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1. What select other jurisdictions (within Canada, Europe, and Asia) are doing to 
support homeless populations during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
 

1.1 Summary of Recent New Initiatives/Actions: 

 

1. MSF operating homeless recovery centre in Canada    (Toronto, ON) 

2. Tent cities        (LA, USA) 

3. “Surge” shelter        (Hamilton, ON) 

4. Airports as homeless ‘safe haven’     (LA, USA) 

5. Providing phones with isolation care packages    (New Zealand) 
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 2. New/Updated guidelines from WHO, BCCDC, USA CDC, other related organizations 

 

 
1. CDC (UPDATED 13.04.20). Guidance for providers of services for people experiencing homelessness (in 

the context of COVID-19) https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-

coronavirus-infection/guidance-documents/homelessness.html  

 

2. CDC (UPDATED 13.04.20). Interim guidance for responding to coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 

among people experiencing unsheltered homelessness https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/homeless-shelters/unsheltered-homelessness.html  

 

3. CDC (UPDATED 9.04.20). Interim guidance on management of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) in 

correctional and detention facilities https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/correction-detention/guidance-correctional-detention.html  

 

4. CDC (UPDATED 7.04.20). FAQs for Homeless Shelters. https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-

ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html  

 

5. Gov UK (UPDATED 25.3.20). COVID-19: guidance for hostels or day centres for people rough sleeping 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-

rough-sleeping  

 
6. UK Ministry of Justice and Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service Coronavirus (UPDATED 9.04.20).  

(COVID-19) and prisons: Guidance about visiting prisons during the coronavirus outbreak –Service 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-

rough-sleeping  

 

 
  

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/guidance-documents/homelessness.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/2019-novel-coronavirus-infection/guidance-documents/homelessness.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/unsheltered-homelessness.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/unsheltered-homelessness.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/correction-detention/guidance-correctional-detention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/correction-detention/guidance-correctional-detention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/faqs.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-rough-sleeping
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-rough-sleeping
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-rough-sleeping
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-services-for-people-experiencing-rough-sleeping
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 3. APPENDIX A: Further details: What select other jurisdictions (within Canada, 

Europe, and Asia) are doing to support homeless populations during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

 

3.1 CANADA 
 

1. Global News (13.4.20). Médecins Sans Frontières to operate in Canada, assist with Toronto homeless 

amid COVID-19 https://globalnews.ca/news/6814399/coronavirus-toronto-doctors-without-borders-

homeless/  

• Humanitarian aid organization Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) will be operating for the first 

time within Canada when it provides assistance to homeless Torontonians 

• MSF Canada will help with organizing Toronto’s first COVID-19 “recovery site,” a 400-bed social 

support project aimed at treating COVID positive homeless population 

 

2. CBC (3.4.20). New units coming to help Winnipeg's homeless population self-isolate, slow coronavirus 

spread https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/self-isolation-homeless-quarantine-covid-19-

1.5519730 

• The province of Manitoba says it is adding 142 more beds at shelters in the province to help 

physical distancing protocols. 

• Includes 31 beds that will be available immediately in a vacant Manitoba Housing apartment 

o Available to those who need to self-isolate while waiting for test results, or if they've 

already tested positive for COVID-19. 

o The facility will have 24-hour support for those who are self-isolating, including a team 

of nurses, physicians, withdrawal management support and staff. 

 
3. Globe and Mail (10.4.20).  To spare the homeless from COVID-19, some cities look to hotels 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-to-spare-the-homeless-from-covid-19-some-cities-

look-to-hotels/ 

• In New York, hit especially hard by the virus, the city has opened 700 hotel rooms for homeless 

people, reserved for those who test positive for COVID-19 or who are more than 70 years old. 

But the city’s total shelter population tops 60,000, and it has already seen 274 homeless people 

test positive and 14 die. 

• In Toronto the city has opened about 300 new spaces in disused community centres and leased 

1,200 hotel rooms. It also opened a new 200-bed isolation facility in a west-end hotel this week. 

• California Governor Gavin Newsom announced a plan, Project Roomkey, to house 15,000 of the 

state’s most high-risk homeless people in hotels, with funding from the U.S. Federal Emergency 

Management Agency. Several cities in the state, including San Diego, Los Angeles and San 

Francisco, have also started leasing thousands of rooms. 

• In Calgary, the Alberta government overruled Mayor Naheed Nenshi’s plan to house more 

homeless in hotels in response to COVID-19. 

https://globalnews.ca/news/6814399/coronavirus-toronto-doctors-without-borders-homeless/
https://globalnews.ca/news/6814399/coronavirus-toronto-doctors-without-borders-homeless/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/self-isolation-homeless-quarantine-covid-19-1.5519730
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/self-isolation-homeless-quarantine-covid-19-1.5519730
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-to-spare-the-homeless-from-covid-19-some-cities-look-to-hotels/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-to-spare-the-homeless-from-covid-19-some-cities-look-to-hotels/
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 o Community and Social Services Minister Rajan Sawhney said it would take too long and 

that rooms needed to be suicide-proofed, with curtains and long cords removed. 

o Instead, spillover shelter space has been opened in a downtown convention centre, with 

hotel rooms reserved as isolation spaces for homeless people who test positive. 

• In British Columbia, the government has announced 23 COVID-19 care facilities for the homeless 

with 900 spaces, including one in a converted hotel in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. 

Vancouver has also opened extra conventional shelter space in community centres. 

 

4. CBC (13.4.20). Montreal readies hotel beds for homeless amid pandemic, but gaps in assistance remain 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/montreal-homeless-covid-1.5530686 

• Addiction, pets complicate measures for those who have nowhere to self-isolate 

• There are also currently 222 hotel rooms the city is using at different hotels to make up for the 

homeless services that have closed 

 

5. Global News (10.4.20). Coronavirus: Toronto’s homeless COVID-19 patients sent to hospital due to lack 

of recovery site https://www.google.ca/amp/s/globalnews.ca/news/6806485/coronavirus-toronto-

homeless-hospitals-covid-19-recovery-site/amp/ 

• As part of the City of Toronto’s response to COVID-19 in the shelter system, isolation locations 

have been set up in two locations for those awaiting test results. The City along with health 

partners and the province have plans to open a recovery site for COVID-19-positive patients. 

• City memo indicates the isolation locations aren’t equipped to care for homeless patients who 

test positive for the disease. The lack of a dedicated recovery location resulted in the need for 

hospital care for a patient experiencing homelessness. 

• Discharging a patient to the street or shelter system, it noted, would contravene the medical 

officer of health’s orders. Staff are therefore required to transfer patients to acute care. 

• Dr. Andrew Bond, medical director of Inner City Health Associates, confirmed the veracity of the 

memo. While the City has acquired hotel rooms for isolation, Dr. Bond said the rooms are not 

adequate for the amount of attention a COVID-19-positive patient would require 

• Mayor John Tory agreed that the use of hospital beds for those whose condition may not 

require it was not the best approach and indicated they are “working on it”. 

 
6. Hamilton Spectator (11.4.20).  FirstOntario Centre transformed into ‘surge’ shelter for homeless 

Hamilton residents during COVID-19 pandemic https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-

region/2020/04/11/citys-biggest-arena-transforms-into-a-homeless-shelter-as-hamilton-covid-19-cases-

climb-to-232.html 

• The city, Core Entertainment and the Good Shepherd worked together to prepare the pandemic 

“surge” shelter, which opened at 6 p.m. Saturday to at least 20 homeless residents relocated 

out of existing men’s shelters. 

• The city has relocated 14 families and 13 women from shelters into hotel rooms. 

• Single positive case staying in a city rec centre set aside for self-isolation of residents who live on 

the street. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/montreal-homeless-covid-1.5530686
https://www.google.ca/amp/s/globalnews.ca/news/6806485/coronavirus-toronto-homeless-hospitals-covid-19-recovery-site/amp/
https://www.google.ca/amp/s/globalnews.ca/news/6806485/coronavirus-toronto-homeless-hospitals-covid-19-recovery-site/amp/
https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/2020/04/11/citys-biggest-arena-transforms-into-a-homeless-shelter-as-hamilton-covid-19-cases-climb-to-232.html
https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/2020/04/11/citys-biggest-arena-transforms-into-a-homeless-shelter-as-hamilton-covid-19-cases-climb-to-232.html
https://www.thespec.com/news/hamilton-region/2020/04/11/citys-biggest-arena-transforms-into-a-homeless-shelter-as-hamilton-covid-19-cases-climb-to-232.html
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3.2 UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

 

7. Seattle Times (11.4.20). Here’s what the Seattle area has – and hasn’t – done to protect its homeless 

population from coronavirus https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/homeless/heres-what-the-

seattle-area-has-and-hasnt-done-to-protect-its-homeless-population-from-coronavirus/  

• Seattle has added new hygiene services 

o Six new hand-washing stations and 14 portable toilets in six outdoor locations near 

existing homeless encampments 

o Kept its park restroom facilities open in more than 100 parks, and also opened five 

community centers with limited, daytime hours to offer shower services 

o however, local hepatitis A outbreak has been growing over the last several months 

• Expanding shelter 

o Efforts to expand shelter capacity to nearly 1,900 spaces 

o Including new spaces for overcrowding; new shelter for homeless not sheltered; 

isolation, quarantine and recovery units 

• Hotel units 

o New efforts this week to move 400 people in shelters into hotel units 

o State will use FEMA funding to move thousands of the state’s homeless population into 

hotels 

• Quarantine, isolation and recovery sites 

o Over the last month, the county has opened three quarantine and isolation facilities 

▪ Including a motel, a modular site, and a hotel 

o In addition, Harborview Medical Center is operating an isolation and quarantine site   

 
8. Crosscut (13.4.20). COVID-19 spurs reckoning in crowded homeless shelters 

https://crosscut.com/2020/04/covid-19-spurs-reckoning-crowded-homeless-shelters 

• Logistical feat of transporting approx. 200 shelter residents into private rooms of an abandoned 

hotel has left parts of DESC, a large downtown Seattle shelter empty for the first time in 40 

years.  

• “For a long time we’ve made that difficult choice of prioritizing quantity over quality because it’s 

better to have someone indoors than it is to be outdoors,” said Daniel Malone, executive 

director of the Downtown Emergency Service Center. “I don’t think that’s really an acceptable 

stance for us to have anymore.” 

• Public health officials announced last week that 27 people at 12 homeless shelters in King 

County had tested positive for COVID-19, including in a Seattle Center location opened 

specifically in response to the pandemic. Five of those positive cases were clients of DESC. 

• In Boston, where they cast a wide net and tested about 600 people experiencing homelessness 

for COVID-19, 30 percent were found to be positive. 

https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/homeless/heres-what-the-seattle-area-has-and-hasnt-done-to-protect-its-homeless-population-from-coronavirus/
https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/homeless/heres-what-the-seattle-area-has-and-hasnt-done-to-protect-its-homeless-population-from-coronavirus/
https://crosscut.com/2020/04/covid-19-spurs-reckoning-crowded-homeless-shelters
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 • Upwards of 15 percent of DESC clients are showing COVID-like symptoms — or as many as 80 

people. In San Francisco, one shelter had 70 positive cases. In the general U.S. population, 

between 9 and 17 percent of coronavirus tests come back positive, depending on the location. 

 
9. Los Angeles Times (14.4.20). L.A. is getting a government-run tent city. All it took was 40 years and a 

pandemic https://www.latimes.com/homeless-housing/story/2020-04-14/coronavirus-homeless-safe-

campground-veteran-affairs-los-angeles-campus  

• Tent cities and tiny-house villages for homeless people have long been taboo in Los Angeles 

• The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs set up L.A.'s first temporary tent city in four decades 

o For veterans without homes — 25 initially, with a plan to expand to 50 as needed 

o The operation includes medical and psychiatric care, as well as monitoring, food 

services, bathrooms, showers and security 

• Created after 68 homeless people and two staffers were infected in a single outbreak at a 

shelter in San Francisco 

 

10. ABC (14.4.20). LAX turns into safe haven for some homeless during COVID-19 crisis 

https://abc7.com/lax-coronavirus-homeless-shelter/6101540/  

• With fewer people passing through Los Angeles International Airport (LAX), it's much easier to 

see those experiencing homelessness. According to LAX police, over the last three months they 

counted on average 121 homeless people at LAX. This month, that number went down to 94. 

• The airport is seen as a safer location than alternatives by many who have started living there. 

 
 

3.3 INTERNATIONAL 

 

11. BBC (13.4.20). Coronavirus: Japan rushes to house thousands of homeless people 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52265917 

• Japanese authorities are rushing to house thousands of homeless people following the closure 

of internet cafes in several major cities. The cafes have become a common destination for those 

without secure housing but have been ordered to close to help contain the spread of 

coronavirus. 

• Tokyo officials have begun providing the homeless population with hotel rooms and other forms 

of temporary accommodation. In neighbouring Saitama, authorities have also repurposed a 

sports hall for 200 people. 

 
12. RNZ New Zealand (12.4.20). Covid-19 lockdown: Nearly 1000 motel units available for homeless 

https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/414047/covid-19-lockdown-nearly-1000-motel-units-available-

for-homeless  

• 962 motel units in 15 towns and cities across New Zealand had been secured and made 

available, and 496 units already have homeless and vulnerable people living in them 

https://www.latimes.com/homeless-housing/story/2020-04-14/coronavirus-homeless-safe-campground-veteran-affairs-los-angeles-campus
https://www.latimes.com/homeless-housing/story/2020-04-14/coronavirus-homeless-safe-campground-veteran-affairs-los-angeles-campus
https://abc7.com/lax-coronavirus-homeless-shelter/6101540/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-52265917
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/414047/covid-19-lockdown-nearly-1000-motel-units-available-for-homeless
https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/414047/covid-19-lockdown-nearly-1000-motel-units-available-for-homeless
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 o Each unit could contain one person or a family. 

• The Minister of Housing said support services were ensuring people had ongoing support 

including assisting people with food parcels, hygiene packs and occasionally phones. 

• Most motels had been rented for about three months and the government was looking at 

longer term measures to keep people housed post-lockdown. 
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 4. APPENDIX B: Noted Research and news articles 

 
 
4.1 Research Articles of Note 
 

1. Dahab M, Zandvoort Kv, Flasche S, Warsame A, Spiegel PB, Waldman RJ, et al. COVID-19 control in low-

income settings and displaced populations: what can realistically be done?  London, UK: London School 

of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/newsevents/news/2020/covid-19-control-

low-income-settings-and-displacedpopulations-what-can 

 

2. Baggett, T. P., Lewis, E., & Gaeta, J. M. (10.4.2020). Epidemiology of COVID-19 among people 

experiencing homelessness: Early evidence from Boston. 

https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/154734  

• Study estimated population frequencies of confirmed COVID-19 cases among adults 

experiencing homelessness in Boston relative to the Massachusetts adult population.  

• Over a 15-day period, 182 homeless adults in Boston were diagnosed with COVID-19 for an 

estimated cumulative frequency of 46.3 cases per 1000 persons, as compared to 1.9 cases per 

1000 among Massachusetts adults on the same date.  

• The trajectory and burden of COVID-19 cases among homeless adults suggests that cities should 

prepare urgently for the possibility of a COVID-19 surge in this population. 

 

4.2 Policies of Note 
 

 

3. Canadian Association of Emergency Physicians. 2020. COVID-19 and Persons Experiencing Homelessness 

or Vulnerable Housing. Ottawa, ON: CAEP https://caep.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2020/03/COVID-19-and-

homelessness-CAEP-updated-0321-1.pdf 

 
4. Government of Alberta. 2020. Guidance for Providers of Services to Albertans Experiencing (or at-risk of) 

Homelessness: 2019 Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) Prevention and Preparation. Edmonton, AB: 

Government of Alberta https://www.alberta.ca/assets/documents/covid-19-guidance-for-shelters.pdf 

 
5. Toronto Public Health. 2020. Toronto Public Health Pandemic Plan. A Planning Guide for Housing Service 

Providers and Shelters. Toronto, ON: Government of Ontario https://www.toronto.ca/wp-

content/uploads/2020/03/8ee1-TPH-Pandemic-Plan_Planning-Guide-forHousing-Service-Providers-and-

Shelters.pdf 

 
6. Toronto Public Health. 2020. 2019 Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19). Interim Guidance for Homelessness 

Service Settings Providers [fact sheet]. Toronto, ON: Toronto Public Health 

https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/newsevents/news/2020/covid-19-control-low-income-settings-and-displacedpopulations-what-can
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/newsevents/news/2020/covid-19-control-low-income-settings-and-displacedpopulations-what-can
https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/154734
https://caep.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2020/03/COVID-19-and-homelessness-CAEP-updated-0321-1.pdf
https://caep.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2020/03/COVID-19-and-homelessness-CAEP-updated-0321-1.pdf
https://www.alberta.ca/assets/documents/covid-19-guidance-for-shelters.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/8ee1-TPH-Pandemic-Plan_Planning-Guide-forHousing-Service-Providers-and-Shelters.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/8ee1-TPH-Pandemic-Plan_Planning-Guide-forHousing-Service-Providers-and-Shelters.pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/8ee1-TPH-Pandemic-Plan_Planning-Guide-forHousing-Service-Providers-and-Shelters.pdf
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 https://tdin.ca/ann_documents/2020-03-10%20Interim-Guidance-for-Homelessness-Service-

SettingsProviders%20....pdf 

 
7. Toronto Public Health. 2020. Infection Prevention & Control Resources for Homelessness Service 

Settings. Toronto, ON: Government of Ontario https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-

wellness-care/health-info-for-specificaudiences/infection-prevention-and-control-guide-for-

homelessness-service-settings/.  

 
 
4.3 News Articles of Note  
 

 
1. National Post (14.4.20). COVID-19 spreading among Toronto's homeless, with 30 cases reported 

https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/covid-19-infections-among-torontos-

homeless-growing-with-30-positive-cases 

• At least 30 people using homeless and refugee shelters in Toronto have tested positive for 

COVID-19, officials said Tuesday. The largest outbreak was reported at Willowdale Welcome 

Centre, a shelter for refugees in the city’s north end, where 11 residents and 12 staff members 

have tested positive. Two of the residents are in hospital for “precautionary reasons.” 

• The residents who show symptoms are being taken to test sites and then to an isolation centre 

until their results are known. From there, those who test positive for COVID-19 are taken to a 

recovery centre if they do not need hospitalization. 

• The city said an interim recovery centre was set to open Tuesday. The city has opened 

investigations into three of the shelters where people have tested positive for the disease: 

Willowdale Welcome Centre, Dixon Hall and Seaton House, the city’s largest shelter. 

• More than 1,000 shelter residents have moved into hotels, permanent housing and shelter 

spaces in recent weeks. 

• Inner City Health Associates, a group of more than 100 physicians working in the shelter and 

drop-in system, said MSF/Doctors Without Borders will help run a 400-bed COVID-19 recovery 

centre expected to open soon for the homeless bringing their extensive experience dealing with 

infectious disease outbreaks around the world. 

 

2. The New York Times (13.4.20). It’s a Time Bomb’: 23 Die as Virus Hits Packed Homeless Shelters 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/13/nyregion/new-york-coronavirus-homeless.html  

• More than 17,000 men and women, many of them already in poor health, sleep in roughly 100 

group or “congregate” shelters for single adults. Most live in dormitories with beds close enough 

for people sleeping in them to hold hands.  

• The nightly shelter population has consistently reached levels seen only a few times in the last 

decade, and usually only on the most frigid nights of winter. Including some inmates released 

from Rikers Island to control the outbreak in the jail who have wound up in shelters. 

https://tdin.ca/ann_documents/2020-03-10%20Interim-Guidance-for-Homelessness-Service-SettingsProviders%20....pdf
https://tdin.ca/ann_documents/2020-03-10%20Interim-Guidance-for-Homelessness-Service-SettingsProviders%20....pdf
https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-info-for-specificaudiences/infection-prevention-and-control-guide-for-homelessness-service-settings/
https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-info-for-specificaudiences/infection-prevention-and-control-guide-for-homelessness-service-settings/
https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-info-for-specificaudiences/infection-prevention-and-control-guide-for-homelessness-service-settings/
https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/covid-19-infections-among-torontos-homeless-growing-with-30-positive-cases
https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/covid-19-infections-among-torontos-homeless-growing-with-30-positive-cases
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/13/nyregion/new-york-coronavirus-homeless.html
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 • As of Sunday, 23 shelter residents have died in hospitals, including 14 men and two women from 

assessment centers and shelters for single adults where multiple, unrelated people share rooms 

• 371 people from shelters had tested positive, about 80 percent of them from the single-adult 

facilities, though those adults represent less than a quarter of the homeless population. 

• 2,500 more shelter residents will be moved to hotels by the end of April, in addition to 3,500 

who were already sharing rooms in hotels before the virus hit because there was no room in 

traditional shelters. Residents who are at least 70 years old, and some residents in the 10 most 

densely packed shelters, are also being moved to hotels, whether they have symptoms or not. 

• Simply closing the shelters to stop the spread is not an option. The New York homeless 

population is an estimated 79,000 people, in part exacerbated of rising rents beyond the reach 

of low-income families. 

• Approximately 550 peace officers work in the shelter system, and as of early last week, 26 had 

tested positive. Another 41 shelter workers also tested positive as of last week. 

 

3. The Economist (12.4.20). Might the pandemic be a lifeline for the rich world’s homeless? 

https://www.economist.com/international/2020/04/12/might-the-pandemic-be-a-lifeline-for-the-rich-

worlds-homeless  
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