down phone calls in March 2020 to more face-to-face time and 

one on one with staff when that was possible.  Many kept regular routines and schedules such as 

going for a walk with Housing Support staff and grabbing a coffee or an ice-cream individually or in 

small physically distanced groups, as and when permitted by public health guidelines.  
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One staff member said that despite pandemic conditions and restrictions, they were thrilled to be able 

to use their professional tools to strengthen their connections, provide support and reassurance to the 

tenants on a day to day basis, calling them for quick catch-up to see how they are doing. Housing 

Support staff are now looking forward to supporting 2nd dose vaccines for tenants, and taking 

advantage of weather that is conducive to outdoor interaction.   

 

We have begun planning for house BBQs (with safety measures in place), and for the safe return to 

group activities when permitted, while working on our Quality Improvement project to increase 

tenants’ access and ability to use virtual technologies. 

 

 



 

 

 

17 

 



 

 

 

18 

 



 

 

 

19 

 



 

 

 

20 

 



 

 

 

21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

22 

                                                  Habitat Services Staff 

 
Habon Abdi 

Bolaji Adetula 

Talha Baig* 

Osvaldo Barreda 

Grace Barrios*** 

Matthew Bell* 

Natalie Blokhine** 

Marcie Celsie** 

Kristyn Dunnion** 

Michael Fitzgerald** 

Tracey Griffiths** 

Barbara Haddock 

Michael Higgins** 

Shahida Jawaid** 

Annet Kawuma 

Mathew Kennealy 

Joanne Knutson*** 

Connie La Marca**** 

Medland, Zoe 

Thuan Ngo 

Van Nguyen-Taylor** 

Rebecca Norlock* 

Joyce Oleru** 

Monika Pathak** 

Chris Persaud** 

Dale Peters** 

Christine Quach 

Laura Shasko 

Rita Syal* 

Jason Tait** 

Kiet To-Fung 

Hung Ton** 

Lee Whyte*** 
 

*5 years or more at Habitat Services 

**10 years or more at Habitat Services 

***20 years or more at Habitat Services  

****30 years or more at Habitat Services  

 

               Habitat Services Board of Directors  

 

Johanna Brewster  

Morgan Harris 

Melvin Jackson 

Shilpa Joshi   

Henrik Kartna 

Martin Kowalski 

Linda Pawluch 

Azad Pervez  

Jane Rajah 

Justine Saccomanno 

Mark Shapiro 

Matthew Samberg 

Steven Torresan 

Jordan Wong 

Beel Yaqub 

 

 


