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Extreme heat is a growing issue for Hamilton tenants. For years, tenants have been raising
the alarm on unsafe conditions in rental housing during the hot summer months. Currently,
there are no laws provincially or municipally requiring air conditioning or that indoor
temperatures do not exceed a maximum temperature.

The climate crisis will mean heat events will continue to increase in intensity, duration, and
frequency. And it is well documented that those disproportionately affected by heat related
deaths and illness are seniors, people with disabilities, and low-income, racialized and tenant
communities.

In June, ACORN members voted to start a new campaign on the issue and organized over
the summer to discuss the impacts of extreme heat and put together policy demands for
the City of Hamilton. 

This report will provide an overview on the impact of extreme heat, what other jurisdictions
are doing, testimonials from ACORN members, share the results from our extreme heat
tenant survey and demands for the City of Hamilton.

The City of Hamilton has the power to ensure rental housing is safe during heat events.
ACORN will be working with its allies to demand the city move quickly to pass local
legislation.

 

Executive 
Summary



What is ACORN?

ACORN Canada (Association of Communities for Reform Now) is a multi-issue, mass-based
community and tenant union of low- to moderate-income people. The purpose of the union is to
give power to people so that they can have their voices heard at the highest levels of the
country. With chapters across the region, province, and across the country, ACORN is able to be
both a local-based union winning local campaigns, as well as a large organization combining
forces to fight national corporations and governments that are at the root of most of our
problems.

ACORN Hamilton started in 2017 and has grown to four chapters across the city since then:
Downtown, Mountain, East End and Stoney Creek.



Introduction

 

Hamilton is getting hotter and residents that live in rental housing are struggling to keep cool.
The climate crisis will result in more and longer heat events in Hamilton, increasing the risk of
heat related death and illness for vulnerable community members. Instead of recognizing the
threat of extreme heat and providing safe housing, many Hamilton landlords are restricting or
preventing altogether a tenant’s ability to keep cool. 

During ACORN community meetings, tenants have been sounding the alarm in recent years of
landlords imposing new rules around air conditioning use and other barriers such as cost.
Access to cooling is no longer a luxury, it is a necessity. 

In July 2022, ACORN members voted to start a new campaign on the issue of extreme heat. Over
July and August, members hosted two community meetings to discuss the issue and plan out the
launch of the campaign. 

Existing rules
In Ontario, under the Residential Tenancies Act, tenants must have access to vital services such
as heat, hot and cold water, and electricity. Currently, the regulations do not include air
conditioning as a vital service.

In Hamilton, there is a minimum heat bylaw. Landlords are required to supply adequate and
suitable heat from September 15 to May 15 of each year. Temperatures must be at least 20℃ in
all spaces where people live. 

Despite pressure from tenant groups and even the Ontario Human Rights Commission, the
current Ontario provincial government has refused to bring in provincial rules to protect tenants
from extreme heat. In a recent statement the Ministry of Housing has said "Municipalities
establish and enforce bylaws for property standards, which set out operation and maintenance
standards for rental housing, including air conditioning,".

While provincial legislation would ensure all Ontario tenants benefit, there is no indication that
this is a priority for the current government. It will fall on municipalities to respond.

 



 

The City of Hamilton has the power to protect tenants from extreme heat. The health and
wellbeing of thousands of renters is at stake. 

ACORN looks forward to working with our allies, Councillors and city staff to make Hamilton a
leader on this issue and pass the first maximum heat bylaw in Ontario.

 

Tenant Rights 
1) Can I have an Air Conditioner? 
Check your lease!

Does it say that you require the landlord's consent to have an AC? If not, the
landlord cannot dictate whether you can have an AC in your home. If you don't
have a written lease, then the landlord cannot prevent you from having an AC. 

Even if your lease says you can't have AC, if you have had your AC unit installed for
a long period of time, with the landlord's knowledge, and they have never said
anything about it, it may be possible to argue that the landlord has given "implied
consent".

2) Can the landlord introduce a new AC unit charge all of a sudden?
Possibly. If you pay for electricity yourself, then the landlord cannot charge you
extra for AC. If the landlord pays for electricity and the lease doesn’t say anything
about additional AC charges, they cannot charge you more.

But, if the landlord pays for electricity, and your lease agreement says there may
be an additional charge for using AC, then they may be able to charge you extra –
although they cannot impose a one-time charge for the whole season, it must be
a monthly charge. You can negotiate the charge with your landlord.
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Increase in number of +30℃ days
Increase in number and length of heatwaves
Increase in length of the hot season

What is extreme heat?
The City of Hamilton considers a heat event when two or more consecutive days with daytime highs
greater than or equal to 31℃ and nighttime lows greater than or equal to 20℃ or Humidex of 40℃ or
greater.

As the impacts of climate change worsen, as per the 2021 Climate Science Report Prepared for
the City of Hamilton by ICLEI Canada, Hamilton is expected to see:

Heat related risks 
At most risk are people with disabilities, older people and low-income, Indigenous, Black and other
racialized communities that have little or no access to air conditioning and are more likely to live in
areas with fewer parks and shaded outdoor areas (Ontario Human Rights Commision).

Extreme heat can cause heat exhaustion, heat cramps, heat stroke and death, but also exacerbate
pre-existing chronic conditions, particularly heart and respiratory diseases.

What is extreme heat?

https://newsinteractives.cbc.ca/features/2022/heat-island-solutions/


Develop guidelines and incentives for homeowners and landlords to improve the
resilience of residential buildings to climate-related risks through upgrades and/or
retrofits.
Develop and implement a response program for vulnerable populations to protect residents from
climate-related risks (i.e. extreme cold, extreme heat, etc.).
Consolidate existing vulnerable persons’ contact lists and update/expand them to guide emergency
response and/or other assistance programs.
Coordinate local efforts to address excessive indoor temperatures in rental housing.
Align ongoing efforts within the City to continue expanding affordable housing to protect vulnerable
populations to reduce climate-related impacts from extreme weather and temperatures. 
Establish buddy systems/help-your-neighbour programs to implement during extreme weather
events. 

Hamilton’s climate adaptation plan

Hamilton declared a Climate Emergency in 2019 to recognize that the impacts of climate change are
here in the city and will increase over the 21st century. 

In August 2022, the City of Hamilton approved its Climate Change Impact Adaptation Plan which
identifies extreme heat as a priority climate change impact. 

The plan includes the following actions related to extreme heat in rental housing:

What is Hamilton  doing?



Maximum heat bylaws

Some Ontario cities like Mississauga and Ajax do require landlords to keep indoor air
temperatures not above 26 degrees Celsius BUT only if air conditioning is provided by the
landlord. Currently there are no Canadian examples of a maximum heat bylaw (requiring
landlords to provide cooling) for rental housing but several jurisdictions in the United States have
passed local legislation.

To date, several cities in the United States require landlords to provide air conditioners for their
tenants such as Tempe, Arizona, Dallas, Texas and Montgomery County. 

What are other
jurisdictions doing?

Montgomery Country has a population of just over 1 million outside of
Washington, DC
Bill 24-19, Landlord – Tenant Relations – Obligations of Landlord – Air
Conditioning was passed in February 2022
Law requires that property owners “supply and maintain” air conditioning
service at 80 degrees Fahrenheit or less during the summer months 

Case study: Montgomery, Maryland

https://www.tempe.gov/government/community-development/code-compliance-open-m-i-n-d/landlords-and-renters/violations/owner-tenant-building-requirements/thermal-environment#:~:text=Every%20rental%20housing%20unit%20shall%20have%20cooling%2C%20under%20the%20tenant's,degrees%20(82%C2%BA)%20Fahrenheit%2C%20if
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/investigations/2009/10/07/dmn-problem-solver-renters-have-options-when-the-air-conditioner-doesn-t-get-fixed/


Methodology
In order to understand the issues tenants are facing during extreme heat, Hamilton ACORN
undertook a survey between July 13 2022 and August 29 2022. The survey was shared and filled
out by ACORN members and tenants through community meetings, outreach, phone banking
and social media. In total, 120 individual surveys were collected from 79 different apartment
addresses. 66% of respondents reported an annual household income of under $60,000.

Key takeaways from the survey:

1) Extreme heat impacts many Hamilton tenants
70% of survey respondents reported being impacted by extreme heat in their home.

The top 5 ways that heat impacted tenants was poor sleep, fatigue, headaches, and inability to
concentrate and complete tasks. 

22 individual respondents reported suffering from heat stroke in their apartment.

Survey Results



2) A significant percentage of respondents reported no access to in-suite air conditioning

30% of respondents shared that they do not have access to air conditioning in their apartment. 

The biggest barriers to access air conditioning were cost (purchase of an AC and utilities) and
restrictions by landlords. 

Tenants reported that their lease didn’t allow AC use, were threatened with eviction if they didn’t
take their window AC out, unable to safely install a window AC, and extra fees required to use AC.

Using fans was the most popular way to cope for tenants without AC (55 respondents). 18
respondents without AC shared they go to indoor community or public spaces to keep cool during
the day.

Of the tenants that do have air conditioning, 51% have window, 32% portable and 17% central air
conditioning. 61% reported that the cost of utilites was included in their rent.

Survey Results



3) Tenants are extremely concerned about the impacts of climate change in their
communities. 

82% of tenants said they were ‘very concerned’ about climate change in relation to rising
temperatures.

4) Tenants are unsure of their rights as it relates to their ability to keep cool at home.

67% of respondents said they do not know their rights as a tenant on this issue. 

5) Tenants agree that action needs to be taken to protect tenants from extreme heat.

98% of respondents agree that tenants have the right to be cool and safe in their apartment during
the hot summer months.

Survey Results

 

 



Campaign Demands

The bylaw needs to apply to all rental housing (all densities, market and social housing)
26 degrees has been recognized by other jurisdictions as a maximum indoor temperature
but development of the bylaw should include consultation with tenant, housing
organizations and health professionals to determine the maximum temperature.
Support from Hamilton’s licensing department to ensure landlord compliance
Similar to Hamilton’s minimum heat bylaw, financial penalty for landlords who fail to
comply with the maximum heat bylaw.

Similar to the development of the Home Retrofit Program (HERO) for homeowners,
Hamilton needs a program for landlords to reduce energy consumption and retrofit older
market affordable housing stock to adapt to a hotter climate.

More drinking fountains.
Improvements to Hamilton’s tree canopy especially in low- and moderate-income tenant
communities.

To better understand the extent of the problem and to demonstrate the urgent need for
local action on extreme heat, we need better information. ACORN will be submitting a
request to the coroner that they begin recording heat related deaths. ACORN expects the
City of Hamilton to make a similar supporting request of the coroner, and to petition the
provincial government to enact the same across Ontario.

ACORN’s survey results demonstrate the impact of extreme heat on tenants and
the urgent need for policy to ensure rental housing does not exceed unsafe
temperatures. Below are Hamilton ACORN campaign platform demands:

1.The City of Hamilton needs to develop and implement a maximum heat bylaw for
rental housing.

 2. The City of Hamilton needs to develop a municipal program to support retrofits
at market rental housing.

3. The City of Hamilton needs to expand measures in community and public spaces
for Hamilton residents to keep cool when outside the home.

4. The City of Hamilton needs to track heat-related deaths and illness



I live downtown, at Saint John Place Apartments, and DMS is the property management.
Extreme heat in my apartment affects every part of my daily life. I can't bear to be in my
apartment from 4:00pm to an hour after sundown. It's quite a challenge to be in the
apartment at the time because of heat waves. I'm currently experiencing this, right now the
temperature is 29 degrees Celsius, and it hasn't been below 28 in about four days. It affects
my sleep which affects my mental state, I always feel exhausted and sometimes confused. 

I have a window air conditioner, but my landlord threatened me with eviction if I put it in.
When I originally moved into the building 18 years ago everyone had window air conditioners.
Some people paid seasonal fees for it. It's the only way for anyone to make their apartment
livable. But the management underwent window repairs which were decades overdue, and
once they were done, they prohibited window air conditioners, and purposely sized the
windows too small so the air conditioners would not fit. 

They were blaming the fact they had to replace the windows past their expected lifetime on
air conditioners but it's just so that their buildings look better cosmetically. I was helping a
fellow tenant who was going to be evicted because of her window air conditioner. She would
die without AC because she had heart problems. The property management still took her to
the landlord tenant board for eviction, citing a clause that said, “the landlord has to give
permission for the use of an appliance.” But that's contrary to the fact that they had signed
people up to pay for AC prior to this, prior to the window renovation. They had previously
given people permission for AC. This was a medical necessity for her and yet they were willing
to evict her. 

Everyone had AC for 40 years prior to the new windows. Now, the landlord is putting up a few
times a summer saying window AC is prohibited, and sending nasty letters to tenants saying
they needed to remove their AC, or they would face legal action. I want the landlord to know
that ventilation and AC are both instrumental to maintaining one's health. Not only just
comfort but they are literally health needs. 

I’m concerned about climate change. If you read anything on climate change it is predicted to
get worse. I'm a First Nations person and you can ever just tell from the plant life how much is
changing, and the arctic is much worse off, we’re seeing ice that hasn't been exposed in
thousands of years. 

"I have a window air conditioner,
but my landlord threatened me
with eviction if I put it in."

ACORN Member
Testimonial: 

Jay S. 



"It's not fair
that AC is
affordable
for some
people,

while for
many

people it is
not."

I live downtown, near Main and Wellington, and my property management is Magna Property
Management. The heat in my apartment affects me quite a bit, it makes me tired and gives me
a headache as well. I don’t have access to central air conditioning in my home. 

I did have a portable cooler which sat on the floor, and I have a tube that sits out the window,
but I found it was only cooling the bedroom and the tube wasn't fitting, it was annoying. This is
the main reason I don't have air conditioning; I haven't picked up another one. 
Cost is a barrier in Hamilton now for many people. It is expensive for a lot of tenants. A lot of
people would need help installing it [air conditioning], if they were able to have access to it
that is. Everyone should be allowed to put one in if they want to. 

I'm very concerned about climate change. People's health, the environment, all these things
will be affected. There are problems that arise from climate change, like floods, and droughts.
I'm very concerned about that. Especially because I don't think the city of Hamilton provides
fair access to air conditioning, I have heard landlords are making people take out their air
conditioners. It's not fair that it's affordable for some people but for many people it's not. The
city could provide a subsidy for people to be able to afford it in the hotter months for low-
income individuals and seniors. The city could have a maximum temperature, a certain
temperature bylaw of what is considered safe, so if the temperature is at a certain heat, the
landlord would be required to provide air conditioning.

ACORN Member
Testimonial: 

Lara Friedrich
 



"You should
be more
worried

about your
tenants

than money
in your
pocket."

ACORN Member
Testimonial:

Elizabeth Scott

I live in Stoney Creek, at 2520 Barton St. My management is Golden Equity Properties. My
household income is about 20,000 a year. The heat in my apartment affects my health. When I
get overheated I get migraines. Sometimes, it feels like I’m in an oven. It affects my sleep. I
have problems sleeping at night because it’s too hot.

I could have access to AC but I can't afford the hydro bill. Cost is the major barrier for me. Last
summer, for one month, my hydro bill was almost a hundred dollars and I had three AC’s
going in my apartment. If I could, I would tell the landlord, well, do you want to see your
tenants die in a heat wave? Or from heat stroke? You should be more worried about your
tenants than money in your pocket. I’m pretty concerned about climate change. This
summer's going to be hot, next summer is going to be even hotter because of climate change. 

The City of Hamilton doesn't provide fair access to air conditioning, either. In Hamilton, there's
places that you can cool down in Downtown, but in Stoney Creek, there's only a mall and even
then, you still need to walk to the mall in the heat, and it could cause a heat stroke just from
walking from your apartment to the mall. It could also cause you to get sick from changing
temperatures so quickly, but if you were in your apartment you wouldn't have to worry about
that. I'd like to see mandatory central AC in buildings, and more locations for cooling centres
which are not a long distance of a walk.



"I don’t
think the

City of
Hamilton
provides

fair access
to AC." 

I live in Stoney Creek, and my property management is Effort Trust. My apartment gets very
hot when the sun is going down, it heats up my apartment and I don't have air conditioning of
any kind. I don’t want to remain in my apartment when it is hot. I leave, and I go to the mall
where it’s cooler and the library. That’s how I am coping with the heat. My building is not 
allowed window units or free standing units. It has to do with the age of the building; the
window’s can’t accommodate window units. If I could, I would ask landlords in Hamilton  if they
would be interested in subsidizing the cost of a freestanding unit. It's too expensive to get a
unit myself, and it would jack up my hydro bill. 

I am very much concerned about climate change, I think it's going to be something we will
have to deal with soon on a permanent basis and we need legislation to keep the apartments
at a livable temperature, just as we have laws for warmth in the winter, we need legislation for
cooling in the summer. I can see something like that happening going forward.

There has been no conversation between the landlords and tenants at my building regarding
AC. My neighbour next to me installed a window unit and that is what other people did too,
that is what prompted management to put up posters all over the public areas informing us
that we cannot have window units. . 

I don’t think the City of Hamilton provides fair access to AC. Personally, I think this issue is
relatively new, it’s happening because of the extreme heat we are experiencing now but this
will become a permanent problem going forward. They have announced in the newspapers
information about pool and splash pads and mentioned cooling at community centres, but
that's not accessible to everyone. The people most at risk such as older people are less mobile
and they are the ones stuck in the apartment. I leave the apartment and come back, but not
everyone can do that. I would demand that the city puts some consideration into those of us
who live in buildings.

ACORN Member
Testimonial:

Arnim



Closing

Climate change means heat events will continue to increase in intensity, duration, and
frequency. Urgent action is required to protect low- and moderate-tenant communities from
the impacts of extreme heat. 

The City of Hamilton has the opportunity to be a leader on the issue and use its municipal
powers to ensure indoor temperatures in apartments are safe during the summer months.

ACORN will be working with its allies to urge the city to move quickly to develop and pass a
maximum heat bylaw.

We need the city to put the health and safety of tenants ahead of the profit of landlords and
developers. ACORN demands housing and climate justice!

ACORN Contact Info

hamilton@acorncanada.org
905-393-5734

 56 Mulberry Street, Suite 8
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