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51.9
The social housing 

wait list has grown by 
51.9%

0
The City has met its 
shelter occupancy 
standard 0 times

3.8x
The wait list for  

supportive housing has 
almost quadrupled

24.9
The cost of the  

monthly pass has  
increased by 24.9%

1/2
Half of us are still using 
vehicles, not transit or 
active transportation, 

to get to work

25
25 subway stations 
need retrofits to be 
accessible by 20251 
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Vacant  
Home

Tax

VRT
Re-introduceIntroduce

R E S O LUT I O N S  F O R  A  B E T T E R  N EW  Y E A R

17K
17,282 kids are waiting 
for a subsidized child 

care space

3
As of 2018, 3 wards 

met the City’s goal of 
providing 50% of kids 

under 4 with child care

#1
We have the most 
expensive infant & 
preschooler fees in 

Canada

K E Y  N U M B E R S :  C H I L D  CA R E

quality of life pics2x
More than twice as many 
pedestrians were killed 

in 2019 than in 2010

129
129 cyclists  

were “doored”   
in 20192 

1,100
In 2019 alone, over 

1,100 pedestrians were 
hit by a vehicle3

K E Y  N U M B E R S :  C YC L I N G  &  WA L K I N G

MLTT
Increase

for luxury homes
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Welcome to 2020! As we look ahead to a new 
decade and the launch of Toronto’s 2020 budget, 
we decided to take stock of Toronto at the end of 
the ‘10s, so that we may learn from the past and 
chart a new path forward.  

Recent reports have made it clear that rising 
income inequality is creating an increasingly 
divided city. 

In May 2019, United Way Greater Toronto re-
leased its “Rebalancing the Opportunity Equa-
tion” report, which illustrated that growing 
income inequality is undermining the promise 
that “diversity is our strength”:

The opportunity equation—individual effort plus 
access to opportunity equals success—is working 
for some but not for all. Young people, immi-
grants, racialized people, and women are seeing 
that their circumstances—the things about them-
selves that they cannot control (such as their age, 
immigration status, whether or not they belong 
to a racialized group, their gender, and even 
their postal code)—are barriers to their success 
in today’s GTA. These groups have to work harder 
to achieve the income needed to thrive, and the 
situation is worse in the Toronto region than it is 
in the country as a whole.4

A few months later, the Toronto Foundation 
released its 2019–2020 “Vital Signs” report. It too 
confirmed Toronto’s status as Canada’s income 
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inequality capital, with net worth for the bottom 
20% increasing by only $2,100 between 1999 and 
2016, while the top 20% enjoyed an average in-
crease of more than $600,000. The report point-
ed out that even though Toronto “is on a roll” 
economically, rising income inequality is at the 
root of disturbing trends. As stated in the report:

When we probe the numbers more closely, we 
see a profound pattern of maldistribution. De-
spite our self-image, Toronto does not work for 
all. In fact, for a growing majority, life in the city 
poses a serious struggle, and the trend lines sug-
gest things will get worse before they get better.5 

Most recently, the Metcalf Foundation’s “The 
Working Poor in the Toronto Region” report 
showed a significant increase in working poverty 
from 2006 to 2016 despite strong 2016 employ-
ment figures. It too points to growing income 
and wealth inequality, and illustrates what this 
means for our quality of life as Torontonians: 

The convergence of low pay, multiple insecure 
jobs, long hours, and gruelling transit trips, all 
in the face of higher costs for necessities, push 
the working poor to a life on the precipice of 
vulnerability where few have any sort of financial 
cushion.6 

In the lead up to the City of Toronto’s 2020 
budget, Toronto After a Decade of Austerity: The 
Good, the Bad, and the Ugly looks at how our city 
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has progressed, declined, or stagnated over the 
past decade in three key areas: housing; child 
care; and public transit, cycling, and walking. We 
assess the current state of the city after a decade 
of austerity budgets using 20 quantitative indica-
tors and offer resolutions to build a better city by 
continuing to address our funding needs in the 
years to come.

Our report echoes many of the concerns raised 
in the reports mentioned above. Toronto at the 
end of the ‘10s has significant challenges. We 
have an affordable housing crisis that is a daily 
struggle for hundreds of thousands of renters, 
a homelessness crisis that is taking lives, child 
care that is often hard to come by and the most 
expensive in the country, and a public transit 
system that requires substantial investment to 
meet the needs of our communities today and 
tomorrow. 

Toronto’s population increased by 10.5% be-
tween 2010 and 2018, little more than one 
percent per year.7 However, the trends high-
lighted in this report outpace population growth 
significantly in most areas, illustrating that our 
challenges have continued to worsen over the 
past decade due to the choices we have made, 
and are not merely a consequence of increased 
population.

We need to make different choices as a city —  
toward investments in closing the gap between 
the haves and the have nots, and away from aus-
terity budgets that pretend to make life better 
for the average Torontonian while cracks in our 
city continue to widen. 

The City of Toronto, other orders of govern-
ment, and non-governmental organizations have 
offered important policy, program, and practice 
recommendations to make progress on these 
substantial issues. We have included resources 
on that fine work in the appendix. 

There is one common denominator that unites 
all of these issues, and that is proper funding. By 
all means, the City of Toronto and every order 
of government should do all it can to improve 
our communities using existing resources — but 
that’s not going to build a better city. Years of 
austerity budgets illustrate the point; years of 
doing more with less have left us with deepening 
challenges, widening inequities, and mounting 
crises in our communities. 

Every order of government has a responsibility 
to address the big challenges described in this 
report — for Toronto and for all the communities 
within their purview. The City of Toronto cannot 
go it alone, but that should not be used as an 
excuse for inaction. 

We applaud the Mayor’s leadership in recently 
championing a property tax levy to increase the 
City Building Fund, and the majority of Coun-
cil who recognized the need to raise revenues 
for critical infrastructure. It’s a change in direc-
tion that moves the city forward, and it is long 
overdue. There is much more to be done, and 
it’s time to turn the page, away from austerity 
budgets and toward critical investments in social 
infrastructure to build a city that works for us all.
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A l m o s t  h a l f  o f  te n a n t  h o u s e h o l d s  a re  pay i n g  3 0 %  o r  m o re  o f  t h e i r 
i n c o m e  o n  s h e l te r

A n d  m o re  t h a n  1  i n  5  a re  
pay i n g  5 0 %  o r  m o re

HOUSING  by the Numbers

AND THERE’S BEEN NO CHANGE IN A DECADE

LEAVING THEM AT RISK OF HOMELESSNESS

47.0%   46.8%

22.9%   23.3%

R e n t a l  h o u s i n g  va c a n c y  r a te s  a re  wo r s e
OUR VACANCY RATE HAS BEEN “HEALTHY” IN ONLY 6 OF THE LAST 20 YEARS—AND 0 IN THE ’ 10s
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A n d  m o re  p e o p l e  a re  wa i t i n g  f o r  s u p p o r t i ve  h o u s i n g
MORE  PEOPLE  ARE  WAIT ING

FOR  SUPPORTIVE  HOUSING

201 1 / ' 12 :     3 ,574

Dec  2017 :   1 3 ,645
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MORE  AND  MORE  FAMIL IES  ARE  WAIT ING  FOR  SOCIAL  HOUSING  

Q1  2010 :    72 ,876  

Q2  2019 :  1 10 ,677

|   2 0 1 1   ||   2 0 1 0   | |   2 0 1 2   | |   2 0 1 3   | |   2 0 1 4   | |   2 0 1 5   | |   2 0 1 6   | |   2 0 1 7   | |   2 0 1 8   | |   2 0 1 9   |

According to Wikipedia, An annual report is a
comprehensive report on a company's activities
throughout the preceding year. Annual reports are
intended to give shareholders and other interested
people information about the company's activities
and financial performance. 
 
Daily reports are intended to give shareholders
and other interested people information about the
company. Daily reports are intended to give
information.
 
 

HEADING

13,645

x 3.8 

3,574

T h e  n u m b e r  o f  a f f o rd a b l e  re n t a l  u n i t s  c o m p l e te d  i s  a  d ro p  i n  t h e 
b u c ke t  o f  w h a t ’s  n e e d e d

According to Wikipedia, An annual report is a
comprehensive report on a company's
activities throughout the preceding year.
Annual reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people. 

Daily reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people
information about the company. Daily reports
are intended to give information.
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Q1  2010 :  2 ,908

Q1  2019 :  3 ,699

Q1  2010 :     921

Q1  2019 :  3 , 123

 

Q3  2010 :     866

Q3  2019 :  2 ,963

Q2  2010 :     827

Q2  2019 :  3 , 187

 

Q4  2010 :     865

Q4  2018 :  2 ,970
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Q2  2019 :  3 ,774
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Q3  2019 :  3 ,846

 

Q4  2010 :  2 ,829
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progress?
Doe s  t h i s  l o o k  l i k e

According to Wikipedia, An annual report is a
comprehensive report on a company's
activities throughout the preceding year.
Annual reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people. 

Daily reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people
information about the company. Daily reports
are intended to give information.
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51.9
The social housing wait 
list has grown by 51.9% 

0
The City has met its 
shelter occupancy 
standard 0 times

3.8x
The wait list for  

supportive housing has 
almost quadrupled

M o re  a n d  m o re  s i n g l e s  a re  u s i n g  s h e l te r s

According to Wikipedia, An annual report is a
comprehensive report on a company's
activities throughout the preceding year.
Annual reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people. 

Daily reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people
information about the company. Daily reports
are intended to give information.
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A n d  u s e  o f  fa m i l y  s h e l te r s  h a s  m o re  t h a n  t r i p l e d

According to Wikipedia, An annual report is a
comprehensive report on a company's
activities throughout the preceding year.
Annual reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people. 

Daily reports are intended to give
shareholders and other interested people
information about the company. Daily reports
are intended to give information.

AUDITOR 'S  REPORT
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Q 1                               Q 2                              Q 3                               Q 4
 

Q

1

 

'

1

0

Q

1

 

'

1

2

Q

1

 

'

1

4

Q

1

 

'

1

6

Q

1

 

'

1

8

.

Q

2

 

'

1

1

Q

2

 

'

1

3

Q

2

 

'

1

5

Q

2

 

'

1

7

Q

2

 

'

1

9

Q

3

 

'

1

0

Q

3

 

'

1

2

Q

3

 

'

1

4

Q

3

 

'

1

6

Q

3

 

'

1

8

.

Q

4

 

'

1

1

Q

4

 

'

1

3

Q

4

 

'

1

5

Q

4

 

'

1

7

Q

4

 

'

1

9

4,000 

3,000 

2,000 

1,000 

0 

AND  MORE  &  MORE  PEOPLE  ARE  USING  SHELTERS  EVERY  NIGHT

 

 

Q 1                               Q 2                              Q 3                               Q 4
 

Q1  2010 :  2 ,908

Q1  2019 :  3 ,699

Q1  2010 :     921

Q1  2019 :  3 , 123

 

Q3  2010 :     866

Q3  2019 :  2 ,963

Q2  2010 :     827

Q2  2019 :  3 , 187

 

Q4  2010 :     865

Q4  2018 :  2 ,970

 

Q2  2010 :  2 ,803

Q2  2019 :  3 ,774

 

Q3  2010 :  2 ,747

Q3  2019 :  3 ,846

 

Q4  2010 :  2 ,829

Q4  2018 :  3 ,631

 

progress?
Doe s  t h i s  l o o k  l i k e
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Ave r a g e  R e n t s  &  Va c a n c y  R a te s

The high cost of rental housing, climbing rents, 
and low vacancy rates tell the story of a rental 
housing market that is failing to provide affordable 
housing for hundreds of thousands of renters in 
the city. Data from Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation’s annual Rental Market Survey show 
average rents have risen by 39.8% for bachelor 
units, 33.7% for 1-bedrooms, 31.6% for 2-bed-
rooms, and 23.6% for 3+ bedrooms between 2010 
and 2018.12 In comparison, the inflation rate over 
the same time period was only 13.62%.13

In October 2018, average monthly rents in  
Toronto were $1,089 for a bachelor unit, $1,270 
for a 1-bedroom, $1,494 for a 2-bedroom, and 
$1,674 for a 3+ bedroom.14 However, those fig-
ures reflect rental housing costs for all units.  
Toronto’s average “asking rents” for units avail-
able for rent are much higher. For example, mar-
ket research firm Urbanation reported the City of 
Toronto’s October 2019 average rent for recently 
leased or available units at $2,515.15 According 
to rental housing search website PadMapper, 
the December 2019 average asking rent for the 
Toronto area was $2,300 for a 1-bedroom and 
$3,000 for a 2-bedroom.16 

In addition, vacancy rates for available rental 
units have been at historic lows, making it hard 
for renters to find a place to live, much less an 

H O U S I N G :  A  C R I S I S  WE  CA N ’ T  I G N O R E

Safe, decent, and affordable housing is a human 
right, essential for everyone. For decades, it has 
been increasingly hard to find in Toronto and 
across the country. Lack of access to affordable 
housing is a struggle for many residents. It dis-
proportionately affects Indigenous communities, 
newcomers, racialized groups, lone mother-led 
families, the LGBTQ community, younger adults, 
seniors, low-income residents, and people with 
disabilities, mental health issues, and addictions.9 

A heavy reliance on the private sector to provide 
affordable housing has failed to deliver on this 
basic right. Governments have not adequately 
invested in affordable housing, including vari-
ous forms of social and supportive housing and 
related supports. The absence of rent control on 
vacant and newly constructed units has ensured 
soaring rental costs.10 As well, the widespread 
financialization of housing, that is, permitting 
housing to be used as an investment vehicle to 
generate wealth rather than provide for human 
need, has intensified the problem. As a result, 
Toronto and other cities have been the site of 
an ever-expanding homelessness and housing 
crisis.11 Lives have been lost, and more will be 
without a bold change of course.  

The following metrics demonstrate the mounting 
affordable housing and homelessness crisis ex-
perienced by Toronto residents over the decade 
and the urgent need for action.
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adequate and affordable home. Housing experts 
consider a healthy vacancy rate to be 3–5%.17 
Throughout the decade, Toronto’s vacancy rates 
have been well below that threshold. Recent  
vacancy rates are 1.6% for bachelor units, 1.2% 
for 1-bedrooms, 0.9% for 2-bedrooms, and 1.2% 
for 3+ bedrooms.18, 19

Pe rc e n t a g e  o f  H o u s e h o l d  
I n c o m e  S p e n t  o n  S h e l te r  Co s t s

Rental housing affordability is commonly mea-
sured based on the percentage of income a house-
hold spends on shelter costs. Due to the high cost 
of rental housing and low and stagnant wages 
among renters in Toronto, tenant households end 
up spending a large portion of their incomes on 
rent, leaving too little for all other expenses. 

Comparing Census data over a decade, we found 
almost no change in either the percentage of 
tenant households lacking affordable housing 
(paying 30% or more of household income on 
shelter costs) or the percentage at risk of home-
lessness (paying 50% or more of household 
income on shelter costs).

Almost half of tenant households spent 30% or 
more of their income on shelter costs (47% in 2006 
and 46.8% in 2016), and over one in five spent 50% 
or more (22.9% in 2006 and 23.3% in 2016).20, 21

N ew  “A f f o rd a b l e ”  R e n t a l  
H o u s i n g  &  t h e  S o c i a l  H o u s i n g 
Wa i t i n g  L i s t

Over the past decade, the number of house-
holds on Toronto’s social housing waiting list has 
grown by 51.9%, from 72,876 households in the 
first quarter of 2010 to 110,677 in the second 
quarter of 2019.22 Meanwhile, the City’s Afford-
able Housing Office projected that 4,093 afford-
able rental homes would be completed between 
2010–201923 — hardly a drop in the bucket com-

pared to the real need. It is also less than half of 
the modest target of 10,000 new affordable rent-
al units set by Toronto City Council in “Housing 
Opportunities Toronto,” its 10-year (2010–2020) 
housing plan. In addition, the City defines afford-
able rents based on average market rental costs, 
which are out of reach for many households. In 
the end, many of the units constructed were not 
affordable to low-income households. 

T h e  S u p p o r t i ve  H o u s i n g  
Wa i t i n g  L i s t

Similarly, Toronto’s supportive housing waiting 
list has skyrocketed. Based on the most recent 
publicly available statistics, the waiting list has 
almost quadrupled, with 13,645 individuals on 
the list in 2017 compared to 3,574 in 2011/12.24 
Individuals on the supportive housing waiting 
list are some of the most vulnerable people in 
our community. They require not only affordable 
housing, but also supports for mental health and 
addiction issues. Most are homeless, including 
many left to manage within Toronto’s overcrowd-
ed emergency shelter system.

S h e l te r  U s e

The failure of governments to address the af-
fordable housing crisis has had predictable 
outcomes, evidenced by the deepening of the 
homelessness crisis. Toronto’s emergency shel-
ter statistics paint a grim picture. Over the de-
cade, shelter use among singles and families has 
increased dramatically.25 For singles, the average 
number of individuals per night staying in a shel-
ter increased by between 27.2% and 40%, vary-
ing by quarter.26 For families, shelter use over 
the decade increased enormously. In 2019, the 
average number of individuals per night staying 
in a family shelter was more than three times 
higher than in 2010.27, 28
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come, mixed-use, transit-oriented communities” 
through its Housing Now initiative.33 As well, in 
recent years, the City has substantially increased 
the number of affordable rental units in devel-
opment. For example, in 2019, a projected 3,700 
new rental units received approval for devel-
opment — more units in 2019 than had been 
approved in the first eight years of the City’s 
previous housing plan combined.

Regarding the Housing Now Initiative, advocates 
have questioned how the plan will meet the 
needs of residents with very low incomes who 
require deep subsidies, as initial plans included 
few deeply affordable units.34 The City has ad-
opted many ambitious plans in the past, often 
without much to show for it at the end of the 
day. Groups taking a deep dive into the planning 
process have raised several questions about the 
feasibility of the City delivering on its goal and 
within the established timeline.35

Toronto’s housing and homelessness crisis 
requires urgent action. HousingTO 2020–2030 is 
a strong first step in the right direction, and the 
City now needs to remain focused on delivering 
on its commitments, particularly for those who 
are hardest hit by the housing crisis.

Throughout the decade, shelter occupancy rates 
have consistently exceeded the Council-ap-
proved standard of 90% for each sector of the 
shelter system (i.e., men’s, women’s, youth, and 
family). Despite opening several new shelters in 
the latter part of the decade, the City of Toronto 
has never achieved its own shelter occupancy 
standard. Each time a new shelter has opened, it 
has quickly filled to capacity, demonstrating the 
large unmet need for emergency shelter. 

As we enter the new decade, each night, hun-
dreds of people who are homeless cannot ac-
cess a shelter in Toronto. Instead, they are left 
to try to find space in Out-of-the-Cold programs, 
respite centres, 24-hour drop-ins and the City’s 
assessment and referral centre — which are not 
equipped to function as shelters, do not meet the 
City’s shelter standards, and are also often at ca-
pacity — or resort to sleeping rough in the city’s 
streets, parks, ravines, and abandoned places.

Recent government commitments offer hope for 
people struggling with the housing and homeless-
ness crisis. In 2017, the federal government intro-
duced the National Housing Strategy, a 10-year, 
$55 billion plan aimed at reducing chronic home-
lessness by 50% and ending core housing need 
for 530,000 households over the next decade.29 As 
part of the strategy, in December 2019, the federal 
and Ontario governments committed $1.4 billion 
for the creation of the Canada-Ontario Housing 
Benefit, a program intended to reduce the cost of 
rental housing for eligible households.30

On the municipal level, Toronto City Council 
introduced a new housing plan. Adopted in 
December 2019, HousingTO 2020–2030 aims to 
improve the housing situation of over 341,000 
Toronto households.31 Targets include the devel-
opment of 40,000 new affordable rental units, 
including 18,000 units of supportive housing.32 In 
2018, Toronto City Council started the process by 
committing “11 City-owned sites for the devel-
opment of affordable housing within mixed-in-
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PUBLIC TRANSIT, CYCLING, & WALKING 
by the Numbers

24.9
The cost of the  

monthly pass has  
increased by 24.9% 
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Half of us are still using 
vehicles, not transit or 
active transportation, 

to get to work

25
25 subway stations 
need retrofits to be 
accessible by 202536 
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T h e  C i ty ’s  f u n d i n g  p e r  T TC  r i d e r  i s  way  b e l ow  o t h e r  b i g  c i t i e s ’
OURS IS THE LOWEST SUBSIDY PER RIDER OF ANY MASS TRANSIT SYSTEM IN NORTH AMERICA
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T h e  T TC  h a s  m a d e  g o o d  p ro g re s s ,  b u t  s t i l l  h a s  2 5  s u bway  s t a t i o n s  to 
re t ro f i t  to  m a ke  t h e m  a c c e s s i b l e  by  2 0 2 5

2010 

42%
29 of 69 stations accessible39 

Centre

(formerly 
Downsview)

Sheppard West Sheppard-Yonge

2019

64.3%
45 of 70 stations accessible40 

Lawrence East

Note: Scarborough RT not illustrated, as it will be shut down in coming years
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Access to fast, frequent, reliable, safe, accessible, 
and affordable public transit is essential to life in 
the city. Public transit is critical to the livability of 
our communities, vital to our health and well-be-
ing, and a prerequisite to advancing the human 
rights of people with disabilities. It fosters social 
inclusion and cohesion, supports the environment 
and sustainability, and bolsters the economy. 

Investing in public transit is important from 
an equity perspective. Census data show that 
women, younger workers, newcomers, individu-
als from various racialized groups, and residents 
with lower incomes are more likely to use pub-
lic transit as their main mode of commuting to 
work.41 As well, the accessibility of public transit, 
both conventional transit and Wheel-Trans, is 
a key equity issue as it pertains to people with 
disabilities. Building a better transit system is 
crucial to reaching our goals as a city, including 
delivering on commitments to equity.

Over the past decade, the Toronto Transit Com-
mission (TTC) has made some important advanc-
es to address the transit needs of Torontonians, 
such as free public transit for children aged 12 
and under, introduction of the Fare Discount 
Pass Program, completion of the Toronto-York 
Subway Extension, subway station retrofits 
for accessibility, transit priority service on King 
Street, a 2-hour transit transfer, and discounted 
fares for passengers transferring between GO 
Transit and the TTC.42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48 These and 
other measures have been important steps to 
improving Toronto’s transit system.

However, the system remained deeply under-
funded. It was a lost decade in terms of address-
ing the mounting capital needs of the system 
due to decades of underfunding. Over the past 
decade, transit riders all too often experienced 
disruptive delays, long waits, unreliable service, 
and overcrowded conditions on the city’s buses, 

streetcars, and subway cars. In addition, they 
paid a hefty price for this service.

The following transit metrics help to tell the tale 
of transit challenges over the decade.
 

R i d e r s h i p  &  Co m m u t i n g  Tre n d s

In the early part of the decade, TTC ridership 
was on the rise, but levelled off by 2014 and has 
largely flatlined since then.49, 50 Census data over 
the decade show a slight increase in the propor-
tion of Toronto residents using public transit as 
their main mode of commuting to work. In 2016, 
37% of residents used public transit as their 
main mode of commuting to work, up from 35% 
in 2006.51, 52, 53 While the proportion of residents 
using a car, truck, or van to get to work has 
declined over the decade, the reliance on the 
personal automobile remains strong — contrary 
to social, environmental, and sustainability goals. 

Challenges with the public transit system reduce 
its potential as an alternative to the use of per-
sonal vehicles. Mechanical breakdowns, service 
delays, inadequate and unreliable service, and 
overcrowding, coupled with the high cost of tran-
sit, act as barriers and disincentives to transit use.

The decade has been marked by a period of 
missed opportunity to build and expand the 
transit system. While the TTC did open the 
long-awaited Toronto-York Spadina Subway Ex-
tension in 2017 — a significant accomplishment 
to be sure — transit expansion beyond the Line 
1 extension has been slow in coming. Over the 
decade, transit riders were subjected to many 
transit expansion plans — some evidence-based, 
well-conceived and resourced, others not so 
much. However, political paralysis blocked prog-
ress on much-needed transit expansion. 

PU B L I C  T R A N S I T :  A  D E CA D E  O F  LO ST  O PP O RTU N I TY 
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In 2020, we reflect on what might have been had 
the City stayed the course to implement Transit 
City, a light rail transit and bus rapid transit expan-
sion plan proposed in 2007 by then Mayor David 
Miller. The plan, fully funded by the provincial 
government at the time, called for new rapid tran-
sit lines on major corridors across the city, with 
several lines to open in 2020, including new light 
rail transit to replace the aging Scarborough RT.54

Scarborough residents have ended up with the 
worst of the deal, left to wait a decade or more 
for the Scarborough subway extension, which 
will serve fewer residents at a greater cost and 
take longer to build than the proposed LRT. 
As well, once the Scarborough RT is no longer 
serviceable, residents will be left riding the bus 
while the subway extension is constructed.

The dramas of transit policy and planning contin-
ued to unfold at the end of the decade, with the 
provincial government threatening to take control 
of the TTC’s subway system. In the end, Toronto 
City Council voted to endorse the Province’s pro-
posed Ontario Line in exchange for the Province 

dropping its claim on the subway system.55

Looking back at the end of the ‘10s, it is no won-
der that ridership growth has failed to materi-
alize. We can hardly attract more people to use 
public transit if we don’t make the system work 
for transit riders. 
 
 
Fu n d i n g 

Underfunding adversely impacts the experience 
of transit riders and the ability of the TTC to 
attract new riders. It restricts the capacity of the 
TTC to improve service levels, maintain the tran-
sit system in a state of good repair, and address 
capital needs such as purchasing trains, buses, 
and streetcars. Inadequate funding is a perennial 
issue for the TTC. 

Notably, the Ontario government had contribut-
ed 50% of operating costs for the TTC until the 
mid-1990s. By 1998, the Province ended annu-
al provincial operating subsidies for the TTC.56 
Since then, it has provided occasional one-time 
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operating subsidies, but has never returned to a 
reliable cost-sharing arrangement with the City. 
Most recently, the Province announced plans to 
freeze gas tax funding, which supports public 
transit, reversing a commitment made by the 
previous provincial government to increase this 
funding source for municipalities.57

At the municipal level, the City of Toronto pro-
vides an annual operating subsidy, which par-
tially supports the operation of the TTC. During 
the last half of the decade, the City of Toronto 
increased its operating subsidy to the TTC. As a 
result, City subsidy funding accounted for 33% 
of the TTC’s operating expenses in 2019, up from 
28% in 2016.58 Despite increases in municipal 
funding, the TTC has the lowest subsidy level per 
rider among all mass transit systems in Canada 
and the United States.59

For most of the decade, the City of Toronto 
subsidy level was less than $1.00 per passenger, 
rising to $1.11 in 2018.60 In comparison, large ur-
ban centres like Chicago and New York City had 
much higher subsidy levels, at $3.14 CDN per 

passenger for Chicago in 2016 and $2.31 CDN 
per passenger for New York City in 2016.61

As a result of Toronto’s low subsidy level, most 
of the funding used to run the TTC comes from 
transit fares. According to City budget documents, 
fares accounted for 58% of projected TTC operat-
ing expenses for 2019.62 Recent research shows 
the TTC has the highest “farebox recovery ratio” 
— the percentage of operating costs covered by 
passenger fares — among all mass transit sys-
tems in Canada and the U.S.63 Relying so heavily 
on the farebox leaves our transit system deeply 
under-resourced, and the consequences are clear. 

In addition to the challenges on the operating 
side, a TTC report released in January 2019 iden-
tified $33.5 billion in capital needs over the next 
15 years.64 This comprehensive review calculated 
the funding needed to maintain the current sys-
tem, excluding most expansion projects. 

In December 2019, the TTC released its new 
5-year service plan, which called for extensive 
service improvements. The plan projects a 
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steady growth in ridership to a total of 560,000 
trips in 2024, up from 521,000 in 2018.65 Howev-
er, growth in ridership relies on transit improve-
ments, which depend on substantial investment 
— the majority of which is unfunded. To imple-
ment the 5-year plan, the TTC requires $779.5 
million for streetcars, buses, and related infra-
structure.66 The plan is almost entirely unfunded.     

All in, our transit system needs substantial, long-
term, and reliable funding to deliver for transit 
riders and to meet broader goals of respond-
ing to the climate crisis, supporting community 
health, and advancing equity and inclusion. 

Tr a n s i t  Fa re s

With transit fares making up the majority of op-
erating funding for the TTC, it is not surprising to 
find that the TTC has some of the highest fares 
in Canada and the United States. In particular, 
the TTC has one of the most expensive monthly 
transit passes. Over the past decade, the month-
ly pass/Metropass has increased from $121 to 
$151.15, a 24.9% increase — well above the rate 
of inflation at 16.1% for the same period.67, 68, 69

In December 2019, the TTC proposed more fare 
hikes for 2020. If passed by Toronto City Council, 
these increases would leave monthly passhold-
ers paying an extra $4.85 per month, for a total 
of $156 for a monthly pass.70 The TTC board pro-
poses an additional 10 cents per ride for all other 
fares except the adult single cash fare, which 
would stay as is at $3.25 per ride. The 10-cent 
fare increase may not sound like much, but over 
the course of a year would amount to approxi-
mately $50 more for a single adult. For monthly 
passholders, the proposed increase would cost 
an additional $58.20 per year. 

While transit fares continued to climb through 
the decade, the City of Toronto did take an im-
portant step to address the high cost of public 
transit for adults with low incomes. In April 2018, 

the City introduced the Fare Pass Discount Pro-
gram, a central component of the City’s Poverty 
Reduction Strategy. The program provides dis-
counted TTC fares for eligible residents, including 
a 21% discount for adult monthly passes and a 
33% discount for adult single fares.71  

The City devised a 3-phase plan for the imple-
mentation of the Fare Pass Discount Program. 
Phase 1 and part of Phase 2 have been im-
plemented, making the program available for 
Toronto residents receiving Ontario Works and 
Ontario Disability Support Program benefits who 
do not already receive transportation supports, 
and for residents receiving child care subsidies.

However, implementation of the program has 
stalled. In 2019, Phase 2 of the implementation 
plan was only partially completed, with expand-
ed access for families receiving a child care 
subsidy but not for households receiving hous-
ing supports.72 In Phase 3, scheduled for 2020, 
the plan called for discounted fares to be made 
available to all other Toronto residents who 
meet the program’s low-income criteria. Howev-
er, City documents indicate that Phase 3 imple-
mentation will be delayed until 2021 in order to 
work out the logistical details for expansion of 
the program.73

Access to discounted transit fares supports 
residents living in poverty. All efforts should be 
made to speed up the implementation process.

Tr a n s i t  A c c e s s i b i l i ty

In 2005, the Ontario provincial government 
passed the Accessibility for Ontarians with Dis-
abilities Act (AODA).74 The aim of the legislation 
is to make Ontario fully accessible for people 
with disabilities by 2025. Under the legislation, 
all levels of government, private businesses, and 
nonprofit organizations are mandated to take 
specific actions to make the province accessible.
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While making progress on station accessibili-
ty, the TTC has been delayed in carrying out its 
own plans in this area. Several station upgrades 
outlined in the 2014–2018 TTC Multi-Year Acces-
sibility Plan have were not completed on time for 
reasons such as budget constraints, design and 
procurement challenges, and construction chal-
lenges.81 According to the 2019–2023 TTC Multi-
Year Accessibility Plan, the TTC is on track to 
complete retrofits on remaining stations, making 
all stations accessible by 2025.82 

These plans are a hopeful sign. However, other 
factors impact accessibility beyond the physical 
properties of the stations. For example, frequent 
overcrowding in subway cars, buses, and street-
cars presents a serious barrier to access for peo-
ple with disabilities. As well, deficiencies in City 
services such as a lack of sidewalk snow removal 
services in the old City of Toronto also prevent 
accessibility. If sidewalks are not cleared of snow, 
people with mobility issues will not be able to 
make their way to subway stations or transit 
stops, regardless of how accessible the station or 
vehicle may be. 

A variety of policy and funding decisions impact 
the accessibility of Toronto’s transit system.83 
Meeting the AODA’s 2025 deadline will require 
dedicated funds, policy and service coordination, 
and a commitment to addressing the intercon-
nected issues that present barriers to accessible 
public transit.

Over the past decade, the TTC has implemented 
several changes to address accessibility issues 
on public transit, consistent with the AODA. 
Changes such as the purchase of accessible 
buses and streetcars, the addition of elevators 
and other accessibility features in several sub-
way stations, transit stop upgrades, the addition 
of subway platform edges, audio-visual stop 
announcements, the use of blue priority seating 
in vehicles, and other measures have increased 
accessibility on the TTC.75

Predating the AODA, the TTC first committed to 
make transit services and facilities accessible for 
all in the 1980s.76 In 1989, the TTC introduced its 
Easier Access program, which aimed to deliver 
on this goal, including making all subway and RT 
stations accessible. The TTC’s 2008 Accessible 
Transit Services Plan projected that all stations 
would be accessible by 2020.77 However, due to 
funding constraints, the completion date was 
pushed to 2025. 

In 2010, 29 of the TTC’s 69 stations were acces-
sible, just 42%.78 Over the past decade, the TTC 
completed retrofits on 11 more stations, adding 
elevators and other accessibility features. With 
the opening of the Toronto-York Spadina Subway 
Extension in 2017, 6 new accessible stations were 
added to the system. At the end of the decade, 45 
of its 70 stations79 were accessible, or 64.3%.80



SOCIAL PLANNING TORONTO   |   19

quality of life pics2x
More than twice as many 
pedestrians were killed 

in 2019 than in 2010

129
129 cyclists  

were “doored”   
in 201984 

1,100
In 2019 alone, over 

1,100 pedestrians were 
hit by a vehicle85 

T h e  n u m b e r  o f  p e d e s t r i a n s  k i l l e d  o n  o u r  s t re e t s  h a s  m o re  t h a n  
d o u b l e d ,  a n d  s e r i o u s  i n j u r i e s  h ave  r i s e n  i n  re c e n t  yea r s

PE D E ST R I A N  &  C YC L I ST  S A F E TY  I N  J E O PA R DY

PEDESTRIAN SERIOUS INJURIES

173
158

150

100 

50

0

PEDESTRIAN FATALITIES

20

4240

30 

20

10

0

R oa d  s a f e ty  f o r  c yc l i s t s  c o n t i n u e s  to  b e  a  s e r i o u s  c o n c e r n

CYCLIST FATALITIES

2

44

3

2

1

0

CYCLIST SERIOUS INJURIES

36

75

50 

25

0

45



20   |   TORONTO AFTER A DECADE OF AUSTERITY

Pedestrian safety on Toronto’s streets has been 
the topic of increased concern with the rise in 
the number of pedestrians who have been hit 
by vehicles and, as a result, have experienced 
serious injuries or died on our streets. 

Toronto Police Service data show that the num-
ber of pedestrians who have experienced serious 
injuries from collisions was highest in the early 
years of the decade. However, after a decline, 
those figures have been on the rise since 2015. 
In 2018, 158 pedestrians were seriously injured 
on our streets. The number of pedestrian fatali-
ties has been especially high from 2013 onwards, 
with a high of 44 in 2016. In 2019, 42 pedestri-
ans lost their lives on our streets. Recent media 
reports show that over 1,100 pedestrians were 
hit by a vehicle in 2019 alone.86 Older adults are 
at greatest risk.

Road safety for cyclists remains a serious con-
cern. The number of cyclists hit by vehicles who 
experienced serious injuries was highest in 2012 
with 72 cyclists and 2013 with 68 cyclists seri-

ously injured. In 2018, 36 cyclists were seriously 
injured. Over the decade, the number of cyclist 
fatalities fluctuated between 1 to 4 per year. 
Four cyclists were killed each year on our streets 
in 2013, 2015, 2017, and 2018. One cyclist lost 
her life in 2019. Road safety issues for cyclists 
are further underscored by cyclist experiences of 
“dooring,” that is, being hit by car doors. Recent 
media reports show 185 cyclists were doored in 
2017, 132 in 2018, and 129 in 2019.87 

City of Toronto plans to address road safety 
include Vision Zero 2.0 and the Cycling Network 
Plan. Originated in Sweden, Vision Zero is an 
approach to road safety aimed at eliminating 
traffic deaths and ensuring the safety of road 
users, particularly pedestrians and cyclists, who 
are at greatest risk. In 2016, Toronto City Coun-
cil adopted its Vision Zero road safety plan with 
the goal of eliminating “serious injury and fatal 
collisions and to provide further protection for 
vulnerable road users.”88 However, it was not 
effective in reducing serious injuries and fatali-
ties on our streets. In particular, the number of 
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pedestrians incurring serious injuries continued 
to climb after the plan was introduced, and the 
number of pedestrian fatalities remained high. 

Further, the Toronto Police Service was criticized 
for reducing resources for traffic enforcement. 
In an analysis of a decade of traffic enforcement 
and fatalities data, University of Toronto epide-
miologist Dr. David Fisman attributed the rise 
in pedestrian fatalities to the decline in traffic 
enforcement on Toronto streets.89

In response to the failure of its Vision Zero poli-
cy, Toronto City Council adopted Vision Zero 2.0 
in June 2019, expanding measures and commit-
ting additional funding to support road safety.90 
Vision Zero 2.0 measures include a speed man-
agement strategy, including reduction of speed 
limits on arterial and local roads, road design 
improvements, proactively addressing high risk 
mid-block crossings, proactively addressing turn-
ing collisions at signal red intersections, and an 
education and engagement plan.91

The Toronto Police Service has proposed a plan 
to increase resources on traffic enforcement.92 
Contributing to those efforts, 50 photo-radar 
cameras are being installed in school and com-
munity safety zones to reduce speeding and 
support road safety.93

The new plan has received support from pe-
destrian, cyclist, and road safety advocates as a 
positive step forward. However, advocates have 
challenged the City to do more to improve road 
safety, particularly for vulnerable road users. For 
example, groups have called for greater reduc-
tions in speed limits on arterial roads (40 km/
hour) and local roads (30 km/hour), controlled 
crossings at all TTC bus stops, additional traffic 
calming measures, the elimination of right turns 
on red lights, serious penalties for drivers who vi-
olate related traffic laws, installation of sidewalks 
on all city streets, and increased funding to expe-
dite the implementation of the plan.94, 95, 96, 97 
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Adopted in 2016, the City’s 10-year Cycling Net-
work Plan advances a strong vision of a growing 
and connected cycling network across Toronto.98 
Like Vision Zero, the cycling plan has an emphasis 
on road safety. The 10-year plan included annu-
al targets and timelines for network expansion. 
However, little progress was made on the expan-
sion of the network.99

In 2019, Toronto City Council endorsed the Cy-
cling Network Plan Update, a new focused and 
short-term plan that, if successful, will increase 
the cycling network by at least 120 km over the 
next three years.100 Major projects include expan-
sion of protected bike lanes on Bloor Street, bike 
lane pilot projects on Danforth Avenue, and possi-
bly the addition of bike lanes on University Ave-
nue as part of its “complete streets” makeover.101
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raising more concerns about the future of child 
care programs in Ontario. 

In contrast, the child care community is hope-
ful about federal action on child care based on 
strong child care commitments in the election 
platforms of a number of the federal parties.

Child care metrics demonstrate the progress made 
over the decade and the challenges that remain.

C h i l d  C a re  S pa c e s

With the support of senior orders of govern-
ment, the number of child care spaces in Toron-
to has increased by 45% since 2013, from 55,204 
in January 2013 (earliest date with available data) 
to 80,076 in September 2019. In 2018, Toronto’s 
child care spaces served about 27% of children 
0–9 years of age, up from 21% in 2010.110, 111 

The City has a ways to go to meet its child care 
goals. For example, the City’s Child Care Growth 
Strategy aims to have child care spaces for 50% of 
children under age 4 by 2026.112 As shown in the 
preceding map, as of 2018, only three of Toronto’s 
25 wards had spaces for 50% or more of young 
children in the ward. In contrast, the highest rates 
of unmet need are in North Etobicoke, Humber 
River-Black Creek, York South-Weston, Scarbor-
ough Southwest, Scarborough Centre, Scarbor-
ough North, and Scarborough-Rouge River.

In Toronto, many parents of newborns get on 
the waiting list as early as they can. Whether 
families can afford the cost of child care or not, 
just getting a space can be tough.

Introduced in 2012, the City’s Middle Child-
hood Strategy aims to increase access to out-
of-schooltime programs, such as before- and 
after-school programs, for children aged 6–12. 

C H I L D  CA R E :  A  D E CA D E  O F  I N VE ST M E N T,  B UT  M O R E  TO  D O

Access to high quality, affordable child care is 
essential to families, supports children’s social 
development and educational success, and pro-
duces social and economic benefits broadly.102, 

103, 104 As women often play the role of primary 
caregiver, access to child care is a prerequisite 
for advancing women’s equality, including sup-
porting the economic security of women. Access 
to this vital service allows parents to take on 
paid employment, participate in educational and 
training opportunities, and take part in commu-
nity and civic life. Child care is also recognized as 
a key component of poverty reduction.105  

Over the past decade, significant change has tak-
en place affecting Toronto families and the child 
care community. For example, the introduction 
of Full-Day Kindergarten (FDK) for children aged 
4 and 5 in Ontario has had positive and lasting 
effects on young children and their families. 
However, this change also had a destabilizing 
effect on the child care sector as 4- and 5-year- 
olds moved from child care to FDK.106 Resources 
to assist the sector with the transition were slow 
in coming, making for a challenging transition. 

The decade was a good one for increased fund-
ing for child care. Senior orders of government 
provided substantial multi-year funding that 
allowed for the construction of new child care 
centres, expansion of child care spaces, greater 
availability of child care subsidies, and wage en-
hancements for child care workers.107, 108, 109 

However, a change in provincial government has 
brought a change in direction on child care and 
other public services. In the past year, the On-
tario government has cut child care funding and 
changed cost-sharing arrangements, reducing 
provincial contributions and downloading costs 
onto municipalities. The provincial government 
has indicated it plans to review the child care 
funding formula and provincial child care plans, 
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Historically, for middle years children — no 
longer early years and not yet teens — there has 
been only a patchwork of programs. According 
to the City of Toronto, only 14% of middle years 
children had access to out-of-schooltime pro-
grams in 2015.113

More recent statistics on access to out-of-school-
time programs for children 6–12 years of age are 
not publicly available. However, research shows 
that provincial legislative changes have had a 
positive effect on the number of schools provid-
ing before- and after-school programs for mid-
dle years children. Effective September 1, 2017, 
the provincial government mandated all school 
boards to provide before- and after-school 
programs for children in Grades 1–6 (aged 6–12) 
where demand was sufficient.114 The 2018 People 
for Education school survey found 80% of pub-
licly funded schools in Ontario were providing 
these programs, up from only 55% in 2012.115 

In Toronto, the City of Toronto, the Toronto 
District School Board and the Toronto Catholic 
District School Board formed a working group 
in order to take a collaborative approach to 
the provision of before- and after-school pro-
grams.116 Under the legislation, before- and 
after-school programs for middle years chil-
dren may be provided by the school board or 
an authorized third party. In 2017, the working 
group identified that 28% of schools from the 
two boards did not have a middle childhood 
program. The group continued its work of inves-
tigating the demand and viability of providing 
middle childhood programs as well as programs 
for younger children. The 2017 City staff report 
notes that the Province, while increasing funding 
for child care for younger children, had not pro-
vided additional resources for middle childhood 
programs. Updates are needed on the City’s Mid-
dle Childhood Strategy to assess progress and 
understand the issues affecting access to middle 
childhood programs at present.

Recent provincial education cuts raise serious 
concerns regarding the future of child care for 
children across the age spectrum, including be-
fore- and after-school programs. 

C h i l d  C a re  Fe e s 

A lack of affordable child care is a struggle for 
families across many income groups. Full fee 
child care is especially prohibitive for lower in-
come families. Groups disproportionately affect-
ed include lone parents, particularly lone moth-
er-led families, Indigenous families, newcomers, 
racialized groups, younger families, and families 
with members with disabilities.117

Recent studies have found Toronto has some of 
the most expensive child care in the country. In 
2018, Toronto had the highest median child care 
fees for infants and preschoolers, and the sec-
ond highest median fees for toddlers.118 Previous 
studies found similar results.119, 120 Average child 
care costs in Toronto are approximately $22,000 
a year for an infant and $17,000 a year for a 
toddler.121 Research commissioned by the City of 
Toronto found that Toronto’s child care fees are 
unaffordable for over 75% of families.122 

The City’s Child Care Growth Strategy and Chil-
dren’s Services Service Plan recognize the barri-
ers that families face in accessing high quality, af-
fordable child care.123, 124  In recent years, the City 
of Toronto, with funding support from senior 
orders of government, has taken steps to con-
tain child care costs and expand access to child 
care subsidies for families with low incomes. As 
shown in the preceding chart, median child care 
fees have largely flatlined in recent years. Child 
care fees in the high range125 have either de-
creased (for before- and after-school programs) 
or increased at a rate that is less than the rate of 
inflation (for infant, toddler, and preschooler). 
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With support from senior orders of government, 
the average number of children receiving a sub-
sidized child care space has increased over the 
second half of the decade. While the wait list has 
fluctuated over the decade, the demand for child 
care subsidies among families with low incomes 
continues to be high. In September 2019, there 
were 17,282 children on the wait list for a child 
care subsidy.
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Toronto at the end of the ‘10s has significant 
challenges. We have an affordable housing crisis 
that is a daily struggle for hundreds of thousands 
of renters, a homelessness crisis that is taking 
lives, child care that is often hard to come by and 
the most expensive in the country, and a public 
transit system that requires substantial invest-
ment to meet the needs of our communities 
today and tomorrow. Risks to pedestrian and cy-
clist safety on our streets will not be solved with 
reflective armbands.

The City of Toronto, other orders of govern-
ment, and non-governmental organizations have 
offered important policy, program, and practice 
recommendations to make progress on these 
substantial issues. We have included resources 
on that fine work in the appendix. 

There is one common denominator that unites 
all of these issues, and that is proper funding. By 
all means, the City of Toronto and every order 
of government should do all it can to improve 
our communities using existing resources — but 
that’s not going to build a better city. Years of 
austerity budgets illustrate the point; years of 
doing more with less have left us with deepening 
challenges, widening inequities, and mounting 
crises in our communities. 

Every order of government has a responsibility 
to address the big challenges described in this 
report — for Toronto and for all the communities 
within their purview. The City of Toronto cannot 
go it alone, but that should not be used as an 
excuse for inaction. 

RESOLUTIONS FOR A BETTER CITY

C I T Y ’ S  S P E N D I N G  A DJ U S T E D  F O R  I N F L AT I O N  &  P O P U L AT I O N  G R OW T H 1 2 8 

Source: City of Toronto (2019). Tax and Rate Supported 2019 Operating Budget and  
2019–2028 Capital Budget and Plan Presentation to City Council
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C i ty  B u i l d i n g  Fu n d 

Fortunately, the prospect for change began to 
take shape at the close of the decade. On De-
cember 4, 2019, Mayor John Tory made a bold 
move to publicly advocate to increase property 
taxes beyond the rate of inflation in 2020 and 
for the next six years.126 The Mayor proposed 
increasing the City Building Fund, a property 
tax levy, to pay for public transit and affordable 
housing infrastructure. Toronto City Council vot-
ed in favour of the Mayor’s plan. As a result, in 
2020 the average residential property taxpayer 
will pay an additional $43 on their annual bill.

The additional funds will allow the City to borrow 
$6.6 billion over the next 6 years to invest in pub-
lic transit and affordable housing — two areas 
of critical need in our city. At its December 2019 
meeting, Toronto City Council passed a motion in 
support of the Mayor’s plan.127 It is an important 
move that turns a corner on 10 years of austerity 
budgets at the municipal level. 

We applaud the Mayor’s leadership in champi-
oning a tax increase and the majority of Council 
who recognized the need to raise revenues for 
critical infrastructure. It’s a change in direction 
that moves the city forward.

For the past decade, Toronto City Council has 
made the political choice to keep property tax-
es low — the lowest rate in the GTA, Hamilton, 
and Ottawa — and to reject other options to 
raise revenues. That choice has come at a cost 
to our city. It has starved our city of the neces-
sary resources to create affordable housing, to 
end homelessness, to improve the public transit 
system, to increase access to high quality and 
affordable child care, to address pedestrian and 
cyclist safety, and to pay for the critical public 
services our communities rely upon. 

Adjusted for inflation and population growth, 
City of Toronto per capita spending has declined 
over the decade. Decreasing support for vital 
public services has an impact, and we can see it 
in our city every day.
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Toronto City Council has taken an important 
first step in increasing revenues to fund need-
ed infrastructure, but it would be a mistake to 
stop there. The City has considerable challenges 
and lots of ground to make up after a decade of 
austerity. Toronto City Council has options for 
increasing revenues, and we encourage Coun-
cil to continue to raise revenues for important 
programs, services, and infrastructure. There are 
three immediate options. 

1 .  I n t ro d u c e  a  Va c a n t  H o m e  Ta x

A vacant home tax is a tax applied to vacant res-
idential units. According to the City of Toronto, 
the primary goal of a vacant home tax is to affect 
the behaviour of residential property owners to 
either sell or rent out vacant units, rather than to 
raise revenues for the municipality.129 However, 
revenues raised can be used to fund affordable 
housing. In this way, a vacant home tax can be 
useful in improving access to housing, including 
affordable housing.  

In 2017, the provincial government granted the 
City of Toronto powers to enact a vacant home 
tax. Since then, the City has been examining the 
potential of and mechanisms for implementing 
a vacant home tax. It has conducted research 
and public consultations on the proposed tax.130 
On the urging of Deputy Mayor Ana Bailão, the 
City’s Executive Committee passed a motion at 
its November 14, 2019, meeting requesting City 
finance staff to bring forward a report on the 
vacant home tax as part of the City’s 2020 bud-
get process.131 The committee indicated that the 
report should include information on the consul-
tation, public policy benefits of the tax, potential 
design of the tax, and an assessment of how the 
tax has been used in the City of Vancouver. This 
move is an important next step in Council’s con-
sideration of this potential tax.

In 2017, in response to its affordable housing cri-
sis, the City of Vancouver introduced the Empty 
Homes Tax, the first vacant homes tax in North 
America. The municipality charges 1% of a vacant 
home’s assessed value on an annual basis.132, 133 
The tax has had two positive effects: the number 
of vacant units decreased by 22% between 2017 
and 2018 (1,989 properties were vacant in 2018 
compared to 2,538 in 2017), and the tax gener-
ated significant revenue for affordable housing 
($39.4 million in 2018; $38 million in 2017).134 

The City of Vancouver conducted public consul-
tations to identify priorities for the use of the 
funds. Funds are being used to “acquire or pro-
vide land and resources for affordable non-profit 
and co-op housing; grants to update, improve, 
and build co-op housing; increase supply and im-
prove low income housing and shelter options; 
support for existing renters; funding for skills 
training & peer support in Supportive Housing; 
and emerging initiatives.”135 Some specific proj-
ects include the purchase of Ross House, a single 
room occupancy building for 24 residents to be 
operated by a nonprofit, the provision of rent-
ers’ advocacy and services, and the expansion of 
social and co-op housing grants.

In 2018, the City of Vancouver had 1,989 vacant 
units, 1.1% of all residential units.136  The number 
of vacant residential units in the City of Toronto is 
unknown. However, available data provide some 
indication of the scale. According to the City of 
Toronto, 15,000–28,000 residential units have 
low hydro and water consumption (2–4% of all 
residential units).137 This does not mean that the 
units were necessarily vacant or available for use. 
For example, units could be under construction. 

Other attempts to calculate the number of va-
cant homes in Toronto have produced higher es-
timates. Using 2006 and 2016 Census data, Point 
2 Homes, a real estate market research site, 

PAY I N G  F O R  A  B E T T E R  C I TY
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estimated that the City of Toronto has more than 
66,000 vacant homes.138, 139 In another analysis, 
conducted in 2019, Toronto resident Jaco Joubert 
carried out an ingenuous exercise, setting up 
a camera aimed at over a thousand units in 15 
buildings surrounding his home in the College 
and Dovercourt area.140 The camera took photos 
every 5 minutes from sundown to sunrise over a 
week. He performed the experiment twice over a 
few months. Using heat maps and custom filters, 
his results showed 5.6% of units were vacant; in 
one building, 13.5% units were vacant. Attention 
on vacant units has led to increased calls for a 
vacant home tax.

Toronto could generate considerable revenue 
to support affordable housing. In comparison to 
Vancouver, Toronto has about four times as many 
residential units (752,000 in Toronto141; 189,162 in 
Vancouver142). In 2018, Vancouver’s Empty Homes 
Tax raised $39.4 million for affordable housing 
programs with only 1.1% of vacant units.143 Toron-
to has almost four times the number of residen-
tial units compared to Vancouver. While the City 
of Toronto will need to crunch the numbers, if our 
situation is similar to Vancouver’s, Toronto could 
generate considerably more funding than Van-
couver has from a vacant home tax.144  

Every night in Toronto, more than 9,200 people are 
homeless — sleeping outdoors, in the city’s shel-
ters, respite centres, and health and correctional 
facilities.145 It is appalling that we should have 
potentially tens of thousands of homes left empty. 
Vancouver’s Empty Homes Tax offers an inspiring 
example of how municipalities can find solutions 
to address their affordable housing crises. It’s time 
for Toronto to adopt a vacant home tax.

2 .  R e - i n t ro d u c e  t h e  Ve h i c l e 
R e g i s t r a t i o n  Ta x

For a short time, from September 2008 to early 
2011, the City of Toronto had a Vehicle Registra-
tion Tax that generated tens of millions for public 
services and infrastructure.146, 147, 148 The annual 
personal vehicle tax was $60 per vehicle and $30 
for motorcycles. When it was repealed in 2011, the 
City lost $64 million annually in revenue.149 
Several attempts have been made to bring back 
the tax, without success. Councillors have pro-
posed varying amounts, exemptions for seniors, 
and discounts for hybrid and electric cars.150 They 
have recommended that funds be directed to a 
variety of City services and infrastructure including 
road repair, improvements and expansion of the 
TTC, work to ensure the TTC is AODA compliant, 
repairs to Toronto Community Housing, and ex-
pansion of subsidized child care — all to no avail. 
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3 .  I n c rea s e  t h e  M u n i c i pa l  L a n d 
Tr a n s f e r  Ta x  ( M LT T )  f o r  
L u xu r y  H o m e s

The MLTT is a municipal tax paid by homebuyers 
and property buyers, with some exemptions for 
first-time homebuyers.158 The amount charged is 
a percentage of the value of the property, rang-
ing from 0.5% to 2.5%. The top tier applies to 
properties with a value of $2 million or more.
 
Toronto City Council introduced the MLTT in 
2008 to raise revenues to pay for critical services 
and infrastructure. It has been an essential new 
revenue source for the City. Over the past de-
cade, the City has generated over $5 billion from 
the MLTT.159 

In 2019, Councillors Bradford, Bailão, and Cressy 
investigated the possibility of adding a new top 
tier to the MLTT of 3% for properties valued at 
$3 million or more.160 It was estimated that this 
new tier would raise an additional $5.1 million 
annually. According to the Councillors, about 

In 2016, a consultant report prepared for Council 
estimated that an annual motor vehicle registra-
tion tax between $20 and $100 could generate 
$18 to $94 million for City services and infra-
structure.151 It is an option that Council has not 
exercised. In 2019, the latest proposal was to 
re-introduce a $60 annual registration fee that 
would generate $55 million to be divided equally 
between road repair and transit improvement.152 
The motion failed.

Since 2011, when the vehicle registration tax was 
cancelled, the monthly TTC pass has increased 
by 24.9%.153, 154 Adjusted for inflation, transit 
users are paying an additional $175 a year, and 
more fare increases have been proposed for 
2020.155, 156 As a group, transit riders tend to have 
lower incomes than drivers.157 It doesn’t seem to 
be asking too much for drivers to contribute an 
additional $60 a year to improve public transit. 
We recommend the reinstatement of a Vehicle 
Registration Tax with revenues directed at sup-
porting public transit and access to transit for 
residents with low incomes.

MLTT
Increase

for luxury homes

Vacant  
Home

Tax

VRT
Re-introduceIntroduce
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775 homes sell for $3 million or more each year 
in Toronto. If the new tier was implemented, a 
homebuyer purchasing a $4 million home, for 
example, would pay an additional $5,000 in MLTT 
fees, for a total of $91,500, up from $86,500.
 
The Councillors wanted to use the funds to ex-
pand the City’s housing allowance program for 
residents with low incomes. In particular, there 
were concerns that some funding sources were 
running out. In the end, a new arrangement with 
the Province provided the funding to maintain 
the program.161 
 
We think the Councillors had a good idea in 
exploring a new top tier for the MLTT. The City’s 
affordable housing and homelessness crisis is 
urgent, and all possible resources to support 
action are essential. There is a strong argument 
for “housing paying for housing.” A new upper 
tier on the MLTT could generate revenue to con-
tribute to the capital costs of new affordable and 
supportive housing. 

According to a November 2019 report from real 
estate company Re/Max, the luxury real estate 
market in Toronto is doing quite well.162 Accord-
ing to the report: “Homebuyers at virtually all 
price points — including uber-luxe — are kicking 
the tires once again. As a result, momentum is 
building in the overall market, which is reflected 
in the escalation in sales at both the $2 million 
and $5 million price points.”

On a related note, Toronto Foundation’s 2019 
“Vital Signs” report notes: “By many measures, 
Toronto is the city with the most inequality in 
Canada, and this inequality has grown extremely 
rapidly over recent decades.”163 The report goes 
on to describe the enormous gulf in incomes and 
wealth between the most and least privileged in 
our city, the gendered and racialized nature of the 
gap, and the serious consequences of inequality 
to health, well-being, and social cohesion.

The City of Toronto doesn’t have the authority to 
introduce an income tax or a wealth tax. How-
ever, it can introduce a new upper tier to the 
MLTT or change the rates that are charged for 
luxury home purchases. Toronto is the inequality 
capital of Canada. The wealthy of the city should 
contribute more to address inequality in our city. 

A new tier on the MLTT won’t eliminate inequal-
ity in our city, but it is one action of many that 
the City should take to address the challenges, 
crises, and inequities in Toronto. We recom-
mend that the City introduce a new upper tier on 
the MLTT and/or raise the MLTT rate for those 
purchasing homes at $2 million or more. Funds 
should be used to support capital costs for the 
development of nonprofit affordable and sup-
portive housing.164

These are three options that the City can imple-
ment in the near future to increase revenues, 
recognizing that Torontonians are more likely to 
embrace these solutions when they are tied to 
specific city-building purposes. In addition, Toron-
to City Council should review its other revenue 
tools available under the City of Toronto Act. The 
City has choices, and it should exercise them. 

Finally, there are tax options that the City of 
Toronto does not currently have the authority 
to enact. For example, the City has rightly advo-
cated for a portion of the provincial sales tax. 
That is a decision of the provincial government. 
We must continue to strongly advocate for the 
tools needed to fund critical services and infra-
structure. At the same time, Toronto City Council 
should utilize the tools already available to it. 

A better city is possible. It is a political choice. 
Toronto City Council has taken the first step to 
raising revenues for needed infrastructure. 
For the people of Toronto, particularly those who 
are struggling, let’s make sure that it doesn’t take 
another decade for City Council to take the next 
step in building a better city. 
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