
 
Wednesday, July 06, 2005 
 
Sent via fax and e-mail 
 
Councillor John Filion, Chair, 
Toronto Board of Health, 
and, 
Dr. David McKeown,  
Medical Officer of Health, 
City of Toronto 
 
Dear Councillor Filion and Dr. McKeown: 
 
RE: Urgent request for action on boarding home “heat-related” death 
 
The death of a Toronto boarding house resident Richard Howell, which was reported on 
Thursday, June 30, is tragic confirmation of the statistics produced in a Toronto Public 
Health report released in June. That report stated that, on average, there have been 120 
premature deaths that are heat-related in Toronto annually, and an average of another 822 
premature smog-related deaths annually. 
 
The Toronto Disaster Relief Committee believes that the range of issues presented by Mr. 
Howell’s death are best addressed through the forum of a Coroner’s Inquest. We have 
already written to the Chief Coroner of Ontario requesting an inquest, and would ask that 
the Toronto Board of Health endorse this request. 
 
However, we believe that there are urgent and immediate health issues that need to be 
addressed by the City of Toronto and the Department of Public Health. Timely action on 
these issues would not pre-empt the work of a Coroner’s Inquest, but would take the 
immediate steps that are necessary to prevent similar deaths while a comprehensive 
review is taking place. 
 
Specifically, we are asking that the Board of Health, at its next meeting, take the 
following actions: 
 
First, direct staff to prepare a detailed report on the public health response to the death 
of Mr. Howell. Public health staff attended at Mr. Howell’s boarding house on Oakwood 
Avenue the day that his body was discovered. We understand that they discovered 
extreme heat and perhaps other public health issues affecting the remaining tenants. 
 



Second, direct staff to report, as soon as possible, on the implementation of a City of 
Toronto Maximum Temperature Bylaw. This bylaw would complement the Minimum 
Temperature Bylaw that is part of Toronto’s Municipal Code that requires landlords to 
maintain a temperature of at least 21C during the winter months. A Maximum 
Temperature Bylaw would require landlords to maintain a temperature below a certain 
level (perhaps 26 to 28C) during the summer months. As part of this initiative, we are 
recommending that the City of Toronto request that the federal government expand the 
funding and guidelines for the Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program (RRAP). 
This is a federally-funded housing rehabilitation program that is administered by the City 
of Toronto and has been used, in recent years, for a variety of purposes related to the 
rehabilitation of rental housing. 
 
Third, endorse the call from the community for an inquest into the death of Richard 
Howell that would allow for a comprehensive exploration of the issues leading to his 
death and for a review of solutions that would prevent similar deaths in the future. 
 
Fourth, direct staff to report, as soon as possible, on Toronto’s Personal Care Bylaw, 
which provides some regulation of the public health and social aspects of boarding homes 
and other care facilities. It appears that this bylaw has not been reviewed or updated since 
before the amalgamation of the old City of Toronto. An initial review needs to consider at 
least three critical issues: 
- the legal status of the Personal Care Bylaw and the authority of the City of Toronto to 
regulate public health and social conditions in boarding houses and other care facilities. 
- the ability of public health staff to independently access facilities that are covered by the 
Personal Care Bylaw to investigate compliance; and, 
- the issue of a Maximum Temperature provision in the Personal Care Bylaw. 
 
And, fifth, direct staff, in consultation with community partners, to immediately develop 
a community response protocol regarding extreme heat and smog conditions as they 
affect  psychiatric survivors, the elderly, people with disabilities and others taking 
medication. These groups appear to be particularly vulnerable to heat injuries and death 
and a community response protocol would provide a framework to guide public health 
staff and community partners during heat and smog alerts. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Michael Shapcott, on behalf of Steering Committee, 
Toronto Disaster Relief Committee 
 
cc: Francine Adamo, Secretary, Board of Health 
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