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Early History of the Housing Help Sector in Ontario 
Housing Help services form the social service sector that assists people to find and keep affordable, suitable housing. Many of the current community-based Housing Help services originated in the late 1980's and early 1990's and were funded through the Ontario Ministry of Housing, (now the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing). During these years, the provincial government consulted with and supported a provincial association known as the Housing Access Network of Ontario (HANO). HANO sponsored annual conferences, facilitated communication between members, and consulted with the Ministry on housing access programs and policy development.
Between 1995 and 2000 however, provincial funding for housing and homelessness initiatives was downloaded to the municipalities, and the province ceased its direct funding of the coordinated HANO and regular provincial trainings for Housing Help programs. In many municipalities, community-based Housing Help centres lost their funding and were forced to close, while in other places, Housing Help centres were replaced with a few workers in a variety of contexts (shelters, drop-ins, outreach programs, multi-service agencies). At the same time the number of homeless and near-homeless individuals and families were increasing dramatically across the province as other provincial policies, such as the removal of rent controls, a 20% cut to social assistance rates, and a frozen minimum wage, were implemented. Without a provincial network, or association, there was a lack of Housing Help service integration, no coordination, no training resources, and no way of sharing best practice, program and policy development information. Collective knowledge and expertise in the sector was being lost precisely when the need for Housing Help was increasing! 
Since 2003, a core group of agencies that provided Housing Help services began to use their own resources to organize semi-annual meetings, in Kitchener, Hamilton, St. Catharine’s, Peterborough, Midland and Toronto. In 2004, the RENT (Resources Exist For Networking and Training) program went online in Toronto with more dynamic tools for communication, and Housing Help workers from across the province began to communicate for the first time in years. RENT resources were leveraged to strengthen the provincial work by donating staff time, online tools and resources. But it soon became apparent that a new provincial Housing Help association was necessary to perform the essential work of coordinating homelessness prevention work in Ontario. A formal Housing Help association would retrieve what was severely damaged over the past decade; namely, the capacity of the Housing Help sector to strengthen community-based homelessness prevention work across the province. 
At the same time all levels of government began to see the value in preventing homelessness before it wreaked the substantial and irretrievable economic and social costs.  The Ontario Trillium Foundation recognized the critical importance of preventing homelessness and provided the financial support to create the first formal  association to coordinate and support to Housing Help sector and the Housing Help Association of Ontario (HHAO) was born! The HHAO’s aim is to provide support for vital community-based Housing Help services to again have the opportunity to operate in a more coherent and integrated way; sharing knowledge, skills, program and policy development information with one another, levels of government and the general public. And, that will mean the difference between having a home, or not, for thousands of Ontarians.
Recent History of the Housing Help Association of Ontario 

In 2008, the Housing Help Association of Ontario (HHAO) was awarded a generous two year grant from the Ontario Trillium Foundation to make the dream of an association dedicated to supporting and coordinating Ontario Housing Help services a reality. Managers from the following Housing Help Centres formed the first executive committee dedicated to creating a sustainable association: Georgian Triangle Housing Resource Centre; Peterborough Housing Resource Centre; The Help Centre (Northumberland County); Sudbury Canadian Red Cross – Housing Help Program; Hamilton Housing Help Centre; COSTI-North York Housing Help; East York East Toronto Family Resources – East York Housing Help Centre & RENT.

Since 2008 we have held a Housing Help conference in Toronto and another in Kingston for Housing Help mangers and staff across Ontario, launched the first province-wide public Housing Help website at www.findhousinghelp.ca, developed  sustainable association governance, implemented leading edge online tools to develop communications across the province, increased general membership and actively engaged in the issues of housing and homelessness in partnership with all levels of government and other social service sectors. 

