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1. THE CHALLENGE 
�
The history of our city is one of shifting settlement patterns and changing neighbourhood 
fortunes. This is the organic nature of cities.  The newest and most desirable neighbourhoods 
today may be down at the heels 30 or 40 years from now.  Most of our neighbourhoods are 
weathering this process reasonably well, as new families invest in the renovation of older homes 
and new business investments keep neighbourhood commercial streets flourishing.  Other 
neighbourhoods, however, are not faring as well.  
 
In the City of Toronto, the number of what are commonly called “disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods” is growing.  These neighbourhoods are marked by high levels of poverty and 
insecure employment.  The families living in them do not feel safe or have access to the social 
services and infrastructure that they need and that families in other neighbourhoods enjoy.  
Commercial strips in these neighbourhoods are conspicuous for their lack of vitality, 
underscoring the general lack of local opportunity.  These neighbourhoods are also increasingly 
racially and ethnically segregated.  Outside of the City of Toronto, in the broader region, similar 
areas of disadvantage have begun to emerge in Mississauga and Brampton. 
 
Our challenge is to create strong neighbourhoods across the Toronto region that are safe and 
healthy places for families to live and raise their children and that enable their inhabitants to 
connect to the opportunities and prosperity of the region.  This involves providing safe and 
healthy places for families of all income levels to live and raise their children.  Whether you are a 
grocery clerk in a local store, a janitor of a downtown office building, a factory worker, a 
hygienist in a dental office, or a newcomer to Toronto trying to get established, your choice of 
neighbourhood should not be limited to just a few areas of the city where rents are affordable. 
Nor should you have to live and raise your family in neighbourhoods that do not have places for 
your children to play or where you are afraid to let your children use the parks and facilities that 
do exist.   
 
This discussion paper examines the profound changes affecting some of our neighbourhoods and 
their implications, identifies current barriers to strengthening neighbourhoods as well as some 
recent positive developments, and makes recommendations for action.  Finally, it poses key 
questions for discussion as we consider how best to undertake the revitalization of our 
neighbourhoods. 
 
 
II. INTERNATIONAL RESPONSES TO A GLOBAL PROBLEM  
 
Before taking a more in-depth look at our own region, it is helpful to think about the issue of 
neighbourhood change in a broader context.  Toronto is hardly alone when it comes to concern 
about the health of its neighbourhoods.  The growing gap between urban rich and poor is a global 
phenomenon playing out in cities around the world.  This is evidenced by the increasing spatial 
concentration of low-income people in cities such as London, Amsterdam, and Sydney,�  in urban 
centres across our own country, and in countries in economic transition like China, where the 
national government recently declared the level of its urban income gap to be alarming.�   
Segregated poverty has been greatest in U.S. cities, although the dramatic rise in the income gap 
between the richest and poorest suburbs that America experienced in the 1980’s did slow down in 
the 1990s.�  
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Why is there such universal concern about this trend?  In part, it is the fear that growing 
economic segregation, and with it racial and ethnic segregation, will lead to enclaves of social 
unrest.  One need only consider the violence that erupted in the British towns of Bradford, 
Burnley, and Oldham in the summer of 2001, or the civil unrest in France in October and 
November of 2005, when youth set fire to cars and public buildings, to appreciate how realistic 
those fears are.  These episodes were followed by similar unrest in cities in Germany, Holland, 
Greece and Italy. 
 
There is also fear that geographic areas characterized by deep poverty and racial/ethnic 
segregation will be become permanent features in our urban landscape.  There is strong evidence 
indicating that there is a tipping point of concentrated poverty that, once passed, is extremely 
difficult to reverse.  The recent work of Robert F. Sampson and Jeffrey Morenoff on poverty in 
Chicago neighbourhoods has demonstrated the extreme “durability” of high poverty 
neighbourhoods, showing that once a neighbourhood passes a certain threshold of poverty and 
racial composition, any further change is likely to be in the direction of increasing poverty.�   It is 
not necessary to turn to the U.S. for evidence, however.  Winnipeg’s North End and Vancouver’s 
Downtown Eastside provide ample proof of just how intractable and resistant to change 
concentrated disadvantage can be. 
 
In Europe, many governments have responded with strategies aimed at rebuilding their troubled 
neighbourhoods and redressing the social exclusion they represent.  Nowhere is this more evident 
than in Great Britain, where the government launched an all-out campaign to revitalize its 
troubled neighbourhoods in 2001.  The U.K.’s National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal is a 
comprehensive and ambitious 20-year plan that aims to narrow the gap between have and have 
not neighbourhoods, so that “no one is disadvantaged by where they live.” �   It has set targets for 
increasing employment levels, improving health, achieving better education outcomes, reducing 
crime, improving local environments, and restoring aging housing stock.  The plan “joins up” all 
national government departments to work with local government, community-based organizations 
and citizen groups to achieve change.  Results after four years showed progress on most fronts�  
and have led a number of state governments in Australia, such as Queensland and Victoria, to 
adopt similar targeted neighbourhood strategies aimed at revitalizing their distressed 
neighbourhoods. 
  
In the U.S., a range of comprehensive community initiatives has brought together government, 
local organizations, and community members to rebuild neighbourhoods.  Governments initiated 
some strategies, like the Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community Programs in the 1990s and 
the HOPE VI program, which provided grants for the physical revitalization of older severely 
distressed neighbourhoods.  Other initiatives have been led by foundations such as the Ford 
Foundation and the Annie E. Casey Foundation, which sponsored the Rebuilding Community 
Initiative in the 1990s and, more recently, the Making Connections Program.  The latter works in 
10 U.S. cities to increase the economic prospects of families who live in declining 
neighbourhoods and to strengthen the social networks and services that support them.  
 
Closer to home, we have our own examples of comprehensive neighbourhood work in Winnipeg 
and Vancouver, enabled by urban development agreements.  These are formal agreements entered 
into by all three levels of government to align their resources and leadership in support of shared 
goals and initiatives and provide a more seamless and responsive continuum of services and 
supports to residents.  
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As the above examples show, the growing concentration of spatially concentrated neighbourhood 
disadvantage in cities is a global phenomenon, although the forces causing it and the particular 
patterns it takes vary across countries.  Governments and citizen groups are taking these trends 
seriously and, in the case of many governments, have made neighbourhood renewal a priority. 
Where this is the case, people appear to be united in the belief that solutions require a big vision 
and comprehensive plans involving the participation of government, the voluntary sector, 
business, and local citizens to bring about transformational and sustained change. 
 
 
III. THE CURRENT SITUATION IN THE TORONTO REGION 
 
How are the neighbourhoods in our region changing?  Undoubtedly, the most profound change is 
the shift in fortunes in what we call our “inner suburbs” – those areas of the region that lie 
between the old City of Toronto and the surrounding GTA communities.  In the U.S. they are 
referred to as the “first suburbs,” but their origins and characteristics are similar in both of our 
countries – primarily built after the Second World War and predominantly white and middle 
class.�   These were our first bedroom communities, built with wide arterial roads connecting them 
to the downtown core in order to get people quickly and efficiently to and from work in the city.  
They were also made up largely of single-family homes, although public and private sector high-
rise apartments were built along the major routes for singles and starter families.  
 
In the half-century since their development, these communities have undergone a radical shift.  
Once home to a comfortable, homogeneous population secure in its sense of opportunity and 
rising fortunes, today they are characterized by an ethno-racially diverse population, experiencing 
declining incomes and dwindling hopes for its own future and that of its children.  Most 
disturbingly, some of these neighbourhoods have begun to take on traits traditionally associated 
with U.S. inner cities – poverty concentration, gun and gang violence, and widespread social 
exclusion. 
 
Figures 1 and 2 on the following page illustrate the profound changes that occurred from 1960 to 
2000 in terms of the geographic distribution of income across the region and the particular 
changes affecting Toronto’s inner suburbs.  By 2000, the average incomes of households in most 
of these areas had fallen well below the Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) average, while wealth 
had increasingly became concentrated in the central city and southern Etobicoke, with a thin band 
beginning to spread along the lakefront.	  �The main driver of this change has been widening 
income disparity between our region’s affluent and poor families, with incomes at the low end of 
the scale stagnating and even falling while those at the high end continue to rise.  
 
Increasing housing costs and gentrification in the city core have also been contributing factors. 
Forty-five years ago, low-income families were concentrated in downtown Toronto.  Today, a 
considerable amount of the affordable housing stock in the downtown has disappeared due to 
gentrification, displacing low-income families, who have moved to the inner suburbs in search of 
more affordable accommodation.  Yet the cost of even this relatively affordable housing has also 
climbed over the years, while incomes have not.  Between 1980 and 2000, the median income of 
renters in the City of Toronto declined (in 2000 dollars) from $37,171 to $35,271, while the 
average cost of rents, in this case two-bedroom units, rose 25% from $719 to $907.
   Overall, 
apartment rents in the city have increased 1½ times faster than inflation since 1990.��   Even in the 
region as a whole, which includes the wealthy areas of Richmond Hill, Markham and central 
Toronto, the median pre-tax income of families hardly changed at all between 1990 and 2004, 
hovering around $66,000.��  
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Figure 1  
 

 
 
Figure 2  
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These trends have resulted in deepening income segregation within the City of Toronto.  Between 
1970 and 2000, most of the inner suburbs experienced a 20% or more decline in average 
employment income, affecting large areas such as Jamestown in the west, the Jane-Finch 
corridor, and all of Agincourt, Malvern and Kingston-Galloway in the east.��  
 
 
Figure 3 
 

 
 
 
To understand these changes more fully, it is helpful to look at them at two different levels – first 
in terms of what is commonly referred to in Toronto as the “U” of socio-economic disadvantage 
and, secondly, in terms of where concentrated neighbourhood poverty and decline have taken 
hold. 
 
The band of economic disadvantage stretches from Jamestown and Jane-Finch in the north-
western part of the city, south through the former City of York, through the Junction to Parkdale, 
includes the public housing developments in downtown Toronto such as Regent Park and Moss 
Park, and continues through large areas of the former City of Scarborough.  The “disadvantage 
gap” between the neighbourhoods within this “U” and others in the city is significant, evidenced 
by lower school attainment, more unemployment and precarious work, greater health problems, 
more overcrowding and less social infrastructure.  This paper highlights the differences in three 
of these areas – education, health, and overcrowding.  
 
The Toronto District School Board, in its May 2006 report of secondary school success 
indicators, notes that lower school achievement tends to follow the geographic “U” of socio-
economic challenge in the City of Toronto whether measured by the EQAO Grade 9 assessment, 
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literacy tests (OSSLT), 17-year-old graduates or applicants to university.��   A similar picture is 
observed in the 2001 census data, which shows that a significantly higher proportion of young 
adults within the “U” neighbourhoods do not have a high school certificate (Figure 4).��  
 
Figure 4   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are also poorer health outcomes in these areas.  Toronto Public Health geo-mapping shows 
a concentration of teen births and low-birth-weight babies along large portions of the “U.”��   A 
recent report from the Canadian Institute for Health Information on health differences across 
neighbourhoods reports that residents of Toronto neighbourhoods with lower-than-average 
median incomes and percentage of post-secondary graduates, many of which fall within the “U” 
band, are more likely to report poorer health than residents of neighbourhoods with a higher-than-
average median income and percentage of post-secondary graduates. They are also less likely to 
report being physically active.��  
 
These areas also have more residential overcrowding.  Community-based agencies working in 
these neighbourhoods report that families actually under-report the extent of overcrowding and 
multi-family occupancy because they may be in violation of the terms of their lease.  Hence, the 
picture shown in Figure 5 of multi-family occupancy and residential density, as measured by the 
average number of persons per bedroom, is likely an underestimate of the extent of overcrowding 
in these communities.��  
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Figure 5 

 
 
If we drill deeply into the “U” band, we find pockets of highly concentrated poverty in many 
locations across the inner suburbs.  This should concern us because there is clear evidence that 
concentrated neighbourhood poverty and joblessness are primary drivers of neighbourhood 
decline and disinvestment.  
 
This phenomenon has been the subject of significant academic study for decades.  Patterns of 
neighbourhood decline and disinvestment, and the factors that shape them, have been examined 
in depth and are well understood.  They include concentrated poverty, aging housing stock, 
downgrading of housing to accommodate conversion to higher densities, overcrowding within 
existing units, maintenance problems, falling commercial investment, absentee owned properties 
and a high ethnic/racial population.�	    
 
The final stage of neighbourhood decline is disinvestment, resulting in population loss and 
property abandonment.  Toronto is fortunate in that none of its neighbourhoods appear to have 
reached this stage, although neighbourhoods in other Canadian cities have.  Nonetheless, current 
trends in Toronto are cause for concern. 
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What does our research tell us about concentrated neighbourhood poverty?  The United Way of 
Greater Toronto report Poverty by Postal Code documented some sobering trends.  It showed that 
the percentage of the city’s low-income families living in neighbourhoods of higher poverty grew 
from 18% in 1980 to 43% in 2001, meaning they are increasingly segregated in our city.�
   
 
Figure 6  

The report also showed that the 
number of higher poverty 
neighbourhoods in Toronto 
grew from 30 in 1981, to 120 in 
2001, and that the largest 
increase in number occurred in 
the Toronto region’s inner 
suburbs, in the former 
municipalities of North York, 
Etobicoke, Scarborough, East 
York and York.  These 
collectively now include 92 of 
the 120 higher poverty 
neighbourhoods – up from just 
15 twenty years earlier. 
  
 

 
Poverty by Postal Code also revealed the highly racialized character of concentrated 
neighbourhood poverty.  Immigrant and newcomer families now make up the large majority of 
low-income households in higher poverty neighbourhoods, where they went from less than half of 
low-income families in 1981 to two-thirds in 2001. Today the majority of these families are 
visible minorities.  In 1981 visible minority families made up slightly more than one-third of all 
low-income families in these neighbourhoods, but by 2001 they accounted for over three-
quarters.  These pockets of concentrated poverty are also home to more lone-parent families.  
These increased 92% between 1981 and 2001.��   
 
United Way of Greater Toronto has been funding community engagement work in some of these 
neighbourhoods over the past year and a half.  Staff working on this initiative have observed 
other trends that suggest a deepening cycle of neighbourhood distress and instability.  These 
include: 
 
·  Concerns about neighbourhood safety, especially given the summer 2005 spike in youth gang 

and gun violence. 
 
·  Poor maintenance of aging high-rise buildings. 
 
·  High residential instability.  In one school, 50% of the children who start school in September 

are not there at the June end of the school year. 
  
·  Homeowner flight from adjacent streets where single-family homes are now occupied by 

multiple families who rent the houses. 
 
·  Change in local commercial activity, with the rapid growth in fringe lending businesses.21  



Strong Neighbourhoods – Supporting the Call to Acti on       Toronto City Summit Alliance 
Discussion Paper for Toronto Summit 2007          February 26-27, 2007 
     

 10

 
All of these trends are being observed in the heart of what was, 50 years ago, the North American 
middle-class suburban ideal.  These observations require further research to confirm their extent, 
but they nonetheless indicate a disturbing and fundamental change in the nature of these 
neighbourhoods. 
 
These changes have important implications for the distribution of our community infrastructure 
and services.  The inner suburbs were built for a relatively low-density, middle-income 
population.  The social infrastructure and services available in these neighbourhoods is now 
insufficient to meet the needs of their new populations.  In 2004, the Strong Neighbourhoods 
Task Force, a coalition of community leaders co-chaired by the City of Toronto and United Way 
of Greater Toronto, conducted research on service coverage across city neighbourhoods.  This 
included general services, such as recreation and community centres, libraries, schools and 
community health centres; as well as services to respond to the needs of specific groups, such as 
children, youth, seniors, newcomers and unemployed people.  Not unexpectedly, neighbourhoods 
farther from the city’s core generally had less service coverage than downtown neighbourhoods.��  
 
Figure 7  

    
 
 



 11 

IV. CHIEF BARRIERS TO PROGRESS 
 
In the face of such sweeping trends, how can we restore the health and vibrancy of these 
neighbourhoods?  What factors do we need to overcome to build new life into these communities 
and create new opportunities for the families living there?  This paper highlights five key barriers 
that must be addressed in order to move forward. 
 
Recognizing the signs of neighbourhood decline:  Toronto has historically been proud of the 
rich diversity and vitality of its neighbourhoods.  There have been exceptions, of course – 
troubled areas that were largely the result of public policy mistakes of the mid-twentieth century, 
creating large public housing complexes that segregated disadvantaged families from the rest of 
the community.  One of the City of Toronto’s most exciting plans is the redevelopment of Regent 
Park, reintegrating families into the larger community and rebuilding a neighbourhood of mixed 
housing forms and incomes.  
 
We are much less familiar with, and perhaps less willing to acknowledge, the slow evolution 
within our region of broader areas of highly segregated and racialized poverty and neighbourhood 
distress.  We are also not as confident that we know how to turn this trend around.  We are not 
alone.  The Brookings Institution in the U.S. writes that America’s first suburbs are “staring down 
a set of looming challenges that threaten their overall stability,” yet “exist in a policy blind spot 
with little in the way of state or federal tools to help them adapt to their new realities and secure a 
new role as competitive and quality communities.”��   If we in the Toronto region are going to 
secure a prosperous future for our inner suburbs, we need to broaden our understanding of the 
dynamics of the neighbourhood decline process, the factors driving it and the threat that it poses 
to the prosperity of the region.  
 
Building awareness of the complexity of the problem and commitment to the long-term 
solutions required:  Rebuilding communities is complex and takes a long time.  It requires vision, 
major commitment to change and willingness to work collaboratively across departmental and 
jurisdictional boundaries.  It must call into action jurisdictions responsible for housing, education, 
health, employment, income security, community infrastructure and community safety.  To date, 
the provincial and federal governments have favoured isolated pilot projects and continued to 
operate in silos.  Federal transfers to municipalities have largely been for “hard” infrastructure, 
rather than the social infrastructure needed in distressed neighbourhoods. More holistic 
approaches to neighbourhood renewal, like those embodied in tri-level urban development 
agreements for Vancouver and Winnipeg, have still not materialized in Toronto – despite being 
recommended by the Toronto City Summit Alliance and other local social policy groups.��  

Giving municipalities the fiscal tools they require:  The downloading of responsibility 
for social programs to Ontario’s municipal governments, without adequate accompanying 
resources, has made it difficult for cities to address the infrastructure needs of 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods.  This is especially so for the Toronto region, which 
welcomes 43% of the nation’s newcomers, many of whom require a range of supports to 
integrate into their communities and the local labour market.��  

Building sustained local leadership and networks of influence:  Winning back neighbourhoods 
requires local leadership, with strengthened networks and connections to decision makers.  
Efforts to build communities in other jurisdictions over the last decade and a half have shown that 
residents must be at the centre of the effort – to identify how they want their neighbourhood to 
change and to advocate to the people who can make change happen.��   However, building 
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connections and partnerships between community members and decision makers is equally 
important.  These “bridging” connections are the kind of social capital that Robert Putman writes 
of in Bowling Alone and that his research shows to be so important for bolstering collective and 
positive community change.��   They are the partnerships which Xavier de Souza Briggs of MIT 
describes as the intermediaries between the “grasstops” and the “grassroots,” that are necessary to 
get things done.�	   In our region, there has been little support for building local leadership or 
bridging partnerships until recently. 
 
Revitalizing neighbourhoods without displacing low-income residents:  The problem of decline 
must be solved, not simply moved elsewhere. Too often, neighbourhood renewal simply results in 
displacement of disadvantaged families and individuals.  When a formerly unfashionable 
neighbourhood catches the eye of upwardly mobile homeowners, the character and affordability 
of the neighbourhood starts to change.  While this often has a positive impact on the aesthetics of 
the neighbourhood, it can also push out low-income households as multiple occupancy homes are 
converted back to single-family dwellings.  We currently lack policies that protect a portion of 
affordable housing for low-income households in neighbourhoods undergoing gentrification. 
 
 
VI. STRENGTHS WE CAN BUILD ON  
 
While the neighbourhood trends and challenges described so far seem daunting, Toronto has 
many assets that it can bring to bear on the neighbourhood rebuilding process, and we have 
already made much progress.  
 
Our strengths begin in our neighbourhoods themselves, with the people living there and the 
facilities and infrastructure that already exist.  Our neighbourhoods have established and 
emerging local leaders who want to improve their communities.  Many neighbourhoods, although 
not all, also have some community facilities, such as libraries, recreational centres, skating rinks, 
parks, and playgrounds that only need to be made more accessible or safer in order to serve as 
hubs for activities and services for local families and children. 
 
Our strength also lies in our ability to integrate newcomers.  Toronto’s history has been one of 
successive waves of newcomers moving to the city and, over time, successfully integrating into 
the working, social and cultural life of the city.  Although Statistics Canada’s recent report on 
chronic low-income and low-income dynamics among recent immigrants indicates that these are 
not doing as well as expected, given their high levels of education, there are many concerted 
efforts underway in Toronto to step up the economic and language integration of newcomers.�
  
Most notable is the signing of the new Canada-Ontario Immigration Agreement with 
accompanying new funding and the ongoing work of the Toronto Region Immigrant Employment 
Council, which is helping to break down the barriers that immigrants face in finding jobs that 
match their education and experience. 
 
Our strength also lies in Toronto’s pride and its long tradition of strong and vibrant 
neighbourhoods – in places such as the Beaches, the Danforth, Bloor-West Village, Riverdale, 
Cabbagetown, Roncesvalles, Little Italy, Kensington and Chinatown, to name a few.  These 
neighbourhoods are characterized by the critical elements that Jane Jacobs so frequently wrote 
about – their human scale, vibrant street life, interesting shops and services, high pedestrian 
traffic, diversity of restaurants, amenities of all kinds within close proximity to homeowners and 
renters, and acceptance of different lifestyles and cultures.  These neighbourhoods are living 
models for the kinds of communities we want to build. 
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VII. POSITIVE RECENT DEVELOPMENTS  
 
In its 2003 report, Enough Talk, the Toronto City Summit Alliance identified strong 
neighbourhoods as a critical pillar of a healthy and prosperous city.  This report led to the creation 
of the Strong Neighbourhoods Task Force (SNTF) in 2004, which set out to find ways to restore 
the strength of Toronto’s distressed neighbourhoods.  The Task Force’s report, Strong 
Neighbourhoods: A Call to Action, was released in the summer of 2005, laying out an action plan 
for achieving this goal. 
 
This plan has since become a major catalyst and point of reference for neighbourhood policies 
and investments launched by the City of Toronto, United Way of Greater Toronto (UWGT), and 
the Province of Ontario.  Although much remains to be done, and recommendations for further 
action are included later in this paper, it is important to acknowledge the major work that has 
been initiated by these three partners and the progress that has occurred in the last year and a half. 
 
One of the first steps, following the release of A Call to Action, was to identify priority 
neighbourhoods requiring attention.  These were identified on the basis of 11 socio-economic 
indicators of neighbourhood vitality, as well as relative neighbourhood social service and 
infrastructure coverage.  The SNTF identified nine neighbourhoods with high need and low 
service coverage.  This number was subsequently increased to 13, to include neighbourhoods 
previously targeted by the City of Toronto’s Community Safety Plan.  These 13 neighbourhoods 
have been the focus of most of the neighbourhood investments launched by the City of Toronto, 
the Government of Ontario and the United Way. 
 
 
Action taken by the City of Toronto  
 
The City of Toronto has made significant internal structural changes to enable it to better respond 
to the 13 priority neighbourhoods.  Action Teams have been established in each of the 
neighbourhoods, comprising staff from all relevant city divisions. These are responsible for 
ensuring a coordinated city response to neighbourhood issues, to be achieved through targeted 
resources, better cross-sectoral linkages and new service partnerships.  
 
The Action Teams will also coordinate the establishment of Neighbourhood Action Partnerships 
made up of local residents, government representatives, other funders, community organizations 
and other interested stakeholders.  Their role is to coordinate investments at the local level.  
 
The city is also expanding childcare, continuing implementation of its Community Safety 
Initiative and focusing new investments on youth in response to gang and gun issues in priority 
neighbourhoods.  Specific initiatives include the expansion of partnerships for youth 
employment, elimination of recreation user fees for young people, establishment of a youth 
entrepreneurship program to allow youth to run their own businesses, more youth outreach 
workers in priority neighbourhoods and more recreational workers.  
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Action taken by United Way of Greater Toronto  
 
In 2006, United Way of Greater Toronto launched a five-year Neighbourhood Strategy aimed at 
strengthening high-need, underserved neighbourhoods in Toronto’s inner suburbs.  The strategy 
involves a broad range of activities, including targeted funding for new services and 
infrastructure, community engagement, research and advocacy.  Its complementary Action for 
Neighbourhood Change (ANC) initiative will help build resident-led neighbourhood associations 
in each of the 13 neighbourhoods.  These associations will identify neighbourhood priorities, 
develop local plans and receive assistance in connecting to decision makers to help bring those 
plans to fruition.  This will be accompanied by ANC leadership development and technical 
assistance initiatives to help build local leadership capacity.  
 
UWGT has also launched a Community Hub Initiative to seed the development of new 
community service hubs in priority neighbourhoods where none currently exist.  UWGT is 
seeking $1million in major donor gifts for each of the hubs.  It is also targeting 75% of all new 
funding raised annually from its campaign to high-need inner suburban neighbourhoods. It will 
bring two new agencies serving the inner suburbs into its membership each year and give priority 
to grant applicants serving the inner suburbs.  
 
UWGT is also funding a series of special youth initiatives that focus on sports leadership, the arts, 
engagement and education. 
 
 
Action taken by the Government of Ontario  
 
The Ontario government has joined the effort to strengthen inner suburban neighbourhoods by 
targeting its Community Health Care (CHC) expansion to six priority Toronto neighbourhoods, 
creating a new community health centre or satellites in each one to provide care to people who 
have difficulty accessing primary care due to barriers such as language, culture, homelessness and 
poverty.  UWGT and the Ontario Ministry of Health are working in partnership to co-develop the 
new CHC satellites and co-locate these with community hubs.  
 
The provincial government also launched the Youth Challenge Fund in partnership with UWGT, 
providing support for local community initiatives for youth at risk in the 13 priority 
neighbourhoods.  The province has challenged the private and public sectors to match the 
government’s initial $15-million investment.  It will then match these contributions up to an 
additional $15-million, for a total potential investment of $45-million.  
 
The Ontario government Youth Opportunities Strategy will also support the hiring of 39 outreach 
workers in Toronto priority neighbourhoods.  It has also provided $10-million to UWGT to fund 
initiatives that will help youth from priority neighbourhoods to complete high school. 
 
 
VIII. ACTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
 
The infusion of place-based investment in services and the establishment of important 
partnerships that will leverage new dollars for community infrastructure are a wonderful start to 
Toronto’s neighbourhood revitalization effort.  United Way of Greater Toronto’s success in 
attracting major donor dollars to its neighbourhood work is also a strong indicator that the need 
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for action is gaining broader public support.  However, broader government and civic 
involvement is still needed.  
 
Some of the initiatives that have begun, for example the creation of new community hubs and 
neighbourhood engagement work, require additional funding so that they can be rolled out to 
other priority neighbourhoods and beyond.  Many of the youth projects that have been initiated 
are time-limited and require sustainable funding.   Additional solutions are needed that go beyond 
the provision of social infrastructure and services.   Innovative housing policies are required to 
halt and turn around the growing concentration of neighbourhood poverty, and all orders of 
government have a critical role to play in helping to build and sustain the infrastructure and 
services that will make disadvantaged neighbourhoods strong. 
 
For these reasons, the Toronto City Summit Alliance is proposing the following actions for 
consideration: 
 

1. Recognizing the fundamental importance of cities and the health and vitality of 
neighbourhoods within them, the Government of Canada and Government of Ontario 
should enter into a tripartite agreement with the City of Toronto that will further enable 
implementation of an effective neighbourhood renewal strategy to strengthen Toronto’s 
most disadvantaged communities. 

 
2. Recognizing the knowledge and leadership inherent in local communities, as well as the 

fundamental need to align goals, strategies and resources in order to be effective, all three 
orders of governments and their civil society partners should commit to work with and 
support local community leadership and align their plans and resources accordingly to 
address the needs of disadvantaged communities. 

 
3. Recognizing the central role that the availability of safe, affordable, and accessible 

housing plays in the health and vitality of urban neighbourhoods, the federal and Ontario 
governments should re-examine their housing programs and policies for solutions to the 
trends of poverty concentration and displacement. 

 
The Toronto City Summit Alliance applauds the progress that has been made to date but 
challenges governments to invest the resources and make the policy changes necessary to ensure 
these successes reach more than a fraction of the families and neighbourhoods that need our 
attention. 
 
If some of the new youth initiatives described above are successful in keeping kids in school and 
away from a life of gangs and guns, then we need to expand these initiatives to change the lives 
of thousands of youth, not just hundreds.   
 
We hope that by working together to foster ongoing dialogue, action and learning we will succeed 
in restoring the fortunes of our inner suburbs and extending the opportunities and prosperity of 
our region to everyone who lives here. 
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IX. QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 
As community building efforts move forward with civic and government engagement, there are a 
number of important issues that require reflection and discussion.  To stimulate this conversation, 
we have identified three key questions:  
 
1. How can we achieve long-term commitment at the political level for a problem that  

Is complex and multi-faceted and may take years to turn around? 
 

To be effective, revitalization efforts must not only be comprehensive, but they must also 
be sustained over a long period. Stop-and-start efforts have little long-term effect, are 
discouraging to local participants and work against ongoing local engagement.  Changes 
to large-scale programs and policies take time to implement and may take years to 
achieve desired effects.   
 
Given the complex nature of neighbourhood disadvantage, it is easy for governments and 
others to focus on short-term actions rather than the sustained engagement and 
investments that lead to real change.  Getting engagement and commitment to a longer-
term process with realistic expectations for what can be accomplished in the short-, 
medium- and long-term is critical.  What can we do to encourage governments and other 
partners to adopt this longer-term view?  

  
2.  How can we achieve transformational change in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, 

beyond service improvements for which funding may only be short term? 
 

Turning around the fortunes of disadvantaged neighbourhoods and the people who live 
there is challenging because the task is so complex and multi-faceted. There has been a 
surge of neighbourhood projects in the U.S. since the early 1990s aimed at 
transformational change in declining communities.  Referred to as comprehensive 
community initiatives, they involve community leadership, collaborative partnerships 
within the community and partnerships between the community and external decision 
makers and funders.  The results so far have been mixed.  The Aspen Institute in the U.S. 
has studied these initiatives and found that improved local conditions have occurred in 
three areas:  improved programs that strengthen local services and infrastructure, 
increased capacity of local individuals and organizations to influence change, and 
increased resources for new programs.��   What these initiatives have not been able to do 
so far is reduce poverty in a substantial way.   
 
We need to think carefully about the extent to which local effectiveness in revitalizing 
neighbourhoods is tied, not only to funding for services and initiatives, but to broader 
changes to provincial and national policies that improve the playing field for the 
neighborhoods concerned and the people who live in them.  Factors we have identified 
include: availability and distribution of affordable housing, income security policies, 
minimum wage rates that don’t provide enough to live on, access to health services, 
employment opportunities and supports, immigrant settlement policies, distribution of 
social services and infrastructure investments and crime prevention measures. 
 
In light of these other factors, what can we do – in addition to enhancing neighbourhood 
services – to advance fundamental improvements in the prospects of disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods and their residents? 
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3. How do we build awareness and garner support without further stigmatizing 
 affected neighbourhoods? 
 

With so many thriving neighbourhoods in our region, achieving public and political 
recognition of the challenges confronting some of our inner suburban neighbourhoods 
has not been easy.  That changed abruptly in the summer of 2005, with the spate of gang 
and gun violence that disrupted the city.  Media headlines were glaring and drew a swift 
response from all levels of government, which launched a range of programs intended to 
draw youth away from drugs and street crime. While this kind of attention can result in 
good programs, residents of the affected neighbourhoods rarely welcome being put in the 
public spotlight and the negative perceptions that accompany such events.  
 
The local reaction to the recent Macleans article, “Canada’s Worst Neighbourhood,” is a 
case in point.  It was intended to raise awareness of the serious decline and danger in 
Regina’s inner city neighbourhood, but what it did was create a furious response among 
residents of the neighbourhood.  In an e-mail to the Regina Leader-Post, one resident 
wrote, “We’re not scum; we’re proud people.”��   In Toronto, we have heard this same 
anger voiced by residents of many of our neighbourhoods, who feel that their 
communities have been unfairly singled out by the media as places characterized only by 
crime and violence. 
 
How do we get all of civil society to recognize the seriousness of the challenge and 
commit to a plan of action to invest in these areas without stigmatizing the communities 
and simply fueling a downward cycle of disinvestment?  
 
 

4. How can we bring governments together with non-profits and the private sector to 
 develop innovative and sustainable solutions? 
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