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Public Statement against Encampment Evictions from the Women’s Legal Education
and Action Fund (LEAF)

December 9, 2020

Mayor John Tory
Mary-Anne Bedard, General Manager of Shelter, Support and Housing Administration
Janie Romoff, General Manager of Parks, Forestry and Recreation Department

Dear Mayor Tory, Ms. Bedard, and Ms. Romoff:

The Women's Legal Education and Action Fund {LEAF} supports the Encampment Support
Network’s call for a moratorium on encampment evictions, and for the City of Toronto to
provide encampment residents with basic survival gear and access to sanitation.

LEAF works to advance the substantive equality rights of women and girls through litigation,
law reform, and public education. Access to appropriate, affordable and safe housing is a
feminist issue.

Women, girls, and gender-diverse people experience homelessness and housing instability,
both visibly (e.g. through rough sleeping) and invisibly (e.g. remaining in an abusive
relationship, couch-surfing to avoid shelters). This includes homelessness in encampments:
approximately 30% of encampment residents who have interacted with Toronto’s Streets to
Homes team have been women.’

Housing instahility cannot be separated from gender-based violence and the feminization
and racialization of poverty. For Indigenous women, girls, and 25LGBTQQIA pecple,
homelessness is also intertwined with ongoing colonial violence, intergenerational trauma,
racism, and criminalization. Achieving substantive equality for wemen, girls, and gender-
diverse peopleis not possible without tackling these structural inequalities and ensuring
accessible, affordable, and safe housing for all.”

COVID-19 has worsened the pre-existing housing crisis in Toronto.

Before the pandemic, Toronto faced a housing crisis, with a severe lack of affordable, safe,
and appropriate housing options.”

COVID-19 has exacerbated this crisis. Women - particularly those with children and racialized,
Indigenous and/or low-income women - have faced disproportionate income losses during
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COVID-19," increasing their risk of homelessness. Gender-hased violence has increased in

frequency and in severity, increasing demand for services and shelter space for women
fleeing violence.’

The emergence and ongoing existence of encampments is a brutal but logical outcome of the
mix of the housing crisis and the pandemic.

Addressing this crisis requires a multi-pronged response that provides meaningful choice to
meet the varying needs of people who are unhoused. Emergency interventions, including
hotel rooms, have helped some people. However, they do not necessarily work for all women
and gender-diverse people. They may be far from people’s communities and support
networks,” or may fail to adequately assist women with complex needs, including women
with addictions, requiring mental health supports, and/or facing gender-based violence. ¥

Alack of available safe shelter space, even with the City of Toronto’s winter plan, means that
there will simply not be enough space for those who need it.*" Women, girls, and gender-
diverse people may also face violence within the shelter system, or view congregate living as
presenting too high a risk for COVID-19.

As aresult, individuals will sleep outside regardless of whether or not encampments are
cleared. If encampments are cleared, they will sleep outside without the communities and
supports they have built over the course of the pandemic.

We call on the City of Toronto to impose a moratorium on encampment evictions, and
provide encampment residents with basic survival gear and access to sanitation.

Adequate housingis a fundamental human right. Affordable, accessible housing is the geal
that we should all be striving for. As part of this goal, we must support women, girls, and
gender-diverse personsin their right to choose where they live. They best understand their
own needs, and should be able to choose the safest and most appropriate housing opticn
available to them. For some, this may be a shelter, hotel or respite site; for others, this may be
in an encampment with (or in proximity to} their community. For those who remain in an
encampment while waiting for appropriate housing solutions, the City of Toronto must take
steps to ensure that the encampment meets their basic needs, including sanitary needs.

For Indigenous women, girls, and 2S5LGBTQQIA pecple living in encampments, forced
relccation represents ongoing colonial viclence. Imposing a moratorium on encampment
evictions respects their right to live on their land.
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We welcome your interventionin this increasingly difficult time to support people living in
encampments, as temperatures drop and COVID-1S cases continue to rise.

Sincerely,

Megan Stephens
Executive Director & General Counsel
Women’s Legal Education and Action Fund (LEAF)
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