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Very rich

Very few people

Very big
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Making the 
“invisible” 
visible:

Hidden people,
hidden needs



©	  The	  Wellesley	  Ins,tute
www.wellesleyins,tute.com

Toronto 1912:
Founding of 

Wellesley Hospital
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“The health of 
Toronto must 
necessarily 
mean the 
health of 
its 
citizens.”

Dr. H.A. Bruce, 
Lieutenant-Governor 
of Ontario, 1934H
ou

si
ng
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How can your home affect your health?
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How can your home affect your health?

Biological, chemical and physical hazards

Physical design (accidents, size, organization of 
space)

Psychological benefits (control, meaning)

Social benefits (friendships, neighbours, social 
networks)

Financial security (own / rent, affordability)
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Housing

Mental 
health

Chronic
disease

Infectious
disease
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“Overall, the mental health 
status of homeless people was 

severe and alarming. 
Homeless people reported 

extremely high rates of 
mental health symptoms, 

suicidal ideation and 
attempted suicide. Contrary to 

the stereotype, the most 
common mental health issues 
were depression and anxiety.”
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Chief Public Health 
Officer of Canada:

“While certain disadvantaged 
[people]have poorer health than 

most of us, none of us is immune 
to health inequalities. With few 
exceptions, the evidence shows 

people with better incomes, 
better education and better social 
supports enjoy better health than 

those with fewer social and 
economic opportunities.”
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“Health outcomes related to housing are complex...”

“Inadequate housing may produce direct effects in extreme 
climates.” “Respiratory disease/poor lung function and 
allergies related to moulds from cold, damp or poorly 
ventilated houses may develop.” “Other health conditions 
can arise related to exposure to specific toxic substances...”

“Overcrowding and poorly ventilated houses can also 
increase susceptibility to disease. The number of people per 
dwelling has been known to greatly impact the physical and 
mental health of inhabitants, including raising the risk of 
acquiring tuberculosis. This is especially true for many 
Canadian Aboriginal populations and for immigrants.”
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World Health 
Organization:
"(The) toxic combination of 
bad policies, economics, 
and politics is, in large 
measure, responsible for 
the fact that a majority of 
people in the world do not 
enjoy the good health that 
is biologically possible."



©	  The	  Wellesley	  Ins,tute
www.wellesleyins,tute.com

“Many cities are facing a crisis in the availability of, and 
access to, affordable quality housing. This crisis will worsen 
social inequities and in health. In the United States, 
inequities are exacerbated by neighbourhoods that have 
adopted low-density-only zoning. These have become 
more exclusionary, leading to fewer African American and 
Hispanic residents.” 

“It is important that local government regulates land 
development for low-income housing. Creating more 
equitable housing development means reversing effects of 
exclusionary zoning through inclusionary zoning, fair 
housing laws, health and health-equity impacts of housing, 
building, and infrastructure standards. 
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Poorest Canadians have more than twice 
rate of heart disease as richest Canadians
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Bad housing makes you sick! 
Good housing is good for your health!
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Findings

Medical care hospitalization - PLWHA 
12 months before/after DAH (n=250)

12 mos pre 12 mos post Change ($)

Sum 5,636,924 2,513,270 -3,123,654

Mean 22,638 10,093 -12,545 *

Median 211 0 -211

* P value: < .01 (ttest)

55% reduction in overall medical care costs 1 year in DAH
Cost reduction approximately matched cost of one year in DAH
$3.1 million net reduction in medical care costs

North American HIV / AIDS research
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Toronto - 1970
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Toronto - 1980
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Toronto - 1990
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Toronto - 2000
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Toronto (2005) - segregated by income
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‘Sleep 
walking to 

segregation’

the growing gap
the nouveau poor 
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Toronto (2005) - segregated by health
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Inequality 
costs:

 1,100 
premature 
deaths; 

 1,300 low 
birth weight 
babies.
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Inequality is main culprit, 
not simply deprivation

...because more 
equal societies work 
better for everyone
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Toronto’s
one

thousand	  
highrise	  
towers
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http://highrise.nfb.ca/

http://highrise.nfb.ca
http://highrise.nfb.ca
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Very rich

Very few people

Very big
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Four observations:

1. Housing insecurity deep and 
persistent

2. Costly to people, communities, 
economy, government

3. Federal housing / homelessness 
investments eroding

4. No comprehensive, effective  
national plan
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New housing starts - Canada
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Affordable housing starts - Canada
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Shrinking government 
investments in housing - even 

as economy roars
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Looking ahead - more federal cuts
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Ontario auditor general, 2009:

“No provincial strategy to help ensure long-
term sustainability of sufficient numbers of 

well-maintained social housing units.”

 No provincial plan to deal with expiry of federal subsidies.
 ‘Fragmented and inefficient approach’ among more than 20 

housing programs in three provincial ministries.
 Poor design, lack of monitoring, left Ontario ‘unable to 

determine whether funds were spent fulfilling most critical 
social housing needs’

 Ontario unable to account for $330 million in federal 
housing funds transferred to the province. 
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Deliberate policies - deliberate decisions



©	  The	  Wellesley	  Ins,tute
www.wellesleyins,tute.com

Federal	  /	  Ontario	  ac6ons

1984 to 1993 - $2 billion in federal housing cuts
1993 – new federal housing spending cancelled 
1995 - Ontario cancels all new housing spending
1996 – federal housing downloaded to provinces
1998 - CMHC partially commercialized
1998 - ON downloads housing to municipalities
1998 - ON guts tenant protection / rent regulation
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Vision 2020: Build a national
housing plan from community up

ØNew affordable homes – 600,000 over 10 years
ØRepairs to existing homes – 200,000 over 10 years
ØAffordability measures – 1.5m households
ØCo-ordinated with provinces, territories, 
municipalities,
    community and private sectors, Aboriginals
ØReal targets, timelines and funding

Affordable housing is critical for healthy, inclusive 
neighbourhoods and effective city-building
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International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights

Article 11, 1: The States Parties to the present 
Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an 
adequate standard of living for himself and his 
family, including adequate food, clothing and 
housing, and to the continuous improvement of 
living conditions. The States Parties will take 
appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this 
right, recognizing to this effect the essential 
importance of international co-operation based 
on free consent.
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Re-building housing plan...

Legislation
Regulation
Housing / tenant protection
Access to financing
Planning / zoning
Co-ordinated response
 Supports / services
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