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It’s been an unprecedented year as CERA, along with the rest of the global community, 
grappled with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our clients and the hundreds of
thousands of Canadians we advocate for every year experienced housing instability like never
before. Too many individuals were already struggling to keep a roof over their heads before
the pandemic, and their vulnerabilities have only been compounded during the past year.   

Calls to our tenant hotline increased by more than 50 percent as clients contacted us in a
state of panic seeking supports to stay in their homes. Our work coordinating the Right to
Housing Toronto Network continued, and we began to work beyond Toronto and Ontario to
ensure that people across Canada can realize their right to housing. As the primary defence
against the spread of COVID-19, housing can no longer be sidelined by those who refuse to
recognize it as the fundamental human right that it is.   

In October of 2020, we finalized our new strategic plan, which lays out a new vision for the
organization for the coming years. Key priorities include growing our work focussed on policy
advocacy to advance rights-based housing policy including research, strategic litigation,
policy and communications; increasingly directing education efforts to housing providers
and service providers to achieve a greater impact; shifting to become a nationally-focused
organization by prioritizing projects at the regional, national and international level; and
continuing to prioritize organizational sustainability.   

To this end, we began to operationalize our strategic plan to work nationally and push for the
right to housing from coast to coast to coast. We ramped up our evidence-based research
and advocacy work to support vulnerable tenants living across Canada, holding a series of
national engagements and developing a policy submission for a comprehensive federal rent
relief program in partnership with the Social Rights Advocacy Centre and the National Right
to Housing Network in response to the growing threat of mass eviction across the country.  

As we implement our new strategic plan and vision over the coming years, we will continue
to fight for safe, adequate and affordable homes for all. We will not stop until the right to
housing becomes a reality for all Canadians.

Sincerely,
Alyssa Brierley
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Last year's annual report touched on the local, national, and global effects of COVID-19.
While we were hopeful that this would be its last mention, Ontarians and Canadians are
continuing to experience the devastating effects of the pandemic. 

During this time, CERA has been hard at work advocating for accessible and secure
housing. The team has adapted to a remote work environment, launching its first
submission to end the threat of mass evictions under the National Housing Strategy Act and
welcoming a number of new staff. Despite the turbulence of the last year, CERA has
increased its financial sustainability, securing numerous multi-year commitments from
donors to ensure that it is able to execute its strategic plan. 

The Board has also had a busy year. In October 2020, we finalized a three-year strategic
plan that sees CERA advocating for the right to housing provincially and nationally,
conducting research and policy development on the right to housing and building
organizational capacity and resilience. We have also established a fundraising strategy built
on consistent participation and outreach, and have continued to cultivate good governance. 

As the terms of many of our existing Board members, including my own, draw to an end, we
are pleased to welcome six new directors with rich backgrounds in fundraising, finance, and
governance. 

It has been such a privilege to work with such a conscientious and committed group. I want
to thank our supporters, donors, and those who have contributed time and energy into
CERA's critical initiatives, and I encourage you to continue supporting this organization in
the coming years. 

Sincerely, 
Safia Lakhani
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Providing rights-based services to renters to help them stay housed   
Building capacity and providing training about housing rights   
Conducting rights-based housing policy research   

CERA is one of Canada’s oldest not-for-profit charities working to advance the
right to adequate housing. Founded in 1987, CERA has worked tirelessly for
over thirty years at the intersection of human rights and housing and is one of
Canada’s leading NGOs working in the area of social and economic rights.   
  
CERA works to advance the right to adequate housing by:  

C E N T R E  F O R  E Q U A L I T Y  R I G H T S

I N  A C C O M M O D A T I O N

 

OUR VISION
is a world where everyone has an adequate, accessible,  and affordable
place to call home.

OUR MISSION
is to advance the right to housing through advocacy, education, and
empowerment. 
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including

101101101
frontline
workers

individuals trained on human rights, rights in housing,
and housing as a human right

544544544

OUR IMPACT IN NUMBERS

deputations and submissions made
to policy makers & governments

272727

people took action through our campaign
calling for a federal rent relief program

484484484

273273273
with

eviction
issues

294294294
with

access
issues

658658658
with

stabilization
issues

tenants supported through our services
who were facing eviction and/or human
rights issues in their housing

122512251225

164164164 people joined our 
rights-based training
workshops



OUR WORK

Providing
rights-based
services



This year was a busy year for our rights-based services as the COVID-19 pandemic upended
many people’s lives. 

Between September and November, we saw a 54-percent increase in calls as the fallout
from the pandemic continued to be deeply felt, especially by low-income tenants who were
already struggling with Toronto’s increasingly unaffordable rents.  

Through our services, CERA provides crucial support to tenants facing eviction and human
rights issues in their housing. 

OUR R IGHTS-BASED

SERVICES
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This year, our team assisted 1,225 tenants with long and
short-term housing crises.
 
Of those 1,225, almost a quarter contacted us regarding
the need for accommodation, nearly a quarter were facing
or worried about eviction, and more than half were seeking
help about other housing issues related to stabilizing their
housing.  



It was a 
great service.

Thank you!

We were 
really happy you

were there to
assist us.

Your services
were excellent.

Responsive 
and great.

What tenants told

us about our

services...

You did a great job.
Your team got back

to me when they
said they would. 

It made it a little easier
to deal with my issue.

I'm happy that 
you exist. I know

you would help me in
different ways if I 

need to go further. 
You gave me strength

and hope. 



OUR WORK

Advancing
rights-based
housing policy



Over the course of the pandemic, tens of thousands of renters across the country lost their
job or suffered income loss. Women, low-income workers, Indigenous communities, Black
and racialized individuals, LGBTQ2S+ households, and people living with disabilities
were disproportionately impacted. Many struggled to pay their rent or keep food on the table,
especially those living in unaffordable cities with skyrocketing rents. An estimated quarter of
a million households were unable to pay their rent in 2020 alone, as for many the federal
emergency financial supports were not enough.  

It was clear that renters urgently needed support from the federal government to stay in
their homes. In February 2021, CERA and the National Right to Housing Network
developed a detailed proposal to the federal government to establish a Residential Tenant
Support Benefit to preserve tenancies during the pandemic. The proposal included practical
avenues that the federal government could take to address the rent arrears and evictions
crisis, in alignment with their international human rights obligations and their commitment
under the National Housing Strategy Act.  

The submission was produced in collaboration with over 120 housing advocates and
individuals with lived experience of homelessness from across Canada. Over 480 people
from across Canada supported this call, taking action by sending letters to their Member
of Parliament, asking them to urge the government to provide this much needed rent relief.  

In addition, CERA advocated for a moratorium on evictions during the pandemic, to ensure
that people would not be evicted into homelessness.

PROPOSING A FEDERAL

RENT REL IEF PROGRAM
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Find our policy proposals and other reports:
 

equalityrights.org/reports

https://www.equalityrights.org/reports


From May to July 2020, the Ontario government tabled its Bill 184,  Protecting Tenants and
Strengthening Communities Act, which proposed to make significant changes to the
Residential Tenancies Act that would impact the rights of tenants. 

Through submissions, deputations and statements, CERA raised serious human rights
concerns over the Bill, alerting the government that the Bill could expedite eviction,
undermine access to justice, and have negative financial impacts on tenants, in particular
for marginalized Ontarians – individuals who are low income, racialized, newcomers,
and living with disabilities. 

After the Bill became law in July 2020, CERA prepared educational material to inform
tenants about how their rights would be impacted, and where they could go for advice and
support.  

SUPPORTING TENANTS

THROUGH CHANGES TO

ONTARIO'S HOUSING LAW

12CERA - 2021 ANNUAL REPORT

Find more information:
 

equalityrights.org/cera-blog 

https://www.equalityrights.org/cera-blog


CERA continued its role as the coordinating organization for the Right to Housing Toronto
(R2HTO) – a network of individuals and organizations advocating for the right to housing in
the City of Toronto.   

R2HTO regularly met with City Councillors and City of Toronto staff to discuss key issues
impacting the right to housing in the City. In particular, R2HTO pressed the City to establish
the Office of the Housing Commissioner, which is one of the key mechanisms needed to
hold the City accountable to its commitment to a rights-based housing strategy, as outlined
in the City's HousingTO 2020-2030 Action Plan.

R2HTO also engaged with City Council, making over a dozen submissions and deputations to
various Committees and meetings, advocating for a range of human rights issues including:
the protection of affordable housing; a strong inclusionary zoning policy; enhanced eviction
prevention services; developing a rights-based framework for multi-tenant houses; providing
financial support for renters facing eviction; support for vulnerable communities during the
pandemic; and ensuring safe and adequate apartment building standards. 

Most notably, R2HTO presented the City with two Rights Reviews – in-depth reports
assessing the effectiveness of its approach related to encampments and evictions, and the
extent to which its actions upheld the right to housing. Each report included a set of tangible
recommendations for the City to uphold its human rights obligations through the design and
administration of its policies, strategies, programs and services. R2HTO drew its findings
from conversations with City of Toronto staff and elected officials, as well as reports on the
ground from frontline staff and advocates.    

SUPPORTING THE 

R IGHT TO HOUSING

MOVEMENT IN  TORONTO
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Find our Rights Reviews:
 

right2housingto.ca

https://right2housingto.ca/rights-approach-to-housing/rights-reviews/


The City of Toronto started 2020 with a new ten-year housing plan and a commitment 
to implement the right to housing for all. 

CERA took many opportunities over the year to present City Councillors and staff with rights-
based recommendations to help guide the City on how to uphold its commitment. 

Through deputations and submissions, CERA provided the City with rights-based
recommendations to address homelessness, prevent evictions, support vulnerable
communities through the pandemic, work to implement a vacant home tax, extend a
moratorium on evictions for residents of Toronto Community Housing, and support users of
the emergency shelter system.

We also provided the City with several concrete recommendations to ensure that its
proposed framework to regulate and legalize multi-tenant houses upholds the right to
housing of marginalized and low-income groups who rely on  this type of affordable housing.  

ADVANCING R IGHTS-

BASED HOUSING POLICY

AT THE CITY OF TORONTO
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Find our policy submissions:
 

equalityrights.org/housing-policy-reform

https://www.equalityrights.org/housing-policy-reform


OUR WORK

Capacity-
building 
and education



CERA provides public education workshops and trainings about Ontario's Residential
Tenancies Act and Human Rights Code to renters, housing providers, and service providers
across Toronto. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we paused our public educational
programming as we devised a new model of meaningfully delivering programming about
tenant and landlord rights and responsibilities in the COVID-19 context. We successfully
launched our new public education model later in the year, holding 11 workshops reaching
164 individuals between February and March 2021.  
 
In the fall of 2020, CERA launched a new national initiative in partnership with the National
Right to Housing Network and the Social Rights Advocacy Centre. Through this initiative, we
are working with communities across Canada to identify systemic violations of the right to
housing, propose solutions and claim the right to housing to bring systemic change. With the
federal government and the City of Toronto both recently making commitments to the right
to housing, this project aims to enhance the capacity of individuals and communities to
engage in a rights-based approach to housing in a way that can positively impact their lives.   

Our work kicked off in October 2020 with a workshop on how the right to housing can be
used to address a looming eviction crisis facing tenants across Ontario with 65 participants,
including policy advocates, community leaders and lived experts. In December, on Human
Rights Day, we held a workshop on claiming the human right to housing for people with
disabilities across the country that drew 80 participants including those involved in a key
human rights case in Nova Scotia over the lack of adequate housing options available for
people with physical and intellectual disabilities. Our third workshop took place in March
and brought together 45 participants from British Columbia to discuss the National Housing
Strategy Act, and we heard from tenants and our partner, the Community Legal Assistance
Society (CLAS), on some of the systemic housing issues people are facing in the province.  

PROVIDING R IGHTS-BASED

TRAIN ING AND EDUCATION
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This year, CERA began to implement our new three year strategic plan developed through
the Innoweave process.   

Our strategic plan identifies three major priority areas for CERA: to advance the right to housing at
the “systems-level”, to expand our work and become a nationally focused organization, and to
develop into a strong and resilient organization.   

Part of this work entails attracting and retaining top talent to support the work of the organization.
We embarked on this journey by hiring key roles to support our communications, policy advocacy
and community relations activities, and we began this work in earnest. As part of this new focus,
we supported the development of a comprehensive policy submission for a residential tenant
support benefit as a way for the federal government to prevent mass evictions across Canada
arising from the pandemic. We will continue to expand our team in the coming year as we continue
to advance the right to housing across the country in line with our strategic plan.   
 
While the pandemic has been a difficult time to navigate as we journeyed into operationalizing our
strategic plan, we adapted and remained an important source of support for tenants. The post-
pandemic recovery period will continue to test our resilience as an organization and our ability to
advocate for the communities we serve. However, CERA has never been stronger or better
positioned for this work. We welcome this challenge and are well equipped to advance the right to
housing from coast to coast to coast. 

OUR INST ITUT IONAL

WORK
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OUR F INANCIALS

RECEIPTS

Governments
Foundations 
Donations
Other

Total:

CAD $
 

126,418
460,549

17,979
38,440

 
643,386

EXPENDITURES

Salaries
Benefits
Projects
Operations

Total:

CAD $
 

461,662
60,332
34,737
62,656

 
619,387

EXCESS

Receipts over expenditures
 

Unrestricted funds, beginning of the year

Unrestricted funds, end of the year

CAD $
 

23,999
 

5,286
 

29,285
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OUR DONORS

CERA is grateful for the generous support from: 
 
 

Balsam Foundation  
 

City of Toronto 
 

Community Housing Transformation Centre
 

Employment and Social Development Canada
 

Law Foundation of Ontario 
 

Maytree Foundation  
 

P&L Odette Charitable Foundation 
 

Toronto Foundation
 

United Way Greater Toronto 
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OUR TEAM

STUDENTS, VOLUNTEERS 

AND INTERNS

Ayesha Adamjee
Neve Adams
Paria Asadbikli
Klea Bogdani
Aidan Bullen
Alice Coombs
Simone Currie
Patricia Dimakos
Trent Erickson

Emily Goetz
Keren Harvey
Marissa Hum
Kiyan Jamal
Leah Kelley
Peter Mangaly
Tia McCalla
Zoë Paddock

Maria Patterson
Melissa Prada
Ada Roberts 
Shelina Ruda
Colette Self
Negin Shahraki
Kara Tatla
Liam Turnbull

BOARD OF 

DIRECTORS

Lauren Cowl  
Drew Davidson  
Lesley Freiberg  
Alan Han 
David Jachimowicz  
Sadaf Khan  
Safia Lakhani  
Karen Lewellen  
Jenny Neiman  
Braden Root-McCaig  
Dani Saad 
Abhishek Sarathy 

STAFF

Alyssa Brierley, Executive Director and General Counsel  
Annie Hodgins, Manager of Operations and Strategic Initiatives  
Renuka Satchithananthan, Administrative Coordinator 
Faiza Malik, Case Worker and Housing Rights Educator  
Shivani Jacelon, Case Worker and Housing Rights Educator 
Karly Wilson, Case Worker and Housing Rights Educator 
Jessica Todd Long, Program Manager  
Ambalika Roy, Project Manager 
Jonathan Robart, Senior Advisor – Policy, Litigation and Law Reform  
Shelley Buckingham, Senior Advisor – Communications and Public Affairs  
Sareh Aghamiri, Program Assistant 
Sherwin Lau, Program Assistant  
Gina Skocaj, Program Assistant  
Aria Popal, Program Assistant 
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