
 

 

Extreme cold brings out the rescue squads 

Share the Warmth aids families Homeless patrols stepped up 
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When low-income families must choose between heating and eating, Edward de Gale rides to the 

rescue. 

This winter is shaping up to give him a bad case of saddle sores. 

"No one can survive in this climate without an adequate source of energy," said de Gale, executive 

director of Share The Warmth, the Toronto-based program he founded eight years ago to help poor 

families across the province pay their hydro and gas bills. 

Demand for help rose late last fall when hydro rates hit all-time highs. Even middle-class families were 

applying for aid. 

A decision by Queen's Park to temporarily freeze hydro rates stemmed the flow, but the bitterly cold 

winter is heating up the phone lines once again. Temperatures across the GTA have been below normal 

by five to 10 degrees for seven days in a row, and the cold snap is here to stay for at least another week, 

Environment Canada says. 

There's been a 25 per cent rise in applications for help from the program, which aided nearly 2,000 

households with utility payments last winter. 

But despite a healthy fundraising season and public donations, de Gale fears it may run out of money 

before winter runs out of cold. "We try to help the most vulnerable people in need," he said, "but 

without the support of the public, this program won't survive." 

Share The Warmth, a registered charity de Gale created in 1995 to honour his late mother, has assisted 

more than 20,000 people in 400 communities. 

Keeping power running and gas flowing to low-income households gives great satisfaction to the army 

of volunteers who help run the program, including many of de Gale's law school classmates who 

helped kick-start the program. 

"It can be an embarrassing, frustrating and humiliating experience for people," de Gale said. "Many of 

them just put their head in the sand and hope for the best. That's when they get into trouble." 



And that's when they call Share the Warmth. 

Families, seniors, disabled people and those with terminal illnesses can apply once each heating season 

for help through social agencies. 

If approved, they don't get a cash payout. Instead, Share the Warmth makes payments — usually about 

$300 per household — directly to the utility. 

"With the crisis in the Middle East, you're seeing oil prices going through the roof," de Gale said. "It's 

happening at the worst possible time, when it's coldest here." 

The cold has also prompted the City of Toronto to extend its fourth extreme cold weather alert, issued 

last Thursday, through this Thursday, offering extra services to the homeless. 

Besides the city's 4,000-plus regular shelter spaces, 88 have been added in hostels and shelters, with 

increased street patrols through the Canadian Red Cross and Anishnawbe Health Street Patrol crews. 

"The risks associated with this continued deep freeze are obvious," said John Jagt, director of Toronto's 

Hostel Services. "Our challenge is to connect with every single individual who is homeless and hasn't 

linked with an appropriate service." 

A 24-hour helpline is set up to help homeless people and front-line workers find empty shelter beds and 

other services. Members of the public are also encouraged to call the 416-392-3777 hotline if they see a 

homeless person sleeping outside. 

Environment Canada climatologist David Phillips said many areas worldwide, like Scandinavia, India 

and Russia, have seen extreme cold this winter. Most of Canada is expected to suffer deeper cold for 

the next week to 10 days. 

"This cold air mass over Alaska and Yukon is like a sumo wrestler. He anchors his feet right here, 

muscling out any other kind of warm breezes. Once you are stuck with it, it just goes on day after day," 

he said. 

Yesterday's low of —15C was 7.5 degrees below normal but was still far from the record of —23.3C 

reached in 1939 and 1975. The month's coldest day ever was Jan. 4, 1981, at —31.3C. 

"There is just no relief in sight," Phillips said. "But, hey, we're Canadian. This is what we are famous 

for. After all, we're the second coldest country in the world, and it will certainly give some people the 

right to brag about it. Just get used to it." 

As for Share the Warmth, it has gotten used to surviving without help from the federal or provincial 

governments, something de Gale hopes will change. 

He met with Ontario Energy Minister John Baird last month to discuss creating a government-

sponsored energy assistance program but has not had a formal response. 

Share The Warmth's success is reflected in numbers that show only 15 per cent of those who get help 

ever apply for more. That's due in part to the counselling families get to work out payment strategies 

for all their bills. 

"It's not just throwing money at a problem," de Gale said. "It's looking at what a household needs to get 

by." 

Some utility companies let customers donate through their bills; some even match donations. You can 

also give online at http://www.sharethewarmth.org/ or by calling 1-900-565-9276. A $35 charge goes 

on your telephone bill, but the charity issues a tax receipt. 

 


