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Housing and health

• Substandard conditions
• mould

• pests

• pesticides

• toxic chemicals

• inadequate heating/cooling

• noise

• poor air quality

• structural disrepair

• security concerns

• radon

• Stress and disrupted lives

• Physical health

• Mental health

Image source: Home (RentSafe video)



RentSafe

• Aims to improve the 
intersectoral “system”

• Multiple types of knowledge 

• Tenants’ grounded expertise 
informs problematization and 
solutions

Image source: Frontline Connections: Supporting Tenants’ Rights to Healthy Housing (RentSafe video)



RentSafe baseline research 
– tenant focus groups

• Focus groups with tenants living on low 
income (n=80):

• Challenges living with unfit conditions 
and in navigating the system to get 
problems addressed

“Multiple levels of people to deal 

with – there’s so much bureaucracy, 
it will never get solved.”

“Tenants aren’t in proper emotional 
place to jump through lots of hoops.”

“I did not know my rights, I did not know how to 
go about it, so my kids and I became homeless. I 
learned through the process there’s different 
ways to go. …[U]sing my voice to [say] to others 
hey, try this route…”

- RentSafe tenant focus group participants



RentSafe baseline research 
– sectoral surveys

• Survey of Public Health Units (36):
• Varied interpretation of mandate, limited 

capacity to respond, uneven confidence in 
referrals, compounding factors (e.g., mental 
health)

• Survey of Legal Aid Clinics (139):
• So busy with evictions, very little time to 

address health

• Survey of Frontline Social Service 
Workers (451):
• Agreed they have a role to support tenants’ 

right to healthy housing but feel ill-equipped 
to do so

• Survey of Small-scale Landlords (124):
• Felt best equipped to deal with structural 

concerns and least well-equipped to deal 
with contaminants and tenant-mediated 
concerns (e.g., hoarding); saw need for 
greater support

• Survey of Municipal Property Standards 
and Bylaw Enforcement Officers (190): 
• Confounding factors challenge ability to 

respond; see the need for greater inter-
agency collaboration

Survey reports available at www.rentsafe.ca

http://www.rentsafe.ca/


Intersectoral engagement

RentSafe Project Team

RentSafe Advisory Committee

RentSafe Roundtable, Hamilton, Nov. 2016



Recommendations in 5 areas

Collaboration to achieve healthy housing for all

1. Intersectoral capacity and connectivity among service 
providers (public health, municipalities, social 
services)

2. Strengthening legal bases for the right to healthy 
housing (update municipal bylaws)

3. Knowledge, research and data (housing conditions and 
health; indicators of housing quality)

4. Education and empowerment (equip all sectors for 
success including tenants, landlords, service providers)

5. Unifying a vision of the right to healthy, adequate 
housing (applied through an equity lens to address 
drivers of housing inadequacy)

Full report: Towards Healthy Housing for All: RentSafe Summary and 
Recommendations (2018): online at www.rentsafe.ca / www.logementsain.ca

http://www.rentsafe.ca/
http://www.logementsain.ca/


Ongoing efforts

• Building (inter)sectoral capacity
• Education and dissemination: e.g., training 

podcast for family physicians; conferences 
and webinars; NCCDH resource 

• Resource development: e.g., RentSafe
Connector tool; letter template and 
statutory declaration on mould

• Gaps/opportunities analysis: e.g., 
collaboration between PHIs and municipal 
property standards/by-law officers

• RentSafe Tenants’ Rights Advocates 
Network

• Policy advocacy
• Exploring the ‘how to’ of intersectoral 

action

Reports, videos, presentations available at: www.rentsafe.ca / www.logementsain.ca

Inaugural retreat of RentSafe Tenants Rights Advocates Network
Stratford, ON, November 2017

http://www.rentsafe.ca/
http://www.logementsain.ca/


RentSafe EquIP* in Owen Sound
*Equity-focused Intersectoral 
Practice

• Community-based 
participatory action 
research 

• Broad involvement of 
sectors in the community

• Emphasis on:

• human relationships 

• ‘reversing the gaze’ 



What does it 

mean to be 

equity-focused?

Working in an equity-focused way 
requires us to think critically 
about:

Ways in which inequities are 
reinforced (e.g., through 
institutional structures and cultures, 
funding streams)

Ways of communicating (e.g., at 
professional conferences and in 
board rooms, or via street protests)

The solutions that we propose 
(e.g., individualized approaches to 
health versus structural change)



- RentSafe EquIP research team



Learning Exchanges

Intersectoral Retreat

Sustained 
intersectoral practice

RentSafe EquIP
Equity-focused 

Intersectoral Practice



Concluding 

thoughts

• Human relationships

• Suspending pre-conceived notions of 
the ‘problem’

• Courage

• Policy implications
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