Opinion | Doug Ford has money
for $200 cheques and a 401
tunnel — where are the funds
to address homelessness?
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A homeless encampment in Toronto’s Alexandria Park in January, where volunteers with the

Ve'ahavta humanitarian organization were handing out hot meals and supplies.
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In a more sensible world, the sheer magnitude of the homelessness crisis
in Ontario would make it a top issue during this provincial election, with
the incumbent party called out and held to account for the sorry
situation.

But as we reach the home stretch of this strange sideshow election in
Ontario — even as a deluge of snow and cold weather has further
highlighted the need for access to safe shelters and housing — Premier
Doug Ford appears to be skating through without facing much blame.

Please don’t kid yourself: homelessness is not just a municipal issue. Nor
is it just about pointing fingers at federal immigration and housing
policy. The provincial government has a major responsibility —
definitely more responsibility than they have for international trade.

And the numbers suggest Ford’s government deserves a lot of the
blame. The situation has gotten much, much worse since 2018, when he
took office.

In January, the Association of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) published

areport pegging the number of people who experienced homelessness in
2024 at 81,515. To put that into perspective, if you collected all those
people in one place they’d represent the 33rd largest of Ontario’s 444
municipalities; about the size of Peterborough.

It has not always been this bad.

In 2017, the last year of government led by former premier Kathleen
Wynne, 54,664 people experienced homelessness, according to AMO.
That’s still too many, of course, but Ford’s government has never posted
a mark as low.
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The recent trends are especially alarming, with the number increasing an
average of 12 per cent annually over the past three years, coinciding
with the end of most pandemic-era social support programs.

And we ain’t seen nothing yet. According to AMO, if nothing changes, the
population of “known homeless” in Ontario could grow to 294,266 by
2035.

This trend, it turns out, correlates with a lack of provincial spending on
programs designed to reduce homelessness. A report from the Maytree

Foundation, released last week, found that inflation-adjusted provincial
spending on homelessness and housing programs is stagnant and
remains well below the level of spending in the final years of the Wynne
government.

Compounding the problem, a greater share of the funding is going
toward short-term shelter programs instead of longer-term solutions
like low-income housing. When the Ford government cancelled the
province’s cap and trade carbon pricing system in 2018, the report says,
the low-income housing projects that were to be funded with it got
cancelled too.

Even with rapidly rising homelessness numbers, there’s been a real
reluctance from Queen’s Park to get back into funding affordable housing
— or to do anything to meaningfully address the scale of the problem.

In December, the Ford government announced a new initiative to, in its

words, “end encampments.” But Maytree calculates the new funding for

that initiative amounts to only about a 2.8 per cent increase in the
amount the government will spend on addressing homelessness. That's
small change in a province that is seeing much higher year-over-year
increases in the number of unhoused people.
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In Toronto, the province’s fiscal foot-dragging has translated into a
frustrating waiting game, in which Queen’s Park has been slow to match
the funding commitments made by City Hall and Ottawa for the city’s 10-

year housing plan. As of last September, according to a report to Toronto
city council, the city had committed to $7.5 billion, the federal
government had committed $2.9 billion, while the province took a

distant third place in a race with three participants, with $1.4 billion
offered up to date.

[t would be one thing if these tight purse strings for programs addressing
homelessness could be chalked up to an effort to constrain costs across
the board, but Ford has been a shameless big spender in other areas.

He’s funded gimmicks like the removal of vehicle registration fees,

forgoing more than $1 billion in annual revenue, and issuing $200

cheques for every taxpayer in the province, a $3 billion one-time

expense. He’s made bizarre deals like his $612-million plan to get booze

in corner stores immediately, instead of just waiting until contracts

expired, or forgiving contractual penalties owed by the corporation that

owns Highway 407, potentially worth $1 billion.

The big spending shows no sign of stopping. On the campaign trail, Ford
has continued to tout his plans to build a tunnel underneath Highway

401, a project that could cost an unfathomable sum of $100 billion — or

more.

According to AMO, the province could make a deal with municipalities to
eliminate most chronic homelessness with an investment of $11 billion
over 10 years; an additional $2 billion over eight years would greatly
reduce the number of encampments.
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Stacked up against all the money Ford has and is planning to shovel out
the door, this sounds like one hell of a bargain. Between now and
election day, it’'s worth asking why a premier who has made so many bad
deals won’t make this good one.
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