
On June 2, Torontonians will join voters from across Ontario 
to elect the next provincial government. Residents have an 
important choice to make. For most of us, the relationship 
between the provincial government and cities isn’t high on 
our list of key election issues. But it should be.

Provincial–municipal 
relationships play a 
critical role in shaping 
the quality of life, 
health, and wellbeing 
of our communities. 

Funding arrangements substantially determine whether cities 
have the resources to provide important public services, build 
essential infrastructure, and support equitable and inclusive 
communities. The Ontario government also determines the 
powers that cities have to raise revenues and set policy. These 
relationships greatly impact our communities, and we know 
our communities are struggling — their struggles only made 
worse by the COVID-19 pandemic.

TORONTO’S AFFORDABLE 
HOUSING CRISIS HAS 
GONE FROM BAD TO 
WORSE,

with rising homelessness, full 
shelters, and many residents left 
with no safe place. Homeless 
deaths increased by 50% last 
year, driven by the worsening of 
the opioid crisis.1 Almost 80,000 
households — 43% of them senior 
households — are on the waiting 
list for social housing,2 and over 
14,000 individuals are on the 
waiting list for supportive housing.3 

THE PANDEMIC HAS 
TAKEN ITS TOLL ON 
OUR WELLBEING, 
CONTRIBUTING TO AND 
INTENSIFYING MENTAL 
HEALTH AND ADDICTIONS 
ISSUES FOR MANY 
RESIDENTS.

Since the start of the pandemic, 
mental health problems and 
alcohol use have been on the 
rise.4 In the first 19 months of the 
pandemic, 835 people died from 
opioid poisoning in Toronto.5 

DEEP FUNDING 
CHALLENGES JEOPARDIZE 
THE FUTURE OF PUBLIC 
TRANSIT FOR RIDERS.

The TTC has big financial problems 
with chronic underfunding of transit 
operations, lost revenue from a 
dramatic decline in ridership due  
to COVID-19, and a TTC capital  
plan that’s short by more than  
$23 billion to pay for new vehicles 
and transit system expansion.6  
That spells trouble for riders, with 
more pressure to increase fares to 
cover costs and reduce service.

These are just a few of the challenges impacting 
Toronto residents. 
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Cities Can Do More to Address Urgent Community Issues, But They 
Can’t Do it All on Their Own

Municipalities are restricted in their capacity to 
respond to the big challenges communities face. 
Unlike the provincial government, municipalities 
are required by law to balance their budgets. They 
can’t take on debt to fund programs and services, 
and they have limited powers to raise revenues. 
Municipal governments can’t introduce personal or 
corporate income taxes or wealth taxes, for example.

Now more than ever, at this time of heightened 
crises impacting our communities, the next 
provincial government needs to forge strong and 
respectful relationships with municipalities. 

Cities Need Substantial, Ongoing, and Predictable Funding 

Cities need proper 
funding to deliver for 
residents. The next 
Ontario government 
should work with cities 
to find the most effective 
and equitable ways to 
raise those funds.  

HERE ARE A FEW OPTIONS:
• The Province could raise corporate or personal income taxes, or introduce a wealth tax, and provide 

municipalities with the revenues raised, ensuring that individuals with low incomes won’t pay more. 
Income and wealth taxes are more progressive ways to raise revenues because these taxes are based 
on a company’s or individual’s ability to pay. A 1% tax on incomes could raise $1.4 billion annually for 
cities in the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area.7 Those funds would go a long way towards creating 
better cities. 

• A 1–2% regional sales tax for the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area could generate  
$1.3–$2.5 billion annually while providing a tax credit to support those living on a low income.8

• The Province could (and should) share the cost of operating the TTC. The Ontario government and 
the City of Toronto used to contribute 50-50 to TTC operating costs. But it’s been over 25 years 
since the provincial government abandoned that arrangement, leaving riders covering most of the 
costs.9,10 It’s time that the Province paid its fair share.

• The Ontario government has a responsibility to address Ontario’s housing and homelessness 
crisis. Simply building more housing won’t solve the problem. The Province can make a difference 
with increased funding for social and supportive housing, strong rent control legislation, and 
protections for tenants. Toronto City Council has requested provincial funding to open 18,000 new 
supportive housing units over the next 10 years11 — an essential measure to reduce homelessness and 
advance the human right to housing. 

• The Province could provide cities with the power to implement progressive property taxes with 
higher rates for luxury homes. At present, municipalities don’t have the legislative authority to set 
property tax rates based on a home’s value. Toronto wouldn’t be the first city to implement progressive 
property taxes — Singapore has them, as do some European and Scandinavian countries.12 

We need our governments to 
respond to the multiple crises 
impacting residents and go 
further to transform cities into 
centres of equity and inclusion, 
making good on commitments 
to Indigenous rights, racial and 
social justice, and climate action.

The provincial government has a responsibility to pay its fair share 
to create equitable and sustainable cities. There is no shortage 
of options to fund cities. The Ontario government can increase 
funding to municipalities for critical programs such as public 
transit, housing, and child care, reintroduce 50-50 cost-sharing 
to pay for TTC operations, provide a share of its revenue from 
corporate and personal income taxes and sales taxes, and ensure 
cities have the powers to generate needed revenues. 



Cities Need New Powers to  
Meet Their Commitments to Community

Fair funding arrangements are only the beginning. Cities also 
need the power to set their direction, advance their goals, and 
meet their commitments to community. The City of Toronto has 
an operating budget of nearly $15 billion, with a 10-year capital 
plan totalling over $46 billion.14 Yet it remains a “creature of 
the Province,” with limited authority to set local policy or raise 
revenues to pay for a better, more equitable city. This is the 
fate of other urban centres in Ontario as well.

Introduced in 2006, the City of Toronto Act (COTA) is provincial 
legislation that provides the City of Toronto with expanded 
powers. While COTA has helped the City to improve its 
financial situation,15 it hasn’t protected local decision-making 
from provincial interference or provided the City of Toronto 
with sufficient and equitable revenue tools to pay for much-
needed public services and infrastructure. One option is to 
make changes to COTA during its five-year review process to 
expand revenue-generating powers and protections for local 
democracy. This is an important but limited opportunity to 
make change.

With nearly 2.8 million 
people, the City of 

Toronto has a larger 
population than six 

of Canada’s provinces 
and all three of its 

territories.13 

Advocates for City 
Charters are proposing 
a bolder path to 
empower cities. 

Charter City Toronto is calling 
for transformational change 
to the City of Toronto’s 
powers, including “the 
exclusive authority of a city 
to act on municipal issues, 
shared authority, with clear 
roles, to act with the  
[P]rovince in areas of mutual 
interest, and guaranteed city 
authority to raise necessary 
revenues.” 

A City Charter would protect 
local democracy, provide 
municipal governments with 
the power to act boldly, and 
empower residents to push 
for greater change and hold 
municipal governments 
accountable. City Charters 
aren’t a new idea. They are 
common in Europe and the 
U.S., including over 100 in 
California alone. 

A constitutional amendment would ensure that the provincial 
government of the day could not simply revoke these powers 
without the consent of the City — giving the City the control 
and predictability to make good on its long-term goals. There 
is a very simple provision in the Canadian constitution — called 
section 43 — that allows for single-province amendments that 
require only the agreement of the provincial legislature, the 
House of Commons, and the Senate. Interested municipalities 
and the Ontario government could request that the federal 
government make this amendment, and no other provinces 
would be engaged in the decision. Eight such amendments 
have been passed since 1982 with so little fanfare and 
controversy that most Canadians would not even be aware of 
them.16 City Charters offer a bold vision for the future of cities 
that is urgently needed.



Questions for the Candidates 

1. What changes would your party make to ensure that city 
governments have the funding and powers to create better, more 
equitable, and inclusive cities?

2. Does your party support… 
a. sharing a percentage of income tax revenues with cities? 
b. introducing a wealth tax to increase funding to cities? 
c. sharing a portion of sales tax revenue with cities? 
d. re-establishing a 50-50 cost-sharing agreement with the City  
 of Toronto to pay for TTC operations? 
e. expanding the City of Toronto’s powers to raise revenues and  
 implement progressive property taxes? 
f. working with the City of Toronto to create a constitutionally  
 protected City Charter? 
g. funding the City of Toronto to open 18,000 new supportive   
 housing units over the next 10 years? 
h. immediately delivering long-term investments in addictions  
 and mental health services, supports, and prevention    
 programs, and ensuring equitable access?

3 How would your party ensure positive and productive 
relationships with cities to improve the lives of Ontarians?

4. What changes would your party make to increase the role of 
residents and community organizations in intergovernmental 
decision-making?

5. How would your party demonstrate respect for local democracy?

For more information visit
www.socialplanningtoronto.org
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