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Introduction 
The RentSafe Tenant Advocates’ Retreat was convened as part of the RentSafe initiative led by the 
Canadian Partnership for Children’s Health and Environment (CPCHE), which aims to build understanding, 
capacity and responsiveness across multiple sectors – including public health units, legal aid clinics, 
property standards inspection departments, social services agencies, as well as tenants and housing 
providers – so that all people in Ontario, regardless of income level or circumstance, can live in a safe and 
healthy home.  
 
The RentSafe Tenant Advocates’ Retreat brought together housing advocates and others from the 
communities of Owen Sound, Perth and Stratford, along with RentSafe collaborators from Toronto and 
Ottawa for a 3-day retreat hosted by The Local Community Food Centre in Stratford, Ontario. Involved 
organizations included: the Canadian Partnership for Children’s Health and Environment, M’Wikwedong 
Native Cultural Resource Centre, Grey Bruce Health Unit, the Peer Advocacy Office and Community Action 
Network at The Table Community Food Centre, the Peer Advocacy Office at The Local Community Food 
Centre, Community Voices, the Centre for Environmental Health Equity at Queen’s University, South 
Riverdale Community Health Centre, and Ryerson University. 
 
The stated purpose of the RentSafe Tenant 
Advocates’ Retreat was to create the time 
and space for tenant advocates working on 
housing and related issues in rural areas to: 

▪ share experiences, priorities and 
strategies 

▪ get to know each other 
▪ practice interviewing skills and learn 

about video development 
▪ identify issues and ideas for possible 

future work together, and 
▪ develop recommendations for action 

on rental housing conditions, health 
and social justice. 

 
Day 1 of the retreat (Wednesday afternoon, November 1st) was an opportunity for people to get to know 
each other and to learn about advocacy work on housing and related issues in the three communities. 
Participants also began to discuss the potential audience(s), purpose and thematic focus area(s) for the 
videos that will be created from the video workshop on Day 2. The morning of Day 2 (Thursday, November 
2nd) began with a brief overview of the RentSafe initiative, after which participants continued to discuss 
priority concerns and themes. The afternoon of Day 2 was devoted to the video workshop, during which 
participants learned about “Vox Pop” (the peoples’ voice) interviewing and the use of photography to 
generate “b-roll” for video production, and had an opportunity to be interviewed on-camera about their 
housing advocacy work and experiences. On Day 3 (Friday morning, November 3rd), participants debriefed 
about the video workshop experience, and began generating ideas for working together across 
jurisdictions on issues of shared concern and ways of staying connected. Each Day of the retreat was 
opened with a smudge ceremony led by one of the participants.  
  

Figure 1. Guided tour through The Local  
Community Food Centre 

http://www.healthyenvironmentforkids.ca/collections/rentsafe
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Personal Introductions 
Following are some highlights from participants’ personal introductions during the opening roundtable: 

● Homes are very important for health, this is gaining increasing recognition  
● RentSafe has been successful in getting people to sit at the same table and listen to points of view 

that might not have been previously considered 
● Intersectoral action can create mental shifts needed for positive change 
● Promoting research projects in which questions are posed by tenant advocates rather than 

agencies’ staff or universities 
● Participating in events like this provides opportunities to learn and get out of comfort zones 
● Women have a role as water carriers, life givers 
● Tenants often fear to speak up because they are afraid of losing current housing  
● Interest in barriers to health in general, work with inspectors and bylaw enforcers 
● Concerns with affordable housing in the local context 
● Promoting an Indigenous-led partnership to build capacity on cultural safety, enable collaborative 

case management, and share ideas about how good homes look like from the perspective of 
Indigenous peoples living in rural cities. 

● Rent and housing are not the only concerns, there is bigger umbrella of issues that are all 
connected and that impact on the first two 

● Hopes for the National Housing Strategy to include safe, affordable housing 
● Too much stigma toward renters. For example, they don’t listen to our voice, they shut you down 

if you experience mental illness 
● We live in a not very supportive society, it shouldn’t be that way 
● It’s all political 
● Passion for advocating for peoples’ lives 
● We need to create more exceptions to the rules of the red tape 
● You need to fight to get the housing you need and deserve 
● We need to educate politicians and service providers. For them a pen is all that it takes to make 

decisions that have huge impact on our lives 
● People living on the streets are being moved to other bigger towns for emergency shelter 
● Important to make visible the housing problem in rural communities 
● Training in Community Voices program allowed me to have a voice 
● I have dealt with a lot of housing issues, now I help others to make a difference 
● Use of participatory research, peer-led advocacy 
● Whose knowledge counts? How are risks distributed? 

 

Tenant Advocate Team Introductions 
Each of the advocacy teams provided an overview of the work they do, including issues, strategies and 
institutional and funding arrangements. 

Perth 
● Peer Advocacy Office 
● Workshops and other training are being done to build foundations for the work going forward 
● Participation in community gardening, community meals 
● We empower people in need of housing so that they access all available resources 
● Just sitting down and listening to them, no matter what they say 
● Inspired and motivated to help people in deeper ways 
● We try to be compassionate, not to see us as experts, they know about our own problems 
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● All that we do is homeless prevention because when you live on low income, any problem can 
drive you to homelessness 

● Housing units not being delivered in good repair conditions, or taking too much time in getting 
repaired. Experiences with book-keepers with wrong calculations 

 
Owen Sound 

● Many of them participate in a group called Community Voices, other in M’Wikwedong, a 
Friendship Centre. A participatory research initiative is bringing these two spheres together to 
examine and work to change the intersectoral “system” to better support people’s right to safe 
and healthy homes 

● In Community Voices, we listen to anyone, sometimes they are afraid. We try to project and 
amplify those voices by advocating for each other.  

● We help them to get their problems to a monthly intersectoral table so that a solution can be 
found and implemented.  

● Most people at the table support, others have promoted stigma.  
● We maintain ongoing contact with other tenant-advocates in our town 
● There is an Aboriginal Court worker who supports Indigenous peoples who are involved with the 

justice system, or anyone else who requires support. Supports are tailored for the needs of each 
person. 

 
Stratford 

● Peer Advocacy Office 
● Peer advocacy training. Started as a peer advocate and then became staff member 
● Opportunities to meet each year with other Community Food Centres once a year 
● Community Action Training - Helpful to point anyone to the services that are available 
● Good partnerships at the local level grounded on a group run by the city for more than 10 years 
● After 14 days of emergency shelter, people are redirected to other towns 
● Bringing the social justice perspective to social services 
● Some agencies have their hands tied, but we can advocate for the work that they are not allowed 

to do 
● Housing First has improved services in the local context 
● We address the political, the individual and the systemic 

 

 
Figure 2. Group work during the retreat 



Page 5 of 12 
 

Overview of RentSafe  
Erica Phipps, who coordinates the province-wide RentSafe initiative, provided some background on 
RentSafe which aims to identify existing gaps and opportunities to improve integration and 
responsiveness across sectors towards the goal of healthy homes for all. The RentSafe project, now in its 
third year, started with a series of 9 focus groups with 80 tenants in multiple communities across Ontario 
to better understand tenants’ experiences living in unhealthy housing conditions and what happens when 
they tried to get help. Recognizing that the “system” is often not effectively supporting tenants’ right to 
live in safe and healthy housing, RentSafe partners began working to open up the ‘black box’ of agencies 
and sectors that are or could be involved in ensuring healthy housing conditions. For this, a series of 
surveys is being conducted with multiple sectors including public health units, legal aid clinics, frontline 
workers, municipal property inspectors, and small-scale landlords. Building on what has been learned 
about the silos and gaps that have been highlighted through these surveys and focus groups, RentSafe 
collaborators are working together to define and promote better ways of working across sectors to ensure 
that all people living in rental/social housing are able to have a safe and healthy home that supports well-
being and dignity.  
 

 
Figure 3. Overview of the RentSafe initiative 

Expectations for Tenant Advocates’ Retreat 
At the start of Day 2, participants discussed “What do we hope to achieve during the retreat?” 

1) Building Relationships & Developing A Network 
● Platform to increase visibility of those with lived experience  
● Regional networks and connecting with advocates  
● Plan for action 
● Broaden relationships and build friendships 

 
2) Shifting Public Perceptions 

● Start to make a difference in how people see those living in poverty 
● Think about how to address stigma associated with social housing 

 
3) Finding a way for everyone to have a home: 

●  Affordable, safe, close to friends, equitable 
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What is needed? 
Participants were asked to visualize what constitutes a healthy home and what needs to happen to realize 
the vision of “healthy housing for all.” One of the priorities is that we need to change how people see 
those living in poverty and remove the stigma. There should be no tolerance for mistreating tenants when 
accessing support services. Providers of support should listen to tenants’ needs while being 
understanding, compassionate, accommodating for mental health difficulties. Tenants should be provided 
with what will best support their individual needs; currently there is a lack of flexibility in the type of 
housing they can receive. Further, there should be plain language information, active bylaw enforcement, 
training for landlords and tenants regarding their responsibilities, resource sharing between agencies. We 
need safe and affordable housing for all.  
 

We need to acknowledge that we are on a stolen land and in a capitalist system. We experience a 
separation between those with power and those who have direct knowledge and expertise regarding 
challenges for healthy homes. All meetings and information should be publicly accessible so that problems 
cannot be hidden under the rug and so that there is transparency about how resources are allocated. 
There needs to be political will so that enough money is invested for the programming and supports that 
are needed. Tenants should have a leadership role. 
 

There is division between landlords and tenants in the renting community. Additionally, bylaws are not 
appropriately enforced; there is a tendency to deal with issues as they arise rather than be proactive and 
prevent issues from occurring. There is not enough mental health support, more supportive housing is 
needed. Moreover, supports such as ODSP are currently acting as income support only, falling short in 
other areas. Tenants are often assigned to spaces that are too small, where there is not enough storage 
space and there is stress due to crowding. Sometimes people are isolated in single rooms apartments, 
when more collective housing would be a preferred choice. The public is not fully aware of these issues. 

Figure 4. Breakfast at The Local Figure 5. Expectations activity 

Figure 6. Visioning exercise 
Figure 7. Visioning exercise 
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Video Workshop 
The Day 2 video workshop, led by Sree Nallamothu, guided participants in selecting a theme or story to 
tell through a short video (2-3 minutes). This exercise involved choosing an audience and a desired impact, 
so that tenant advocates could refine the message. Tenant advocates also practiced use of the camera 
and interviewing through the recording of ‘Vox Pop’ clips. Vox Pops are short interviews that are used in 
videos to complement its main voices. 
 
Preliminary ideas for the video workshop 
The day before the video workshop, participants of the retreat shared ideas about what could be done 
through video to strengthen their tenant advocacy work: 
 

● Using your voice / Being heard / Amplifying our words 
● Don’t get into the details, focus on the big picture 
● Linking experiences from rural communities to position the work that is being done there (not 

everything about housing happens in GTA) 
● Make stigma visible and start to change it 
● Everyone deserves to live in dignified, safe, and healthy homes 
● Previous experiences with videos about homes & housing focused first on common issues faced 

by tenants, then on the tools that were offered at the local level, and finally provided 
suggestions/encouragement from tenants to tenants. 

● Good to make people feel uncomfortable if you want change 
● Important to include emotions 
● Make visible the barriers imposed by red tape 
● Change the attitudes of the public so that they do not disagree with allocating money for social 

services, housing, etc. 
● A common theme could be we why people don’t have safety. And then make themed videos 

about how water, stigma, red tape limitations, …, contribute to hinder safety 
 
Workshop 
Sree Nallamothu, the facilitator, encouraged participants to think: As advocates, who do you want to 
reach? How do you want to impact them? What do they need to know? How can you get or create power? 
How do you speak to a system that you do not trust? How do we get to decision makers? How can we 
address colonialism? You have answers to share, you’ve been thinking about it, you can say ‘here is how 
you can respect me’, ‘we don’t only have the right to access just what we need, but what we want’. 

 
Figure 8. Video workshop 
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Video objectives: 
During the morning of Day 2, participants worked to define core objectives for the video. Sree invited 
participants to reflect on ‘Who do you want to reach?’, ‘How do you want to impact them?’, and ‘What 
do they need to know?’ The ideas below reflect common themes in participants’ discussion at this stage 
of the workshop. 

● Intended audience:  
○ Decision-makers who design the systems and policies, and the staff who implement them 

● Goals:  
○ To shift perceptions toward the understanding that everyone has the right to a safe and 

healthy home 
○ Create an opportunity for frontline workers to see those they interact with not just as 

clients or cases, but first and foremost as people.  
○ To break down stereotypes and challenge discrimination and foster empathy and dignity 

for all 
● Rationale:  

○ By raising empathy through a video like this, the hope is that allies within the system will 
be motivated to speak out and work to change the inequitable system they participate in 
perpetuating  

 
As the video workshop progressed, other themes and objectives emerged. Some spoke of the need to use 
peer mentorship to address the stigma that tenants face. The intended video would motivate and energize 
tenants to speak up and increase their knowledge and resources. Some focused on how tenants can 
experience more safety in accessing and maintaining good homes. Advocacy initiatives that could be 
mentioned are proactive inspection, more robust standards, addressing zoning issues, and inclusion of 
safety as a priority in National and local housing strategies.  
 
Video-making recap 
Some of the participants mentioned that by 
participating in the workshop they went out of 
their comfort zones and succeeded in 
appearing on camera. The support and 
encouragement of other participants during 
the workshop was nurturing and comforting in 
a dignified way. Participants mentioned that 
they would have liked more time to reflect on 
the questions that were posed for the video. In 
that way, they could have chosen the right 
examples to share or develop a stronger 
argument. Once the teams were split to work 
each of them on their own, there was confusion 
regarding what to do and what was happening 
overall. It was acknowledged that what we did 
in one afternoon is commonly done throughout 
several weeks. More down-time for the day was 
suggested as well as clearer notice that film-making would take place during the day. Overall, participants 
mentioned that listening to the stories of other tenant advocates for the first time was a bonding 

Figure 9. Day 3 discussions focused on ideas for working 
together across jurisdictions on shared concerns 
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experience, because they were speaking from their hearts. Other participants highlighted their pride in 
having used for the first time a video camera for interviewing other people. 

“I was excited, and I went for it. I wanted to know more people. In my town I only know my team 
of advocates, but I didn’t know advocates from other towns. It’s very unique to hear from people 
from other towns”. 

 

Next Steps 

On Day 3, participants discussed possible next steps for tenant advocacy within RentSafe and across 
jurisdictions, as well as ways of staying connected. Many ideas were generated, including: 

● Establishing a private Facebook group to maintain 
ongoing communication 

● Potential name: RentSafe Advocacy. Some 
suggested including the word “Tenants” whereas 
others felt it should be more general. 

● Develop a mission statement and decide on ways of 
working together, including when/how other 
advocates can be brought into the group 

● Host webinars to involve or educate more 
stakeholders  

● Have a teleconference every two months 
● Establish a fundraising team that develops project 

ideas based on the mission statement, and looks for 
funding streams.  Potential funding streams 
included: Homelessness Partnering Strategy (HPS) 
funding, Trillium Foundation, Local Level – 
Community Homelessness Prevention Initiative, 
Academic/research. Participants interested in 
joining this grant writing team are Sara, Misty, Erica, 
Beth, Tanya, Nadine, Emily, Allison. 

● Have meetings with local communities to discuss what can we do with other tenant advocates, 
gather thoughts on the mission statement 

 

Next Steps for Advocacy Teams 
● Everyone to meet as local teams at home to decide 1) what can that team do, and, if appropriate, 

2) what does each team have to offer? 
● Everyone is invited to send still photos or Vox Pops videos to Erica or Carlos. Sree may be able to 

incorporate some of the photos into the video(s) she is creating; other videos/photos may be 
useful in our collective advocacy work moving forward.  

● Sree to send the rough cut of the video in approximately one month 
● Everyone to watch rough cut of the video send thoughts to Erica 
● Beth to send sample mission statement 
● Fundraising team to identify funding sources and who will take the lead 
● Christina and Carlos to coordinate on setting up a Facebook group (NB: Carlos will serve as initial 

moderator until participants can further discuss how the group will operate)   
● Allison, Emily and Carlos to draft a summary of the retreat 

  

Figure 10. Brainstorming for next steps 
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Annex 1 - List of Participants 
 
Allison Murray, Owen Sound 

Beth Schilling, Perth 

Carlos Sanchez-Pimienta, Owen Sound 

Caryn Thompson, Toronto 

Cheryl Houston, Stratford 

Christina Ridley, Stratford 

Emily Brown, Toronto 

Erica Phipps, Ottawa 

Misty Schonauer, Owen Sound 

Nadine Desjardins, Owen Sound 

Jon Neilson, Stratford 

Kerrylou Dickson, Stratford 

Mike O’Brien, Stratford 

Renee Schlonies, Owen Sound 

Sara Edge, Toronto 

Susanne Wallner, Perth 

Sylvia Pryde, Perth 

Tanya Butt, Owen Sound 
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Annex 2 – Retreat Agenda 

 
 

	

RentSafe	Tenant	Advocates’	Retreat	

November	1-3,	2017		

@	The	Local	Community	Food	Centre	
612	Erie	Street	

Stratford,	Ontario	

AGENDA	

 

	

	

Retreat objectives:  

To	create	the	time	and	space	for	tenant	advocates	working	on	housing	and	related	issues	in	rural	areas	to:	

§ share	experiences,	priorities	and	strategies	

§ get	to	know	each	other	

§ practice	interviewing	skills	and	learn	about	video	development	

§ identify	issues	and	ideas	for	possible	future	work	together,	and	

§ develop	recommendations	for	action	on	rental	housing	conditions,	health	and	social	justice.	

 

Agenda: 

	
DAY	1	–	Wednesday,	November	1,	2017	(Location:	Forest	Motel	&	Woodland	Retreat,	2941	Forest	Road)	

	
3:00 pm  Arrival, check-in at the Forest Motel  

	
4:00 pm Welcome, Opening ceremony  

 

4:20 pm Roundtable introductions & Icebreaker  

Sharing of who we are & why we are here (2 min per person) 

Tell a story from your own history that will teach us something about: 

• What brought you to engage in tenant advocacy work?  
 

5:20 pm Overview of the retreat 

	
5:30 pm Sharing of experience with housing advocacy and related issues (10 min per jurisdiction) 

§ Perth 

§ Owen Sound 

§ Stratford 

   

6:15-6:30 pm  Wrap-up of Day 1 

 

7:00 pm Depart for dinner (Downie Street Burgers, 107 Downie Street)  

	
	
DAY	2	–	Thursday,	November	2,	2017	(Location:	The	Local	Community	Food	Centre,	612	Erie	Street)	
   

7:45 am Departure from motel to The Local 

 

8:00 am Yoga at The Local (optional) 
 

8:30 am Community breakfast at The Local 

 

9:15 am Opening and introductions 
 

9:30 am The RentSafe journey that brought us to this point   
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