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Learning from our members

In the following pages you will see how Houselink raised the bar this year in employment, support, housing and 

health. But we would also like you to know about changes that don’t make headlines, but will give Houselink 

and our funders new ways to learn from our members and front-line staff. 

For example, this year all Houselink members had the opportunity to complete an OCAN interview – the 

Ontario Common Assessment of Need that gives Houselink and our funders new ways to hear what our 

members want and need. We launched a support model review to better meet the needs of both our members 

and the many waiting for supportive housing. Houselink’s Board of Directors began to use a balanced 

scorecard to track progress on the goals we’ve set for ourselves. And staff raised the bar by negotiating their 

first collective agreement, putting important labour and management processes in writing. 

Why is this rigour important? It’s part of our responsibilities in an increasingly integrated health and housing 

system. But it’s more than that. It’s about finding new ways to ensure members – and the people wishing they 

had a home in Houselink – achieve their full potential. 

And isn’t that what Houselink has always been about?

Luke Bowden   Brian Davis 

President    Executive Director 

Raising the bar…  
again
When Houselink was founded in 1976, it “raised the bar” on 
opportunities for people living with mental illness in Toronto. 
We provided homes, not beds, and provided a real alternative 
to a lifetime in hospital, a squalid room, or the street. 

We raised the bar again in 1982, when we began to employ members; 
in 1985 when we ensured consumer members made up half our Board 
of Directors; in 2000 when we launched our Food Program; and in 2003 
when we formally adopted Recovery Principles to guide our work. 
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Raising the bar on… employment
This year Mental Health Recovery expert Dr. Kate Storey evaluated Houselink’s groundbreaking employment 

strategies. She found these strategies not only put money in pockets — they promote Recovery. 

• Houselink’s Supportive Employment Program helps members find and keep jobs. These are real jobs 

– not make-work – tailored to promote success. Storey’s Working for Recovery study found Houselink 

member-workers report more social comfort, confidence and social competence, and more knowledge, 

skills and experience. They reported larger social networks and felt healthier.

• Our Inclusive Employment Strategy ensures Houselink’s permanent staff includes people with lived 

experience. The strategy requires a thoughtful approach to navigating co-worker relations, or the changes 

in relationships when a member becomes an employee. 

The study was based on feedback from four focus groups and an anonymous online staff survey with an 

excellent 60 per cent response rate.

“It’s a big step to start working.”
I am the Employment Facilitator at Houselink Community Homes. It’s 
my job to bridge the gap between Houselink as an employer and the 
members working at Houselink’s various properties. I work to make 
sure members are happy employees, aware of their responsibilities and 
benefits, and doing a good job keeping Houselink’s properties clean, 
tidy and safe. 

It’s a big step to start working. There’s a lot of fear: fear of losing ODSP 
benefit, and the fear of taking on new responsibilities. 

I understand, because there was a point when I didn’t believe I could 
ever work again. I had been homeless for seven years, addicted to crack 
and the lifestyle of being homeless. If it weren’t for Houselink I’d still be 
there. 

Now it’s like night and day. 

I got better in steps. I worked in the kitchen of a restaurant. I got a 
chance to work at Houselink’s Social Recreation Program. There was 
stress – I wasn’t used to the work – but I kept on learning. Houselink will 
give you training, but you also need to be willing to learn. 

Now I help other members grow and build their skills. I’ve been through 
it, so I can identify. Waking up in the morning is hard. Finding a reason to 
wake up is hard.  It’s about taking pride in what you’re doing, and taking 
pride in the properties. It’s about learning to like yourself, and knowing 
you can change. You don’t have to wake up every morning in despair. 

Sometimes you don’t think you’re worth the effort. There were a lot of 
people who believed in me before I believed in myself, and 90% of them 
were at Houselink.  

— Robert Covert, Employment Facilitator and Houselink member

“[I’m] more 
aware of myself 

in situations.”

“I wake up and  
I like my life.”

“I speak up for 
myself more.”

“I now  
prioritize my 

day and finish 
what I  

started.”

“I feel like 
my work is 

appreciated.”
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Raising the bar on… healthy living
Good food. Lots of exercise. These are the basics of healthy living. This year, donors and our members teamed 

up to expand healthy options for our members.

• Houselink’s five Community Kitchens offer nutritious meals, a gathering place, and opportunities to learn 

new skills. This year, over 1500 healthy meals were funded through our new Adopt-a-Kitchen Program. The 

program was developed through Edelmans Canada’s “Little Give” program — an annual corporate social 

responsibility initiative that dedicates money and time to non-profit organizations across Canada. 

• Houselink member cooks showcased their achievements at this year’s sip & Savour Ontario alongside 

finalists from the Ontario Wine Awards and Top Chef Canada. 

This is the second year Houselink has partnered with Forefront Communications to present sip & Savour 

Ontario. We raised 30% more than our first year – to support our vital programs. 

• Twelve Houselink members stepped up to support the Scotia Bank Marathon, a new fundraising activity 

for Houselink.  Members walked together weekly to train for the event, joining with Houselink staff 

and supporters to raise money for FRESH – our Finding Recovery through Exercise, Skills and Hope 

partnership with the Gerstein Centre.  

I love going in the morning to exercise
When I moved into Houselink in 2009, I learned members could borrow 
a free pass to the Dovercourt YMCA. It’s a great way for members to get 
fit. But there was a limited number of passes, so after you returned the 
card you had to go on a waiting list to use it again.  

I didn’t want to interrupt my fitness routine by waiting. And the YMCA’s 
own discount program involved disclosing all sorts of private details. 
Not everyone wants it known they live in supportive housing.

Fast forward to 2012. I started to work in the Social Rec program and 
– guess what! – I was responsible for the YMCA passes. I went to the 
Y, and proposed a flat $25 YMCA pass for any Houselink member who 
wanted one. The Y agreed. The pass can be used at any YMCA, any 
program, anytime. And it’s yours, with your own name and photo on it, 
without disclosing any personal information. 

In the past four months, 45 to 50 Houselink members have requested 
a card. I myself love going in the morning to exercise on the elliptical 
machine, varying with weights and boxercise. I find I’m more focused, 
more efficient, and have more energy and less stress. I sleep better, and 
am more conscious about what I eat. (If I’ve burned calories off on the 
machines, I hesitate before putting them back on with a chocolate bar!) 
And it’s nice to be part of another community – I’ve made a number of 
contacts, some of whom I call friends. It expands your horizons. 

— Eileen Sishuba, Drop-In Worker and Houselink member

Adopt-a-Kitchen
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Peggy Birnberg: Her legacy lives on 
Peggy Birnberg, Houselink’s Executive Director from 1991 to 2009, died on February 8th, 2013. 

Under Peggy’s leadership Houselink revamped its mission, consolidated its operations and tripled its funding 

base. We embraced the Recovery Movement, expanded employment opportunities for members, established 

a food program, developed new properties, and introduced Families Moving Forward, education bursaries and 

a rainy day fund for members. In 2001, Houselink won the ONPHA Award for Excellence.

Peggy was also a civic leader. She co-founded the HomeComing Community Choice Coalition to battle 

NIMBY-ism, and played leadership roles in the Ontario Mental Health Strategy, Mental Health and Justice 

Initiative, ONPHA and A-Way Express Couriers.

In her last annual report, Peggy said: 

I want to be remembered for being fair and just. I want to be remembered for changing the organization 

so that we are a model organization and that people turn to us for advice and support. I want to be 

remembered for my leadership and the growth we experienced and how we do our work in a way that is 

very effective.

Peggy, we remember. You inspire us still.

Peggy remembered: 

“Peggy was instrumental in shaping this sector and ensuring NIMBY attitudes were not tolerated. She was a 

fantastic boss, my mentor and a very dear friend.” — Carol Zoulalian, Houselink’s Director of Member Services

“[My work with Peggy] changed my life. I learned a lot from Peggy and am a better person because of it.”  

— Phillip Dufresne, Houselink member and former Houselink President

“Not only a friend and colleague but a teacher as well.” — Sharad Kerur, Executive Director, Ontario Non-

Profit Housing Association

“Her voice for social justice and action was so strong and thoughtful. Whenever Peggy spoke up people 

listened.” — David Kelly, Executive Director of Addiction and Mental Health Ontario

Peggy’s legacy is a shared legacy,  
which is how she always saw it.  
We own it. It lives as much in our hearts  
as in our mission. And we will carry it on. 
— Brian Davis, Executive Director, Houselink Community Homes 
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Raising the bar on… happier lives
• Sixteen people will find a home, through Houselink’s new partnership with the Centre for Addiction and 

Mental Health (CAMH). Program participants receive rent subsidies to live in privately owned buildings. 

Houselink helps participants find and keep their home, with CAMH’s Drug Treatment Court providing case 

management and clinical supports. 

• Four Houselink families have freshly renovated homes. This year, we completed a foundation-to-roof 

rebuilding of an East York four-plex purchased over 15 years ago. Now we have two- and three-bedroom 

apartments that look good, meet current safety standards, and save money on utility bills. 

• OCAN offers a new way to listen to our members. Everyone living in Houselink has been given the 

opportunity to complete the comprehensive OCAN tool now used by all community mental health 

organizations in Ontario. 

Now we are working to link this new information to both our funder’s targets and our own mission. For 

example, we learned that only 8% of members reported going to an Emergency Room last year, and only 

12% reported going to hospital. But over 20% of our members also told us physical health was still an 

unmet need. 

Almost ¼ of members also reported being lonely – a sign that social recreation and strong communities 

continue to be an essential part of Houselink’s work.We help each other
In Houselink we say we are all in the same boat. We help each other. We 
have lunch together. We play games. As I’ve always said, “We socialize. 
We don’t antagonize.” 

After I had my stroke, people would bring me food. Mozzarella. Cookies. 
The Chinese food that I love so much. Everyone is so nice to me. The 
Executive Director comes and sits with me. You wouldn’t see that 
happen in many organizations. Here it does. 

I’m an old man – 84 years old. I was the oldest person in that residence. 
If I hadn’t had a fall, I’d still be there. 

— Lorenzo Capobianco, former Houselink member 
Newly renovated family building in East York
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Raising the bar… everywhere
Houselink is a supportive housing leader. As advocates and practitioners, our influence extends across Toronto, 

and across Canada. 

• Houselink is bringing its approach to supportive housing management to Toronto Community Housing. 

The Toronto-Central Local Health Integration Network funded this pilot project when it saw over 800 

emergency room visits could be traced to a single address. Now we are working with TCHC, the Fred 

Victor Centre, Inner City Health and Seaton House to improve health and housing outcomes.

• We completed our first year at 40 Oaks in Regent Park. The Christian Resource Centre developed 40 Oaks 

as a community hub with 87 deeply affordable apartments. When it was time to find a property manager 

that shared their vision and values, they chose Houselink. Houselink provides day-to-day property 

management and works with the many support partners serving 40 Oaks tenants. 

• We co-ordinated “Enabling all Ontarians to live with dignity,” a submission to the Commission for the 

Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. Over 38% of ODSP recipients have a mental disability. Houselink 

brought together 20 members of Houselink, The Dream Team and Across Boundaries to ensure this voice 

was heard before system reforms were made.

• We joined with others to explore ways to use Social Finance to create more supportive housing. As 

members of the Social Finance Working Group we collectively recommended ten priority actions 

for federal, provincial and municipal governments. We also created a toolkit showcasing innovative 

approaches to creating new housing across Canada. 

• Our successful employment strategies prompted the Federal Government to invite us to present to the 

Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with 

Disabilities.

• Houselink members helped start Stitching our Social Safety Net, a grass-roots advocacy campaign to 

“stitch our own social safety net, to show the Ontario Government how it should be done.” The idea grew 

from a simple conversation with Houselink staffer Naomi Berlyne into a province-wide campaign. 
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Financial Highlights Year Ended March 31, 2013
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)

42  Toronto Central Local Health Integration Network  

27  Ministry of Health & Long-Term Care

15  Rental income from tenants

4  Amortization of deferred grants & donations

3  Dedicated fundraising income & donations

3  City of Toronto

2  Property management

1  Ministry of Municipal Affairs & Housing

1  Income from partner agencies

1  Interest and sundry income

1  Fundraising income & donations

E
xp

en
se

s 
(%

)

37  Wages and benefits   

14  Head lease rent 

12  Administration 

11  Depreciation 

6  Maintenance 

5  Program costs 

4  Utilities 

4  Mortgage Interest 

3  Dedicated program costs 

2  Allocation to restricted reserve fund for major repairs and replacements 

1  Fundraising and grant acquisition costs 

1  Insurance 
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We couldn’t do it without… 
Our funders, sponsors, donors  
and volunteers

Funding Partners 
City of Toronto Human Resources and Skills Development – Opportunities Fund 

Ministry of Health 

Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation 

Toronto Central LHIN

Leadership donors $1000+
Omni Security Ltd.

Kevin Harraher  

Raising the Roof

Howard & Carole Tanenbaum Family Charitable 
Foundation

Loblaw Companies Limited

SEI Investments  

Manulife Financial  

Realtors Care Foundation

Stafflink Solutions Ltd

Trivest   

Jarden Branded Consumables, Bernardin Ltd  

Edelman  

Moncada Windows

Susan Niczowski

LEAP Pest Control  

CI Investments

Intact Foundation

The Second City

Rebecca Clements 

Peter Adamson

Lisa Merchant 

NOW Magazine 

Stratusphere Yoga 

Brian Davis & Stephen Nunn

Friends of Houselink  $500-$999
Electrical Works Ltd.

Carole Edwards  

Dorothy Harraher 

Mary Lewis  

Brent Vickar

Sian Ferguson

Angela Robertson

Carlos Aedo 

Carmen Carasco

Anne Sportun-Experimental Jewelry

Charlie and Karen Lior

Dean Tubor

Pillar To Post

Silver Brush

Claude Legrand

Niagara College

Stephen Bulger Gallery 

Silver Brush Funding
Ontario Trillium Foundation

Toronto Enterprise Fund 

United Way of Greater Toronto

The Co-operators Foundation

Dream Team
Management Advisory Service

Ministry of Health 

Toronto Central LHIN

Luke Bowden, President

Dana Gregoire, Vice President

Michael Koo, VIce President

Peter Adamson, Treasurer

Curtis Bishop, Director

Joan Thompson, Director

Phillip Dufresne, Director

Heinz Klein, Director

Ameil Joseph, Director

Julita Tyszewicz , Director

Brent Vickar, Director

Angela Robertson, Director

Board of Directors 
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805 Bloor St West 
Toronto, Ontario  M6G 1L8

Phone: 416-539-0690 
Fax: 416-539-0693 www.houselink.on.ca
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