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Feature

Seeking 
Sanctuary
Toronto’s homelessness crisis has reached new heights. Stephanie 
Bai meets members of a community fighting for their lives. 

Photographs by Ian Willms
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The Toronto Homeless Memorial is falling 
apart. Its blue frame buckles under the weight of 
more than one thousand names printed on the 

sheets of paper inside the glass case. The fifteen or so 
pages are fanned out like an accordion, with two col-
umns of text on each sheet listing those who have died 
while unhoused. The sheets used to be reprinted every 
month, the font squished smaller with each new wave 
of deaths. Eventually, the names became nearly im-
possible to read.  

Above the glass case is a mosaic of marbles. At its 
centre is a flame-like shape, filled with a ring of opal-
escent red and orange spheres. Colours radiate from 
it like stained glass. Michael “Duckie” Mallard, a tall 
man with a long, tapered white beard who has experi-
enced homelessness himself, helped build the mosaic 
in 2019. Years ago, when I met Duckie, he told me the 
story of the marbles. 

In 2016, when he heard about the death of his friend 
Bev Bernardin, a thirty-two-year-old unhoused Indig-
enous woman, he remembered a conversation he once 
had with her. “Her worker said she was losing her mar-
bles because she preferred to be outside rather than be 
in a slum house,” Duckie said. “So I ran to the dollar 
store, I got a little medicine pouch at home, I filled 
it up with marbles. I gave her the medicine pouch to 
take to her worker and say, ‘Guess what? Mikey found 
my marbles!’” 

Now, he passes them out in her honour. The day we 
met, he pulled out a plastic black container, like the 
ones from a Thai takeout restaurant, and lifted the 
lid. “You find a marble that catches your eye,” he said. 
I picked the first one I saw: black with orange and yel-
low veins, reflecting light like obsidian. Duckie peered 
down at me seriously. “Every time you find that mar-
ble, there’s your grandmother or your mom or your 
dad who’s passed away. It’s a personal thing, okay?”

The homeless memorial stands in downtown To-
ronto’s Trinity Square, right in front of the Church of 
the Holy Trinity,  whose members help maintain the 
shrine. Thousands of unhoused people in Toronto 
have passed away without their names making it onto 
the list because they died without record in prisons, or 
alone in the hospital. Still, people call the church from 
all over the world, searching for loved ones who have 

disappeared. In some ways, the memorial has become 
a place for laying the lost and passed to rest. 

On the second Tuesday of each month, the church 
holds a vigil to honour those who have died while liv-
ing on the streets. In March 2021, twenty-seven peo-
ple show up in Trinity Square, socially distanced and 
masked. The mix of church members, unhoused people 
and activists listen solemnly as unhoused communi-
ty organizers lament the ways the pandemic has torn 
through the houseless population in the city, ravag-
ing shelters and leaving behind a list of lost lives in 
its wake. 

In February 2021 alone, eleven unhoused people 
died. On the church’s southern steps, as each name is 
read aloud, a heaviness sinks in. Every name sounds 
like another toll of the city’s hushed death knell. 

                    

The Church of the Holy Trinity is located near 
the Eaton Centre, clustered between the gunmetal 
faces of designer stores and high-rise buildings. 

Built in 1847, the church was founded by Mary Lam-
bert Swale, a member of a wealthy British family who 
was married to an Anglican priest. Swale had heard 
about Toronto through Bishop John Strachan, then-
head of the Anglican Church in the city. Before Swale 
died during childbirth in 1845, she gave Strachan five 
thousand pounds sterling to build a church to serve 
the poor. She had one stipulation: that Holy Trinity’s 
pews be “free and unappropriated forever.”                    

Among the wealthy, this was a radical sentiment 
for the time. During the nineteenth century,  churches 
often made congregants pay to rent a pew, which ex-
cluded poorer families from attending services. Under 
Swale’s direction, Holy Trinity became an exception to 
this rule—all were welcome. 

The church has been on the front lines of social is-
sues ever since. In the 1960s, it was a place for draft 
dodgers and anti-Vietnam War protesters to unite and 
unwind. In the 1970s and 1980s, while police were still 
raiding gay bars and same-sex marriage ceremonies 
were prohibited by the Anglican Church of Canada, 
gay communities held tea dances in the nave. 

In the nineties, the church began new services for 
the city’s unhoused population. The Toronto Home-
less Memorial was founded in 1997 by the late Bonnie 
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Briggs, a housing activist and poet who had experienced homeless-
ness. The memorial was meant to honour those who had died un-
housed and render the worsening housing crisis visible to the public. 
The monthly memorial vigils, organized by Briggs and a small group 
of Holy Trinity staff and volunteers, began in 2000 in response to 
the alarming rising mortality rate of unhoused people in the city.   

“The memorial has been able to be a framework, if you will, for 
advocacy,” says Cathy Crowe, a street nurse who helped establish 
the vigils. Crowe has worked with the city’s unhoused population 
for decades and now teaches in Ryerson University’s department of 
politics and public administration. 

tion. It found that Ontario and most of its municipalities did not 
regularly track the deaths of unhoused people outside of shelters, 
leading to an incomplete picture of the realities of homelessness 
in cities like Toronto. Without this crucial data, governments were 
ill-equipped to address the housing crisis that has been plaguing 
the city for decades. 

In response to the Star investigation, the City of Toronto started 
collecting data on the deaths of unhoused people living outside of 
shelters for the first time in 2017.  The city said this tracking would 
inform its efforts to improve the health of vulnerable populations. 
Despite this step, the church soon discovered that its work with its 
unhoused neighbours was far from finished. 

When Covid-19 tore through Toronto in 2020 and shut the city 
down, many support systems for the unhoused community shut-
tered with it. By May 2020, one in five Canadian charitable organiza-
tions had suspended or ceased operations, since their revenues were 
slashed and many relied on close-contact gatherings. Government 
services began to falter, as shelters had to reduce the number of beds 
available due to social distancing protocols. Covid-19 testing rarely 
reached unhoused communities. 

Basic necessities like providing personal protective equipment, 
water,  sanitation and health care for unhoused people immediate-
ly fell on the shoulders of community organizations with limited 
resources. Holy Trinity was one of them. After many years of hon-
ouring deaths, the church community suddenly found itself trying 
to keep people alive. Over the course of a few weeks, a small group 
of staff, volunteers and unhoused people became responsible for 
the lives of thousands. 

Zachary Grant is sitting in their office in Holy Trinity’s old 
rectory with their tattoo-covered hands clasped together. Grant 
has served as the church’s community director since 2019. Their 

role involves coordinating outreach to vulnerable and marginalized 
populations around Toronto, including local Indigenous commu-
nities and people experiencing substance use disorder. 

Grant has a long history in community organizing—they’ve 
worked with people living with HIV/AIDS as well as incarcerated 
people. Now, they want to ensure that Holy Trinity’s traditions of 
social activism are passed down to a younger generation of staff and 
volunteers. “It’s sort of our role to be one of the last vestiges of public 
space that’s free and available for all in the downtown core,” they say.

When the pandemic hit, Grant and their colleague Elizabeth Cum-
mings, who helps organize donations and food services at the church, 
realized that the aid available for unhoused populations around the 
city might be affected. They were unprepared to step in—their team 
was only used to serving about forty unhoused people a day—but 
Grant says they knew they had to do something. “We just looked 
at each other, and we were like, ‘Are we going to really do this?’”

The church decided to stay open in accordance with Covid-19 
safety measures, only allowing a small team inside the building 
and ensuring that all unhoused people picking up meals or other 
essentials remained outside. By April 2020, they were giving out 
about three hundred meals a day. 

Tara Currie, a twenty-one-year-old culinary student, led the 
church’s Unity Kitchen. As head chef, she prepared thousands of 
meals on a single four-burner stove. The community kitchen was 
developed through a partnership with the Toronto Urban Native 

She says Toronto’s housing crisis worsened in the mid-nineties, 
when governments axed the various federal plans that made up 
Canada’s national social housing program. This included cuts to 
funding for new housing, housing allowances and mortgage assis-
tance. Ottawa, which once funded around twenty thousand new 
social housing units per year (including about 3,900 in Toronto), 
offloaded the responsibility to the provinces. “That’s one of the main 
reasons we’re in the mess we’re in right now,” says Crowe. 

Around the same time, the federal government legalized the first 
real-estate investment trust in Canada, which allowed private equi-
ty firms to funnel money into buildings as investments. Suddenly, 
housing was starting to be seen as a cash grab, rather than a public 
good. Rents began rising across the country and securing affordable 
housing became more difficult. 

In Toronto, the fallout of these decisions quickly became clear. 
Between 1999 and 2002, the encampment 
site Tent City popped up between down-
town highways and the Harbourfront, just 
two kilometres away from the memorial. 
Unhoused residents worked with commu-
nity organizers like Crowe to distribute aid 
around the site. 

Now, two decades later, Crowe is watching 
a similar scene play out across the city. And 
despite increased advocacy and awareness 
around the housing crisis, she’s seen little 
concrete change from policymakers.

In 2016, organizers’ work related to the 
memorial sparked a Toronto Star investiga-
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Tents beside the church during the first week of lockdown  
in March 2020.
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Previous spread: Trinity Square 
encampment resident Al walks 
to his shelter in the evening.
Clockwise from top left: A 
memorial dream catcher made 
in honour of Johnny Longhair, 
a residential school survivor 
and street-involved friend of 
the Church of the Holy Trinity. 
Longhair died this past winter, 
just outside of the Peter Street 
Shelter. Top right: Zachary 
Grant. Bottom left: The Toronto 
Homeless Memorial outside the 
Church of the Holy Trinity.
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Top: Right Relations Coordinator for the Toronto Urban Native 
Ministry Leigh Kern (centre) and friend Alexus Young watch a 
livestreamed press conference. Bottom: Donated clothing and other 
items inside the Church of the Holy Trinity. 
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population has a high rate of chronic medical conditions, such as 
lung disease and serious heart conditions. Ontario’s unhoused pop-
ulation is over twenty times more likely than housed people to be 
hospitalized for Covid-19. They’re also over five times more likely 
to die within twenty-one days of a positive test, according to a study 
published in the Canadian Medical Association Journal. 

So as news of the shelter outbreaks spread, people clamoured to 
find other places to live. The church team provided those staying in 
Trinity Square with food, clothing  and other essential supplies as 
the seasons shifted. Cummings recalls how overwhelming the first 
few months were, especially when the weather dipped to -5 degrees 
Celsius. “The people we were serving—they were stuck outside,” 
they say. “People were shrunken.” 

When the city closed all of the washrooms in the downtown core, 
Grant shovelled feces around the church because encampment mem-
bers had no access to basic sanitation. “We all have a lot of pride 
and our community is strong because of this time, but we all have 
PTSD from how much we had to take on,” Grant says. “At that time, 
I mean, we were terrified.”

In one day, Jamie Watson lost almost everything. Memphis, 
her five-month-old son, was being treated at the Hospital for Sick 
Children in Toronto. He was born with a heart defect and was lat-

er diagnosed with liver cirrhosis. In 2016, doctors told Watson and 
her husband that their son had less than forty-eight hours to live. 
“He had never come home,” she says.

Later that day, when the couple returned to the apartment they 
were subletting and put their key in the door, it wouldn’t open. The 
person they were subletting from had been kicked out, and they lost 
all of their possessions that were left in the apartment. “I don’t think 
anything could have gotten worse after all that—juggling between 
a funeral and no home,” Watson says. 

As a mother of eight boys, her primary concern was sheltering her 
other kids. She and her husband sold everything they owned that 
was not in the apartment, split the $30,000 between their mothers 
to raise their children, and began living on the streets. 

Watson and her husband have lived at the Trinity Square encamp-
ment site for over a year now. Occasionally, they’ve accessed shelters, 
but they’ve always returned to Holy Trinity. “This is my safe spot,” 
Watson says. She didn’t feel comfortable in the shelters that housed 
forty to sixty people in a room with only dividers to separate them. 

Over the past year, as thousands of unhoused people have elect-
ed to stay outdoors, four main encampment sites have formed in 
Toronto: Moss Park, Trinity Bellwoods Park, Alexandra Park and 
Lamport Stadium Park. Dozens of smaller sites have also popped 
up, like the one by the church. 

Though some community organizations have tried to track en-

Ministry (TUNM), an Indigenous-led faith organization dedicated 
to serving Indigenous people in the Greater Toronto Area. 

Currie, like many other church members who have experienced 
forms of homelessness, doesn’t see a significant divide between 
herself and the people she’s serving. She ran away from an abusive 
household when she was sixteen and lived at friends’ and grand-
parents’ houses during that time. “I see myself in these homeless,” 
she says. “That could easily be me.” 

As the demand for Holy Trinity’s services grew, the church’s trans-
formation was staggering. Before the pandemic, Holy Trinity had 
been a place of respite for unhoused people to escape the bitter cold 
or the unforgiving heat, somewhere they could have a warm meal 
or sleep in peace during the day. There had been maybe one rack for 
clothing donations. 

When I visited in March 2021, the line for free meals extended 
almost one hundred metres from the church doors to Bay Street. At 
the building’s entrance, masked volunteers balanced cups of soup 
and plates of fruit, chatting with those at the front of the queue. In-
side, racks of donated clothes crowded the nave like a consignment 
store. Rows of shoes lined dark wooden pews, and stained glass 
windows scattered jewel-toned light across sleeping bags and tubs 
of menstrual products. 

A year earlier, an encampment site began growing around the 
church. People had propped up tents around Holy Trinity before, but 
there had only been a handful. At the height of the Trinity Square 
encampment site last summer, over sixty people lived in tents on 
church grounds. 

After the pandemic hit, advocates estimate that thousands of 
people found refuge in tents as shelters surged to capacity and more 
unhoused people feared the conditions inside shelters. By May 2021, 
1,553 Covid-19 cases were linked to shelter outbreaks in Toronto. In 
January and February 2021 alone, the city documented eighteen shel-
ter resident deaths; in those same months in 2019, eight people died. 

“Toronto has over seventy shelters, and a whole bunch of them 
are still what we call congregate shelters … which means that peo-
ple are sleeping with many people in the same space,” says Crowe. 
Through the first and second waves of the pandemic, shelters often 
had insufficient safety measures. The city didn’t even issue a mask 
mandate for shelter residents until September 2020.

These missteps were especially concerning given the unhoused 

At the height of the Trinity Square 
encampment site last summer, 
over sixty people lived in tents 
on church grounds.

Dave and Danny, two of the founders of the Native Wishing Well,  
in March 2020.
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campment population numbers, the nomadic and sporadic nature 
of these sites has made collecting statistics difficult. By city approx-
imations, there are around four hundred people staying in the en-
campments around Toronto. Frontline workers estimate there are, 
at minimum, over one thousand residents. “We’ve got our own little 
family here,” says Watson of Trinity Square.

People staying at the encampment site have quickly become com-
munity leaders. Dave, an Anishnawbe man from Whitefish River 
First Nation, founded the Native Wishing Well. Using Indigenous 
bushcraft and cultural practices and his background in paramedi-
cine, he’s leading a team of other unhoused people to support any 
distressed people who come to Trinity Square. The team’s services 
include 24/7 crisis mediation, first aid and an overdose response 
program.

Since many harm reduction services and safe injection sites have 
closed or restricted their hours, the city has witnessed the devastating 
intersection of three crises: the opioid epidemic, the housing crisis 
and the Covid-19 pandemic. Between April 2019 and April 2020, 23 
percent of people who died by accidental opioid toxicity in Toron-
to were unhoused—more than twice the number of people who 
died between 2017 and 2018. As mental health and social support 
services have become increasingly inaccessible, Dave has seen peo-
ple wandering into the square in various states of crisis: some with 
gunshot wounds, others with no clothes on, and a few experiencing 
overdoses. His team treats anyone who accepts help. 

Through programs like the Native Wishing Well, those in the 
community around the church are looking out for one another as the 
overburdened health-care system looks away. For a period of time, 
pink naloxone kits hung from tree branches over tents at Trinity 
Square. Another naloxone kit has been tucked into a desk drawer 
at the church’s entrance for years. 

The Holy Trinity community has also stepped in to provide Cov-
id-19 testing. Early on in the pandemic, if unhoused people wanted 
to get tested, they would have to wait in lines at hospitals and clinics 
that stretched for hours. But for unhoused people, who may need 
to get back to shelters in time for meals, the luxury of time can be 
in short supply. 

In May 2020, Holy Trinity partnered with TUNM, Sanctuary 
(a Christian church that serves poor and unhoused communities) 
and the Centre for Wise Practices in Indigenous Health at Women’s 
College Hospital, which performs traditional Indigenous medical 
practices and ceremonies. Together, they launched what organiz-
ers believe was the city’s first mobile Covid-19 testing site at Trini-
ty Square. It takes place on site every month, and the Anishnawbe 
Health Toronto team, an Indigenous-led health-care organization, 
has expanded the program across the city. 

Time and time again, as governments and health-care systems 
have faltered, community members have held steady together. 

The men came in the middle of the night. One evening in 
November 2020, a couple of white-passing men approached a 
tent nestled by the north side of the church. It belonged to three 

Indigenous women. The men heaved patio stones onto the tent, 
quickly piled stacks of flammable material on top, set it on fire and 
sprinted away. The tent went up in a blaze. A great plume of smoke 
snaked up in the sky, high over the top of the church. 

Watson’s husband, alerted to the flames, rushed to put the fire out, 

but the damage was done. When Grant arrived on the scene the next 
day, everything in the tent was burned. Only the charred remains 
of items like a beach umbrella and pallets remained. There are still 
blackened scorch marks on the side of the church today.

The young Indigenous woman who was supposed to be staying 
in the tent alone that night had left before the fire, but she returned 
to the ashes of her belongings. “She was very scared,” says Grant. 
“But this is a reality that she lives with.” Indigenous women are 
disproportionately represented in the unhoused population, and 
they are also three times more likely than non-Indigenous women 
to experience violence. “[The men] wouldn’t have known whether 
somebody was in the tent or not,” Grant says. “It was deliberate.”

When the police arrived, Grant says it took the officers about thir-
ty minutes to determine that they likely could not pursue the case 
any further. Although police accessed security footage of the event 
which had been captured by a nearby hotel, Grant told me police 
didn’t think they could catch the perpetrators using the available 
information. (A Toronto Police spokesperson confirmed that officers 
viewed footage of the suspects. However, they said factors like image 
quality, camera angle obstructions and face coverings may impede 
the usefulness of the video evidence.  An investigator is assigned to 
the case, which remains open.) 

Grant was disappointed with how the police and fire department 
responded to the incident. Along with other community organizers, 
they tried to reach out to city officials for help, but felt the matter 
was once again mostly disregarded. When contacted for this story, 
both MP Adam Vaughan, who represents Spadina—Fort York, and 
a spokesperson for Toronto Centre City Councillor Kristyn Wong-
Tam, said there was little they could do since the incident falls un-
der police jurisdiction.

But the attack is far from an isolated incident. Backlash against 
encampment sites has been mounting as Toronto’s unhoused popu-
lation has become increasingly visible in public parks. According to 
Simone  TB, a volunteer with Encampment Support Network (ESN) 
who visits encampment sites multiple times per week to deliver food 
and other basic necessities, tents around the city have faced many 
forms of violence. “I see harassment from neighbours and the town-
homes and people throwing garbage,” she says. “There’s just this 
anger and lack of understanding from other citizens.” 

In March 2020, the city began moving some of the unhoused pop-
ulation inside from encampment sites to a new hotel shelter system, 
which is comprised of roughly twenty rented hotels spread across To-
ronto. To make up for limited shelter beds, the city has provided up 
to three thousand spaces in temporary shelters and hotel programs. 

Wong-Tam’s office said one of the reasons for the temporary shel-
ter system is unsafe encampment settings; as of March 15, 2021, there 
have been at least twenty-seven encampment fires, including at least 
one death. Given the limited number of city staff available to ensure 
safety for the roughly seventy-five encampments scattered around 
Toronto, Wong-Tam’s office said moving almost 1,390 unhoused 
people inside since April 2020 was a necessary measure.  

Grant believes increasing temporary housing was an important 
achievement, especially during the winter months, but says it also 
came with certain drawbacks. “As [the hotel shelter system] is gov-
erned by the shelter system, there are quite a few zero-tolerance 
policies,” they say. Shelter residents have reportedly had to leave 
for reasons like taking the stairs instead of the elevators or having 
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Clockwise from top left: Jamie 
Watson and her husband Trevor 
inside their shelter at the Trinity 
Square encampment. Middle: 
The exterior wall of the Church 
of the Holy Trinity, where men 
burned a tent after heaving pav-
ing stones upon it in November 
2020. Bottom right: Charlie, a 
volunteer, gives out food and 
drinks from the front doors of 
the Church of the Holy Trinity. 
Bottom left: Part of the encamp-
ment at  Trinity Square.
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Top: Food Program Facilitator and Head Chef of the Church of the Holy Trinity Tara Currie 
carries food to be handed out from the front doors of the church. Bottom: Zachary Grant’s 
shrine in their office is made up of artworks, photographs, notes and other trinkets from 
friends and colleagues, many of whom are deceased or in prison. 
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Trinity Square last year. “I really enjoyed it,” she says. “My window 
actually opened.” She went to Dollarama one day and bought string 
lights and a shaggy carpet, which she glued onto a wall. On the op-
posite wall, there were pictures of her family and her children. Her 
time in the tiny shelter came to an end when she temporarily went 
to stay at the hotel shelter, but she was happy to know the tiny shel-
ter was given to another person in need.      

It’s true there have been incidents involving these structures. 
Watson once saw a distressed man experiencing a mental health ep-
isode burn down his tiny home at Trinity Square. City officials used 
this fire and ones in other encampment sites to justify filing an in-
junction against Seivwright in February to stop him from building, 
distributing and installing his shelters across the city. (Seivwright 
points out that his latest shelters are made with rockwool, an in-
flammable material.) 

The injunction cites bylaws that ban camping and living in city 
parks.  Toronto Fire Services also claims that tiny shelters are unsafe, 
noting that 2020 saw a 250 percent increase in encampment fires. 
(Given there is no solid data collected by officials about the number 
of encampment sites, it’s unclear whether this increase in encamp-
ment fires is proportional to the corresponding rise of people in 
encampment sites overall.) 

Following the injunction, community members have come out 
in support of Seivwright’s tiny shelters. More than five thousand 
people have donated over $275,000 to Seivwright’s crowdfunding 
campaign, which was originally meant to fund the purchase of con-
struction materials, but now will help support his legal fees. 

Every time Seivwright has asked the city for an official fire safety 
inspection, he’s been denied. “I think it’s a refusal to, in any way, 
legitimize these tiny shelters existing and helping people,” he says. 
Seivwright has ceased building shelters, but he is prepared to pursue 
a constitutional fight against the city bylaw prohibiting people from 
staying outside if the case against him isn’t dropped. 

Watson describes the city’s actions towards encampments as com-
bative against unhoused people. It’s not just the shelters, she says. 
The light posts around Trinity Square used to have plugs that people 
could use to power their heaters or charge phones, until one day city 
officials came in and covered them up. A spokesperson for the city 
said that encampment residents’ use of plugs was a safety risk. But 
for Watson, the city was sending another message. “It’s like we’re not 
deserving,” she says. “We’re not good enough to have those things.”

Leigh Kern remembers watching the police officers converge 
on the square. A reverend with TUMN, she has witnessed po-
lice raids during which officers run encampment members’ 

names through their system to check for warrants, even minimal 
ones from other cities, often leading to arrests. Though this practice 

too many bags in their rooms. “We saw a flow between people be-
ing updated to housing and then being kicked out and returning 
back to Trinity Square.” 

Watson, who has stayed in a hotel shelter in Scarborough, says 
she prefers living at Trinity Square instead. “We have the hotel,” 
she says, “but honestly, it’s like jail.” The hotel shelter system usu-
ally separates residents into their own rooms, and being alone for 
an extended period of time has increased the rate of deaths from 
drug overdoses in these locations. Wong-Tam’s office noted that 
in response to the rise in fatal opioid overdoses and shelter-related 
deaths, the city has invested $7.6 million in harm reduction pro-
grams for all shelters. 

Even with the new funding for supervised consumption sites in 
shelter hotels, some policymakers feel the city’s efforts are falling 
short. Vaughan understands why decision-makers felt compelled 
to act immediately, but he can see why many people temporarily 
housed in these settings don’t want to stay there. “The old hotel ten 
minutes out of town is just like the homeless shelter at the end of 
the day, especially if you impose harsh rules and regulations, and 
govern people’s lives and don’t give them freedom,” Vaughan says. 
“People’s lived experiences [are] being ignored … and what people 
feel matters.”

For those who decide to remain outside, finding any kind 
of structure to protect them from the elements can be the thin 
line drawn between life and death. Khaleel Seivwright, a car-

penter, has been creating small refuges across the city with his To-
ronto Tiny Shelters, structures that are eight feet long and five feet 
high. He began building them in September 2020 on a volunteer 
basis, working seven days per week to construct the shelters out of 
wood, foam and insulation. They’re also fashioned with a carbon 
monoxide detector, smoke alarm, window and two locks on the door.

In 2017, Seivwright lived outside in a tent in Vancouver. He calls 
the experience the most challenging part of his life. He can’t im-
agine how people fare in Toronto temperatures, which is why he 
meticulously researched the amount of insulation needed to keep 
people warm. “I was freezing in -10 [degrees],” he says. When people 
live outside in -15 or -20 degree weather, “they must be wondering 
if they’re going to wake up dead.” 

Watson stayed in one of Seivwright’s tiny shelters installed in 

Watson went to Dollarama one 
day and bought string lights and 
a shaggy carpet, which she glued 
onto a wall in her tiny shelter.

Theresa and Ben, members of Toronto’s St. Andrew Kim’s  
Catholic Church, regularly brought people Korean meals during  
the first weeks of the pandemic.
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predated the pandemic, every time the police returned, Kern says 
the site was immediately charged with anxiety and fear. “Houseless 
people experience police intervention every day. It is part of their 
daily experience being policed and harassed, just for existing in 
public space,” she says. 

Efforts to move people out of encampments extend to govern-
ment policy as well. In March 2021, the city announced Pathway 
Inside, a program which aims to relocate residents from the four 
main encampment sites to the downtown Novotel Toronto Centre 
hotel. Encampment residents received notices that if they didn’t 
move to these new shelters by April 6, they would have to leave the 
parks. The city has leased the hotel—up to 254 rooms—until at 
least the end of 2021. 

Pathway Inside is meant to be a stepping stone for encampment 
residents to secure permanent, affordable housing. In December 
2019, Toronto Mayor John Tory committed $23.4 billion over the next 
ten years to the cause. The city says 1,248 new affordable units—spe-
cifically allocated for people experiencing chronic homelessness—
will be available by the end of the year. And in April 2021, the pro-
vincial government announced $15.4 million for supportive housing 
that aids vulnerable communities at risk of homelessness in Toronto. 

But many community organizers and encampment residents are 
wary of the city’s claims. Simone  TB, who works with ESN, says pro-
grams like these serve to minimize the publicity around homeless-
ness without offering an immediate increase in permanent housing 
like many encampment residents are calling for. “[The city is] not 
asking people what they need,” she says. “It’s a rebranding of evic-
tion.” (A spokesperson for Wong-Tam, who supports the program, 
says city staff visited the four main encampment sites in February 
2021, speaking to at least twenty people staying there about their 
thoughts on Pathway Inside.)

Simone TB believes the city is forcibly removing people from their 
homes because nearby residents don’t want to see unhoused people 
in public parks. She says programs like these are silently drawing 
the veil back over the housing crisis that has plagued Toronto for 
decades. “It’s taking away the visibility of this crisis that we’re in,” 
she says. “There’s no humanity in it.” 

On April 1, just days before the city planned to begin enforcing 
encampent evictions, the plan was temporary suspended due to a 
Covid-19 outbreak inside the Novotel hotel. But by mid-May, the city 
began taking action. At Lamport Stadium Park, encampment resi-
dents received trespass notices, which threatened arrests and fines  
of up to $10,000 if they didn’t leave the park within the coming days.

On May 19, tensions erupted as dozens of Toronto police officers 
(some mounted on horseback), city workers and corporate security 
guards attempted to remove encampment residents from Lamport 
Stadium. They came with two excavators, hazmat suits and dump 
trucks in tow. Community members mostly blocked the efforts to 
clear the encampment, ultimately protecting all but one tent and 
two wooden shelters.

“Police cracked down on supporters, punching some in the face 
and dragging others along the ground,” reads a recent statment 
from ESN. Organizers claim one resident defending a shelter was 
detained by police after being trampled by several officers, and was 
eventually released from custody with deep cuts and bruises on his 
body.  According to police, at least two officers sustained minor inju-
ries, and several protesters who did not live at the site were arrested.

Due to the community protests, the attempt to clear Lamport 
Stadium proved largely unsuccessful. But the city’s open threat to 
other encampments looms. A city spokesperson confirmed there 
are more clearings to come. (Another spokesperson stated that the 
incident at Lamport Stadium was a “general city directive,” which 
wasn’t related to Pathway Inside.) At the time of publication, Holy 
Trinity has not yet heard whether its encampment will be targeted, 
but the possibility casts a shadow over the church.

Crowe, for her part, sees the city’s lack of any definite plan for 
the shelter system as one of the biggest concerns for Toronto’s un-
housed population. She calls the temporary hotel system “a band aid 
in a pandemic.” For Crowe, there is no question: homelessness can 
only be solved with massive collective efforts—and providing safe, 
single-room shelters and permanent housing has to be the priority.

But she also believes we should think even bigger. She wants to 
see a return to the type of national social housing program that 
Canada had after the Great Depression. The government commit-
ted to subsidized mortgages, granted loans to incentivize housing 
construction, provided social housing for senior citizens, and more. 
Crowe realizes there are smaller steps to take first, though. “In the 
short term, the only way we can fix housing for people is through 
rent supplements, or housing allowances,” she says. 

In the long term, for an issue as intricately complex as homeless-
ness, there needs to be more: More city workers and shelter staff, so 
they can adequately care for those who are unhoused. More paid 
sick days and improved social assistance rates, so people can secure 
and hold on to permanent housing. More aid for children in abu-
sive homes, who have higher chances of developing mental illness-
es and becoming unhoused. More support for those experiencing 
addiction. And fundamentally, more nation-wide acts dedicated to 
solving homelessness, rather than expecting cities and provinces 
to do so alone. 

Today, the marbles are falling off of the memorial. Whether  
it’s from the blustery weather or the people who pick them off 
for themselves, there are now honeycomb-like gaps of clear 

empty resin shells in the mosaic. The Holy Trinity team hopes to 
fill the holes, but it’s unclear when that will happen.

Grant remembers questioning the future of the memorial one 
morning in particular, when they looked out of their office window 
and noticed several black SUVs in front of the church. They walked 
out to find Premier Doug Ford observing the memorial, presumably 
on a break from a meeting in a nearby building. 

Grant approached Ford to talk to him about the unhoused pop-
ulation in Toronto. “I told him the memorial is literally collapsing 
under the weight of all of these names,” they said. “All of these peo-
ple’s lives have gone, have slipped through our fingers.”

Ford was sympathetic. He told Grant that maybe the province 
could pay for a wall with all of the names engraved on it, but Grant 
politely declined. “We live in a state of ongoing conflict. A social 
conflict that, for the majority of people, is invisible,” they say. 

While a wall of names would pay respect to those who have passed 
away, Grant believes that it would be premature. They liken Ford’s 
offer to building a war memorial of sorts, but the housing crisis in 
Toronto is far from over. “We want these folks to be honoured in 
peacetime,” Grant says, looking at the rows of names on the pages. 
“We need to end that war first.” 
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Above: Scotty in the kitchen and living area 
he built at the Lamport Stadium encamp-
ment. Left: Toronto Police push protestors 
trying to block the removal of a shelter at 
the forced eviction of the Lamport Stadium 
encampment.

Below: Workers contracted by 
the City of Toronto remove the 
belongings of encampment res-
idents at the forced eviction of 
the Lamport Stadium encamp-
ment on May 19. 

Right: City of Toronto workers, 
guarded by Toronto Police, re-
move the shelters and belong-
ings of encampment residents 
at the forced eviction of the 
Lamport Stadium encampment 
on May 19. Due to the organ-
ized resistance of activists and 
community members, the City 
of Toronto and Toronto Police 
Service were only able to clear a 
portion of the encampment. 


