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Chapter 6 

By the People, For the People: Tenant Responses to Territorial Stigmatization and 
the Rise and Fall of Political Organization in Regent Park, 1960s-1990s 
 

We are a non-political organization dealing with people, various organizations and specific 
problems. We are not second-class citizens. This label will be abolished by examples of good 
citizenship and democratic procedure…It is not where you live but how you live that counts. 
 
Regent Park Community Improvement Association, 19691 

 

Economic, political and moral regimentation was an everyday part of project living and in 

conjunction with external stigmatization created a stifling social atmosphere for RP 

tenants by the late 1960s. Yet it is equally vital to acknowledge the palpable limits of 

state regulation and the ways in which residents accepted, reformulated or resisted 

attempts to shape their economic horizons and their social lives. Believing in and 

accepting some economic and moral regulations from above about what constituted 

“proper” families, some tenants complained secretly to housing authorities about their 

neighbours’ bad habits and/or sought ways out of the project. Other tenants assimilated 

regulatory measures, but reformulated them as properly working-class values. Still others 

resisted patronizing and restrictive project rules in both passive and active ways, 

subverting the aims of project officials and drawing attention to the failures of state policy 

and management. Increasingly, they vocalized their discontent with such restrictive 

policies and eventually organized politically to advance their claims.  

  

The first section of this chapter charts the responses of tenants to moral regulation within 

the project and to the external stereotypes that shaped public perceptions of project life 

from the 1960s to the 1990s. In the second section, I look at tenant political organizing, 

detailing the formation of the Regent Park Community Improvement Association 
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(RPCIA) and tenant struggles on the questions of project maintenance, recreation, 

education and social services, the rental scale and tenant management in the 1960s and 

1970s. RP tenants organized around economic and political issues, as well as for 

recognition and dignity in the face of intense social exclusion and marginality. I locate 

these struggles within the larger oppositional climate of the era and situate successes and 

failures in the context of shifting government policies and internal obstacles to sustained 

tenant organization. Most importantly, I highlight the active struggles of public housing 

tenants to confront the rigid structures and policies of the “Housing” – the euphemism 

used by tenants to describe project management – and propose their own alternatives.  

 

Resentment, Despair and Resistance: Tenant Responses to Moral Regulation and 
Stigmatization 
 

An everytime yu slam de door 
sey no job 
discrimination injustice 
a feel the whip lick An its 
the same boat 
the same boat 
the same boat 
Oh Lawd, Oh Lawd, Oh Lawd, eh ya.  
 
Lillian Allen, Rub a Dub Inna Regent Park2 

 

Residents had a vivid consciousness of the damning stereotypical image of their homes 

and neighbourhood. Speaking to the Hellyer Task Force in 1969, one young woman 

regretted: “Just because you’re from Regent Park, people think that you are a nobody.”3 A 

little girl told the Task Force, “All I know is that I live in Regent Park.”4 Larry Quinto 

believes that, “…we were considered second class by most, and shunned by many. We 

were labelled as ‘no goods’ and ‘hoodlums’.” “When will people realize,” Nancy Green 

lamented in 1971, “that we are not second-class citizens, but human beings who are just 
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trying to make it through life same as everyone else.” 5 Even Nina Corfu, who grew up in 

the 1980s and 90s and lived in a middle-class family in a housing cooperative across the 

street from Regent Park North (RPN), pointedly remembers being characterized by the 

parents of school friends as “different” simply since she lived in the general area, pointing 

up the powerful ideological hold that the housing project had on external observers.6 It 

was all but impossible for RP residents to avoid stigmatizing attitudes since they 

pervaded many aspects of daily life – dealings with relatives, friends and acquaintances 

outside the project and relationships with social workers, police, teachers and employers.  

 

Young people would feel the damning image of RP tenants as social “outcasts” especially 

hard. Insidious neighbourhood-based stereotyping can have an excessively harmful 

impact on young people who are often more physically and emotionally bounded to their 

home area than adults. Clement Virgo remembers, “when [he] lived in Regent Park, the 

world was very small…the world was Regent Park.” Lori Stubbs, a RP resident in the 

1970s-80s, recalled that her “view of the world, I think, was pretty petite. It was very 

small.”7 The streets surrounding RPN and Regent Park South (RPS) – Parliament, Gerard, 

River and Shuter – marked not only the physical but also the ideological boundaries of 

Regent for many young people, beyond which a different world resided. Considerable 

research on identity formation among inner-city youth has found that ideas about 

employment, education, and relationships with other groups are crucially shaped by 

internal spatial contexts such as neighbourhood.8 Certainly, they were also influenced by 

the stigmatizing representations of their neighbourhood articulated by “outsiders.” 
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Teenagers frequently responded to stigmatization by consciously avoiding mentioning 

that they lived in the project. Mark Thurman, a RP native and successful commercial 

artist and book illustrator, recollected that when he first arrived to study art at the 

prestigious Central Tech high school in the mid-1960s, the school had “a well-respected 

art program, kids went there from all over the city. They showed up with beautiful 

portfolios. They had all these expensive paint brushes, paints and drawing tools – 

everything. Their parents dropped them off in expensive cars. I showed up with a couple 

of pencils and an inexpensive drawing pad. I didn’t tell anybody I was from Regent Park. 

There was a stigma even then.”9 Christene Brown, who lived in RPN from 1970 to 1985, 

noted: “As a teenager I made a point of not telling anyone where I lived and made sure no 

one found out.”10 Andy Gorman told people at school he lived “off Gerard St. and that’s 

it”, not divulging the fact that he lived in the project.11 David Zapparoli, who lived in 

Regent from 1973 to 1984, said he "was very aware of the stigma attached to Regent 

Park."12  

 

The negative spatial association of RP with social dysfunction compounded structural 

constraints to employment opportunities, education chances, and social mobility and was 

yet another roadblock in the strenuous path to “make it.” Yet RP could also be an 

affirmative association for some tenants – a comfortable place where people experienced 

a sense of belonging, shared informal services and offered personal assistance to those in 

need. A 1965 survey in RP found “a high degree of socialization and mutual aid. The 

corridors were meeting places for friendly talk.” Paul Ringer exclaimed that social 

workers were “horrified” to find one RP family on welfare sharing food with a family 

next door who needed assistance.13 In 1965, Mrs. Chatten, who had lived in RPS for five 
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years, confirmed, “You can be dying in Scarborough and places like that and nobody will 

lift a finger but here the people will do anything to help a person.”14 Ken Dear, a United 

Church minister, who lived in RP for a short period in the mid-1960s recalled his 

neighbours as “warm and open, caring about each other.”15  This self-affirmation and 

pride of place is also reflected eloquently in the themes of solidarity, friendship and 

community in the face of economic devastation found in the brilliant autobiographical 

films of Clement Virgo.16  

 

A vibrant sense of community is clearly evidenced in positive memories of living in RP 

and criticisms of media stereotyping, especially among activist women. “Growing up in 

Regent Park”, Janice Bowen reminisced in 1991, “one got a sense of living in a small 

town where everyone knows one another.”17 "There's a tight intimate community here 

that you don't find on the outside," single mother, Sharon Carter, said in 1989. "People 

bend over backwards to help each other out."18 Shirley Mintz, a community activist who 

has lived in RP for more than three decades, said, “I love it here. If I need something, I 

know I don’t need to go without. I really wouldn’t want to be living anywhere else.”19 

Carol Walsh, an activist with single mothers in RP in the 1980s, expressed, "When it 

comes to my kids, I'd do just about anything to fight for them, that's why I work to make 

this a better place. What angers me is when people think I'm a dummo just because I live 

in Regent Park. Maybe I don't have higher education, but I have experience in life that 

can beat any education."20 Julie, a staff member at the Christian Resource Center, who 

was in daily contact with RP tenants, reflected on such women in Regent Park, saying 

they exemplified a “legacy of courage”.21  
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Public housing tenants also cultivated their own sense of respectability centred on the 

decent upkeep of their units and their surroundings. Regarding housekeeping, for 

instance, Housing Authority of Toronto (HAT) apartment inspections found the vast 

majority to be in excellent condition. Former tenants recall that “keeping a good house” 

was a key routine of family life. It was usually organized and conducted by mothers and 

children; the father rarely seems to have done any of the housework, reflecting traditional 

gendered notions of women’s domestic labour. Andy Gorman noted that each of his 

brothers and sisters had regular chores around the house, including cleaning the bathroom 

every Saturday.22 Neil Ruttle, who lived in a townhouse in RPS during the 1960s and 

1970s, recollected that his family and his neighbours worked hard to keep the place clean: 

the lawn was mowed regularly and if something was broken, it was fixed. Every Spring, a 

thorough cleaning was done. He believes “they had pride and a sense of value” in their 

immediate surroundings and the project as a whole.23  

 

Other tenants complained that poor housekeeping and tenant maintenance of common 

areas was a reflection of lackadaisical management attitudes towards project upkeep. 

There were repeated complaints in the late 1960s and early 1970s about unresponsive and 

delayed replies to requests for improvement in maintenance. According to Christene 

Brown, “It was sometimes almost impossible to get maintenance to come and fix 

something that was broken.”24 Even if a respectable housekeeping ideal was shared by 

most tenants, some resented the intrusive and unjust nature of the standard housing 

inspections. According to one interviewee, women used to go door-to-door to warn their 

neighbours when an inspector was seen in the building.25  
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Tenants themselves believed there was a minority of families who did not share the goal 

of respectability. While largely economically homogeneous, the tenant population clearly 

did not always share the same goals and concerns. Some tenants only lived a short time in 

the project and moved whenever the chance arose. Others stayed for longer periods, but 

seemed to care little about their environment even when maintenance cutbacks and lack 

of care by the Authorities contributed to an increasingly negative image of the project. 

Neil Ruttle described this minority as having no sense of  “pride and responsibility.”26 

Anonymous complaints about neighbours’ unseemliness on matters such as household 

cleanliness and excessive noise often reached the offices of the housing manager.27 

Tenants reporting their neighbours to the Authority, usually anonymously, exposed the 

lack of a unified community within the project and the acceptance of the punitive 

moralism of the Authority at the same time as demonstrating, in the words of Rhonda Y. 

Williams, “a belief in the existence of a community to be salvaged.”28 In the context of 

insulting characterizations of tenants as dirty and disorganized, many tenants made 

community decency and personal respectability a point of pride and, in addition to the 

normal petty clashes and bickering which characterize most neighbourhoods, criticized 

those who they felt were not living up to this ideal vision.  

 

Community pride among RP’ers was sometimes expressed with a hostile “us” versus 

“them” edge, especially in relation to media and social work incursions in the 

neighbourhood.29 A 1965 Central Neighbourhood House study found great resentment 

towards media stigmatization of the project. It also discovered an “innate distrust of 

authority” and outsiders: “Many tenants derive vicarious satisfaction from seeing the 

teenagers thwart the police and the Administration [and] … although tenants, argue, 
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criticize and gossip among themselves, they present a united front against pressures from 

outside the community.”30 One interviewee challenged Toronto Star reporter, David 

Allen, who launched the sustained sensationalist exposé of RP in 1968, “You’ve been 

conditioned. You won’t even try to meet the good people here.” Pegged as a stranger in 

the area, he was asked by a young boy: “Are you a cop or a social worker?”31 Sandra 

Langille, a tenant political activist, argued cynically that RP was the “oldest, largest and 

most surveyed and social-worked project in the country…”32 Norma Penner, coordinator 

of the RPCIA from 1970-1973, recalled one memorable line of a play written by a 

resident, “Regent Park is held up by an army of social workers,” and emphasized how 

tenants begrudged social work interventions even if they were often reliant on the aid 

offered by the state and outside agencies.33 Resentment towards belittling interlopers was 

a recurrent feature of tenants’ relationship with the media and social workers, especially 

among political activists.34  

 

Many residents also contested the view of RP as a hotbed of criminality in the period 

before the 1990s, recalling some vandalism, petty theft, street fights, and drug use, but 

rarely acts of violence that impinged upon residents’ personal security and ability to 

freely carry out their activities throughout the project.35 Andy Gorman, a RP resident 

during the 1970s and 1980s, disputed the image of criminality and argued that while there 

were some petty thefts and drugs, the media would “magnify” a few incidents and 

stereotype everybody in the project.36 Media stereotypes concerning criminality were 

pointedly resented. Public housing resident Hugh Montgomery quipped, “If there’s a fight 

in Regent Park, it’s a disaster. But if there’s a fight in Rosedale, it’s a scuffle.”37  
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Yet the cumulative effects of material deprivation, state neglect of project facilities, and 

the powerful external representation of RP as a “branded space”38 could also lead to 

divisiveness and blaming “others” for problems. While outsiders tended to view RP as a 

physical and social totality, for instance, many of its inhabitants actually elaborated a 

spatial “micro-hierarchy” between the North and South sections. The latter project, home 

to more family housing and thus many more children, was usually regarded by RPN’ers 

as the site of disproportionate numbers of “problem” families. “People from the North,” 

Christene Brown recalled, “ always thought that the South was rougher than the North – 

South was the real troublemakers lived.  We were always really apprehensive about going 

to the South.”39 Jackie Reading observed that some residents in the “North looked down 

on South, “considering it “poorer” and “rougher.”40 Conversely, some RPS residents took 

the opposing position, believing, as David Zapparoli remembers, “[that] their 

accommodation was superior. In some ways it was because there was a higher ratio of 

single-family dwellings. It even had a suburban feel to it in some parts.  But the people in 

the north felt that they were the original ‘Parkers’.” 41 Some tenants had thus internalized 

notions of “rough” and “respectable” workers long characteristic of slumology.  

 

This divisive territoriality was heightened by racist attitudes among some tenants as 

immigrants from the West Indies began to move into RP, especially the southern section, 

in the 1970s. Relations between black and white tenants do not seem to have been 

particularly conflict-ridden in the project or more problematic than in the city as a whole. 

There have been few recorded incidents of outright violence or confrontation. Former 

tenants, black and white, remark that relations were generally smooth if at times distant in 

the 1970s. As Christene Brown reflected, “I think the problems I encountered while 
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growing up had more to do with classism… relatively speaking people in Regent Park got 

along with others from different backgrounds.”42 The cadre and leaders of the tenant 

political association included numerous West Indian immigrant residents, took an active 

role in opposing incursions by white supremacists in the project in the 1970s and 1980s 

and participated in larger anti-racist movements.43 Nevertheless, racial tensions, 

especially between black and white residents, were evident in the 1970s. 

 

Certainly some racist attitudes towards black and Asian tenants were related to perceived 

injustices in tenant selection and placement in public housing. In the context of increasing 

need for affordable housing and a dwindling public housing portfolio, a minority of white 

tenants mistakenly believed that blacks were getting favourable treatment, sensationally 

claiming that they were purposely bringing children in from the West Indies to bolster 

their qualifications for public housing.44 The Ontario Housing Corporation (OHC) 

responded to these concerns by implementing a more restrictive policy for West Indian 

families until 1979, when tenant protest forced a policy change.45 Housing management 

thus worked to reinforce racist attitudes and deflected attention away from the woeful 

shortage of affordable housing.  

 

Yet wider racist ideas in society, bred by acute economic misery, were found among 

tenants and could lead to blaming blacks for perceived increases in crime, violence, the 

palpably deteriorating project facilities and even a lack of recreation programs for teens. 

A much-publicized “race riot” in June 1976 garnered sensationalist headlines and has 

become part of the collective memory of RP residents. Opinions about what actually 

happened differed at the time and in the interviews conducted twenty years later by the 
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author. However, with a 1976 Toronto Board of Education (TBOE) study based on 

questionnaires, field observations and interviews, contemporary media reports and more 

recent interviews conducted for this dissertation, we can chart the following tentative 

narrative.  

 

For some months, there had been scheduling conflicts between soccer games (played by 

young Jamaican Canadians from RP and their non-RP friends) and baseball (played by 

white and Black Canadian teens from RPN and RPS) at the RPN ball diamond. The RP 

teenagers did not consistently use the baseball diamond, yet when black youth began to 

use it as a soccer field, some white teens saw this as “an infringement of their territorial 

rights.”46 Larry Quinto, who would participate in the mêlée, noted: “Like any other 

neighbourhood, Regent Parkers protected their ‘turf.’ When someone other than a Regent 

Parker tried to make this "turf" theirs, then there is hell to pay. This was such an 

incident.”47 

 

On Saturday 5 June 1976 one of these conflicts led to the serious stabbing of a white 

youth by a Jamaican Canadian at the ball diamond. For the next few days, tensions were 

heightened as rumours abounded about an impending gang fight between white RP youth, 

other whites from outside the project and some black RPN residents on one side and 

Jamaican Canadian teens from RPS, the Alexandra Park project and the Bloor-Bathurst 

area, on the other. Chris Reading recalls that everybody knew about the upcoming brawl 

two days ahead of time: “all these black guys were threatening to come into the 

neighbourhood from someplace else, we didn’t know where…but we were all ready for 

them.”48 Concerned residents, black and white, decided to call an open meeting at the 
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baseball diamond itself for Monday afternoon to resolve the issue. The police and the 

Community Guardians were invited to attend. 

 

Before the meeting, however, a soccer game between blacks and whites resulted in 

another fight and the stabbing of a white youth. After this, a group of white youths chased 

some of the blacks with baseball bats. Black Canadian participants did not believe that the 

incident was racial since they were not singled out nor did they face threats of violence. 

Later in the day, a group of white youths gathered outside a townhouse in RPS, stormed 

the house and broke windows and furniture with baseball bats. The black mother of the 

household called the police, but since they were slow to respond, personally ran to 51 

Division on the outskirts of RPS. A group of blacks then chased the whites away from the 

house. A multi-racial crowd of residents and Community Guardians then congregated 

outside the house attempting to resolve the situation. On arrival, they found members of 

the white supremacist group, the Western Guard, distributing hate literature and 

encouraging whites to fight blacks.49 Minor, isolated incidents occurred throughout the 

rest of the day, but an increased police presence and the efforts of representatives of the 

tenants’ association that kept vigil managed to calm things down.50  

 

Media reports in the aftermath of the “riots” revealed both the existence of racist ideas 

among white tenants, deeper analyses by white and black tenants that pinpointed socio-

economic deprivation, and superficial opinions largely expressed by the media and the 

police. Both the police and the Toronto Star maintained that the violence “was not racial 

in origin,” and instead simply blamed bored young people.51 Janet Ross, president of the 

RPCIA, took a similar position, believing that youths were frustrated and upset that 
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promised new recreation facilities had been delayed. However, Alton Keane, whose 

house was attacked by the gang of white youth, forcefully contested this analysis, “They 

[whites] call me nigger all the time. They call us all niggers. They are just lucky I wasn’t 

home at the time. They won’t call me nigger no more.”52 Florence Ferguson, alleged that, 

“New people who are moving in seem to be taking over the place. I feel like a stranger in 

my own building.” Shirley Chevalier disagreed saying, “These boys and girls need jobs. 

If they had jobs we wouldn’t have this trouble.”53  

 

After the situation had settled down, however, the RPCIA and local community and 

church groups seemed to have recognized that there were indeed real tensions among 

tenants. They organized a number of anti-racist meetings to discuss the incident, 

propagandize against racism, and built a successful anti-racist festival to bring different 

groups together. The RPCIA also secured funding from the federal government to hire 

white and black youth workers to organize recreation and community programs.54 Simon 

Mielniczuk, RPCIA Coordinator at the time, believes that the tenants’ association, the 

RPCIA, played a valiant and successful role in defusing the conflicts in the following 

years.55 

 

What ostensibly began as a dispute over territory between youths that cut across racial 

lines to some extent ended up exposing the racial tensions that lay beneath the surface of 

project life. Memories of the event are contested by former residents, reflecting both their 

understanding at the time and their reconstructions twenty years after the incident. Non-

black participants, Chris Reading and Larry Quinto, understand the events more as a 

territorial conflict between residents and non-residents with no connection to racism, 
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omitting the fact that at least some of the Jamaican Canadians lived in RP. They both 

stress that there were black Canadians on the “white” side. Quinto says:   

The guys from Alexander Park thought they could come into Regent and hang out. Us locals said, 
‘I don't think so’, and kicked them out. Well, the Alexander Park boys came back with a lot of their 
friends soon after. They were let in and led to the park intentionally by a small group of us. They 
were outnumbered and never came back. We didn't care if their skin was polka-dotted. You just 
didn't do this sort of thing at that time. We had several families in Regent South who were 
black…There was also one of these guys who was there and fought next to me!56  

 

Other residents similarly remember that the “neighbourhood against neighbourhood” 

dynamic was stronger than racial factors.57 Some Black Canadian residents made similar 

arguments in the aftermath of the event.58  

 

Other black residents, extend the “territorial” analysis, however, by arguing that racial 

conflict was at the core of the matter. They also recall more specifically and accurately 

the details of the skirmishes. David Zapparoli remembers “coming home from school and 

seeing people being chased off the field with baseball bats and bottles flying. It was the 

white youth resenting the youth from the West Indies who were using the sports playing 

areas to play soccer.  It was a territorial thing.  But racism was at the heart of it.  It was 

strange for me because I was the only black sibling in an all-white family.  My parents 

were frightened by it. But they didn’t try to move out.”59 Christene Brown similarly 

recalls:  

sitting in the back of my building one day with my niece - who was then a baby  - and some other 
kids and all of sudden there was this onslaught of rocks that came at us - we had to run in the 
building to get cover - but nobody got hurt. The riot was mostly yelling and rock throwing - I don't 
think anyone got seriously hurt. If I remember correctly the riot came about because during that 
particular period there had been a big influx of West Indians into the community – even though 
there was a good sized Caribbean community already there – the white youth especially felt 
threatened and started to clash with the West Indian youth.60 
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Differing memories of the events could be the result of a number of factors including 

divergent personal histories, diverse vantage points during the event itself and later post-

facto constructions of past events based on the social and political outlooks of a very 

different present context.61 As Michael Ross and Michael Conway persuasively argue, 

long-term memory involves an active process of selection, inferral, reinterpretation and 

reexplanation of past experiences.”62 In any case, the 1976 events point up both the 

strength of a divisive territoriality and the existence of racist attitudes in the project. In 

addition to the role of divisive state policies and the whipping up of racist attitudes by 

fascists, then, the racial conflicts of 1976 did reflect the reality of racist ideas among 

some tenants.  

 

Particular enmity was expressed towards Jamaican immigrants by both white and black 

tenants for being “too aggressive.”63 General lack of cultural awareness and inter-racial 

dating were also singled out as areas that created tension by the three studies conducted in 

the aftermath of the clash. Yet they all came to the conclusion that material conditions 

were the paramount motives for conflict, underscoring high unemployment among teens, 

deep-seated despair about future education and work chances, perceived injustices over 

tenant selection and placement procedures and conflicts over scarce recreation facilities. 

These had created the volatile climate “upon which suspicion and division have been 

fostered.”64 As the socio-economic situation deteriorated in the 1980s and 1990s and 

accompanying drug problems increased, especially in relation to the crack cocaine trade 

conducted by some blacks, largely from outside the project, racist ideas could develop 

even further. As Larry Quinto remarked: “It wasn't until the Jamaicans started moving 

into Regent South in the early 80's, when the sparks began to fly.”65 Nevertheless, there 
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has never been a repeat to the racialized incidents of the 1970s among tenants; 

multicultural programs flourish in the project; and political struggles and attitudes that 

have surfaced have focused on opposition to police brutality and racism, architectural 

redesign, security concerns and socio-economic deprivation.  

 

In the same context of dire economic circumstances, social opprobrium could be unjustly 

focussed towards neighbours on welfare, single mothers, parents who failed to properly 

discipline their children and project “rule breakers” in general.66 Cathy Norris remarked 

that her father, who had just secured a decent job after a stretch of unemployment, would 

talk about “the welfare people” and how their family was distinctly “not one of them.”67 

Suzie Reading says that those without work were known and labelled as “welfare cases” 

even within the larger stigmatized atmosphere of the project.68 The strength of welfare-

bashing ideology is reflected in astonishing statements, based on myth, about the deviant 

habits of those on social assistance. Andy Gorman claimed that “some people got their 

welfare cheque, took a cab around the city until it ran out” and wasted their money on 

booze and partying.69 David Blackmore heard about young girls getting pregnant just to 

secure a welfare cheque.70 Private “snitching” on the supposed misdoings of fellow 

tenants – such as having an unregistered man in the house, wild children, undeclared 

income, etc. – was similarly not unknown.71 As Loïc Wacquant writes, “It is as if 

[tenants] can gain value only by devaluing their neighbourhood and neighbours and by 

castigating the latter as undeserving.”72 This inward-looking castigation could breed bitter 

divisions, undermining any hope in building the solidarity required to change the 

miserable circumstances shared by all. 
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In sum, the same conditions of material deprivation and negative stereotyping that 

encouraged solidarity also led to feelings of demoralization and resentment that undercut 

local solidarity and bred a profoundly distrustful environment. Petty theft, vandalism, and 

physical rowdiness created an atmosphere of ‘uneasiness,’ and fear for some residents, 

especially women and children.73 The only convenience store in the neighbourhood 

outfitted its windows with special wire-meshing to prevent break and enters and closed at 

9 pm each day for security reasons.74 The resolute “turf allegiance”75 expressed by teens 

and young men facing stigmatization and material misery could serve as a means to 

defend one’s dignity in the face of social condemnation. It could also lead to an 

aggressive physical bravado within the project that precipitated confrontations over 

perceived slights and indignities – paradoxically strengthening negative portrayals of RP 

youth.76  

 

Anti-social and violent behaviour, in response to long-standing social and economic 

misery, has led many tenants to a profound pessimism and an overwhelming desire to 

escape the project. As one tenant remarked on a proposal to redevelop a section of the 

project in the early 1990s: “You’re gonna change the housing, but you ain’t gonna change 

the people.”77 Others emphasized the positive traits learned in the project, which allowed 

them to move out of the project. Christene Brown, who interviewed former RP’ers for a 

documentary project entitled “A Way Out,” eloquently voiced these sentiments: “All the 

former Regent residents that I spoke to all agree growing up in a place like Regent was 

responsible for many of the positive traits that they now have - such as resilience, 

perseverance, determination etc. All these characters came about as a result of wanting to 

escape Regent - to rise above and move beyond the stigma of living in a Ghetto.”78 
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Thompson Egbo-Egbo seconded this yearning for escape, "Society and the media thinks 

that everyone in Regent Park will end up a failure without hope or vision," he said, "I 

have to prove them wrong. I don't want to end up how they say I will end up."79  

 

Organization and Struggle in the 1960s: The Origins of the Regent Park Community 
Improvement Association  
 

The 1960s and 1970s are aptly seen as years of sweeping change and revolt as a series of 

bitter social and economic upheavals burst out around the world. Discontent and rebellion 

never reached revolutionary proportions in Canada, yet it was not immune from the 

widespread winds of transformation blowing across the globe. In the mid-1960s, a 

“wildcat wave” of illegal and largely successful strikes by rank and file workers aimed at 

employers, the state and their own union leaders dented the post-war system of industrial 

legality.80 A thriving struggle against national oppression, which was often linked directly 

to labor and social struggles, flourished in the French-speaking province of Quebec.81 

Growing numbers of young people began to question established ideas on democracy, 

authority, sexuality and education.82 Oppositional ideas and movements against sexism, 

racism and homophobia also developed in these turbulent decades.83 Often eschewing 

formal politics, a wide range of people from various sectors of society raised critical 

issues about how life in advanced capitalism was organized. Even employers and 

governments at various levels in Canada would adjust their policies in an attempt to 

appease the growing mood of dissatisfaction in the country.   

 

The question of housing struggles is rarely mentioned in general accounts of the 

upheavals of the 1960s in North America. Yet housing and related socio-economic issues 



 

 

289 
 

 

 

were sometimes central in the growing spirit of questioning and revolt occurring in 

society at large. Urban renewal and housing, for instance, were key issues that produced 

the explosive rebellions of 1964-1968 in cities across the United States.84 Vibrant protest 

movements in public housing in Chicago, Boston, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New Orleans, 

Newark, and St. Louis were inspired by and contributed to the larger thrust for social 

change among African Americans, the poor and other oppressed groups in the 1960s-

1970s.85 In many cities, public housing tenants organized democratic tenants’ councils to 

negotiate with management over a range of issues; in some projects, tenants were elected 

to the boards of local Housing Authorities. In St. Louis, a victorious rent strike by public 

housing tenants in 1968 led to a reconstituted St. Louis Housing Authority, which for the 

first time included a tenant management scheme.86   

 

In the larger framework of 1960s societal discontent and agitation, struggles around 

housing would also find a receptive audience north of the border. By the late 1960s, 

American-based ideas and movements questioning government actions at home and 

abroad as well as power relations in society at large also created an environment 

propitious for Canadian tenant organizing. Motivated by concerns over the relative socio-

economic deterioration of their living environments, inspired by the campaigns of other 

oppressed groups for dignity and self-determination, and buoyed by an optimistic outlook 

of the potential for political reform, tenant, neighborhood and anti-urban renewal 

organizations in Canada proliferated in these years.87 While RP residents founded a 

variety of community clubs in the 1950s and 1960s, no political organizations existed in 

either section of the project after the demise of the Regent Park Ratepayers and Tenants’ 

Association in the late 1950s. In the 1960s, however, a variety of state-initiated 
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developments, a pent-up frustration around a range of concrete issues and the rebellious 

climate of the era would once again spark political organizing.  

 

The first stirrings of organized political resistance in the project in the 1960s arose around 

struggles opposing the amalgamation of the HAT with OHC. HAT itself was excluded 

from the initial meetings in 1965 and 1966, prompting a defence by chairman William 

Dies that RPN was a groundbreaking experience in building “strong ties” with the local 

community.88 Robert Bradley backed up Dies, stressing that “We have worked hard to 

build a community in Regent Park (North) and we are determined to keep this community 

as it is our home.”89 With the imminent takeover, tenants stepped onto the stage, 

organizing a community fight back against the outside control and bureaucratization 

threatened by the OHC. On 17 April 1968, 80 RPN residents and allies such as RP United 

Church minister, Robert Lindsay, marched to City Hall to protest against the OHC. Their 

placards read “Keep Sincerity Between Tenants and Administration” and “No Absentee 

Landlord.” (See Figure 6.1) They also organized a well-attended public meeting with city 

officials to voice their opposition. Toronto Mayor William Dennison declared his concern 

for the “people” and promised that OHC management of RPN would not bring significant 

changes.90  

 

Residents thought differently. Pat Barrett argued: “Let’s all think in terms of people, 

human beings, and not dollars and cents.” Gerald Hudson emphasized that the OHC was a 

vast and impersonal bureaucracy concerned solely with operating costs: “It is time we 

recalled the principles upon which our physical planning should operate. These are 

human values rather than economic values.”91 The OHC did take over the HAT, but not 
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without hearing from the voices of those most directly affected. Public housing tenants 

were beginning to speak the spirited oppositional language of the times.  

Figure 6.1 – Regent Park North residents prepare to demonstrate against the 
amalgamation of the Housing Authority of Toronto and the Ontario Housing 

Corporation, April 17, 1968 
Source: Toronto Telegram Photograph Collection, York University Archives and Special Collections, ASC 

Neg.#0-0104 
 

By 1968, ideas of urban renewal and public housing were under fire by the media, 

academics, sections of government and, increasingly, by the tenants themselves. From 

1966 to 1972, working-class tenants and homeowners in Trefann Court, adjacent to RPS, 

built a successful grass roots movement in alliance with reform-minded professionals to 
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thwart the wholesale clearance of their area.92 While there was sometimes a hint of poor 

bashing and stereotyping of public housing tenants in these agitations,93 it is important to 

distinguish them from the NIMBYism of affluent suburban neighbourhoods. Working-

class residents and their political allies aimed to defend their own conceptions of a 

comfortable living environment, as opposed to the steamrolling urban renewal plans of 

the City of Toronto Planning Department.  

 

The government sensed the mood. In 1968, the Federal Task Force on Housing and Urban 

Redevelopment, visited both public and private housing developments across the country 

and spoke at “town-hall” style meetings with interested parties. Its 1969 report blasted 

public housing, blaming it for creating ghettoes and “a ‘what’s the use’ attitude to self and 

social improvement.”94 The 1968 series of articles in the Toronto Star by David Allen 

hinted that areas like RP might also experience the wave of urban rebellions rocking the 

United States.95 The explosion of urban protest never came, but neither were RP tenants 

hapless bystanders. At Hellyer’s visit to the project, over 100 tenants peppered him with 

questions ranging from the rent scale to maintenance and heckled him from the floor.96 

The Toronto Star series also revealed indications of resistance. There was no shortage of 

quotations by tenants criticizing project officials, lack of recreational facilities and ‘wild’ 

youth. Yet almost all the tenants interviewed for Allen’s series affirmed that pejorative 

labeling by the media, social workers, and the police was a large part of the problem.97 

The RPCIA would have a turbulent relationship with the Toronto media throughout the 

1970s, frequently criticizing the Toronto Star, in particular, for focusing solely on 

sensational events and problems in RP that ended up portraying tenants in a negative 

light.98  
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While downplaying the small size of the group, the Toronto Star articles did refer to 

BLAST, Blevins Place Association of Some Tenants, a group of RPS tenants, that first 

formed in November 1968 to circulate a petition demanding that OHC provide more play 

areas for children. It was a small group that met once a week in each other’s apartments. 

Jerome Murray, president of the incipient tenants’ association and a father of three who 

had lived in RPS for eight years, was adamant that action by the tenants themselves 

would be necessary for progress. He noted that “You can’t get out of here…you’re here 

for life. But we’re making a comeback even though people are so bitter and down so 

low.”99 In February 1969, BLAST produced a one-page leaflet “Calling All  Regent Park” 

to a general meeting at a local church and proposing a name change to the Regent Park 

Community Improvement Association (RPCIA).100 Prominently displayed on the leaflet 

was the slogan - “Help Regent Park to Help Itself” – indicating a desire among tenant 

organizers to rely on self-initiative in their struggles. Murray contended that RP residents 

were tired of the cycle of the social service agency “handout racket” and preferred to rely 

on themselves: “Our whole reason for being is self-help and we want that feeling to 

spread throughout the whole area…Every time an outside institution comes in here we 

end up being pushed down a step.”101  

 

At the first general meeting, RPCIA established a formal committee structure to more 

efficiently organize and fight on tenant issues. Murray became Chairman and the 

committees dealt with various tenant interests, including the building of a community 

centre, the improvement of management-tenant relations, and the betterment of life “for 

our children in Regent Park with regard to all areas of human rights, education, 
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recreation, culture and relaxation; for our Senior Citizens, dignity and pride in an age of 

materialism.”102 The group organized a Friday night dance and Bingo to raise money, 

held an art contest to design the group’s logo, and began meeting regularly with OHC 

officials.103 A newsletter was created, Regent Bell (renamed the Regent Park Community 

News in 1972), which aimed to publicize the events of the association and RP in general.  

 

Throughout 1969, the RPCIA, united and enthusiastic, initiated action on a number of 

fronts, including rent changes, a community service unit, a health centre, tenant 

management and various social and educational schemes. 104 They prepared a Brief in 

November 1969 detailing their concerns, particularly about the rental scale, and presented 

it to Robert Andras, federal Minister of Housing. They maintained that the “present rent 

scale and overall situation creates fear, depression, sickness and varieties of misery, and 

lack of confidence in the future,” but were determined to combat this bleak situation.105  

 

Significantly, the majority of RPCIA activists were women, reflecting the long-standing 

role women have played in neighborhood politics.106 Women on social assistance in 

particular, the very poorest of the poor, were most directly affected by rental policies and 

lack of tenant participation in RP. It is no surprise that they often took the lead, both 

organizationally in terms of leadership and involvement, and ideologically as the 

strategists and formulators of the policies around which activists rallied. They did not 

speak the language of the incipient feminist movement, but did organize on issues that 

often affected women most overtly.  
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The many concrete issues of day-to-day life in RP motivated residents to act. They were 

also generally influenced by larger community empowerment ideas circulating in the late 

60s.107 As the Hellyer Report stated: “[There] is a growing anger of people who, amid the 

material plenty around them, refuse to wait that ‘little bit longer’ for their minimal share. 

In a world of rising need and increasing expectations, a bit more and a bit better are not 

good enough.”108 Yet there were no explicitly radical ideas. In fact, the tenants spoke the 

language of liberalism and felt betrayed that the “system” had let them down. The 

masthead of the Regent Bell argued: “It has not been without struggle that man has 

achieved his rights: freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and freedom of public 

meeting. To protect and preserve these rights is to exercise them justly, and it is on this 

premise that the Regent Bell is founded.”109 In a letter to Toronto Mayor Dennison, RP 

activist Pat Barrett chastised authorities for regarding public housing solely “as a big 

financial burden, you did not consider the needs of the people.”110 The RPCIA believed 

that the OHC was simply not adhering to the democracy promised by the system. Jerome 

Murray rebuked housing authorities and their “ilk and breed, who prostitute the British 

parliamentary system…who are more interested in money than democracy, the same as 

your counterparts in the U.S.A.”111 He explained that it was no wonder that people were 

angry and “in the end might get violent. But the system that treats people like that, like a 

caged animal, is just asking for trouble.”112 While negotiating throughout 1969, Murray 

reminded OHC officials that the RPCIA was a moderate organization, but could not be 

held responsible for more radically-minded residents who were advocating a “Burn, baby, 

Burn” policy.113 Speaking the liberal language of citizenship and democracy, the RPCIA 

nevertheless "infused those concepts with a meaning quite different from what the middle 
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class had in mind"114 and reflected more radical currents of upheaval occurring in society 

at large.  

 

The spirit of revolt reached the offices of government too. The Canadian Mortgage and 

Housing Corporation (CMHC), began floating ideas of  “community control” in the late 

1960s. This reflected a temporary shift in state housing policies. For twenty years, the 

federal government and CMHC had undertaken relatively few affordable housing 

projects, focusing instead on aiding consumers to buy houses. Top CMHC officials and 

their political paymasters in the federal government deliberately attempted to maintain 

minimum standards of amenities, services, and construction in the few existing projects 

so as not to make public housing too attractive and competitive with private 

developers.115 Yet in response to criticisms of public housing from all sides and a federal 

government concerned with the rising tide of anti-authoritarian attitudes, CMHC made 

considerable one-time investments in recreation and physical infrastructure in 1970 and 

undertook to promote a more responsive management structure.  

 

The RPCIA capitalized on this favorable environment. Unbeknownst to higher OHC or 

local RP management,116 Brenda Gorman, an OHC tenant relations officer in RP and 

Michael Audain, in charge of Community Relations at OHC, encouraged the RPCIA to 

apply for a new federal government grant for community organizations. The grant 

application emphasized enabling tenants to identify “the nature of their economic and 

social problems, the plans for the approaches to solving these problems and to organize in 

a way which would enable them to make maximum use of available community resources 

including their own inner resources.”117 It requested $70,000 over three years to help pay 
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for offices, a full-time organizer and campaigns. Anticipating the grant, the RPCIA hired 

Brenda Gorman as coordinator in October. By this time, the RPCIA had 180 registered 

members and was managed by monthly general membership meetings and an executive 

committee.118 RPCIA members visited tenants throughout the project to canvass tenant 

concerns as well as collect RPCIA dues and encourage participation.119 The financial 

stability promised by the grant would allow the RPCIA to initiate more comprehensive 

tenant organizing. 

 

Nevertheless, the liberalizing ideas from Ottawa were coolly received in the Ontario 

government. OHC officials were only reluctant supporters of the push for more 

community control. They had a paternalistic view of management-tenant relations and 

despised militant actions such as demonstrations. In response to an RPCIA request for 

leadership training for its activists, for example, an OHC official cautioned those 

responsible that “the type of training to be provided is rather important as we do not wish 

to breed future dissension and destructive confrontation, but rather to help the tenants 

help themselves in a democratic and constructive manner.”120 H.W. Suters, the OHC 

administrator who directly negotiated with the RPCIA during this period, felt that the 

federal government grant was too ambitious: “I believe that this is a well-meaning group 

but from my personal contacts with the members it is almost certain that the submission 

[grant] was prepared by an outside source. This does not necessarily make it any less 

valid but I would much prefer to see them commence with a program they are capable of 

understanding and carrying through themselves.”121 Robert Bradley, OHC’s Director of 

Community Relations, would permanently withdraw funding from the organ of the 

province-wide tenants’ association in 1973 because of the political criticism of OHC 
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contained in the newspaper’s cartoons.122 As we will see, these attitudes persisted 

throughout the 1970s. 

 

Garbage, Laundry Rooms, and Internal Conflicts: the RPCIA takes to the streets 

 

One of the key demands since the formation of the RPCIA was project maintenance 

improvement. In meetings throughout 1969, RP tenants raised questions of broken 

incinerators creating backlogs in garbage collection, rundown washing machines and 

driers, insufficient cleaning in elevators and hallways and incessant delays in getting 

problems fixed. A tenant-management committee was established to oversee these 

problems. In October, the RPCIA presented the OHC with a list of demands, including 

the hiring of 4-5 more full-time maintenance workers. RPCIA stressed that they realized 

that changes did not always happen quickly but there was “frustration, bitterness, and ill 

will” among the tenants. 123 Certainly part of this “ill will” was caused by lack of action 

on OHC’s part. Similar demands on maintenance problems had been made by the RPCIA 

since the summer, yet project officials refused to undertake improvements. Cost cutting 

by management on maintenance was not uncommon.124 In May and October 1969, 

Jerome Murray sent letters to H.W. Suters, warning him that patience was wearing thin; 

more militant members wanted to organize public demonstrations to win their 

demands.125  

 

After months of OHC stalling, the RPCIA decided to take to the streets to back up its 

demands. On January 28, 1970 75 RP tenants, many of them women, along with 

supporters such as reform Aldermen Karl Jaffary and John Sewell, marched to OHC 
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headquarters and symbolically dumped a bag of garbage on the desk of OHC officials. 

The action made the front page of the Toronto Star. Suters at first refused to meet with 

the protestors. He told tenants, “I’m not here to hear complaints,” but eventually relented 

since protestors were determined to stay until their demands were met.126 Murray read a 

letter, arguing that RP tenants had negotiated in good faith with no results for eight 

months and that the OHC had made a mockery of democracy.127 He said OHC had 

submitted “people in Regent Park to indignities no man would use in the field.”128  

Figure 6.2 – 28 January 1970 demonstration against OHC for improved 
maintenance 

Source: Toronto telegram Photograph Collection, York University Archives and Special Collections, ASC 
neg.# 0-229. 

 

Militant action brought immediate results. Suters actually telephoned CMHC officials 

during the meeting with the protestors, securing authority and resources to take on seven 

new maintenance workers, replace antiquated laundry machines and hire attendants for 

the laundry rooms. From February to March, the OHC responded favorably to RPCIA 
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complaints about project wide and individual problems. “This is to be given the highest 

priority,” R.W. Riggs, OHC Deputy Managing Director, told his officials about a minor 

RPCIA request for furniture for their Friday night Bingos.129 All the laundry rooms were 

outfitted with new equipment, the promised extra maintenance workers were hired and 

progress was made on the other demands. With these successes, the RPCIA was 

becoming a pole of attraction. By March 1970, RPCIA membership had tripled from 

October 1969 to 530 members, approximately 20 percent of the adult population.130 

 

Despite its clear success, the march on OHC headquarters polarized opinion in RP. One 

group of tenants led by Bud McCormick was embarrassed to be associated with militant 

demonstrations. McCormick worried that the demonstration painted RPer’s as 

troublemakers: “…when things are proposed for Housing Projects in the future, you can 

bet your life we will be at the bottom of the list, if we continue to let a few people give 

the rest of us a bad image.” Regent Bell editor Ruth Zimmerman seconded his concerns 

and added that many problems originated with tenants themselves. Other residents were 

impressed with the results of the demonstration, arguing that it was the only way to make 

headway with the OHC. RPCIA activist, Dick Boundy, who later would play a central 

role in organizing the RP Community Health Centre, argued that you could not argue 

with the results and tried to assuage critics by adding that, “We do not want revolutions 

but resolutions to help us all.” Loreena McFadden wrote in support of the march, saying 

that when she complained about cockroaches to the Area Supervisor, he told her to call 

back when she “saw hordes of them.” She concluded, therefore, that OHC needed to be 

pushed by tenants to get results.  Mike Carson, Chairman of the Porter Avenue Tenants 

Association, praised the RPCIA as a model of “courage and militancy.”131  
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The RPCIA and its determined organizing had indeed set a precedent. By the end of 

1970, 30 tenants’ organizations had sprouted up in OHC housing in Toronto.132 In 1971, 

an umbrella group of tenants’ associations in OHC housing was formed, the Ontario 

Tenants’ Association, which lasted until 1973 when it joined with a province-wide 

tenants’ organization, the Federation of Tenants’ Associations. In May 1971, a country-

wide public housing tenants’ group, funded by CMHC, was formed to research, publicize 

and advocate on national housing rights’ issues.133 Off-shoots of tenants’ associations 

were established to struggle around particular issues, such as the OHC Applicants 

Grievance Committee which organized around people who were refused public 

housing.134  

 

Neither did tenants in other Toronto projects shy away from militant actions. Tenants in a 

Charles St. OHC complex held a rent strike in January 1971 over the issues of tenant 

management, building maintenance and rent.135 Private market tenants united with OHC 

housing residents in St. James Town, close to RP, to conduct a campaign against the 

mega-developer, Meridien, who developed many OHC housing complexes.136 100 kids, 

wielding placards and chanting, “We want equipment,” demonstrated at another Toronto 

OHC project in July 1970. After picketing for several hours, OHC officials granted their 

request for previously promised baseball equipment.137 As in other sectors of society, 

tenants were voicing a range of demands and adopting confrontational tactics to win 

them. 
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Related groups such as the Just Society Movement and the Mother-Led Union, both of 

which included RP residents and advocated on behalf of social welfare recipients,138 were 

also formed in the wake of the RPCIA’s launch. Perhaps the most important of these 

groups was the Park School Community Council. Inner-city parents, including a core 

contingent from RP, organized this vibrant political protest group to combat the alarming 

drop-out rates and poor grades, arguing that their children were treated differently in the 

school system solely because they were poor and lived in public housing. They battled to 

counter opinions such as those expressed by Toronto Board of Education (TBOE) 

Trustees, such as Dr. Lister, who argued that the innate disabilities of deprived children 

were to blame for poor school performance.139 According to education activist and York 

University social science professor, George Martell, who worked in collaboration with 

the “Park Mothers,” as they were popularly known, the TBOE showed contempt for the 

learning abilities of poor children. The Council organized a number of large community 

meetings, publicly protested at TBOE meetings, produced a scathing report on bias in the 

education system, and undertook a concerted campaign to oppose the streaming of area 

elementary children into vocational high schools and introduce teaching assistants for 

those with learning difficulties. They worked closely with teachers and their unions to 

improve education and build solidarity to push the TBOE for better programs. Martell 

believes that the Park Mothers had a galvanizing effect on community organization in the 

period and “ignited a remarkable amount of real protest in other communities,” 

“energized” the anti-streaming movement and “filled the minds of many communities.”140 

 

Still, conservatism prevailed in RP tenant politics for two years after the successful OHC 

demonstration. Bud McCormick defeated Murray in the March 1970 elections by a 
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sizable margin and was re-elected the following year. McCormick was widely respected 

in RP for his work in children’s recreation, yet politically he shied away from wider 

housing policy issues such as the rental scale and opposed militant tactics. He recalled in 

a 1998 interview that he opposed radical actions because he found OHC management to 

be generally fair.141 Factionalism between “radical” and conservative groups continued 

even after the elections. Murray established a short-lived opposition group and he and his 

supporters harshly criticized the new executive at public meetings. Brenda Gorman, who 

shared Murray’s activist orientation, was critical of the new conservative approach to 

tenant politics, believing that the OHC was using McCormick as a tool to maintain 

effective control and impede “meaningful change.”142 In May, the new executive fired her 

without notice or reason.143 YWCA organizer Norma Penner was then chosen by a 

general membership meeting to become the new coordinator on the recommendation of 

the executive. Penner (53 years old at the time) believes that she was hired by the RPCIA 

because McCormick and his executive wanted somebody a little older that was not 

characterized by the youthful radicalism of the time.144  

 

Over the next two years, little progress was made on the key economic and political 

questions of the rental scale and tenant management. These were beyond the political 

horizons of tenants who supported the McCormick faction.145 His tenure would 

inaugurate a more conformist approach to tenant organizing in the next two years. 

However, the basic democratic structures of the organization had been decided upon, a 

newspaper had been established, maintenance problems would be regularly reported to 

management and various initiatives on services, rents and tenant management had been 

discussed and debated and begun to be implemented. Perhaps most significantly, both 
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management and the tenants as a whole recognized the RPCIA as the bona fide tenants’ 

organization in the project.  

 

The Struggle For Community and Recreation Services 

 

While there was much talk of implementing community services in housing projects by 

middle-class advocates of public housing in the 1940s and 1950s, HAT ended up 

providing next to no community and social service facilities for RP residents. As Albert 

Rose admitted in 1972, such amenities “did not appear important at the time.”146 From the 

1940s to the 1960s, there were few such services except for the determined, but 

uncoordinated efforts of some churches and social service organizations. Most RP tenants 

were required to travel to government and social agency offices off-site to seek needed 

services. Once again, it took grass-roots tenant struggles to force the issue.  

 

From its inception, the RPCIA organized largely independent committees that worked to 

bring coordinated community and health services to the project. They were less directly 

politically engaged with OHC and worked with various social service groups as well as 

separate municipal, provincial and federal government departments to secure grants for 

staff, program development and facilities. A cadre of activists, under the umbrella of the 

RPCIA, for example, worked successfully to implement a project-based Services Unit in 

1971 that brought together a number of RP tenant volunteers and later paid staff with a 

diverse group of local social service organizations, churches and government agencies to 

offer emergency food and clothing aid, crisis counselling, information and referrals to 

state social assistance programs and medical treatment, English-language classes for 
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tenants and legal aid.147 Office space was provided by OHC and equipment, supplies and 

staff training were bankrolled by various government grants and/or contributions from the 

various participants. Programs and funding levels varied over the 1970s and 1980s, as 

tenant needs shifted and state political priorities changed.148 Money was always tight but 

the Services Unit proved to be a successful example of how tenant activism with the help 

of social agencies prodded OHC and other government departments to provide much-

needed services.     

 

The history of the Regent Park Community Health Centre developed along similar lines. 

From 1971 to 1973, RP residents, Dick Boundy, Ellen Ferguson and other resident 

volunteers worked on a tenant-initiated proposal, unique in Canada, to build a medical 

clinic in the project controlled by an elected Board of Directors with tenant participation. 

They began by conducting a survey of medical needs in the community and found 

inadequate health facilities in the community: a total lack of family doctors and dental 

care as well as high drug costs. They advertised in two medical journals for interested 

physicians willing to work in salaried positions, receiving twelve positive responses from 

doctors. OHC offered space for the clinic in one of the buildings in RPS and after several 

years of negotiations with government departments, RP tenants secured funding and the 

commitment of the state to the project.149 The centre opened in October 1973 with two 

doctors, two dentists and four nurses. Staff were salaried and funded by the government 

and the Centre was administered by an elected board of directors made up residents, 

government officials and members of the larger community.150 In addition to basic 

medical services, the Centre has conducted various preventative and community outreach 

programs, especially since it moved into a new, purpose-built facility in 1998. Relations 
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were sometimes rocky, with residents and staff doctors complaining that the larger board 

and the government ignored their suggestions, reflecting the persistent paternalism that 

residents faced.151 Yet tenant participation and decision-making powers would be 

bolstered as the Centre expanded throughout the 1970s and 1980s to service a rapidly 

changing population. By the 1990s, the Centre had branched into a wide range of 

community activities including educational enrichment programs and offered services in 

English, Cantonese, Mandarin, Vietnamese, Somali and Spanish. In the three decades of 

its existence, the Health Centre has become a nationally recognized model of community-

based medical care.152 

 

The lack of recreation facilities for the almost 4,000 children in both sections of RP had 

also been a sore spot for years when the RPCIA formed in 1969. Despite many promises 

from the housing authorities, recreation facilities were minimal, especially for RPS 

residents. In the summer of 1968, nine-year old resident Jody Phillips, was killed by a 

train on his way home from a distant swimming pool. Several tenants organized an 

impromptu protest demonstration in response. Hundreds of tenants marched through RP 

and the surrounding area, collecting $2,700 for the establishment of a swimming pool. 

After several years of tenant pressure (see Figure 6.3), the authorities finally provided a 

pool and upgraded recreation programmes. The money collected in the demonstration was 

used to set up the Jody Phillips Award, a scholarship presented for one graduating boy 

and girl in each of the five elementary schools serving RP.153 Moreover, throughout the 

1970s, committees under the RPCIA secured funding and space in the development for a 

wide range of recreation and leisure programmes for children, teens, adults and seniors, 

sometimes organizing activities alone and at other times in conjunction with municipal 
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agencies.154 After more than a decade of struggle, the first Regent Park Community 

Centre was finally built in the early 1980s. A well-attended annual multicultural festival, 

first formed out of anti-racist activities in the mid-1970s, continues to the present. These 

organized efforts by RP tenants helped to establish social networks and instil a sense of 

community in the face of economic and social marginalization.  

Figure 6.3 – Regent Park children pressure authorities for swimming pool, 14 
August 1969. 

Source: Toronto Telegraph Photograph Collection, York University Archives and Special Collections, ASC 
Neg.#0-0228. 
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Fighting for Fair Rents, 1969-1973 

 

Frustration with the rental scale was a major issue for public housing tenants across the 

province and the RPCIA was no exception.155 Despite a rent increase freeze since 1 May 

1967, tenants were concerned about the very structure of determining rents. RP’ers had 

first criticized the rental scale during Paul Hellyer’s 1968 visit. Tenants in other OHC 

projects were also beginning to grill politicians on the unjust rents charged by OHC.156 

“Initiative,” the RPCIA argued, “is killed to earn extra money or improve standard of 

living.” In May 1969, it formally questioned the levy on extra income and recommended 

that rent be based on the take home pay for a 40-hour workweek excluding overtime.157 

The next month, 100 tenants organized by the RPCIA met with the OHC to discuss 

changes to the rental scale.158 In November, the RPCIA expressed their concerns over 

rents to federal Minister of Housing, Robert Andras. They pointed out that the charge on 

extra income was a disincentive and, for the first time, noted that those on social 

assistance were particularly discriminated against since the proportion of income 

consumed by rent was often much higher than the 25 percent average that CMHC 

considered a fair rate at the time.159  

 

After persistent lobbying by the RPCIA and other tenants’ associations as well as a 

growing barrage of criticism from social workers, academics and some reform 

politicians,160 CMHC and OHC conceded some changes in April 1970. For those families 

who earned very little, minimum rent was reduced from $32 to $28 a month; for families 

with higher incomes at the other end of the scale, 25 percent rather than 30 percent of 
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income as rent, was established as a maximum. To allay criticism of the levy on extra 

income, a $900 annual income exemption was introduced for single working parents. This 

meant that if a single working mother earned $3,500 a year, her rent would be based only 

on a figure of $2,600. Wives of main breadwinners also received a $750 increase to their 

existing exemption of $250. Working tenants also won the right to a one-year lease; 

before this, RP tenants only had 30-day leases. An attempt by the RPCIA to rewrite the 

lease in simplified language was refused, probably since OHC feared it would lose the 

advantage it had in the verbose “legalese” of the document.161 Everything else in the 

rental system remained unchanged, including the practice of income-verification forms 

and the negligible $2 reduction for each dependent. Most importantly, those on fixed 

incomes, a growing proportion of tenants, remained in the same situation: saddled with a 

temporary 30-day lease and a high proportion of their social assistance income going 

towards shelter costs.162 Nevertheless, from the perspective of the RPCIA, it showed that 

organization and activism produced results. 

 

RP tenants joined a 400-strong demonstration with other OHC tenants on 21 July 1970, 

focusing their complaints against favoritism in tenant selection and the continuing 

discrimination against social assistance recipients in the rental scale.163 Yet little action 

was taken on the question of rents until a new activist-oriented leadership was elected to 

the RPCIA in 1972. Soon after the election, the new executive organized a public meeting 

with OHC and CMHC officials to discuss the rental scale. More than 250 tenants 

attended, raising many of the same concerns as the RPCIA did three years earlier. Selwyn 

Noel said that the present rent scheme was at odds with the purposes of affordable 

housing. Long-time RP activist, Sheila Holmes, stated that rent should be based on net 
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rather than gross pay. Karen Martin noted that some young people were forced to leave 

the family house when they started work because of the rent rules. Henry Francis told 

OHC officials at the meeting that the 25 percent of gross pay figure for rents was too 

high. Numerous tenants spoke of the plight of working wives and one tenant criticized 

OHC for making a profit at the expense of struggling tenants.164 The RPCIA was 

unmistakably organizing on an issue of prime importance to tenants. The meeting 

resolved that the RPCIA would prepare a formal analysis and criticism of OHC rents as 

well as a proposal for changes.  

 

A New Deal for Ontario Housing Tenants was released by the Rent Brief Committee of 

the RPCIA in October 1972.165  A draft copy had earlier been submitted to a general 

meeting of 100 tenants for discussion and revision to make it as representative as 

possible. It was a thorough, thirteen-page investigation of the OHC rental system and its 

adverse effects on tenants.  It included comparisons with public housing rental schemes in 

the U.S. and other provinces, quotes from academic sources and politicians, brief case 

histories and a random sample of tenants, pertinent statistics, household budgets, and 

comprehensive recommendations. Once again, it raised the question of the extra levy on 

income, and, in particular, the difficulties of large families, single parents and those on 

social assistance. It found that those on fixed incomes paid as high as 51.6 percent of their 

income for rent with an average of 30-35 percent, far higher than the standard. It 

reminded readers that all these families lived below the official poverty line. The 

document made a succinct argument for the unfairness of the system: “Tenants do suffer 

indignities. It is almost impossible for a family to save. Families in arrears are harassed 

and threatened with eviction. Most people with low income are grateful when they move 
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into Ontario Housing, but in time they feel they are trapped. Once you are in, it is almost 

impossible to get out.”166 

 

A New Deal put forward a number of proposals intended to lessen the financial burdens of 

rent in a time of rising cost of living, to cut against the stigmatization of tenants and allow 

tenants to save money. It recommended that: 1) rent should only be 20 percent of income, 

including for those on fixed incomes; 2) that calculation of rent be based on net and not 

gross income; 3) that rental income be calculated on a 40 hour workweek, excluding 

overtime; 4) that the regulation requiring tenants to obtain a special statement of earnings 

from their employers be terminated; 4) that rent be based only on the income of the major 

wage earner; 5) that workers on strike should have their rent reduced; 6) that there be 

larger reductions for large families; 7) that special allowances be set up for pensioners 

and social assistance recipients; 8)  and that a homeowners’ plan allowing tenants to buy 

their units in RP be organized. After its release, the RPCIA vowed to persist until rent 

changes were implemented.167  

 

The Rent Brief created quite a stir among other OHC projects and supporters of public 

housing. Endorsements came from various municipal politicians and institutions 

including the Urban Renewal Committee of Toronto City Council. Other Toronto OHC 

tenants’ associations in Moss Park, Alexandra Park, Warden Woods and D.D. 

Summerville not only endorsed the brief, but also modified it for use in their own 

struggles.168 The Federation of Ontario Housing Residents’ Associations (OHC tenants) 

presented its own brief modelled after the RPCIA’s in July 1973.169 Whenever they had a 

chance, the RPCIA publicized its views on the rent scale, showed support for other 
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tenants’ associations and continued to raise the question of fair adjustments to rent with 

OHC.  

 

The RPCIA had an opportunity to present its ideas on rent to government when the 

Ontario Housing Task Force arrived at RP for a general meeting in February 1973. 

Various tenants forcefully restated the main points of the brief. The lone voice of 

opposition among tenants came from Bud McCormick.170 In a meeting with Ontario 

Housing Minister Robert Welch in November, the RPCIA welcomed him to RP but added 

“we will be even more pleased when something is done about our problems.” One single 

mother pointedly asked: “I am on Mother’s Allowance and I owe $37.00 for my last 

month’s groceries. My cheque is not enough to cover rent and groceries.” Rent Brief 

Committee member, Frank Macdonald, wondered sarcastically if they had to wait another 

25 years for change. He wanted to know “where the buck” stopped?” Henry Francis and 

several other tenants related how the income verification form, which informed 

employers of the public housing tenure status of their employees, was embarrassing and 

humiliating.171 Under mounting criticism from tenants’ associations led by the RPCIA, 

Welch promised a formal review of the rental scale in November 1973.172 After a series 

of biennial reviews in the 1970s, however, the rent scale for tenants not on fixed incomes 

remained the same. In 1974, a rental scale for seniors was developed which capped the 

shelter to income ratio at 25 percent.173 

 

The struggles around the rental question yielded limited gains. Small improvements were 

won for seniors and employed tenants. Initiatives by the RPCIA influenced public 

housing politics in other jurisdictions and it won a reputation as a serious and committed 
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organization. If the RPCIA gained the respect of the broad activist community, it also 

proved to OHC that it was a force to be reckoned with. The process of tenants precisely 

identifying biases in the rental scale, analyzing how they affected residents and putting 

forward alternatives galvanized tenant politics for a time and showed the larger 

community that organization and change were realistic objectives. The RPCIA brought 

new members into activism around the rental scale and raised the self-confidence of 

activists.174  If not completely on the question of redistribution, then at least on 

recognition, the RPCIA looked on the struggles around rent with some satisfaction.175  

 

Participatory Democracy? Tenant Management at Regent Park, 1970-1978 

 

The concept of public housing tenant management emanated from notions of 

participatory democracy on college campuses in the 1960s.176 The first Canadian 

Conference on Housing, organized by the Canadian Welfare Council in late 1968 and 

comprised of representatives from all three levels of government, business, labour and 

various non-profit and social welfare organizations, strongly recommended tenant 

participation in public housing.177 Paul Ringer, a long-time employee in RPN and RPS, 

told a panel convened by the New Democratic Party that after 15 years in the field, he 

thought tenant management was the only solution to the problems in public housing.178 

Michael Audain, an OHC official, but speaking as an individual social worker, told the 

Globe and Mail in May 1969 that tenants should have more say on OHC managing 

boards and recommended democratically-elected tenant councils.179 In the April 1970 

policy shift, CMHC would eventually recommend assisting tenants to “develop 
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leadership outlets so as to participate with management and voice concerns about their 

environment…”180  

 

OHC officials reluctantly accepted the novel ideas coming from Ottawa, but were never 

enthusiastic supporters. An OHC Board Member believed, “The original decision on the 

[RPCIA] grant was done with very inadequate consultation. The grant created 

expectations on the part of other groups in the city.”181 A taste of the OHC’s paternalistic 

attitude is provided by Marion Waterson, a recently retired Community Relations Worker 

in RPN who alleged, “I have noticed that people on limited incomes don’t understand 

complicated, technical plans, nor do they comprehend huge expenditures of money. They 

need somebody to translate the technical aspects of the plans in lay terms or they will get 

hung up on the trivialities that they do understand. The result will be that they will pass 

items that cost millions of dollars because these things are beyond their 

comprehension.”182 P.R. Goyette, a high-level OHC boss told a 1970 conference of 

Ontario Housing Authorities that “I believe in tenant participation, not militant 

proponents and vindictive opposition. Those who speak the loudest do not have the best 

interest in mind for the tenants.” Long-time Toronto councillor and anti-welfare 

campaigner June Marks, speaking at the same conference, blamed the federal government 

for neglecting its financial responsibilities to the municipalities in public housing and 

criticized them for giving money to tenants’ associations to “complain.”183 Simon 

Mielniczuk, RPCIA Coordinator from 1973 to 1976, noted that, “Resistance came from 

upper echelons. In every negotiation with OHC, their opposition was clear. Simple 

changes and modest budgets for better support were denied… OHC never wanted the 

program and did everything possible to see its demise.” 184 A CMHC representative duly 
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commented that: “If it hadn’t been for the RPCIA, OHC would have been much slower to 

become enlightened.”185 Eventually, OHC did concede on some points. Indeed, it was 

beneficial for them to transfer certain thorny problems to tenants, therefore absolving 

them of responsibility. This was never openly acknowledged, but the terms of reference 

for tenant management favoured by OHC included tenant cooperation in punitive 

management functions such as rent arrears and “anti-social behaviour.” Throughout the 

1970s, the Ontario public housing body would pursue a tightly restricted form of tenant 

management, always contingent on “responsible” tenant participation and resisting 

broader tenant concerns about improved services.  

 

The RPCIA had a different conception of tenant management. It looked on tenant 

participation in project level policies as a concrete means of improving day-to-day 

conditions in the project. As one tenant remarked: “Tenants know where the problems are 

– an outsider doesn’t know what improvements are needed.”186 Even Bud McCormick 

believed, “If tenants were involved higher up the ladder they would be able to explain the 

problems of people living in public housing just as they are able to do now on the local 

level.”187 For RP residents, maintenance, sanitation, and vandalism were central issues in 

the construction of a habitable environment. The desire to live in a clean, safe and 

respectable dwelling was especially important given the stigmatization of RP as dirty and 

disreputable. The RPCIA believed that tenant involvement in management would resolve 

these vital issues.  

 

Community building and a sense of controlling their own futures were also prominent 

objectives of RP tenants. In the 1973 proposal for tenant participation in management, the 
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RPCIA said they were guided by the following “principles”: “that tenants can and should 

make decisions that affect their own lives; that it is desirable that tenants move from a 

position of powerlessness to having some control over events and decisions affecting 

them; that it is in keeping with the democratic process that tenants have this opportunity 

to participate in management of their project.”188 Harold Jackman, a recent tenant from 

the West Indies and a key advocate of tenant management among RP tenants, judged this 

endeavor “as a challenge we must accept…Let us prove to the critics, that ordinary 

people when given an opportunity can rise to great heights. Let us unite and go forward 

together. For in unity, lies our greatest strength.”189  

 

The original RPCIA grant in 1969 had called for some form of tenant participation in 

management. That same year, a management-tenant committee was established to resolve 

maintenance problems. OHC pulled out in protest after the January 1970 demonstration. 

From 1970-1973, irregular meetings were held with OHC officials to discuss specific 

problems.190 The RPCIA decided that they had to learn to organize themselves before 

attempting a full-blown tenant management scheme. They began by establishing an 

elected unit representative system to supervise and help in the management of housing 

units. The unit reps were responsible for liaising with tenants and the OHC about 

problems in particular buildings, explaining the various options available with respect to 

social services in RP, and building the RPCIA by distributing their newspaper and 

advertising meetings and events.191 The Regent Park Community News had a regular 

column called “Unit Rep of the month” which introduced unit reps to the larger 

community and publicized the scheme. However, according to a 1973 survey of RP 

tenants, the Unit Rep system was not living up to expectations. The vast majority of 
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tenants liked the idea and believed it had helped a little. Yet they were unconvinced that 

the unit reps made a truly noticeable difference.192 Unit reps were not paid nor formally 

trained. The demands of the job rendered it difficult to attract volunteers. From 1970-73, 

the RPCIA never succeeded in electing units for all buildings. Most importantly, it was 

not successful in attracting tenants to more involvement in community organizing.193 

Little progress was made on questions of maintenance and vandalism even though the 

idea of tenant involvement in management prerogatives appeared attractive to the larger 

tenant body. 

 

In light of these problems, tenants continued to meet with OHC officials to discuss 

expanding tenant participation. The federal grant for the RPCIA would end during 1973 

and in response to a request for further funding from the tenants, the OHC offered in May 

to work out a tenant management scheme. An 18-member committee was elected by the 

RPCIA to prepare a proposal and negotiate with OHC. A series of proposals and counter-

proposals shifted back and forth in 1973.194 There was basic agreement that RP tenants 

who participated as unit reps would be remunerated and that a Joint Tenant-OHC 

Management board would be convened to discuss rent arrears, evictions, and lease 

terminations.195 For instance, the RPCIA requested a say on tenant selection as well as 

other key management prerogatives that worried OHC officials.196 OHC was also 

concerned that tenants were setting up an “opposition” force to OHC on the Joint 

Board.197  

 

Among the larger group of tenants, the tenant management proposal provoked 

controversy. Some RPCIA activists and RP tenants openly voiced their distrust of the 
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scheme. They believed that OHC intended to co-opt tenants, creating a divisive 

atmosphere of snitching and recrimination. 198 Paid jobs for RP tenants – intended to 

allow tenants more time to devote to tenant management functions – were openly 

distrusted by some tenants. Only one year earlier, tenant resistance forced Al Bilan, a 

tenant who had worked as a Community Relations Officer for the OHC, to transfer out of 

RP.199 OHC officials insisted, “The tenant-employees will have every right and liberty to 

express their opinions without fear or favour. RPCIA will keep its prerogative to question 

OHC.”200 Some tenants would continue to distrust their own working for the ‘Housing.’  

 

However, a majority of RPCIA activists and tenants favored the scheme, believing that 

tenants deserved to be paid for various duties around the project and hoped that this initial 

endeavor would gradually enlarge tenant participation in management. On January 22, 

1973, a general membership meeting voted to accept OHC’s last counter-offer. After 

ironing out the details, the OHC and the RPCIA signed a one-year experimental contract 

in June 1973, the first in Canada, stipulating the various rights and responsibilities of both 

parties. The Tenant Management Board, composed of four tenants and four OHC 

supervisors, would review and make recommendations on district budget proposals 

relating to maintenance and project improvement, discuss all cases of rent default, “anti-

social behavior”, certain transfers between units and projects, and general complaints 

about maintenance and security that could not be resolved by unit reps. 24 part-time unit 

reps, a unit rep manager and a secretary would be hired among tenants to anchor the unit 

representative system. A series of training courses were established for the unit reps and 

the Joint Board members. Altogether, salaries and administrative costs totalled $96,000 

per year.201 
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Figure 6.4 – RPCIA Activists, Lynda Costa, Ozzie Davis and Janet Ross, 1975 
Source: “Tenants help to manage Canada’s oldest project,” Ontario Housing, 19 (April-May 1975), 10. 

 

According to both parties, the pilot project had a good first year. The unit rep system and 

the Joint Board were working smoothly. Maurice Wenham, supervisor with the private 

security firm that patrolled RP, said there was a marked improvement in rates of 

vandalism, juvenile disturbances, and sanitary conditions.202 OHC believed that there was 

“more community involvement, higher morale, less vandalism and a greater overall sense 

of responsibility.”203 RPCIA President, Janet Ross, believed that it was a good first step 

that could lead in the future to tenant representatives on the public tender board (dealing 

with the developers that undertook capital projects for the OHC) and the OHC Board of 

Directors. Harold Jackman, now Manager of the Tenant Management Program, listed a 

series of accomplishments with regard to the unit rep system: common entrances to the 

buildings were being locked to provide more security, vandalism had been reduced on a 
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major scale, and maintenance problems were being dealt with quickly and efficiently.204 

He argued that the ultimate goal was complete tenant management, as in Boston and St. 

Louis, with meaningful input on all aspects of the project.205 

 

Despite visible public support for the program on OHC’s side, negotiations for a new 

tenant management contract in 1976 were exacting. The apparent success of the program 

stimulated tenants to demand more responsibilities. For example, RPCIA argued to have a 

tenant as co-chair of the Joint Board and more responsibility in budget matters. OHC was 

also proposing to pay laundry attendants, a new paid job for tenants demanded by the 

RPCIA, a wage below provincially-set minimum standards, an illegal action, as RPCIA 

pointed out.206  The RPCIA believed that OHC was deliberately neglecting its demands 

for more responsibility by leaving out certain demands and rewording others. As Janet 

Ross put it: “Rather than the Tenant Association getting involved in management, OHC is 

getting involved in the Tenant Association.”207 

 

But when agreement was reached in May, the scope of tenant responsibilities was 

dramatically increased. Over $200,000 was provided to the RPCIA to provide for a 

Tenant Manager, assistant manager, secretarial staff, a full-time book-keeper, 17 full-time 

and 17 part-time laundry attendants (paid slightly above minimum wage), 28 unit reps 

working 28 hours a week and two full-time resident visitors to assist Community 

Relations staff. Significantly, tenants would now have a representative on the district’s 

tender evaluation committee and internal transfer committee.208 
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The RPCIA leadership appeared happy with the results. As Janet Ross said: “It makes 

sense that the people who live in this community on a 24-hour, day-to-day basis, have 

more knowledge and expertise about the problems here than OHC staff members who go 

to their own homes outside the project at night.” The OHC too was pleased that tenants 

would continue to be involved in “constructive involvement” 209 in the community.  

 

Yet a major conflict among tenants soon arose. Numerous RPCIA activists found 

themselves in the position of being employer and employee at the same time. Barely two 

months after the new program was enacted, the whole RPCIA executive and numerous 

RPCIA activists took a principled position and resigned en masse, opting to keep their 

jobs in the project rather than continue as compromised political representatives.210 Yet 

this did not quell the bitter infighting around the question of “cooptation” and “power 

grabs” that continued among tenants and within the RPCIA. Many of the long-time 

activists, including Janet Ross and Ozzie Smith, pulled themselves out of politics. 

According to ordinary tenants and RPCIA activists, the atmosphere was acrimonious. 

Harold Jackman appealed to his fellow tenants to “stop the back-biting, back-stabbing 

and in-fighting among ourselves.”211  

 

The OHC took advantage of the infighting among tenants to scale down the program. The 

next contract, signed on October 1, 1977 reduced the number of unit reps from 28 to 16 

and added three Area coordinators responsible for RPS and two areas of RPN.212  Tenant 

manager Harold Jackman was still demanding an alternative to “tokenism” in 

management, yet little progress on larger management issues such as budgets and the 

district tender committee were reported in the next year. Lack of unity among tenants 
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meant that the RPCIA would sign a contract that had largely been dictated by OHC.213 

Arthur Scullion, Area Coordinator for RPN East noted that turnout at building meetings 

to discuss specific problems and more general RPCIA initiatives was abysmal in this 

period.214 The Regent Park Community News constantly urged tenants to become 

involved, citing a lack of interest among tenants in community politics.215 The newspaper 

itself, lacking funds, gradually reduced its number of pages and its coverage of 

substantive issues.   

 

Tenant management would go out with a bang in 1978.216 When the contract expired on 

June 30, the OHC and the RPCIA were at an impasse in negotiations over a 6 percent 

cost-of-living increase for unit reps and laundry attendants and an increase in unit reps 

from 16 to 24. As the RPCIA pointed out, tenant workers had received a 26 percent 

increase in wages over four years, while the cost of living had increased by more than 40 

percent. When OHC refused the pay increase, the workers struck and picketed laundry 

rooms to prevent high school students, hired unknowingly as replacement workers by 

OHC, from doing their work.  

 

Leading up to this, negotiations had been bitter. The Tenant Management Committee 

hired two University of Toronto law students to help them prepare a draft proposal. When 

it was delivered to OHC, however, officials told tenants that they had decided to 

undertake a $25,000 study of tenant management and declared that no new contracts 

would be considered until the study was completed and analyzed. They added that any 

new agreement would have to be “cost-effective” and involve “hard-management” 

functions such as security, evictions, and rent collections. Throughout June, a series of 
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short meetings between tenants and OHC failed to resolve the disagreements. Later, OHC 

brought in older replacement workers, escorted by security guards, and would eventually 

close the laundry rooms due to physical threats to these replacement workers.217 Unit reps 

and laundry attendants later voted to return to work at the old salaries, but OHC flatly 

refused. At summer’s end, the pioneering tenant management program in Canada would 

be officially and unceremoniously abolished by OHC.218  

 

Post-mortem analyses by tenants highlighted internal conflicts, tenant distrust of housing 

officials, and intransigence by OHC to grant more responsibilities. Sandra Langille, a 

former Area Coordinator with the RPCIA, blamed a lack of unity among tenants. While 

agreeing that OHC was to blame as well, she emphasized the power struggles among 

RPCIA activists for positions of influence in the Association. She argued that perhaps it 

was good that the project ended when it did: “When tenants of Regent Park organize as 

we once did; when we stand together for the good of the community and not the 

individual or the power attached to helping your community, perhaps then we will be 

ready for the responsibilities of tenant management.”219 Simon Mielniczuk remembers a 

constant battle between what he believes were the “shared responsibilities and joint 

negotiations underpinning tenant management” and the “confrontation tactics” advocated 

by some tenant activists.220 Myrna Marsden, a member of the tenant management 

commitmee pointed the finger at OHC’s cooptation agenda. In retrospect, she believed it 

was a mistake for a tenant’s association to tie itself up to its effective “boss.” In fact, she 

added, many tenants “tended to see the unit reps and the RPCIA as OHC’s agents in their 

midst, rather than their own representatives.”221 The RPCIA vowed to continue the fight 
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now that it was contractually free from OHC, but a lack of funding and a layer of burnt-

out activists ensured its demise a few years later.   

 

Conclusion 

 

Pervasive stigmatizing representations in the media and wider public discourse, worked to 

obscure the agency of tenants and contributed to a notion of the inhumanity of poor 

project dwellers. Yet we know that residents themselves had positive ideas regarding their 

homes and that they actively responded to stigmatization and social exclusion, 

demonstrating that they were a heterogeneous group with their own notions of social 

organization.222 In the rebellious context of the late 1960s, they upped the ante by 

organizing politically to improve their economic situation and defy stigmatization.  

 

Maintaining interest in tenant activism, however, was an uphill struggle from the 

beginning. Public housing tenants were not organized workers who could potentially rally 

around a set of collective interests and exercise a decisive social and political force in the 

workplace and society as a whole. As Peter Marcuse aptly comments, low-income 

housing activism can be “a tremendous drain on individual energies, and precisely of 

those that have the least material resources and the greatest range of other pressing 

needs.” 223 The fact that many RPCIA activists understandably chose to forfeit their 

political positions for jobs is a clear demonstration of this. Maintaining the necessary 

level of enthusiasm and militancy would be doubly difficult in an atmosphere of personal 

conflicts and disunity among activists, as in the case of the RPCIA.  
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On their own, RP tenants could not mount an effective challenge to the powerful welfare 

state bureaucracy. They lacked strong allies outside of RP to assist in their struggles. At 

the local level, RP activists found support among the minority of left-leaning Aldermen 

and Board of Education Trustees such as John Sewell, Gordon Cressy and George 

Martell. It appears there was no organized intervention around RP issues by the social 

democratic New Democratic Party or by the many radical left organizations in Toronto at 

this time, even if individual members of the left were sometimes active in this or that 

campaign. The RPCIA did participate in some larger fight backs around welfare rights, 

education cuts and anti-racist initiatives. It also linked up with public housing tenants 

associations outside of RP to lobby around housing issues. It supported union 

maintenance workers in the project and education unionists in local schools over the 

years, but rarely generalized its own activities or tied the success of its own initiatives to 

wider struggles. For instance, the RPCIA never attempted to build an alliance with the 

powerful organized labour movement in Toronto, the one constituency with a large 

membership, progressive policies, significant financial resources, and the ability to 

engage in effective mobilization.224 Nor did the unions, which once played a key role in 

local politics in the 1940s, reciprocate by broadening their role in community struggles. 

Public housing residents therefore had far fewer political resources compared to the rich 

and powerful real-estate lobby and developers that most directly shaped housing policy in 

Canada.  

 

Tenant management endeavors also deflected tenants away from larger movements that 

aimed to change broader government policies. Participatory initiatives could certainly be 

empowering and boosted tenants’ confidence in their ability to determine some aspects of 
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their own futures. But it also inhibited, as Marcuse notes, “their abilities to act 

independently or to seek dramatic change in governmental or social policies.”225 It is 

salient that the tenant management program took off just at the moment that the struggles 

around the bread-and-butter issue of rent subsided. When the RPCIA effectively shifted 

from political advocacy to service management, it moved "from internal to external 

dependency,"226 and was ultimately subject to the ideological and financial control of the 

government housing bureaucracy. The evidence suggests that CMHC and an initially 

reluctant OHC regarded participatory schemes as a means to offload their responsibilities 

in a conscious management strategy akin to the “responsible autonomy” granted by some 

employers to unions as a means to weaken shop-floor control and dampen struggle.227 

OHC attempts to expand tenant management prerogatives to include “hard” aspects of 

administration and its refusal to grant minimal wage increases to its low-wage tenant 

workers demonstrate that control of costs and the regulation of tenants were the crucial 

objectives.  

 

The end result was that the tenant management program ended up associating the RPCIA 

in the eyes of many tenants with the hated, authoritarian aspects of OHC, as Myrna 

Marsden noted after the program was abolished. RP tenants were intensely distrustful of 

efforts by outsiders (even those sympathetic) to help them and for many years a culture of 

distrust of management had developed. In an evaluation of the pilot program of tenant 

management, John Darcy, OHC District Manager and chair of the Joint Board, trumpeted 

that “the tenant side of the management advisory committee usually upholds the original 

decision taken by the corporation and they support us in the largest percentage of our 

actions.”228 Bev Stewart and Ozzie Smith, tenant members of the Joint Management 



 

 

327 
 

 

 

Board, stressed that tenants needed to be held responsible for their actions and that the 

Joint Board was successful in ensuring this. When RP tenant activists enforced coercive 

OHC policy on anti-social behavior, rent arrears and evictions they became identified in 

the eyes of tenants as just another arm of the “Housing.” 

 

The growing conservative political context in the late 1970s that led to cuts to external 

funding,229 internal conflicts among tenants, and a cooptation strategy by public housing 

management reduced both membership and militancy and led to the demise of the 

RPCIA. Yet the history of tenant activism in RP also confirms the findings of recent 

social histories of public housing projects in large American cities that highlight the 

agency of public housing tenants.230 RP tenants developed a coherent political association 

during the late 1960s and 1970s that significantly raised the self-confidence and political 

knowledge of a group of people hitherto treated as social failures. The RPCIA 

successfully promoted community engagement in a broad range of activities and valiantly 

countered the intensely negative images of RP and its tenants. Like other social 

movement activists in the heady days of the era, RP tenants had had enough of 

mistreatment and resolved to change their situation from the bottom up. Despite 

contradictions and daunting obstacles, they were able to demand a voice and role in their 

own futures and influence other groups in similarly marginalized positions. At certain 

important moments, they effectively promoted, defended and even won their preferred 

conception of an acceptable residential environment against the pressures of an uncaring 

state structure wedded to a profit-oriented economic system. 
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