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1.0  Introduction  

The Corporation of the City of St. Thomas has been approved for funding under the Homelessness 
Partnering Initiative (HPI) - Outreach Communities component.  The Homelessness Partnering 
Initiative (HPI) is one of four components of the federal governmentõs Homelessness Partnering 
Strategy (HPS).  The HPS is a housing-first approach to homelessness with an emphasis on 
transitional and suppor tive housing and supports.  
 
The HPI is the foundation of the HPS.  The HPI-Outreach Communities component is designed for 
smaller cities and rural areas to support single projects  to fill specific gaps in rural or small city  
infrastructure to address homel essness. 
 
The City of St. Thomas retained the services of SHS Consulting to prepare a Needs Assessment on 
homelessness in St. Thomas and Elgin County.  This study on homelessness will provide a basis 
from which the City can determine how to address gaps in  the local infrastructure and ultimately 
to respond to homelessness in the community.  
 
1.1  Study Goals and Objectives  

The overall goal of this study is to assess the need for homelessness services in St. Thomas and 
Elgin County and to put forth recommendations  for realistic and practical solutions.  It is the aim 
of this study to:  
 

1. To improve community partnerships  
2. To look at long -term solutions in addressing community homelessness 
3. To work towards tangible results for the homeless population  
4. To increase knowledge of homelessness in order to reduce homelessness at the local level  
 

1.2  Study Approach  

The overall approach in completing this study included three key phases: 

1. Research and data collection 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing is 
òcomfort, dignity, a 
place of my ownó 
-survey participant  
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2. Preparation of the Homelessness Profile and Needs Analysis 

3. Recommendations and Strategies in Addressing Homelessness 
 
1.2.1  Consultation Strategy  

The development of a comprehensive needs analysis on homelessness in St. Thomas and Elgin 
County requires the knowledge, opinions, and ideas of community agencies involved in 
homelessness.  All three phases of the study relied  on and included community consultation 
activities.  The community consultation process is critical in addressing homelessness in St. 
Thomas and Elgin County.  Specific activities carried out throughout this study include:  
 

¶ Establishment of a Steering Committee  

¶ Implementation of Community Surveys:  
o Community Agency Survey   
o Municipal Staff Survey  
o Social Housing Provider Survey 
o Social Housing Applicant Survey 
o Homeless Outreach Questionnaire 

¶ Facilitation of Community C onsultation Session  

¶ Completion of Several Stakeholder Interviews  
 

1.2.2  Defining Homelessness  

This study adopts a definition of homelessness based on the Service Canada definition of as 
presented in Homelessness Partnering Strategy Reference Guide (August, 2007).  The definition 
of homelessness for the purpose of this study, therefore, is as follows:  
 

Homelessness is defined as persons/families who are living on the street, 
persons/families who are accessing emergency/transitional housing (whether temporarily 
or multiple times), the hidden homeless (persons/families who are residing with 
friends/families, or in abandoned buildings etc.), and persons/families at risk of 
homelessness.  At-risk of homelessness are persons/families at imminent risk of eviction, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing means 
ò          &         ó 

 
-survey participant  
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who pay too high a proportion of their income on housing, or who live in unacceptable 
housing or housing circumstances.  

 
1.2.3  Study Area  

The City of St. Thomas is a separated city within the County of Elgin.  Elgin County is located in 
southwest Ontario along the no rth shore of Lake Erie.  It is comprised of seven local 
municipalities including:  

¶ Municipality of West Elgin  

¶ Municipality of Dutton -Dunwich 

¶ Municipality of Central Elgin  

¶ Municipality of Bayham  

¶ Township of Southwold 

¶ Township of Malahide 

¶ Town of Aylmer  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homelessness means 
òcommunity looking 

down on you as a 
worthless person, loss 

of dignity, loss of 
rightsó 

-survey participant  
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2.0  Summary of Key Areas of Need in Addressing Homelessness  

The development of a  community homelessness profile for St. Thomas and Elgin County led to 
the identification of a number of current and future challenges facing the a rea.  Overall 10 key 
homelessness issues were identified and are the primary focus of the Recommendations and 
Strategies in Addressing Homelessness. 
 
The key homelessness issues are summarized below.  They have been categorized by three main 
priority areas or housing direction s: 
 

1. Creating Improved Housing Options ð Providing Housing Choices for all Residents  
 
2. Improving Support Services ð Expanding the Range of Housing Support and Service 

Opportunities  
 

3. Coordinating Approach to Homelessness ð Pursuing Community Partnerships and 
Broadening Community Awareness to respond to Homelessness Issues  

 
In addition, community c onsultation activities have revealed several priority groups.  These are 
groups of individuals that are in most urgent need of homelessness services.  These includ e: 
 

1. Low income households 
2. Persons with mental illness and addictions  
3. Homeless and transient individuals  
4. Homeless men 
5. Homeless and at-risk youth  
6. Seniors 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Housing means òa home 

for everyoneó 
-survey 
participant  
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Housing Direction 1: Creating Improved Housing Options: Supply  

1. Changing demographic, social and economic trends point to the need for a diverse and 
flexible housing supply  

 
St. Thomas experienced considerable growth with a population growth rate of 8.6% and a 
household growth rate of 10.7% from 2001 to 2006.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Homelessness means 
òno one cares and no 

one will help, it is 
pretty sadó 

-survey participant  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Populati on Growth Rates, St. Thomas and 
Elgin County, 1986 -2006 
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Figure 2: Rate of Growth of Households, St. 
Thomas and Elgin County, 1986 -2006 
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Trends in age distribut ion point to an 
aging population, signalling a need to 
address the housing needs of aging 
adults who may have changing housing 
needs (such as the development of 
mobility impairments or no longer 
requiring larger homes).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Household size is decreasing, pointing to the 
need for greater diversity in housing types to 
accommodate smaller household sizes.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Housing is òprivate and 

safeó ð survey 
participant  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Trends in Age Distribution of Population, St. 
Thomas and Elgin County, 1996 -2006 
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2. The aging and quality of the housing stock is an emerging concern in particular for the rental 
housing stock (private and social)  

 
Based on CMHC Core Housing 
Need data, 9% of renter 
households within the London 
CMA are living below the 
suitability standards (i.e. not 
enough bedrooms), and 9.4% of 
renter households are living 
below the adequacy standards 
(i.e. in units requiring major 
repairs).  
 
One-fifth of the housing stock 
was built prior to 1920 and 
almost 80% was built prior to 1980.  
 
 
 
 
In 2006, 7.6% of households felt that 
their homes were in need of major 
repairs; above the provincial 
average of 6.6%. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing is 
òa place I can live 
without stressó 

-survey participant  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5: Age of Housing Stock, St. Thomas and Elgin County  
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Figure 6: Condition of Housing Stock, St. Thomas and Elgin 
County, 2006  
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Creating Improved Housing O ptions: Affordable Housing  

3. There is a need for more affordable rental housing or rental subsidies for low -income 
households 

 
The number of persons on Ontario Works increased to 1,417 applicants, the highest number in 
over ten years.  As of March 2009, ther e were 278 applicants waiting for social housing; an 
increase of 12% from 2008. 
 
Ten percent of households within the study area are living in low income.  
 
 

Figure 7: Trends in the Proportion of Households with Low Incomes, St. Thomas and Elgin County, 199 5-2005 
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Forty percent of renter households 
in 2005 were spending more than 
30% of their income on rent.  In 
general, based on CMHC average 
market rents (2009), the rental 
market is out of reach to households 
earning less than $30,000/year.   
 

 
 
 
 

 
4. There is a need to monitor the ômismatchesõ in the demand and supply of social housing 
 
There are currently 1,381 social 
housing units in St. Thomas and Elgin 
County including 40 rent supplement 
units and 51 housing allowance units.  
 
By bedroom size, 6.8% of the waiting 
list applicants are waiting for a 
bachelor unit yet just 1.3% of the 
supply is comprised of bachelor units.  
Similarly, the demand for two -
bedroom units is 28.4% of the waiting 
list yet 18.9% of the supply.  On the 
other hand, 21.6% of the  demand for 
social housing is for three -bedroom units while the supply is 28.1%.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homelessness means  
òa person who cannot 
afford reasonable rent 
or is waiting to get in a 
place they can affordó 

-survey participant  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8: Proportion of Renter Household Income Spent on 

Housing Costs, St. Thomas and Elgin County, 2000 and 2005  
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Figure 9: Social Housing Portfolio and Wait List by Unit 

Type, St. Thomas and Elgin County, 2009  
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By area, the demand for units in St. 
Thomas exceeds the supply; 
approximately 90% of applicants 
waiting for social housing are 
waiting for a unit in St. Thomas 
while approxim ately 65% of the 
supply is located in St. Thomas.  
 
Such mismatches are reflected in 
the wait times for units, for 
example, the two -bedroom unit 
currently has the longest wait time 
at up to two -years.  Wait times for a three -bedroom, however, range from ab out six months to 
one-year. 
 
 
Housing Options: Emergency, Transitional and Supportive Housing  

5. There is a need for emergency housing options for men and youth within St. Thomas  
 
There are currently no emergency or transitional beds for men or youth in St. T homas and Elgin 
County. 
 
The lack of shelter for youth and males in the study area was expr essed as a key concern through 
community consultation a ctivities. Youth was identified as a priority area through the United Way 
community consultation sessions in 2006. 
 
The lack of emergency housing options often results in men having to leave their employment in 
order to find housing in the London area .  Ontario Works staff estimate that they refer 
approximately 65 men to shelters in London in 2009.Similarly, young  peopleõs ability to continue 
with school or employment is minimized  with a lack of emergency housing options when they are 
needed.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Social Housing Portfolio and Wait List by Location, 
St. Thomas and Elgin County, 2009  
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Stakeholders identified that often men are in need of short -term shelter due to losing their job 
or as a result of a reduc ed level of employment , in particular during the current economic 
recession.  In some cases it is a result of marital break -up when again men are in need of only 
short-term housing options.  
 
6. There is a need to investigate options for homeless families in S t. Thomas and Elgin County 
 
There is concern about the lack of temporary housing options for large farming families coming 
into communities, in particular Aylmer.  
 
There are currently no family shelters 1 or transitional housing units for families in St. Th omas or 
Elgin County. 
 
Representatives from Aylmer Community Services noted that they see approximately eight to ten 
families each spring in search of affordable housing for larger family sizes.  
 
7. There is a need for increased housing and supports for pers ons with mental illness and 

addiction issues 
 
The location of the Regional Mental Health 
Care (RMHC) facility in St. Thomas results 
in a significant number of persons with 
mental illness entering the community of 
St. Thomas.  RMHC currently has 80 beds 
thr ough its Forensic Program. 
 
The need for more housing for persons with 
mental illness was emphasized as a key 
issue through consultation activities.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing means òan 
apartment in a clean 
buildingó ðsurvey 

participant  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
1 There are emergency housing options for women and children but not for ôfamiliesõ in general. 
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Figure 11: Tr ends in the Number of Clients Served and 
the Number of Applicants on the Wait List for YWCA and 

CMHA, St. Thomas and Elgin County, 2005 -2009  
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There are currently long wait lists for CMHA and YWCA supportive housing beds/units.  
Community consultatio n activities pointed to the need for flexible support services for persons 
suffering from addictions.  
 
Housing Direction 2: Improving Support Services  

8. There is a strong demand for more support services, in particular, life skills programming 
and employment services, to assist in ensuring the longer -term success of residents 
transitioning to permanent 
housing 

 
The number of individuals accessing 
the Caring Cupboard Food Bank has 
increased from 7,871 in 2006 to 
9,037 in 2008. 
 
The number of clien ts served through 
West Elgin Community Health Centre 
has increased; including day 
programs, community outreach, food 
services, and housing search and 
access services. 
 
Community stakeholders stressed the 
need for more support services such 
as mental health  services, nursing 
care and life skill programming.  
 
The need for increased life skill 
programming was emphasized at the 
community consultation s ession as 
well as by respondents of the 
community agency survey.  

Table 1: Community Services Used by Social Housing Applicants 
and Homeless Individuals  

Support Services  

Social 
Housing 

Applicant s 
Outreach Dinner 

Respondents 

Street Outreach (i.e. outreach vans)  1 6 

Drop-in Centres/Day Programs 6 18 

Food Banks/Meal programs 28 47 

Clothing and Furniture Banks 8 17 

Eviction/Legal Services and Support 8 10 

Financial Support  13 21 

Social Housing 9 10 

Community Mental Health Services 5 22 

Addiction Services/Programs 2 6 

Other Health and Treatment Services 
(i.e. sexual assault)  2 7 

Employment Services 14 22 

Life Skills Programs 2 10 

Hospital/Emergency Room 19 35 

Shelters 3 14 

Other, please specify 1 5 

Total Respondents 55 66 

Source: Social Housing Applicant Survey & Outreach Dinner Survey, June 
2009 
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The number of clients served by the Elgin -Oxford Legal clinic increased from 389 in 2006 to 473 
in 2008.  Stakeholders pointed to the need for an increased understanding and awareness of 
tenant rights and comprehension of legal documents.  
 
The number one obstacle listed by outreach d inner participants  in finding and maintaining 
housing was money or employment (31).  Most survey respondents indicated that more financial 
support or improved employment would help them achieve their housing goals.  
 
9. There is a need to investigate options for increased fundi ng for  programs such as Rent Bank, 

Energy Bank, Homelessness Fund, Social Assistance payments in order to provide adequate 
assistance to persons at risk of homelessness 

 
The number of families receiving support through the Rent Bank has increased from 35  in 2005 to 
54 in 2008, and 36 so far this year (2009).   Rising utility costs have meant that few persons are 
able to be assisted through the Emergency Energy Fund.  Funds for the Emergency Energy Fund 
generally only last a few months per year.  Billing da tes for utility bills can be challenging for 
persons on social assistance, in particular, those on 
ODSP. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homelessness means 
being òunsure of where 

your next meal will 
come fromó 

-survey participant  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12: Trends in the 
Number of Clients Served 

Through the Rent Bank, St. 
Thomas and Elgin County, 2004 -

2009 
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Figure 13: Trends in the Number of 
Clients Served Through the 

Emergency Energy Fund, St. Thomas 

and Elgin County, 2007 -2009 
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Number of families and individuals accessing 
assistance through the Homelessness Fund increased 
from 243 in 2007 to 286 in 2008; 181 have been 
assisted as of June 2009. 
 

 
 

 

 

Housing Direction 3: Coordinating Approach to Homelessness  

10. There is a need to further pursue community partnerships and increase public awareness of 
homelessness issues within St. Thomas and Elgin County 

 
Several community agency survey respondents noted that a barrier to accessing services was a 
lack of awareness of their services.  
 
In general partnerships identified in the community are referral service relationships.  

 
Twenty-percent of outreach dinner participants  and 34% of social housing applicant survey 
respondents stated that they did not know where they would go if they no longer had a safe 
place to live.  

 
Fifty percent of survey respondents stated that they learned about services in the community 
through ôword of mouthõ or from someone they knew. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14: Trends in the Number of Clients 
Served Through the Homelessness Fund, 
St. Thomas and Elgin County, 2007 -2009  
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3.0  Strategies and Recommendations  

Section 3.0 of the study identifies a number of opportunities for the City of St. Thomas and Elgin 
County to address the Key Homelessness Issues.   
 
It is suggested that the City of S t. Thomas as well as a newly formed Community Homelessness 
Partnership be the main entities responsible for the implementation of the Options in Addressing 
Homelessness.  To successfully address homelessness issues in St. Thomas and Elgin County, the 
recommendations must be the shared responsibility of all community partners including local 
municipalities, senior levels of government, service and support agencies, housing providers, 
community organizations and the community at large.  As such, it is further  recommended that 
the Community Homelessness Partnership consider its membership from a broad range of 
stakeholders.   
 
The Options in Addressing Homelessness are presented by Key Housing Issue and identify  main 
body(ies) responsible for their implementati on.   
 
 
Creating Improved Housing Options: Supply  

1. Changing demographic, social and economic trends point to the need for a diverse and 
flexible housing supply  

a) Promote the principles of Flex Housing in new housing units, in particular those created 
through the Affordable Housing Program. (City)  

b) Work with the Accessibility Committee to investigate opportunities to provide support and 
education on new and existing developments under the Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act (AODA) and share with key stakeholders including private developers . 
(Community Partnership)  

c) Support the development of all forms of housing when growing supply (i.e. second suites, 
communal homes, etc.) . (Community Partnership)  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Housing is 
òa nice, clean, friendly 

place to liveó 
-survey participant  
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2. The aging and quality of the housing stock is an emerging concern in particular for the rental 
housing stock (private and social)  

a) Use allocated funds under the Social Housing Renovation and Retrofit program to improve 
energy efficiency and overall quality of social housing stock.  (City)  

b) Explore opportuni ties to work with landlords to establish guidelines in responding to 
maintenance concerns of residents.  (Community Partnership)  

c) Continue to ensure that federal funding programs, such a s RRAP and the Emergency Energy 
Fund, available to renovate and repair o lder existing housing units are utilized in St. 
Thomas and Elgin County and that residents and landlords are aware of such funding 
programs. (City)  

 
Creating Improved Housing Options: Affordable Housing  

3. There is a need for more affordable rental housing or  rental subsidies for low -income 
households 

a) Continually identify and support community agencies and the private sector in securing the 
range of funding and financing options for the creation of affordable housing.  (City and 
Community Partnership)  

b) Support the process to develop and update the St. Thomas and Elgin County Affordable 
Housing Strategy (2004). (City)  

c) Continue to update population, household, employment and affordable housing targets 
every five years.  (City)  

a) Investigate the feasibility of establis hing a City funded rent supplement program to 
provide long-term solutions to housing affordability for residents.  (City)  

b) Advocate to the provincial government of the need for long -term rent supplement 
programs. (City)  

c) Work with landlords to encourage them  to rent to residents that have special housing 
needs and partner with support service agencies. (Community Partnership)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homelessness means 
òno shelter, no food, no 

family, no friends ó 
-survey participant  
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d) Advocate to utility companies for lower deposit requirements, changes to utility scale 
regulations, and create flexible billing cycles (i.e. more compatible with OW and ODSP 
payments). (Community Partnership)  

e) Advocate to senior levels of government for increases to social assistance payments (i.e. 
OW and ODSP). (City and Community Partnership)  

f)  Promote and encourage energy conservation techniques in rental housing for both 
landlords and tenants. (Community Partnership)  

 
4. There is a need to address the ômismatchesõ in the demand and supply of social housing 

a) Conduct a feasibility study to investigate opportunities to rationalize social housing  stock 
in areas with high vacancies such as Port Burwell. (City)  

 
Housing Options: Emergency, Transitional and Supportive Housing  

5. There is a need for emergency housing options for men and youth within St. Thomas  

b) Work with interested community agencies to d evelop a feasibility study to further evaluate 
crisis housing options for men in St. Thomas and Elgin County. (Community Partnership)  

c) Explore opportunity to identify and work with agencies  (i.e. Salvation Army) on issues 
facing homeless men in St. Thomas and Elgin County area. (Community Partnership)  

d) Work with interested community agencies to develop a feasibility study for creating 
transitional housing for youth.  (Community Partnership)  

e) Enhance the resources for youth support programs that include crisis c ounselling and 
mentoring for youth still living at home.  (Community Partnership)  

f)  Develop community awareness of employment and training programs within the City of St. 
Thomas and Elgin County to promote residents remaining in area.  (Community 
Partnership)  

 
6. There is a need to investigate options for homeless families in St. Thomas and Elgin County  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homelessness means 
being 

òon the street with no 
support from 

government resourcesó 
-survey participant  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




