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Open Letter from the Ontario Coalition of Service Providers for Refugee Claimants: 
We must act, and we must act immediately. Lives are at risk. 

One life lost unnecessarily is one too many. 
 
The Ontario Coalition of Service Providers for Refugee Claimants calls on the City of Toronto, municipalities 
across the province and the Ontario provincial government, in partnership with the federal government 
of Canada, to immediately evacuate individuals and families living in respite centres, emergency and 
refugee shelters  into hotel rooms so that all homeless and precariously-housed residents are provided 
with the opportunity to effectively isolate and stay healthy during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, 
the Coalition calls on the City of Toronto and municipalities across the province to provide immediate 
access, coordination and necessary rent support so that refugee claimants, precarious migrants and 
individuals living in emergency shelters can move into available vacant rental units in their communities. 
 
The Ontario Coalition of Service Providers for Refugee Claimants writes this open letter in solidarity with 
refugees, migrant workers, non-status individuals, persons experiencing homelessness and all the frontline 
workers who support these vulnerable groups. The agencies of the Coalition are themselves on the 
frontlines when it comes to responding to the needs of refugee claimants and precarious migrants in 
Ontario. We, as service providers to refugees, support thousands of individuals and families each year as 
they navigate complex Canadian immigration processes, access social services, and move forward with 
their settlement in Ontario.  
 
Working collaboratively to support the wellbeing of refugee and migrant populations for over 20 years, 
we have seen the many ways in which the vulnerable people we serve have been disproportionately 
impacted, marginalized and left behind. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, these longstanding inequities have 
been magnified, and many refugees and migrants across the province now find themselves in 
circumstances where they are not being provided with the opportunity to follow public health orders and 
practice physical distancing. Moreover, many of the individuals and families we serve must also contend 
with the fact that much of the emergency supports and economic relief being provided to others during 
this difficult time are not accessible due to various barriers, including immigration status, a lack of housing 
and economic instability.  
 
It is clear that all individuals who are living in shelters or experiencing homelessness are at an increased 
risk of contracting COVID-19 due to the conditions they are forced to live in. This includes the refugee 
claimants and precarious migrants we serve, who remain overrepresented among the province’s homeless 
population, as was the case even before the COVID-19 pandemic took effect.  
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Now, in context of COVID-19, the situation for the communities we serve has become increasingly 
dangerous and unbearable, and so we are raising our collective voice to demand that all levels of 
government do more to ensure that we provide protection and do not leave anyone behind.  
 
We recognize that certain initiatives have been undertaken by the City of Toronto and other municipalities 
in the early weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic, and we are grateful for the additional supports that have 
been extended. However, we must also recognize that shelters continue to be a high-risk environment for 
contracting COVID-19, and far too many individuals and families remain in these crowded, congregate 
settings. Again, it is simply an impossibility for individuals and families who are living in respite centres, 
emergency and refugee shelters to follow public health directives and practice safe physical distancing. By 
failing to provide such an opportunity, individuals experiencing homelessness—including many of the 
refugees and migrants we serve— are being put at an increased risk of contracting COVID-19. It is for this 
reason that we are calling on the City of Toronto, municipal governments across the province and the 
Ontario provincial government to ensure immediate access to hotels and housing for everyone 
experiencing homelessness. 
 
Within Canada, Ontario has always shown a willingness to welcome and settle refugees and migrants as 
they seek safety and build a new life for themselves and their families. As the city that welcomes the 
highest number of refugees and migrants, Toronto has long stood at the forefront in offering protection 
to those fleeing persecution and providing support to those living with precarious migration status. Now, 
in this unprecedented and ever-challenging time, we are asking Toronto and Ontario to live up to those 
reputations, to respond accordingly and to act with urgency. We cannot afford to leave anyone behind. 
 
Walking together with uprooted people and in solidarity, 

 
 
Adam House, Toronto 
Angela Rose House, Windsor  
Becoming Neighbours 
Carty House, Ottawa 
Casa El Norte, Fort Erie 
Casa Maria Refugee Homes, Peterborough 
Chez Marie, St Catharines 
Christie Refugee Welcome Centre, Toronto  
COSTI / Immigrant Services, Toronto 
Diocese of London Refugee Ministries, Windsor   
FCJ Refugee Centre, Toronto 
Kitchener-Waterloo Multicultural Centre 
 

Matthew House Ottawa  
Matthew house, Toronto 
Matthew House Fort Erie 
Matthew House Windsor  
Micah House, Hamilton 
Peace Bridge Newcomers Centre, Fort Erie 
Quaker Committee for Refugees, Toronto 
Romero House, Toronto  
Sojourn house, Toronto 
The 519, Toronto  
The Peoples House, Toronto 

 


