
 
 

 

Background 

The Ontario Association of Interval and Transition Houses is the 

largest provincial association of first stage emergency shelters and 

second stage housing for abused women in Canada. We work with 

shelters that provide emergency safe housing and key crisis system 

navigation supports to abused women and children.  

 

In 1973, Ontario was the first province in Canada to fund a shelter for 

abused women and their children in Toronto and now funds 95 

emergency first stage shelters. 

 

Emergency shelters for abused women across Ontario offer 

complex care and expert system navigation (see side panel). Almost 

90% of women felt safer, more confident and better able to make 

decisions and set goals after receiving VAW services from shelters
i
. 

Survivors reported that, of all the services they accessed, shelters 

offered the most complete continuum of services
ii
.  

 
The most recent Auditor General’s report indicated that in 2011/12, 
VAW shelters in Ontario served 11,600 women/children, and 
15,000 were turned away due to service capacity and needs. The 
Ontario Death Review Committee has consistently found that women 
are at the most lethal risk of death during the leaving stage; thus 
resilient emergency safe shelters are vital. Women have even higher 
risk she has additional vulnerabilities such as being Aboriginal, having 
a disability, being racialized, or a recent immigrant to Canada, to 
name a few.   

 

In 1995, shelters’ funding was drastically cut and all second stage 

defunded. From 1995-2003 there was an increase in homicide for 

women in Ontario. In 2003 the Government of Ontario made a 

commitment to better support abused women and their children by 

reinvesting in vital services.  In 2008, the government restored 1995 

funding levels to shelters (second stage were not refunded) but then 

they imposed a funding freeze on shelters in 2009. Currently, the 

Ontario Government invests $82 million dollars annually in shelters.   

 

Shelters have been forced to sustain their current level of 

operations by increasing fundraising by three hundred thousand to one 

million per shelter to subsidize operations. Shelters are further being 

squeezed as the demand for service has increased. The number of 

women served by shelters has increased by 19.71% in the past four 

years.  

 

Shelters Provide: 

EMERGENCY SERVICES 

24/7 Telephone Crisis Counselling and 

Support  

24/7 Emergency Safe Housing   (Food and 

basic necessity supports) 

24/7 Emergency Travel  

24/7 Supports to Community and Health 

Services 

24/7 Interpretive Services 

SUPPORT SERVICES 

Crisis & Support Counselling 

Safety Planning and Risk Management  

Child Witnessing and Supports to Children 

Transitional Housing Support (after a 

woman leaves or is out in the community) 

Public Education & Training 

(Health, Police, Education, Workplace etc.)  

 

Family Court Support  

SYSTEM NAVIGATION 

Access to Housing Supports (Subsidized 

Housing, Landlord Tenant, Access to 

property/property removal, household 

items) 

 

Access to Children Services (Mental 

health, Education, Child Welfare, day care) 

 

Access to Family Courts (Legal Aid, 

Family lawyers, Mediation, Peace Bonds) 

 

Access to Criminal Justice System( Police, 

Restraining Orders, Justice of Peace, 

Victim Services, Victim Witness 

Assistance, Probation, Partner Assault 

Programs) 

 

Access to Income Supports (Food banks, 

OW, Employment Services) 

 

Access to Education (safe school for 

children, access to education)  

 

 



 
 

 

Shelters have reduced operational costs since 1995 but have remained substantially underfunded compared to 

emergency or homicide prevention services for women and children (such as child welfare, health, police, 

corrections and parole services). Additionally, shelters have incurred the additional operational costs of 

operating a residential service.  

 

Recently, 22 shelters were surveyed and the results showed 67% were unionized and entering labour 

negotiations this spring, 2014. Many are predicting a deficit and will be forced to reduce staff as a cost cutting 

strategy. This will increase the possibility of labour disruption in emergency shelters this spring.  

 

New investment is key to ensuring the cost of significant emergency services is not further impacted. 

Emergency shelter services are integral to efficient and supportive service delivery and any reduction in 

services to emergency VAW shelters will have a direct impact on the safety of abused women and children.  
 

Funding Needs of Shelters: Operational Costs: 

 

Heating, Utility and Insurance Cost increases: These costs have increased 3% annually over the past three 

years and the Government of Ontario states that hydro costs will increase 33% in the next three years. Food, 

gas and insurance cost will increase due to external weather events that have pushed costs up. 

 

Maintenance:  Many locations that house shelter are aging and require additional investment in infrastructure. 

If infrastructure is not properly invested in, the government interest in many of the shelter buildings will be 

compromised.  Additionally, many shelters are required to make retro-fits due to comply with new AODA 

government legislation.  

 

Salaries: The complexities of client’s needs and the level of risk have expanded the need for increased 

training and professional standards for shelter staff. The Auditor General’s Report (2013) called for further 

standards to ensure efficiencies and excellence in risk management client services. Under the new detail 

coding for funding of counselling and frontline services, shelters require staff to have professional association 

in colleges or professional degrees from accredited University/colleges yet salaries in shelters are far below 

their social/mental health counterparts, even with pay equity legislative requirements. The shelter funding 

freeze for the past three years has widened the gap between shelter workers and their comparators and the 

shelters’ ability to fund equitable wages. Staff wages in shelters across the province vary from $13 to $21 per 

hour; for the same professional designation in comparable sectors (such as counselling agencies, school 

boards, and mental health agencies) the rate is $28-$40 per hour.  

 

Finally, other sectors rely on the experience/knowledge and system navigation abilities of shelter staff as an 

integral part of their ability to cut costs to their sector. Shelter staff  navigate abused women through the crisis 

level of accessing key services while reducing risk to further harm, especially death. For example, the number 

one call for service to police is domestic violence. Police rely on shelters to place women and children in a 

safe place, but to also assist victims and their children to  access legal (family, criminal, immigration, Legal 

Aid), health (health cards, physicians, medical forensics), education (find safe schools and dealing with the 

child’s school officials) , and child (child welfare, mental health etc) services.  

 

 



 
 

 

 

Recommendations for the 2014/15 Ontario Budget:  
 

1. A minimum immediate increase of 3.5% and optimal increase of 5% in operational funding to 
all shelters across the province of Ontario. A commitment is required to compensate legislated 
pay equity obligations for shelters’ costs for the past four years plus a commitment to maintain 
the minimum 1% pay equity obligation annually.  
  

2. Ontario needs to renew its’ investment in the Affordable Housing Agreement, matching the five 
year 2014-2019 commitment announced by the federal government in 2013 to develop non-profit 
and other high quality affordable rental housing.  

 
3. Maintain the $42 million dollars that is being cut from the Community Start Up Benefits March 

31, 2014.  

 
In many areas across the province the lack of investment in Affordable Housing has placed additional 
pressures on shelters and may be a factor in the 15,000 women being turned away from emergency services.  
 
The most significant pressure on the shelter system and for the woman herself is the length of stay in a 
shelter because of a lack of affordable and accessible housing. A woman and her children may be on the 
wait list for housing, but have to return to an abusive situation if there is no housing available.  
 
In 2012, OAITH met with the previous Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing to discuss the unique 
aspects of VAW vital emergency shelter services and the negative impacts of the downloading and the 50% 
cuts in the Community Start Up Benefits (CSUB). Women often need help with move costs such as first and 
last month’s rent, buying furniture or a deposit on utilities. The government did extend $42 million dollars for 
the CSUB to March 31, 2014, this amount needs to be made permanent. The minister confirmed the 
importance of the provincial investment in VAW shelter emergency services for abused women and the 
importance of abused women having access to start-up supports. 
 
Some communities have maintained or have reduced the access to start up funds and thus more women are 
staying longer in emergency services. In addition to this, in some communities the lack of investment in 
housing has caused women to return to abusive homes.  This is particularly acute in remote communities 
where housing may not be available. Additionally, if women are Aboriginal, have disabilities, recent 
immigrants to Canada, or face additional vulnerabilities, barriers are compounded.  
 
In conclusion, emergency shelters are under immense stress to provide safe, effective and positive 
support and services to thousands of women and children disclosing violence each year. The ongoing 
level of under-funding over the years needs to be addressed immediately and affordable housing needs to be 
made available with the necessary supports to assist women and their children to move into supportive 
housing. Women and their children deserve our community’s strong, compassionate support to begin to live 
their lives free from violence.  
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