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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR REPORT 
 

On March 11th, 2020, the World Health Organization declared a global pandemic, closely followed by a state of 

emergency in the Province of Ontario (March 17th, 2020). The unprecedented health crisis created by COVID-19 

has changed everything in our world. We are so immersed in our response to the pandemic that looking back 

over the past year, as we typically do in June at the time of our Annual General Meeting, proves challenging, 

though nevertheless important.    

  

In 2017, the City of Toronto agreed to fund Habitat Services in acquiring, subsidizing, monitoring, and providing 

supports for up to 150 new units of supportive housing. These units would provide permanent or transitional 

housing for men from the Seaton House shelter as part of the City’s George Street Revitalization (GSR) Project. 

The search for owners and operators of vacant units has been exceptionally challenging in the Toronto market, 

where dynamics of both gentrification and the financialization of housing are at work. A number of landlords 

who were prepared to develop affordable housing were thwarted in the planning process. Despite the city’s 

desperate need for supportive and affordable housing, roadblocks in the development of single room occupancy 

dwellings can prove insurmountable.     

  

Nevertheless, we are fortunate to have two non-profit providers join our GSR portfolio. Fife  

House’s Huntley Transitional Housing Program opened its doors in August 2019 to men with  

HIV/AIDs from Seaton House and the shelter system. The Huntley Transitional Housing Program delivers housing 

supports, clinical care and intensive case management, fulfilling a specific need within the homeless population 

with HIV/AIDS. Secondly, St. Michael’s Homes, a non-profit provider already in Habitat’s regular portfolio, has 

gradually allocated vacant units to the GSR Project. St. Michael’s Homes supports tenants who have experienced 

problematic substance use and substance dependence, further diversifying specialized supports within our 

portfolio.    

  

Thirdly, a newly-renovated property owned by a private sector landlord and operated by Regeneration 

Community Services will hopefully be added to Habitat’s GSR housing. Though the Regeneration Community 

Services project was featured in the E.D.’s report of 2018/2019, it has encountered obstacles in obtaining the 

funding it requires to provide much needed clinical supports and a Managed Alcohol Program for the population 

it aims to serve.   

  

The GSR project funding has allowed Habitat Services to enhance its staff complement.  We are pleased to have 

added more Peer Specialists, who bring the lens of lived experience to the Housing Support team and to their 

work with tenants and their communities.  
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Another highlight of 2019 was the addition of six self-contained housing units in Parkdale, operated by Parkdale 

Activity and Recreation Centre. We are pleased to expand our housing options to include seventy self-contained 

units within our portfolio. Twenty self-contained units are part of a preferred access agreement with CAMH to 

provide high support housing to individuals coming from hospital, while fifty units provide a transfer option to 

boarding home tenants who wish to move to greater privacy and independence.  

  

Sadly, in 2020, we’ve seen the loss of three homes from our portfolio, housing a total of thirty eight tenants. 

These homes provided affordable, permanent housing for decades—one dating back to the founding of Habitat 

Services in 1987. The potential loss of licensed rooming house stock in Toronto further diminishes housing 

options available to low income individuals with lived experience of the mental health system. Meanwhile, the 

Access Point has a steadily growing list of almost 19,000 unique individuals waiting for supportive housing.  

  

In April 2020, in the midst of the pandemic, we signed a contract with a private sector provider who is new to 

us, but who is not new to the provision of housing to vulnerable tenants. Thanks to Habitat Services Start Up 

funds approved by the Ministry of Health, this home was able to make capital improvements to help bring it in 

line with Habitat standards. Tenants saw a substantial decrease in their room and board charges as a result of 

the rates set by Habitat, which have remained unchanged since 1998. This decrease in tenant room and board is 

offset for the landlord by the Habitat subsidy. This home will provide thirty single rooms (by attrition). 

Renovations conducted at Bill McMurray Residence resulted in more single rooms.   

Due to the above changes in our portfolio, eight double rooms have been decommissioned.   

Eventually, this will result in greater privacy for 16 individual tenants.  

  

Back to the pandemic, which seems to be driving everything since it was declared. One of our most significant 

efforts towards prevention and mitigation of COVID-19 has been advocating for a subsidy for vacant beds. 

Paying vacancy loss in the Ministry of Health (MOH) and City of Toronto funded homes was unprecedented. 

During the pandemic, subsidizing vacancies has reduced the number of tenants sharing rooms and opens 

possibilities for on-site self-isolation, should it be required. This potentially life-saving measure has taken some 

of the financial burden off the owner/operators, and has allowed us to refer only applicants that have been 

appropriately screened. We are grateful to the MOH and the City of Toronto for their support.  

  

Preventing and fighting COVID-19 in the boarding homes has stretched the financial and human resources of 

our providers to the limits. In recognition of this, Habitat Services successfully advocated with the Ministry and 

City to pay boarding homes for COVID-19 related expenses at $200 per tenant. Due to supply shortages, 

acquiring Personal Protective Equipment has been an ongoing challenge. Yet we managed to gather PPE from 

multiple sources, including the Ministry of Health, charitable organizations like Conquer COVID-19, Knix/Robert 
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Kerr Foundation, the University Medical Students “PPE for HSPs”, and Habitat’s direct purchases from suppliers. 

We distributed 23,210 surgical masks; 39,200 gloves; 640 gowns; 170 coveralls; 2,800 face shields; and 578 

bottles of hand sanitizer to the private sector boarding homes and non-profits that do not get TCLHIN funding 

within our portfolio. We will continue to seek donations and PPE for purchase with funds allocated by the 

Ministry of Health, for as long as there is a need.    

Habitat Services also advocated with the City of Toronto to have access to Shelter, Support and Housing (SSHA)’s 

COVID-19 screening protocol. Habitat staff are now available 7 days a week to screen tenants for COVID-19, and 

to arrange non-emergency transportation provided through SSHA to a COVID-19 Assessment Centre for testing, 

where an Inner City Health Associates doctor will assess their need and eligibility for access to a City isolation 

and recovery unit. We are appreciative of the support of our City of Toronto funders and partners.  

  

We’re also grateful for the support of our hospital and Community Healthcare Centre partners and the Centre 

for Addiction and Mental Health, who recently began providing COVID-19 testing in congregate settings. Habitat 

Services is playing a coordinating role, as well as providing on-site support to tenants and administrative support 

to the mobile swab teams, who have been approaching their work with enthusiasm and great sensitivity to the 

needs of our tenant population. A shout out to CMHA is also in order, as they responded to Habitat’s plea for 

testing in a boarding home before the current mobile testing initiative got underway.  

  

Habitat Services plays an important role, but is not a housing provider. Ultimately, it’s the housing owners and 

operators we fund and the staff they employ who meet the day to day challenges, and are now coping with the 

added burden of doing so during a global pandemic.  We thank them for their commitment to their tenants, and 

for their ongoing efforts to adapt their operations by incorporating Ministry of Health and Public Health Ontario 

guidelines.  Habitat Services has advocated strongly and persistently with the Ministry of Health, and as a 

member of Addictions and Mental Health Ontario, for their inclusion in Pandemic Pay, a wage supplement to 

recognize workers on the front-lines in the fight against COVID-19. Though there have been long administrative 

delays in the roll-out of Pandemic Pay, we are hopeful that boarding home staff and operators will be included 

for their crucial roles in providing residential care. They are very deserving of this concrete recognition. In a 

personal letter to the editor of a Toronto newspaper, a Habitat staff member stressed the importance of 

including boarding home staff in Pandemic Pay, describing them as “the amazing people (mostly visible minority, 

women of colour) who cook, clean, console, keep the peace, live in and manage the hundreds of boarding 

homes within Toronto.” They go on to say, “The reason you haven't heard of massive outbreaks in boarding 

homes is largely due to their tireless and often thankless work... please don't forget about these unsung and 

underpaid individuals who care for the most vulnerable in our city and tonight, bang a pot for them.”  
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One of the impacts of the pandemic has been to amplify the existing disparities within our society. Toronto 

Public Health data reveals a disproportionate impact on neighbourhoods where there are high numbers of 

residents from racialized communities and individuals with low income. This obvious sign of inequity, along with 

recent cases of police violence or police interventions ending in the death of Black and Indigenous people (a 

number of whom were experiencing a mental health crisis), has created a tidal wave of social protest and has 

deepened and expanded dialogue around Anti-Black and Anti-Indigenous racism; police violence; mental health 

prevention, support and intervention; and other issues of social justice. Habitat Services adds its voice to the 

demands for change. As an organization, we will continue to look for ways to strengthen our allyship with 

leaders and members of Black, Indigenous, People of Colour and People with Lived Experience, and to 

contribute to fundamental change in the systems that shape the lives of the people we serve and all our 

communities.  

  

COVID-19 and its repercussions dominate everything we do at Habitat Services; the landscape changes daily, 

and will continue to, for the foreseeable future. Adapting to this new reality requires all of our strength, 

ingenuity and creativity, as well as great stamina and resilience. I am honoured to work with a dedicated staff 

team towards our common goal of promoting the safety and well-being of Habitat tenants always, and most 

especially in the face of this pandemic. To the staff of Habitat Services, I express my deepest thanks for your work. 

I am also grateful for the support and contributions of our Board of Directors, who offer us their insights, 

perspectives and expertise as volunteers. Their commitment to our mission is also exemplary.   

 

 

Sincerely, 

Joanne Knutson 
Executive Director  
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STAFF & BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
 

2019-2020 Staff List 

Bolaji Adetula 

Talha Baig* 

Grace Barrios** 

Matthew Bell 

Natalie Blokhine** 

Jamie Carlisle** 

Marcie Celsie* 

Mitzi Cheng 

Michael Fitzgerald* 

Tracey Griffiths** 

Barbara Haddock 

Michael Higgins** 

Mary James** 

Shahida Jawaid** 

Mathew Kennealy 

Kwesi Kissi* 

 

Joanne Knutson** 

Connie La Marca** 

Leslie McDonald** 

Van Nguyen-Taylor** 

Joyce Oleru* 

Monika Pathak** 

Chris Persaud** 

Dale Peters** 

Christine Quach 

Laura Shasko 

Rita Syal* 

Jason Tait* 

Kiet To-Fung* 

Hung Ton** 

Lee Whyte** 

* 5 or more years at Habitat 

** 10 or more years at Habitat 

 

2019-2020 Board of Directors 

Zell Wear 

Steven Torresan 

Braunwynn Summerland 

Mark Shapiro 

Justine Saccomanno 

Jane Rajah 

Martin Kowalski 

Henrik Kartna 

Melvin Jackson 

 

 

 

 

David Hogg 

Morgan Harris 

Billy Chan 

Venus Carter 

 


