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Toronto’s Downtown East area faces a number of 
complex challenges related to poverty, 
homelessness, housing affordability, community 
safety, mental health, and substance use, 
particularly opioid related overdoses. In late 2017, 
30% of overdose calls to paramedics came from 
the Downtown East, and the area saw a 33% 
increase in accidental overdose from 2013-2017. 
 
In response to the heightened need for crisis 
supports in this area, City Council directed staff to 
establish an expert team with representation from 
multiple divisions. This team developed a 12 
month immediate action plan in June 2018 and is 
working in collaboration with stakeholders across 
the area, including the Mid-East Local Health Integration Network, THRIVE Toronto Table, 
research partners, and local community agencies to develop a five-year action plan to address 
the community and service coordination needs.  
 
The process of identifying specific objectives for the plan is currently underway. The broad 
goal of the plan is to propose enhancements related to six focal areas:  

• Mental Health 
• Substance Use and Overdose Prevention 
• Housing, Homelessness and Shelter support 
• Community Safety & Violence Prevention 
• Economic Opportunities 
• Planning, Parks and Public Realm 

 
Neighbourhood Context 

• Geography – The Downtown East Area is bounded by Bloor Street to the north, Front 
Street to the south, Yonge Street to the west, and the Don Valley Parkway to the east. 

• People - It is home to approximately 115,255 Toronto residents.  This results in about 
4.2% of the city's population living in less than 1% of the city's land area.  

• Issues and Challenges - The area is facing a number of issues and challenges that 
require immediate and long-term responses including: 

o Substance use and high rates of overdose - Downtown East has been 
significantly impacted by the opioid crisis. The area has seen a 33% increase in 
accidental overdose cases from 2013 to 2017. 

o Mental health concerns - Emergency room visits are high with 45% of residents 
making visits to ERs. Mental health/Addiction (MHA) related visits are extremely 



high, reported at between 10.5-11.2%, with 75% of MHA Emergency Department 
visits were discharged home with no supports. 

o Poverty - Downtown East has three of the ten poorest census tracts in the city 
with low-income prevalence rates for adults (15-64 years of age) ranging from 
44%-51%. The overall average for the City is 20%. 

o Lack of affordable housing options - In 2017, approximately 19,000 individuals 
relied on the shelter system and 8,450 individuals relied on the 18 shelters in 
Wards 27 and 28, representing approximately 45% of all shelter users in the city. 

o Negative community perceptions about safety and security - There has been 
particular concern in parts of Downtown East which have experienced a 53% 
increase in violent critical incidents from 2016 to 2017.  

• Revitalization - The area is also experiencing significant change as a result of new 
development.  A number of City initiatives have been undertaken in the area. City 
Council adopted a Downtown East Revitalization Action Plan in 2014 to guide 
reinvestment and redevelopment while strengthening social infrastructure. The initial 
plan only focused on part of the current area boundaries. Other complementary City 
initiatives are listed in the appendix below. 

Immediate Actions in the Downtown East Area 
In order to address the immediate challenges in the area, the City has taken immediate action 
on a number of items. Items include: 

• Coordination of City and Community Agency Outreach Workers to enhance scope and 
impact of street outreach services. 

• Mobilize Coordinated Community Responses to violent and traumatic incidents to 
address victimization and impact of incidents.   

• Toronto Police Services to provide enhanced services on the night shift in the summer 
months in area including Yonge-Dundas Square. 

• Additional staff to provide enhanced overdose prevention and harm reduction outreach 
services. 

• Purchase of 25 new outdoor sharps disposal bins to be installed across the Downtown 
East 

• Enhanced training of City and Community Agency staff on Overdose Prevention, 
Suicide Prevention, Mental Health and Crisis Intervention. 

• Explore opportunities to increase harm reduction staffing and wrap around programming 
for shelters, 24-hour respite sites and drop-ins. 

 
Development of the Five year Action Plan 
A Five-Year Action Plan for the area will be presented to City Council in the second Quarter of 
2019. Recommendations for the Plan will be developed in collaboration with local networks, 
agencies, residents, people with lived experience and City divisions through topic-specific 
working groups and consultations.  
 
An Evaluation Advisory Committee is also being convened, including specialists from 
academic and research institutions who will develop an evaluation structure for the Plan, 
establishing baselines and measuring change over the course of implementation.  



APPENDIX A: Complimentary City Initiatives in the Downtown East Area 
 

• George Street Revitalization – a shared service facility resulting from the redevelopment of 
Seaton House that will combine shelter services, long-term care, affordable housing and a 
community hub;  
 

• Regent Park Social Development Plan (SDP) Refresh - the plan is in the process of being 
refreshed to reflect current trends and the needs of the neighbourhood;  
 

• Tenants First Project and Homes for Good Program - a proposal was developed for 
additional supportive housing units in the area;  
 

• Toronto Public Health Supervised Consumption Services at 277 Victoria Street - this service 
opened in August 2017;  
 

• Furthering Our Community by Uniting Services (FOCUS) – the FOCUS table is facilitated by 
the Toronto Police Services, SDFA, and the United Way convening approximately 40 
community and public organizations, weekly, to identify and address situations of high risk 
of anti-social or criminal behaviour.  
 

• The Community Crisis Response Program (CCRP) works across the City of Toronto in 
partnership with community members, agencies, and internal City divisions to enhance 
community safety. The CCRP team supports communities with the development of safety 
networks that create neighbourhood strategies for Crisis Intervention, Crisis Prevention, and 
Crisis Preparation. When communities have been impacted by violent and traumatic 
incidents, CCRP further supports the recovery and healing process. 
 

• The Specialized Program for Interdivisional Responsiveness (SPIDER) to vulnerability 
delivers customized responses for the purpose of mitigating elevated risks that affect 
people, their properties or their neighbours.  
 

• Downtown Community and Facilities Strategy - sets a supporting framework and guides 
implementation of TOCore: the Downtown Plan for growth and redevelopment in the area.  

 
 


