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Kitchener-Waterloo

Advocates call for more shelter beds as cold

weather sets in, region says it knows there

aren't enough

'We have more people who are homeless than we have supports for,' regional

commissioner Peter Sweeney says

Aastha Shetty · CBC News · Posted: Dec 13, 2024 11:33 AM EST | Last Updated: December 13, 2024

The Region of Waterloo says it knows it does not have enough beds to help keep everyone out of the cold this

winter. But staff are working to open a new shelter and come up with plans for extreme weather situations.

(Spencer Platt/Getty Images)

As the cold weather sets in, the Region of Waterloo says it's opening a new emergency

overnight shelter in Kitchener to help keep people off the street and staff are asking for

more money in the 2025 budget for extreme and winter weather preparations.

But advocates say more still needs to be done.

The temporary shelter at 84 Frederick Street is being run by an organization called

Services and Housing In the Province, or SHIP. There are 37 beds available with the

capacity to add seven more beds during extreme weather conditions.

Including the temporary shelter, there are currently 589 shelter spaces at various

locations in Waterloo region's cities.
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But a point-in-time count done on Oct. 22 found more than 2,300 people in the

community are homeless — a number that has doubled in three years.

David Alton, a lived expertise facilitator at the Social Development Centre, says the

problem with opening more shelters is there appear to be barriers at the regional level.

"One barrier is a jurisdictional barrier," they said. The centre has asked if regionally

owned buildings like the one at 150 Main St. in Cambridge or part of the regional

headquarters building at 150 Frederick St. in Kitchener could be used to house people.

"These are regional properties, so you'd think that the region would be able to leverage

these properties to meet the crisis. But unfortunately ... control and access over those

properties is not determined by the community services department," Alton said.

It's not a question really of how

long it takes. It's just — if

there's nothing, what are you

going to do to stay warm? It's

part of the reason why in some

cities people ride transit

through the night because it's a

warm place.

- Jeff Willmer, A Better Tent City

Alton says that means bureaucracy has made it difficult to test out new ideas.

"Lower municipalities are not internalizing their responsibility to our unsheltered

neighbours," they said.

"Neither is the facilities department or the public health department or the health and

safety department, even Grand River Transit. Community services and partners have

asked Grand River Transit buses to run overnight. But GRT is putting too many barriers

to actually make that happen."

Region aware of bed shortage

Peter Sweeney, the commissioner of community services at the Region of Waterloo,

says they know 552 beds is not enough to help everyone.

"We are in a situation where we have more people who are homeless than we have

supports for, which is why we see a rise in encampments in the last number of years,"

he said.

More than 2,300 people are homeless in Waterloo region, new point-in-time

count finds
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A Better Tent City houses 50 people but volunteers say they need more cash to

keep it going

"The inflow into homelessness in this community continues to increase and will

continue to increase," Sweeney said. "Until we have the proper amount of affordable

and transitional housing, we are going to struggle with homelessness in this

community for a long time."

He says staff need a lot more resources to meet the region's goal to end homelessness

by 2030. It would require an investment of $245 million over the next five years.

Sweeney says they are asking regional council to approve an additional $500,000 in the

2025 budget as part of "an expansion package for the plan to end chronic

homelessness." The money will be put toward extreme and winter weather preparations

for the new year.

He says those experiencing homelessness currently have the following options if

seeking shelter: 

80 beds at The Bridges in Cambridge.

100 beds at the House of Friendship in Kitchener.

100 beds at the home of the old Schwaben Club.

30 beds at the Edith Mac Shelter in Kitchener.

50 cabins at the outdoor shelter at 1001 Erb's Road in Waterloo.

30 beds at the oneROOF shelter for youth in Kitchener.

10 beds at the Safe Haven Youth Shelter in Kitchener.

24 affordable housing spaces at the former Kinsmen Children's Centre in

Cambridge.

28 transitional housing spaces for Indigenous people at the K-W Urban Native

Wigwam Project.

80 transitional housing spaces on University Avenue in Waterloo.

20 beds at an emergency shelter for women in Cambridge.

The Region of Waterloo says 50 people experiencing homelessness are living at the shelter at 1001 Erbs Road in

Waterloo, Ont. Each cabin has its own heating unit. (Carmen Groleau/CBC)
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Those who want to access the shelters should call First Connect at 519-624-9133. It's

available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

The region has a list of warming centres on their website which includes most

municipal offices, libraries, community centres and malls during business hours. But

those warming centres are only open during daytime hours.

Limited options on freezing nights

While there are currently limited options for someone who can't find a warm place to

stay on a freezing night, one option is for people to make a friend at A Better Tent City.

It's a tiny home community that houses 50 people.

Ford pledges tough new legislation to dismantle homeless encampments

Province will 'always be there' for Guelph and Cambridge as they clear

encampments, premier says

Co-founder Jeff Willmer says each resident who lives there can check-in one guest to

stay with them and there's little to no notice required. But, he says, he realizes it's not a

solution that will help everyone who needs it.

"People are sort of resigned to the fact that there are limited options and they sort of

have to fend for themselves. Certainly there are lots of warming centres open during

the daytime. So that's a a reasonable solution during the daytime hours. But overnight,

the King Street shelter at the old Schwaben Club tends to be the one place people are

trying to get into and it's got limited capacity," Willmer said.

"It's not a question really of how long it takes. It's just — if there's nothing, what are

you going to do to stay warm? It's part of the reason why in some cities people ride

A man plays a guitar outside of a cabin in Kitchener's A Better Tent City, an initiative aimed at housing people

experiencing homelessness. (Submitted by Jeff Willmer)
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transit through the night because it's a warm place."
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Contact

www.linkedin.com/in/peter-
sweeney-55787817 (LinkedIn)

Peter Sweeney
Commissioner of Community Services
Kitchener, Ontario, Canada

Experience

Region of Waterloo
Commissioner of Community Services
June 2022 - Present (3 years 2 months)

YMCA of Three Rivers
CEO
October 2020 - June 2022 (1 year 9 months)
Waterloo Region, Guelph-Wellington, Stratford-Perth

YMCAs of Cambridge & Kitchener-Waterloo
CEO
September 2016 - October 2020 (4 years 2 months)
Waterloo Region

St. Joseph's Health System - International Outreach Program
President
September 2010 - August 2016 (6 years)

St. Mary's General Hospital Foundation
15 years 6 months

President
March 2004 - August 2016 (12 years 6 months)

Director of Communications
March 2001 - March 2005 (4 years 1 month)

Skills Canada - Ontario
Manager of Communications
March 2000 - March 2001 (1 year 1 month)

Education
Wilfrid Laurier University
MBA  · (2003 - 2006)
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Kitchener-Waterloo

Raised tracks and a new platform: What it will

take to build Waterloo region's new transit hub

'We have to lead transformational projects and this is one of them,' Coun.

Colleen James said

CBC News · Posted: Apr 17, 2025 9:35 AM EDT | Last Updated: April 19

A sign on Victoria Road N. near King Street W. notes a vacant lot is the future site of Region of Waterloo transit

hub. The region says Metrolinx has said it wants to begin work at the site in March 2026. (Kate Bueckert/CBC)

 comments

Construction of Waterloo region's new transit hub is set to begin in March 2026.

For real this time.

The transit hub at the corner of King Street W. and Victoria Street N. has been more

than a decade in the making. The region's acting commissioner of transportation

services Doug Spooner says Metrolinx is ready to get shovels in the ground in March

2026.

That means people will start to see demolition begin along the rail corridor this

summer, including parts of the former Rumpel Felt Co., building on Victoria St. N.

"We've also got some preparatory work for the Victoria Street modification project and

then we need to start getting the site ready," he said in an interview with CBC News
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Wednesday.

Spooner noted heritage aspects of the former factory will be maintained.

"We're looking for mixed-use, development, housing, community use or other uses of

that site," he said.

The region has also indicated it plans to pass a bylaw that would remove people living

in an encampment from the 100 Victoria St. N. site by Dec. 1 to begin remediation work

ahead of Metrolinx starting its work.

WATCH | Region makes plans to move forward with transit hub construction:

The Region of Waterloo says on-the-ground work to start building the transit hub at King Street W. and Victoria

Street N. in downtown Kitchener will begin in early 2026. That means Metrolinx and construction crews will be

on site. As part of that work, the region says it will have to move people living at an encampment at 100 Victoria

St. N. A new bylaw will go before regional councillors on April 23 that would, if passed, require the site to be

vacant by Dec. 1, 2025.

Region makes plans to move forward with transit hub construction

3 months ago 4:06
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Land purchases date back to 2008

The region began purchasing the 1.6 hectares of land in the area in 2008 with the goal

of building a multi-modal transportation hub.

In a Nov. 17, 2015 report to regional councillors, staff said the region had already

completed environmental assessments, a preliminary site design, heritage impact

assessment, urban design brief and a market scoping and sounding analysis.

The plan is to have it link walking and cycling trails, Grand River Transit buses, the ION

LRT, Via, and GO Transit.

After receiving $43 million from the province for the project in 2016, work was initially

supposed to begin in 2020.

It was then pushed to 2021.

Then pushed again to 2023.

Then, 2025.

Now, Spooner says, it's nearly go time and Metrolinx is expected to begin on-the-

ground work in March 2026.

Regional Coun. Colleen James, who is also the committee chair of the sustainability,

infrastructure, and development committee, said in an interview in December that the

new transit hub is necessary because the region expects to grow to one million

residents by 2050.

The region has shared this artist rendering of what the transit hub could look like when completed. (Region of

Waterloo)
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"We have to lead transformational projects and this is one of them," James said.

Raised tracks and a new platform

The work that needs to happen includes seeing Metrolinx raise a section of rail tracks

between King Street and Weber Street and relocate the train platform from the current

train station between Weber Street and Ahrens Street to its new spot at King Street

and Duke Street.

Metrolinx will also construct a diversion track behind 100 Victoria St. N.

The transit hub, called the Kitchener Central Transit Hub in a staff report set to go

before regional councillors at their meeting on April 23, is seen as an opportunity to

meld transit, residential and commercial space into one area.

"I like to think about the hub as a gateway to the region. So obviously there's a

connection from GO Transit rail and bus, but that comes into GRT buses and trains,

Neuron scooters and bikes, really all trips that you know, throughout the region can

start and end at the hub," Spooner said.

Region of Waterloo purchases land along Victoria Street as part of transit hub

project

Region starts search for builder of King-Victoria transit hub

As for whether this project will result in two-way, all-day GO trains between Kitchener

and Toronto, Spooner says that the two projects are separate.

"We know that the province continues to do work in the corridor between Toronto and

Kitchener. So we're hopeful that that will come online. But these projects are not tied

together at this point in terms of timelines," he said.

Rumpel Felt Company in Kitchener has heritage designation but the part of it not protected by that designation

will be demolished as the region plans to build its transit hub in the area. (Kate Bueckert/CBC)
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In a recent interview on CBC K-W's The Morning Edition with Craig Norris, Waterloo

MPP Catherine Fife was critical of the province and Metrolinx for not working faster to

bring two-way, all-day as well as weekend GO train service to Waterloo region.

"We have two universities and a college. We have students commuting back and

forth — the economic case for weekend and for faster and more reliable service is long

standing," Fife said. "We really need to see upgrades to that weekend service."
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How Metrolinx’s plan to deliver
European-style train service went off the
rails
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A passenger leaves the Cooksville GO Station on Monday, Aug. 26, 2024. | Paige Taylor White/The Canadian Press
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The surprise split of a partnership to transform rail travel in southern Ontario was the result of

a train wreck years in the making, sources say.

Five sources, including current and former Metrolinx employees, told The Trillium that its

relationship with Deutsche Bahn, the German state railway company contracted to help

massively expand GO train service, deteriorated quickly.

Three years after the GO Expansion project was announced, without explanation, Metrolinx

dropped Deutsche Bahn and another key partner, who together were supposed to run the

trains for the next 23 years.

Internally, Metrolinx told its employees that Deutsche Bahn failed to deliver on key milestones,

and that the project must now be scaled back to keep it within its “current funding envelope.”

Sources, however, say Deutsche Bahn pushed for ambitious, European-style changes, while

some of the Crown agency’s leadership resisted, insistent that things work differently in

Canada. Deutsche Bahn said Metrolinx ended the contract after a “significant realignment” in

the project’s scope.

As a result, sources say, what could have been a continent-leading regional transit project will

likely be downgraded to a more straightforward service expansion. Even those most

disillusioned with Metrolinx say it’s important — even exciting — but a major missed

opportunity, with years of work and untold millions of taxpayer dollars spent on a project

whose vision remains murky.

“It could have been an eight out of 10 railway on the global standard,” said one former

Metrolinx employee. “But now it's going to be five out of 10. It's going to be GO, but better,

instead of something new.”

‘This is nuts’

GO Expansion is a dull name for a monumental plan. 

Since 1967, GO trains have shuttled workers in the Greater Golden Horseshoe to and from

their jobs in downtown Toronto. Outside of rush hour, service is typically limited. 

In 2018, however, to contend with a rapidly growing population in the region, Metrolinx

prepared a business case for GO trains to run every 15 minutes, all day, both ways, on the core

lines that carry the most people in and out of Toronto: Lakeshore East and West, Kitchener,

Barrie and Stouffville. The diesel trains would be electrified, and several stations would be

expanded.

7/11/25, 1:46 PM How Metrolinx’s plan to deliver European-style train service went off the rails - The Trillium

https://www.thetrillium.ca/news/the-trillium-investigations/how-metrolinxs-plan-to-deliver-european-style-train-service-went-off-the-rails-10786705 2/15

157

https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/metrolinx-quietly-drops-deutsche-bahn-aecon-from-multibillion-dollar-go-expansion-project/article_e852345d-a0e9-48ed-87bc-ab13ae78314e.html?utm_source=the%20trillium&utm_campaign=the%20trillium%3A%20outbound&utm_medium=referral
https://assets.metrolinx.com/image/upload/v1667497052/Images/Metrolinx/GO_Expansion_FBC.pdf?utm_source=the%20trillium&utm_campaign=the%20trillium%3A%20outbound&utm_medium=referral


Essentially, the agency planned to take the first steps to transforming its commuter train

service into a European-style express regional rail system.

A map from the 2018 GO Expansion business case showing future predicted rail service. Metrolinx.

In 2022, the multi-billion-dollar plan became even more ambitious, calling for trains every

three to eight minutes at peak hours — and with the backing of Premier Doug

Ford's government, fully kicked into motion.

“When we first saw it, we were like, ‘This is nuts,’” one former Metrolinx employee said. They

and others were granted anonymity by The Trillium to allow them to speak freely and without

fear of reprisal from Metrolinx or their current employers. 

Publicly, Metrolinx was also excited. It pitched GO Expansion in 2022 as a project ”unlike

anything before in Canada,” comparing it to rail in London, Tokyo, Paris and Sydney.

The ambition was not to last. 

Metrolinx leadership, in internal town halls held this year and last, outlined plans to “descope”

GO Expansion to cut costs, focusing the project on the two train lines running along the shore

of Lake Ontario, delaying many improvements to unspecified future dates.
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While the agency’s GO Expansion web page still describes a plan for 15-minute service or

better on the main lines, sources mourned the more ambitious version of the project, which

they said would have made suburban cores feel fully connected to downtown Toronto, and

made rail a top choice for riders looking to travel within the Greater Golden Horseshoe.

“And I think that a lot of people within the agency didn't understand that,” a former Metrolinx

employee said. “Or they didn't want it.”

‘I don't think anyone really knows exactly what the vision is’

When GO Expansion kicked off in 2022, Metrolinx handed off building out the track, signalling,

and infrastructure for GO Expansion to ONxpress Transportation Partners. The conglomerate

was made up of Canadian construction company Aecon, French train manufacturer Alstom,

Spanish construction company FCC, and Deutsche Bahn.

The group would essentially handle everything but running the trains. Then, in January 2024,

Metrolinx outsourced that, too.

The agency contracted a subset of ONxpress called OOI, or ONxpress Operations Inc., to

operate and maintain GO trains for 23 years, starting on Jan. 1, 2025. OOI was made up mostly

of Deutsche Bahn with a minority stake held by Aecon.

Despite the stereotype of German efficiency, Deutsche Bahn has a dim reputation in Europe.

Recent analyses found that only between 62.7 per cent and 72 per cent of its trains arrive

without significant delays.

Still, the German system is far more advanced than Canada’s, where off-peak service is rare

and passenger trains have to give way to freight, said Ahmed El-Geneidy, a transportation

expert and professor of urban planning at McGill University.

“Their scale is way bigger than us — way, way bigger than us. So they manage a way more

complex operating environment than what we have,” El-Geneidy said.
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“There are a lot of people at GO that think running frequent trains in both directions is a kind

of a dilution of their mandate, or an unnecessary frill, or a waste of money,” one ONxpress

source said.

Even getting buy-in to improve service outside of rush hour was a “huge hurdle,” a former

Metrolinx employee said. “Trying to break that mould is really difficult.”

Sources said Metrolinx regularly pushed back against or added new requirements for

Deutsche Bahn’s GO Expansion proposals.

“They kept shifting the goalposts of what was considered acceptable,” a former Metrolinx

employee said. “So for ONxpress to get anything into service, it was basically impossible.”

A 2022 infographic proposing GO trains as little as every three minutes during peak service. Metrolinx.

This seemed to confuse Deutsche Bahn’s leadership, who thought they had been hired to take

a leadership role, according to three sources.

For example, Deutsche Bahn wanted to revamp how crews were scheduled through

automation, four sources said. Some crews spend long stretches of time deadheading or

otherwise not carrying passengers — some of which is unavoidable, but it could be improved,

several sources said. 
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In a series of monthly town halls this year and last viewed by The Trillium, the agency said it

was taking direct control over the project and would now focus on delivering a “minimum

viable product.” 

In a January 2025 town hall, Metrolinx executive vice-president Laura Kutisker-Jacobson

referred to a “reset” in which the agency “(took) ownership” of several responsibilities that were

once under ONxpress. 

“They had an opportunity to contribute, but really, Metrolinx is now in the steering seat when it

comes to these kind of high-level strategies,” Kutisker-Jacobson said in a town hall last month.

“And so we've called this the leaning in. We've called this, Metrolinx becoming the strategic

network operator.”

Originally, GO Expansion was supposed to build out capital projects (such as new tracks,

signalling and electrification work) on the Lakeshore East and West, Barrie, Kitchener and

Stouffville lines, as well as Union Station, said Lucia England, Metrolinx’s vice-president of

development and controls, in an October 2024 staff briefing.

Metrolinx has since “pivoted” to focus on Lakeshore East and Lakeshore West, which “generate

the most economic benefit,” she said.

The Barrie, Kitchener and Stouffville lines will be addressed in the next "phase" of the

minimum viable product, she said.
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Biographical notes
 

Maggie Helwig has published six books of poetry, two books of essays, a
collection of short stories and three novels, Where She Was Standing (2001),
Between Mountains (2004), and Girls Fall Down (2008). A human rights activist
as well as a writer, she has worked for the East Timor Alert Network in Toronto,
the Women in Black network, and War Resisters' International. She is also an
Anglican priest, and has been at the Church of St Stephen-in-the-Fields in
Kensington Market since 2013.

Link to full curriculum vitae

Books Published

Girls Fall Down, Coach House Books, April 2008: novel
Between Mountains, Knopf Canada (Canada), Chatto and Windus (UK), 2004: novel
One Building In the Earth: New and Selected Poems, ECW Press, 2002: poetry
Real Bodies, Oberon Press, 2002: essays
Where She Was Standing, ECW Press, 2001: novel
Gravity Lets You Down, Oberon Press, 1997: short fiction
The City on Wednesday, Lowlife Publishing, 1996: poetry chapbook
Eating Glass, Quarry Press, 1994: poetry
Apocalypse Jazz, Oberon Press, 1993: essays
Graffiti for J.J. Harper, Lowlife Publishing, 1992: poetry chapbook
Talking Prophet Blues, Quarry Press, 1991: poetry
Because the Gunman, Lowlife Publishing, 1990: poetry chapbook
Eden, Oberon Press, 1989: poetry
Tongues of Men and Angels, Oberon Press, 1987: poetry
Walking Through Fire, Turnstone Press, 1983: poetry

11/30/25, 4:31 PM maggiehelwig.com: Maggie Helwig biography (short)

https://maggiehelwig.com/bioshort.php 1/1

296

https://maggiehelwig.com/bio.php
https://chbooks.com/Books/G/Girls-Fall-Down3
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/78306/between-mountains-by-maggie-helwig/9780307369536
http://www.ecwpress.com/book/one-building-earth-new-and-selected-poems
http://www.oberonpress.ca/titles/?v=2002#real_bodies
http://www.ecwpress.com/book/where-she-was-standing



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































