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Energy Poverty in 
Toronto 



• represent 18 million pop, or ½  of Canada 
• generate $1 trillion, or 55% of the national GDP.

www.cuspnetwork.ca
www.energypoverty.ca

A national network of municipal sustainability practitioners from Canada’s  
17 large and leading cities on climate and sustainability 

http://www.cuspnetwork.ca/
http://www.energypoverty.ca/


Energy 
Poverty

Quantitative energy 
poverty: 

High home energy cost 
burden

Experiencing bill arrears 
or disconnections

Inadequate 
thermal comfort

Limited options 
and access to 

energy 
infrastructure

Limited ability to improve 
home energy performance

Qualitative 
manifestations 
reveal hidden 

energy poverty

How does energy poverty appear?



Energy Cost Burden –
A quantitative measure of energy poverty 

• Canada’s median household 
spends 3% of after-tax income 
on energy bills (3.8% median 
for Toronto households)

• High energy cost burden is 
defined as households 
spending 2x the national 
median on energy  relative to 
their income. 

Thus, the quantitative threshold 
for energy poverty in Canada is 
6%.
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CUSP’s Equity and Energy Poverty Explorer 

The Equity and Energy Poverty Explorer helps cities and local partners 
self-assess:

1. How and what community data is analyzed and applied to climate 
action planning, policies and programming 

2. How and who is engaged in the community around co-design and 
implementation of energy efficiency and clean energy programs 

3. How and whether programs are designed, structured, resourced, and 
evaluated with a priority to achieving social and economic outcomes 
alongside the pursuit of deep emissions reductions.

www.energypoverty.ca/mappingtool



Further Subheading: Goes Here

Spatial Inequities of Energy Poverty



Energy poverty across Canada
• 2.8M households or 20% of 

households in Canada experience 
energy poverty based on 2016 
Census income and energy 
expenditures 

• Greatest prevalence (#) – The highest 
absolute # of Canadian households in 
energy poverty are in Ontario (1.1M, 
or 39% of national total).  This is 
consistent with Ontario’s population 
relative to Canada).

• Greatest likelihood (%) – the 
likelihood of households being in 
energy poverty is greatest among the 
maritime provinces and remote 
northern provinces; however, among 
the most populous provinces, Ontario 
has the highest rate of energy poverty 
at 22% of all households, exceeding 
the national percentage of 20%.

22%

For more information on this chart, see Energy Poverty Backgrounder at 
energypoverty.ca/backgrounder.pdf



Energy Poverty 
in Major 
Canadian Cities 
• The highest number of households in 

energy poverty are in Ontario.

• GTHA cities have among the highest 
rates of energy poverty in Canada (and 
highest #s due to population)

• GTHA cities’ rates of energy poverty 
are consistent (20-25%) with Brampton 
on the lower and Hamilton on the 
higher end 

• Most prevalent in Atlantic Canada 
where energy prices are the highest 
and median incomes some of the 
lowest in Canada 

• Milder climates and lower electricity 
rates mean a lower % of households 
are in energy poverty in BC.
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GTHA energy poverty distribution 



Toronto energy poverty distribution 



Very strong rationale for targeting energy poverty outreach and retrofit/GHG reduction 
programs for:

- Income-qualifying programs will fall short of helping to reduce energy poverty-
Going beyond low income carveout programs to encompass Low and Moderate 
Income (LMI) households, particularly critical to reach the majority of homeowners 
with high energy cost burdens.

- A significant number of seniors are homeowners in energy poverty, but not 
necessarily income poverty - Seniors who are homeowners in older single family 
homes, particularly concentrated in outer suburbs

- Single moms in subsidized housing are struggling with energy bills - Subsidized 
housing and specifically single mothers in subsidized housing (see map for specific 
neighbourhood concentrations)

- Targeted outreach and neighbourhood specific programs and funding can reach into 
marginalized communities to address systemic racism present in energy poverty 
representation - Indigenous, racialized and recent immigrant households outreach in 
specific neighbourhoods (via Neighbourhood Planning tables of the TSNS) – see maps 
for neighbourhood concentrations 

Findings from CUSP’s Energy Poverty 
and Equity Analysis for Toronto



Further Subheading: Goes Here

Economic Inequities of Energy Poverty



TO Income and Energy Costs
of All Toronto Households

of Toronto Households in Energy Poverty

of Toronto Households in Extreme Energy Poverty

Median energy spending 10% of after-tax income

50% of median TO 

household

20% of median TO 

household

1.5x median TO

household

1.5x median TO 

household

Median energy spending 4% of after-tax income, consistent with national median

Median energy spending 27% of after-tax income



TO Households in Energy Poverty
- by Tenure

Among households responsible for paying 
one or more energy bill:

PREVALENCE - The majority (72%) of 
households in energy poverty are 
homeowners 

LIKELIHOOD – Renters in subsidized are 
most likely to be in energy poverty (42% vs 
24% of homeowners).  Market renters are 
least likely to be in EP.

EXTENT - Renters in subsidized housing are 
also most likely to experience the deepest 
extents of energy poverty spending more 
than 10% and 15% of their after-tax 
income.   However, the greatest # of 
households in deep energy poverty are 
homeowners as they comprise more than 
half of all households.

% represents of those total households by tenure who are responsible 
for paying at least one home energy bill.



Further Subheading: Goes Here

Homeowners in Energy Poverty
- the most prevalent among tenures in energy poverty



Owner households in energy poverty 



Homeowners in Energy Poverty 
- by income quintile

Spans all income levels 
though owner households 
in low income are far more 
likely to be in energy 
poverty.



Energy poverty by Building Type
-homeowners



Energy Poverty by Age of Building
- homeowners



One half of homeowners in energy 
poverty are seniors

Seniors account for nearly one 
half (49%) of the owner 
households in energy poverty 
in Toronto  (seniors account 
for 35% of all Toronto owner 
households in contrast).

More than three quarters of 
senior owner households in 
energy poverty are NOT in low 
income; senior owners in 
energy poverty are much less 
likely to be in low income than 
their non-senior household 
counterparts in Toronto. 



Senior homeowners in energy poverty 

Characteristics of these 60K senior 
homeowners in energy poverty: 

• 60% (34K) of senior households in 
energy poverty live in single 
family homes (presumably mostly 
homeowners)

• 40% (23K) live alone,  and 
another 40% (23K) live in a two 
person household.

• 36% (21K) spend more than 30% 
of their income on shelter costs 
(shelter costs are inclusive of 
utility bills).

• Tend to live more in the 
perimeters not in the core. 



Further Subheading: Goes Here

Non-Market Renters in Energy Poverty
- The most LIKELY among tenures to be in energy poverty
- The greatest EXTENT of energy poverty among tenures 



Non-market renter households in energy poverty 

• Higher rates of energy poverty in 
subsidized housing in the areas of 
Parkdale, distillery, Cabbagetown, 
Flemingdon Park, Regent Park, 
Oakridge, south of Downsview 
airport and Scarborough/West Hill.

• This may be where the majority of 
subsidized housing units are located 
anyway, but this map highlights the 
location of the non-market units 
where tenants are required to pay 
one or more energy bills and where 
those bills generate high energy cost 
burdens for these tenants.



Non-Market Renters in Energy Poverty

Primarily affects the households 
in low income which comprise 
the majority of households 
living in subsidized housing.

Obviously only affects the 20K 
(25%) of non-market renters 
responsible for paying one or 
more energy bills.



Energy poverty by Building Type
-subsidized housing

• Energy poverty rates in 
subsidized housing are 
greatest in high-rise 
apartments (4.6K 
households, or 44% of all 
hi-rise households)

• Also significant rates of 
energy poverty in the 
other two predominant 
housing types for non-
market (row and apt 
under 5 storeys)



Energy Poverty by Age of Building
-subsidized housing

• The majority of TO’s 
subsidized housing in 
which tenants are 
responsible for paying 
energy bills was built 
before 1980 and the rates 
of energy poverty in these 
units is high at 38-43%

• Units built from 1980-
2000, while fewer in total, 
have high rates of energy 
poverty within them    
(44-46%).



The root cause of energy poverty in non-
market housing is gender inequality

Lone Parent Households in TO (all housing)

• Small family size - 60% of all lone parent 

households in TO (in all housing) have one 

child in the home, another 28% have two 

children.

• Nearly a quarter, 22.2%, of children 

in Toronto live in a lone parent family. Of 

those, 88.5% (78,055 children) live with a 

female lone parent (source)

• 61% of all tenancies in non-market housing 

are lone parent.

Lone Parent Households in energy poverty 

living in non-market housing

• Energy poverty among tenants in non-market 

housing is driven by low income (81% lone 

parent, 78% one couple families)

• 67% of non-market households in energy 

poverty are lone parent households.

https://www.toronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/96e4-2016-Census-Backgrounder-Family-Households-Languages.pdf


Further Subheading: Goes Here

Racial Inequities of Energy Poverty



Racialized Households in Energy Poverty  

In nearly all municipalities in 
the GTHA, racialized 
households are more likely to 
be in energy poverty than non-
racialized households.  

The most extreme racial 
inequities of energy poverty 
are in Markham, Richmond Hill, 
Ajax and Oakville.



Distribution of Racialized 
Households in Energy Poverty

• There are concentrations 
of racialized populations 
and racialized households 
in energy poverty in TO.

• Of the households in 
energy poverty in many 
TO neighbourhoods, more 
than 60% are racialized 
(NE, NW, and in the core)



Recent Immigrant Households in Energy Poverty  

In nearly all municipalities in 
the GTHA, recent immigrant 
households are more likely to 
be in energy poverty than non-
racialized households.  

The most extreme racial 
inequities of energy poverty 
are in Markham, Richmond Hill, 
Oakville, Newmarket and 
Mississauga.



Distribution of Recent Immigrant Households 
(2011-2016 arrival) in Energy Poverty

• There are concentrations 
of recent immigrant 
populations and recent 
immigrant populations in 
energy poverty in TO.

• Targeted efforts are 
necessary however, as the 
% of recent immigrants in 
any given nhood although 
concentrated does not 
exceed 20% anywhere.



Rate of energy poverty in Indigenous households is not 
disproportionately higher, BUT, Indigenous households in energy 
poverty are 2x as likely to need major repair.  Older homes, higher 
incidences of low income and larger household sizes are other 
contributing factors to energy poverty among Indigenous 
households.Energy Poverty 

Characteristics 
of Indigenous 
Households 

(Primarily 
Excludes On-
Reserve Statistics)   
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Urban Indigenous Households in TO
Neighbourhoods in which Indigenous Households 
comprise the highest percentage 
- >4% of all households in blue neighbourhoods

Neighbourhoods in which Indigenous households comprise the 
highest percentage of all households in energy poverty. 
- >8% of households in energy poverty for teal 
neighbourhoods; in other words Indigenous households are 2x 
more likely to be in energy poverty in these neighbourhoods.



Further Subheading: Goes Here

Considerations for 
Centring Equity and Energy 
Poverty in Retrofit Program



Taking Innovation to Scale 

• Market transformation is a utilities theory, it doesn’t deliver and it is inequitable.
• Great ideas and ‘successful’ projects are not always designed so as to be durable or 

scalable.
• Many good ideas and initiatives never achieve widespread adoption or deliver intended 

outcomes. 
• Complex and intractable issues like climate change and inequality require transformative 

change within and between systems, and to our beliefs and assumptions.





Some realizations after 5 years with 
CUSP and 7 years at City of Victoria

1. Continuing to do what we’ve been doing, but doing it harder 
or even with more money is unlikely to produce very 
different outcomes.

2. Only through intentional and persistent commitment to 
transformative change will we achieve and sustain
meaningful impact. 

3. The urgency and magnitude of climate change requires bold 
swift action, but the need for speed cannot be a trade-off for 
thoughtful and comprehensive solutions to systemic 
problems of inequality.



Further Subheading: Goes Here
CUSP Energy Poverty Resources



https://cuspnetwork.ca/centring-equity-and-affordability/

Equity + Energy Poverty Studies + Guidebook 
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Energy Poverty and Equity Explorer Tool

Our Approach to Data Analysis and Visualization: 
Energy Poverty Tableau Dashboards

www.energypoverty.ca/mappingtool
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http://www.energypoverty.ca/mappingtool


Further Subheading: Goes Here

Quick Tutorials for use of CUSP’s 
Equity + Energy Poverty tool


