
COVID-19
and Homelessness: 

What are the implications for Canada?

Stephen Gaetz 
President, Canadian Observatory on Homelessness
Professor, Faculty of Education, York University, Toronto Canada

@SteveGaetz



Introduction
• Population: 37M
• Complex Federal model
• 230k experience homeless annually, 

35-40k on a given night 
• Covid-19:   143,000 cases

9217 Deaths

About Canada



OVERVIEW

•Federal Government Response

•Municipalities and Communities respond

•On the ground – Challenges in providing supports

•What’s next?



Part 1

Federal 
Response



•Income supports (CERB)

•Increased Federal investment in supports for 
emergency services for the homelessness sector 
($157.5M)

•Moratorium on evictions

Government responses to 
homelessness and Housing 
Precarity during COVID-19



High level of Federal and 
Provincial/Territorial 

cooperation



Federal government directives 
support prevention

“Keeping people housed is a key way to limit the spread of COVID-19 as people need to 
have a secure place to self-isolate. To help people who are at imminent risk of 
homelessness maintain their housing, communities may wish to use Reaching Home funds 
to, for example:

• provide short-term financial assistance (for example, rent arrears and utility deposits)
• deliver in-kind support (for example, grocery cards, personal hygiene products, gift cards), and
• utilize non-financial tools such as landlord-tenant mediation, problem solving with neighbours, 

and helping individuals or families with budgeting

Individuals being discharged from public institutions (for example, corrections, hospitals), 
where conditions may be crowded, may present an elevated risk of spreading COVID-19. 
In these instances, Reaching Home funds could be used to, for example:

• help individuals exiting institutions transition directly to housing and support them in 
maintaining housing so that they do not need to access a shelter



Tuesday announcement:

• $1 billion Rapid Housing Initiative will cover 
the construction of modular housing, as well 
as the acquisition of land, and the conversion 
of existing buildings to affordable housing.

•  $236.7 million through Reaching Home: 
Canada’s Homelessness Strategy to help extend 
and expand the emergency response to the 
COVID-19 outbreak.

Canada announces new 
Rapid Housing Initiative
Monday, September 21, 2020



Part 2
Municipalities and 

Communities 
respond



Institutional 
response to 
homelessness 
produces 
vulnerability

Challenges



Underlying 
assumptions of 
pandemic responses 
can lead to actions that 
may not be helpful for 
homeless populations



Significant increase in 
number of 
encampments in 
Canada



BUT 
…While the prevalence rate of Covid 19 infections 
amongst populations experiencing homelessness 
has been higher than the Canadian average, we 
have not seen major outbreaks sweeping through 
the shelter sector.  Yet.



At the 
community 
level:

INNOVATION
!



With very little opportunity for planning 
and preparation, communities have 
implemented some innovative strategies

• Some organizations moved quickly to house all of the 
residents of their shelter

• Major cities have moved vulnerable people experiencing 
homelessness into hotels

• Many shelters have made efforts to arrange their space to 
enhance social distancing.

• This City of Toronto has committed to building 1000 units of 
Permanent Supportive Housing in one year!



The City of Toronto 
response

•Current Context

• Toronto has the largest homeless population in Canada

• It has the largest shelter system, with 75 shelter/respite 
sites sheltering approximately 7,000 people every night

• The City has implemented an inter-governmental and 
sectoral response to COVID-19 involving the City, 
provincial/federal government, provincial healthcare 
sector, and community non-profit sector



The City of Toronto response

Risk mitigation
• Enhanced Infection Prevention and Control (IPAC) guidance 

• Screening and testing for COVID-1

• Isolation programs

• Recovery programs

• Physical distancing in the shelter system 

• Opened 33 new temporary facilities

• To date, we have opened 33 new temporary facilities and moved more than 
3,170 people into temporary community centre programs, hotels, and 
interim and permanent housing to achieve physical distancing in our shelter 
system.  This includes:

More than 1,490 clients moved for physical distancing into 16 hotel sites More than 550 spaces created in 14 
community centres and other sites that have opened as temporary shelter/respite sites for physical distancing 
More than 150 people have been moved from encampments into interim housing in apartments 



The City of Toronto response

Rehousing 
To date, the City has moved more than 3,500 people into temporary community centre 
programs, hotels, and interim and permanent housing to achieve physical distancing in our 
shelter system.  This includes:
• More than 1,900 clients moved for physical distancing into 18 hotel sites 
• More than 550 spaces created in 14 community centres and other sites that have 

opened as temporary shelter/respite sites for physical distancing 
• More than 500 people have been moved from encampments into interim housing in 

apartments 
• More than 1300 people moved into housing through the Rapid Access to Housing 

Initiative, housing allowances, and rent-geared-to income housing. 



Part 3
On the ground:

Challenges in 
providing supports



Consultations with the Homelessness 
Sector





Providing Harm Reduction supports particularly challenging

Drop-Ins, Day Programs shut down, leading to more isolation and 
difficulties in accessing supports

Accessing government benefits challenging – For instance, to obtain CERB people must have worked 
in the formal economy in the past 12 months

Inadequate income – traditional approaches to making money not viable

Congregating in public spaces – on the streets or in parks -  is prohibited, but for many 
youth experiencing homelessness, there is no choice

Congregating in public spaces – on the streets or in parks -  is prohibited, but for many 
youth experiencing homelessness, there is no choice.  One consequence is the 
accumulation of tickets.







A striking finding in our survey was that one third (33%) 
of respondents noted ‘eviction prevention’ as one of 
their top challenges for keeping youth stably housed 
during the pandemic.

Evictions Continue In Spite of Moratorium



SERVICE DELIVERY 
ADAPTATIONS

2:

Facilitating contact and engagement through technology



BUT 
…







Part 4

What happens 
next?



It will be a slow road to recovery. 
What will not be helpful

• Premature cut in income supports

• Rise in evictions

• Austerity and cutbacks, particularly in terms of housing

• Expansion of the financialization of the housing market

• Return to ‘business as usual’ in our response to homelessness

• We do not adequately prepare for subsequent waves

• Drastic rise in homelessness because of all of the above



Unintended Consequences:  Evictions

Patrick Fowler, Washington University, St. 
Louis



Unintended Consequences:  Transitions from Care



OPPORTUNITY
• COVID-19  has highlighted the folly of responding to 

homelessness by basically warehousing people.

• The government response perhaps opens the door to 
unconventional policy-making, and there may be public 
support for this.

• Planning for recovery is already happening.



• As part of an infrastructure spending strategy, 
front load investments in the building and 
operation of affordable housing and 
permanent supportive housing.

OPPORTUNITY



• Work with provinces and territories to 
implement a Guaranteed Basic Income.   

OPPORTUNITY



• Implement measures to curtail the 
Financialization of the Housing Market   

OPPORTUNITY



•  Agressively address housing precarity and 
homelessness amongst Indigenous peoples.   

OPPORTUNITY



• Completely retool the response to 
homelessness in Canada to focus more on 
PREVENTION!.   

OPPORTUNITY



Prevention

Housing 
and 

Supports

Emergency 
Response

Responding  to  homelessness 
in Canada



QUESTION!
What if we responded to the 
pandemic in a way similar to how we 
respond to homelessness?



We don’t do we?  
Instead, we focus on:
• Wearing masks
• Hygiene
• Social distancing
• Isolation
• Strategic closing of services



Homelessness 
as a 



Transforming our response to homelessness

Prevention
Housing 

and 

Supports

Emergency 
Response



Questions 
or 

comments?


