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 ABOUT CERA 
 

 

CERA - The Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation, founded in 1986, is a 
province-wide, non-profit organization that promotes human rights in housing. CERA 
works to remove the barriers that keep disadvantaged individuals and families from 
accessing and retaining the housing they need. CERA has become a world leader in using 
both domestic and international human rights law to address issues of homelessness and 
poverty. We work collaboratively with non-governmental organizations in Canada and in 
other countries to promote and enforce economic and social rights. 
 
The general objectives of CERA are to: 
 

� Promote knowledge and enforcement of human rights in housing among 
disadvantaged groups and individuals;  

� Provide educational materials and programs in housing and human rights to 
groups whose human rights may have been violated, to landlords, to service 
providers and to the public at large;  

� To provide representation to disadvantaged groups and individuals who believe 
their human rights have been infringed;  

� To encourage and facilitate effective public education and enforcement of human 
rights by provincial, national and international commissions, agencies, 
organizations and institutions and by governments;  

� To engage in research into human rights in housing as they affect disadvantaged 
groups. 

 

To carry out these objectives, CERA has established several programs and engages in 
various activities: 
 

� WOMEN’S HOUSING RIGHTS PROGRAM 

� HUMAN RIGHTS CASEWORK 

� TEST CASE LITIGATION  

� EARLY INTERVENTION-EVICTION PREVENTION PROGRAM 

� PUBLIC EDUCATION AND OUTREACH 

 

 

 



2                                                                               CERA  Annual Report 2007-2008 
 

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR 
 
I am pleased to provide to you, on behalf of CERA’s Board of Directors, the Annual Report for the 
2007/2008 fiscal year.  During this year CERA continued to provide our core services to hundreds of 
people facing barriers with respect to housing.  We provided one-on-one human rights in housing 
assistance to over 350 individuals and families and eviction prevention services to close to 1,500 
tenants.  Of course, beyond these essential services, CERA continued to play a vital role in 
addressing the housing issues of those most in need in Ontario and across the country and ensuring 
those needs can be claimed and are considered and addressed in policy making processes. 
 
Over this past year CERA continued to coordinate the National Working Group on Women and 
Housing in Canada.  In this capacity, CERA facilitated local efforts to improve women’s housing 
conditions in cities across the country including Whitehorse and Edmonton.  CERA continued to 
work collaboratively with the Social Rights Advocacy Centre (SRAC) on the Social and Economic 
Rights Education project – hosting well attended workshops in Vancouver and Winnipeg. The 
workshops focused on the ways in which economic and social rights can be claimed at the local level 
with administrative decision makers.  CERA played a significant role in the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission’s consultations on housing, attending sessions in Toronto and Ottawa and submitting a 
substantial report to the Commission which will undoubtedly prove to be a useful resource as the 
Commission develops its housing policy.  CERA played a prominent role in the official mission to 
Canada of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, Miloon Kothari. 
CERA was instrumental in ensuring the Special Rapporteur would be exposed to the particular 
housing issues confronting low income and marginalized women across the country, and the ways in 
which discrimination creates barriers to housing for disadvantaged groups.   
 
As Chair of the Board, I remain amazed that this small, modestly resourced organization continues to 
have such a huge impact on individuals, families, and communities.  Credit must be paid to the highly 
skilled staff, whose commitment, energy, and creativity ensure the success of every project and 
program.   The Law Foundation of Ontario recently recognized CERA’s reputation for excellence by 
awarding the Women’s Program Director, Leilani Farha, with the Community Leadership in Justice 
Fellowship, one of two awarded each year.  This award “bought” Leilani’s time allowing her to share 
the skills and expertise she has developed through CERA with faculty and students in the Human 
Rights Department at the Institute for Interdisciplinary Studies at Carlton University.    
 
Of course the everday functioning of CERA relies on the dedication and talent of volunteers and 
student placements, who play an integral role in the implementation of CERA projects and casework. 
The Board has also played a key role in ensuring CERA continues to thrive, by providing guidance 
and leadership.  I take this opportunity to give sincere thanks to CERA Staff, volunteers, student 
placements, and Board members. 
 
I would also like to acknowledge the support of our funders and encourage them to sustain and 
increase their support for the phenomenal work of CERA: The Atkinson Charitable Foundation, The 
Law Foundation of Ontario, Status of Women Canada, Canadian Heritage, the City of Toronto, the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation, the Ontario Victim Services Secretariat, the United Way of Ontario, 
and the Canadian Bar Association Law for the Future Fund. 
 
CERA is a strong, vibrant organization whose mandate and work is essential in the promotion and 
protection of housing rights for the most disadvantaged groups locally and nationally.   
 
Michelle Mulgrave, Chair 
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WOMEN’S HOUSING RIGHTS PROGRAM 
 

Women’s insecure housing and homelessness is one of the most pressing issues for low 
income women in Canada today. CERA’s Women’s Housing Rights Program is designed 
to address low-income women’s housing inequality through a broad range of activities. 
What follows are highlights from the program: 
 

MEETINGS WITH THE UNITED NATIONS SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR ON THE 

RIGHT TO ADEQUATE HOUSING 
 

CERA’s Women’s Program played an active role in the 
formal mission to Canada of the United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, Miloon Kothari in 
October 2007. The Women’s Program helped coordinate 
a session specifically on women and the right to adequate 
housing in Toronto, we ensured the Special Rapporteur 
met with women’s housing and anti-poverty advocates 
across the country, and we helped to coordinate and were 
invited to a day-long session on Aboriginal women and 
the right to adequate housing.  We also coordinated a 

meeting of National organizations.  As a result, the 
Special Rapporteur’s initial report issued at the end of the 

mission highlighted a number of the pressing housing issues confronting low-income 
women in Canada including: discriminatory barriers which make accessing housing 
difficult for low-income women, particularly Aboriginal women, immigrant/newcomer 
women and single mothers; the apprehension of children from their mothers, particularly 
Aboriginal mothers, because of inadequate housing; the inadequacy of social assistance 
rates compared to the actual cost of rent;  and women’s inability to leave violent 
relationships for lack of housing options.  
 

NATIONAL WORKING GROUP ON WOMEN AND HOUSING IN CANADA 

(NWG) 
 
In 2003 CERA established the NWG to address the lack of a national voice focused 
specifically on housing issues as they affect low income women. CERA coordinates the 
NWG which is comprised of women representatives from every province and territory in 
the country with expertise on women’s housing and poverty issues. 
 
In April 2007 CERA received funding from Status of Women Canada for an 18 month 
project entitled, Housing Opportunities for Women.  In the first year of the project, we 

Leilani Farha, Director of CERA’s 
Women’s Program. 
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Participants at NWG consultation in Whitehorse 

focused on ensuring individual low-income women received housing related assistance 
and increasing the capacity of local groups in Whitehorse and Edmonton to encourage 
activities at the local level to improve low income women’s housing conditions.  In 
Whitehorse, NWG representatives worked with the Yukon Status of Women Council 
(YSWC). Together we met with a number of stakeholders including, the Mayor, 
territorial government representatives, tenants, service providers, the Human Rights 
Commission and the social housing provider. Our meetings focused on strategizing to 
implement the recommendations of the YSWC’s research report on women’s 
homelessness in Yukon.  As a result of the NWGs involvement in Whitehorse, there is 
renewed energy amongst community groups to undertake a number of activities to 
improve women’s housing conditions, including challenging the landlord tenant 
legislation which is perceived as not protecting tenants rights.  In Edmonton, NWG 
representatives also met with a number of stakeholders to identify low income women’s 
housing experiences.  One of the most pressing housing issues for women in Edmonton is 
discrimination against Aboriginal women. In turn, the NWGs visit and follow-up work 
has focused on determining what structures exist or need to be developed to address this 
issue.  The NWG will be conducting similar work in Regina and Saint John.  
 

The NWG participated in the Ontario 
Human Rights Commission’s 
consultations on housing in Ottawa by 
attending the community event, and 
working with CERA on a lengthy 
submission on Human Rights in Rental 
Housing, submitted in September 
2007. 
 
The NWG also initiated an 
unprecedented working relationship 
with the Eastern Ontario Landlords’ 

Association. We are working in concert 
to promote the idea of ‘portable shelter subsidy’, which was one of the recommendations 
that emerged from CERA’s report, Women and Housing in Canada: Barriers to Equality.  
 
 

HUMAN RIGHTS CASEWORK 
 

A fundamental part of CERA’s work is individual human rights casework. Everything we 
do, whether research, public education, law reform or test case litigation, is informed by 
the experiences of the people who call us for assistance. In 2007/2008 CERA worked 
with over 350 individuals and families who had been denied housing or otherwise treated 
unfairly for discriminatory reasons. This year, our clients included: 
 

� A young single mother in Toronto who was told by a landlord, “Oh, you have a 
baby. I don’t want to rent to someone with a baby. No babies, pets or smoking.” 
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CERA volunteer, Saleha Ali 

� A man in Welland who was turned down for an apartment after the landlord found 
out he received Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) benefits: “I’ve had 
too many run-ins with people on disability.” 

 
� A woman in Sudbury with a neuromuscular condition who can only leave the 

building when someone is available to let her out because the landlord refuses to 
install automatic door openers. 

 
� A Black man in Hamilton with excellent references, credit and a good income 

who was turned down for an apartment for no apparent reason. 
 
Women experience particularly severe 
discriminatory barriers when trying to access 
and retain housing and, not surprisingly, they 
represented approximately 70% of our human 
rights clients. Over 45% of the people calling 
us for assistance were families with children 
and a substantial proportion of these were lone 
parents. While CERA provides free services 
to anyone facing discrimination, the reality of 
housing-based discrimination is that it 
disproportionately affects those who are poor. 
As a result, virtually all of our clients are 
living on low incomes. In 2007/2008, over 
three quarters of the people calling us for 
assistance received the bulk of their income 
from social assistance or a government pension.  
 
While CERA’s clients reported discrimination on virtually all of the grounds covered 
under the Code, discrimination related to a disability continued to be a particularly 
significant problem – it represented almost 40% of all reported discrimination. 45% of 
the remaining grounds reported were either receipt of public assistance, family status, 
race/ethnicity or place of origin/citizenship. 
 

People contact CERA so that they can access the 
housing they need, stop discriminatory treatment or 
get their landlord to make necessary modifications 
to their apartment. CERA’s staff and volunteers 
make a priority of responding to inquiries quickly 
and effectively, negotiating with housing providers 
to ensure our clients can claim their rights without 
the need of going through a formal complaint 
procedure. Most of our day-to-day efforts are 

directed at educating landlords on their obligations under the Code and working with 
them to put in place inclusive policies and practices in a timely manner. That being said, 
CERA also assists in the filing of formal complaints with the Ontario Human Rights 
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Kerry King, housing advocate with the Centre 
for Northern Families, Yellowknife 

Michelle Mulgrave, Chair of CERA’s Board of 
Directors 

Commission and represents them through the complaint process. In 2007/2008, CERA 
assisted over 30 households file complaints with the Commission. 

 

NATIONAL HOUSING AND HUMAN RIGHTS TRAINING 
 

During 2007/2008, CERA continued its collaboration 
with the Centre for Northern Families (CNF) on the 
Canadian Housing Equality Project, an initiative to 
transfer CERA’s unique human rights in housing 
model to organizations in different parts of Canada. 
The CNF is a community organization based in 
Yellowknife that provides a variety of direct services 
to vulnerable women and families in the Northwest 
Territories and Nunavut.  
 

In June 2007, CERA travelled to Yellowknife to continue training staff and volunteers at 
the CNF. While there, CERA Program Director, John Fraser, facilitated two workshops 
on human rights advocacy strategies for non-profits at the annual conference of the 
Canadian Association of Statutory Human Rights Agencies (CASHRA). CASHRA 
organizers were successful in securing funding to bring community advocates from 
across the Northwest Territories to participate in CERA’s sessions. In early Fall, CERA 
staff made a final visit to the Northwest Territories to co-develop and facilitate a series of 
workshops in Inuvik with CNF staff and attend a regional meeting of social housing 
providers. We were pleased to see how effective CNF staff had become in advocating 
and educating on human rights issues. In a little over one year, the CNF has become the 
voice of human rights in housing in the North. 
 
While the Canadian Housing Equality Project formally ended in the Fall of 2007, CERA 
staff continue to work with the CNF to assist in their efforts to establish the first poverty 
law clinic in the Northwest Territories.  
 

RIGHTSNORTH 
 
In late 2007, CERA began RightsNorth, a legal 
education project developed to ensure that 
Aboriginal communities in Northern Ontario know 
their rights under the Code and can effectively 
access services to protect these rights and secure 
and retain affordable, appropriate housing without 
discrimination. The project will also increase 
CERA’s capacity to effectively provide human 
rights education and assistance services to 
Northern Aboriginal communities.  CERA has 

partnered with the Keepers of the Circle 
Aboriginal Family Resource Centres in Kirkland 
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John Fraser, Program Director 

Lake and New Liskeard to implement RightsNorth.  
 
In late November, CERA Program Director, John Fraser, and Maureen Callaghan of the 
District of Muskoka Community Services visited the two communities to facilitate 
introductory workshops on human rights and conduct an “environmental scan” of local 
housing needs.  CERA staff are now using the environmental scan and feedback from the 
Aboriginal Family Resource Centres to develop targeted public education materials and a 
community workshop series. We anticipate that the first set of community workshops 
will be held in the early part of the summer of 2008.  
 
 

DISCRIMINATION RESEARCH 
 
In early 2008, CERA initiated “Show and Tell”, a 
groundbreaking research project on housing discrimination. 
Over the coming year, CERA will use a telephone-based 
“paired-testing” methodology to document the prevalence of 
discrimination in Toronto’s private rental housing market.   
Research of this nature -which involves matching two individuals 
for all relevant characteristics other than one expected to lead to 
discrimination and comparing their experiences when trying to 
rent an apartment - though popular in the US, has never been 
undertaken to any significant degree in Canada.  
 
CERA staff have now finalized the methodology, which will 
involve telephone-based paired tests involving “profiles” 
designed to document discrimination based on race, disability, 
family status, family status crossed with race, and source of income. With the assistance of 26 
volunteers, CERA will conduct the paired tests on apartments across the City of Toronto during 
the summer of 2008. “Show and Tell” is a pilot project, and we hope to replicate it in other 
communities across Ontario, possibly in collaboration with the Ontario Human Rights 
Commission. 
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Theresa Thornton, Eviction Prevention 
Manager 

EARLY INTERVENTION EVICTION PREVENTION 
 

The average rents for one and two bedroom apartments in Toronto are $907 and $1073 
respectively (CMHC, April 2007 Rental Report).  A single person receiving Ontario 
Works receives $325 for shelter and a sole support parent with one child receives $511.  
Clearly tenants in receipt of social assistance are facing huge financial barriers to 
affordable housing.  The Ontario minimum wage was increased to $8.75 in February 
2007.  Though any minimum wage increase brings some relief to tenants, many tenants 
who are employed full-time at minimum wage are still paying more than 50% of their 
income on rent.  The cost of rent continues to be high in relation to average incomes and 
forty-nine percent of Toronto households are renting their homes (Toronto Star 
02/06/2007).   
 
It is within this context that CERA’s Early Intervention Eviction Prevention Program 
provided services to 1,288 households during the 2007/2008 fiscal year.  The total 
number of people in the households was 2,745.  Family composition percentages were as 
follows: 
 
Single person households – 37% 
Sole support parent families - 27% 
Two-parent families – 16% 
Common-Law couples (no children) – 6% 
Other families/co-habitation arrangements – 13% 
 

Single-person households continued to be the highest 
overall category and, combined with sole-support parent 
families, totalled 64% of all tenant households.  Over 
90% of tenants were facing eviction due to rental arrears 
and over 65% of tenants were 2 months or less in 
arrears.  The most common reasons for being in arrears 
were:  low employment income, loss of job, low social 
assistance rates, missing work due to child illness, 
health/illness and death in the family.   
 
CERA staff, students and volunteers provided 
information and referrals related to the eviction process 
and tenant rights under the Residential Tenancies Act, 

eviction prevention services, tenant/landlord advocacy and mediation,  tenant/social 
services advocacy, case management and crisis management.  CERA eviction prevention 
staff continued to serve on the Advisory Committee of the Toronto Rent Bank and to 
participate in tenant advocacy groups such as Housing Action Now.   
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HOUSING INSTABILITY AND EVICTIONS:  A LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE 
 
CERA participated in an innovative research study 
on Evictions and Life Course Perspectives, 
conducted by Lynn McDonald and Laura Cleghorn 
of the University of Toronto.  “The purpose of this 
exploratory research was to examine the individual 
and structural circumstances that contributed to 
eviction transitions in housing careers across the 
life course; to examine housing trajectories and 
how they spiralled into homelessness, and to 
examine the confluence of social policies operative 
during these transitions…the study shows how 
housing policies can interact with life course 
events and other policies to produce negative and 
costly effects for the precariously housed, tenants 
and the state” (Abstract, McDonald and Cleghorn, 
02/08/08).   CERA provided access to quarterly 
statistics from the eviction prevention program.  
CERA also helped recruit interview subjects for 
the research.  The draft report for review was 
prepared for February 2008.   
 
 

PUBLIC EDUCATION 
 
Human rights and eviction prevention education continued to be a major part of CERA’s 
work in 2007/2008, with staff conducting over 80 workshops and seminars with 
organizations in Ontario and across Canada. These organizations included: 
 

� Willow-Park Co-op 
� West Coalition on Housing and 

Homelessness  
� Ontario Human Rights 

Commission 
� World Vision Refugee Shelter 
� Scarborough Conflict Resolution 

Services 
� Stonegate Community Health 

Centre  
� Youth Without Shelter  
� Jewish Immigrant Aid Services  
� Canadian Association of 

Statutory Human Rights 
Agencies 

� Samuel Hearne Secondary 
School 

� Inuvik Youth Centre 
� Aurora College 
� Birkdale Residence  
� Flemingdon Neighbourhood 

Services  
� York Region Co-op Federation 
� Resources Exist for Networking 

and Training (RENT) 
� Matthew House Refugee Shelter 
� Toronto-area Community Legal 

Clinics 
� Co-Action Co-op Housing Staff 

Association 
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� Durham Community Legal 
Clinic  

� Keepers of the Circle Aboriginal 
Family Resource Centres 

� Second Base Youth Shelter  
� Turning Point Youth Services 
� Ryerson University School of 

Urban and Regional Planning 
� Ryerson University Masters 

Program in Immigration and 
Settlement Studies 

� Evergreen Youth Services  
� Arab Community Centre  
� City of Toronto Social Services 
� Davenport Perth Community 

Centre 
� Elye Gore School 
� Neighbourhood Information Post 
� City of Toronto Alternative 

Housing and Services Committee 
� COSTI Immigrant Services 
� Nellie’s Shelter 

� Peel Adult Learning Centre   
� Jane Alliance Neighbourhood 

Centre   
� Parkdale Intercultural 

Association 
� Russian Women’s Circle 
� Ontario Law Union 
� Red Door Shelter 
� Newcomer Women’s Services of 

Toronto 
� Somali Immigrant Women’s 

Association 
� Ottawa Housing Help 
� Harmony House

During the summer of 2007, CERA also completed Canadian Housing Equality 
Resources, a national website devoted to housing and human rights – the first of its kind 
in Canada. The site is linked to CERA’s provincial site and incorporates human rights 
training materials, links to relevant provincial, territorial and national legislation, key 
case law and publications related to discrimination in housing. It can be viewed at:  
www.equalityrights.org/cher.  
 

Complementing the website is Human Rights in 

Housing in Canada: An Advocate’s Guide – a unique 
national housing rights resource which is nearing 
completion. An early version of the guide is available 
on the Canadian Housing Equality Resources 
website. 
 
In October 2007, in collaboration with several local 
organizations in Ottawa, CERA hosted a half-day 
workshop on the human right to housing.  The event 
was a huge community success with over 50 
participants from social housing providers, to 
community housing workers, legal aid lawyers, to 
individuals having experienced housing 
disadvantage.  The event focused on barriers to 
housing for a number of marginalized groups, with 
an emphasis on barriers experienced by low income 
women, particularly disabled women, women in 
receipt of social assistance, girls, and immigrant 
women.  
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CERA’S FINANCIAL STATEMENTS FOR THE YEAR 

ENDED MARCH 31, 2008 

 

 

Revenue 
 

2008 2007 

Government Funding   
Government of Canada $126,200 $156,740 
City of Toronto $76,430 $81,050 
Province of Ontario $107,500 $20,000 

Charitable Foundations   
Atkinson Charitable Foundation $49,504 $56,200 
Ontario Trillium Foundation  $33,375 
Law Foundation of Ontario $92,900 $13,900 

Other Grants $19,889 $7,366 
Donations $3,163 $445 
Other Income $14,892 $7,445 
   
Total Revenues $490,478 $376,521 
 
Expenditures   
   
Salaries, Benefits and Contracts $260,844 $211,808 
Rent $39,432 $41,866 
Insurance $6,743 $7,364 
Office Expenses $19,958 $18,373 
Audit Fee $4,728 $4,493 
Staff Travel $3,945 -- 
Amortization $2,100 $2,950 
Dues and Fees $3,647 $3,434 
Bank Charges and Interest $41 $75 
Direct Project Expenses $46,286 $77,914 
Equipment Rental $3,302 $3,580 
   
Total Expenditures $391,026 $371,857 
   
Surplus (Deficit) $99,462 $4,664 
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CERA’S BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
 

Michelle Mulgrave 
Chair  

 
Adrienne Lei 

Secretary 

 
Lobat Sadrehashemi 

 
Melissa Mark 

 

Mary Truemner

Clara Matheson 
Co-chair 

 
Beverly Leaver 

Treasurer 

 
Mona Thyagarajah-Davies 

 
Elayne Francis 

 

Julia Janes 
 

CERA’S STAFF 
 

Leilani Farha 
Women’s Program Director/  

Acting Executive Director 

 
Theresa Thornton 

Eviction Prevention Manager 

 
John Fraser 

Program Director 

 

Eva Rostas 
Program Assistant 

 

 

Ruth Goba 
Executive Director 

 

 

Vanessa Henderson 
Administration 

 

Catherine Henderson 
Bookkeeper 

 

          We would also like to extend a sincere thank you to all of our dedicated volunteers.
 
 

THANK YOU TO OUR FUNDERS 
 

City of Toronto 
The Law Foundation of Ontario 

The Atkinson Charitable Foundation 
Canadian Heritage 

Status of Women Canada 
Victim Services Secretariat 

United Way of Greater Toronto 
Canadian Bar Association 


