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Q&A 
 

City to open Emergency Cooling Centres during Heat Warning 
 

  
Q1.  What is the City’s plan to provide heat relief this year? 
 
A1.  

The City’s 2020 Heat Relief Strategy has been updated in response to COVID-19 to 
better help residents keep cool and stay safe, provide targeted relief for the most 
vulnerable populations with highest risk of negative health outcomes during a heat 
event, and to maximize City and community resources.  
 
To ensure that emergency heat relief opportunities are available and accessible to 
those who may need it, a select number of Emergency Cooling Centres will open 
across the city during Heat Warnings. 
 
The Emergency Cooling Centres are offered to residents as a last resort, if they do 
not have access to a cool space and cannot keep cool in their home or outdoors. 
 
Streets to Homes outreach team is currently doing wellness checks for clients who 
live outdoors. During a Heat Warning, the Streets to Homes outreach team will 
continue with wellness checks and advise clients of the open Emergency Cooling 
Centre locations and the TTC assistance to get them to a site, provide them with 
water, and recommend if they stay outdoors to move to a shaded area. 
 

Q2. Why have the plans changed from last year (2019)? 
 
A2. 

Many city locations, including most Heat Relief Network spaces, are expected to 
stay closed during COVID-19. Residents are being advised to stay home when ill 
and limit contact through physical distancing to reduce the spread of COVID-19. 
 
For this reason, the City’s plan for heat relief this year has been modified and 
includes a select number of Emergency Cooling Centres that will open across 
Toronto during Heat Warnings. 
 
The focus for the City’s 2020 Heat Relief Strategy will be on providing targeted 
relief for the most vulnerable populations who will have the highest risk of negative 
health outcomes during a heat event.  
 



 

 

The City's response will focus on individuals experiencing homelessness, residents 
in apartment buildings without access to cooling, and those without access to 
cooling who must self-isolate due to COVID-19. 
 

Q3.  Why didn’t the City announce its plans earlier? 
 
A3. 

Due to COVID-19, the planning for the heat season is more involved than unusual 
and so the full Heat Relief Strategy for 2020 is being announced a bit later in the 
heat season (that typically starts May 15). We are working to be prepared as 
possible. 

 
Q4. What will be provided at the Emergency Cooling Centres? 
 
A4. 

Starting tomorrow (Tuesday, May 26) at 11 a.m., six locations will offer a publicly 
accessible, air-conditioned place to rest indoors and receive a cool drink. Staff who 
are trained to assist residents affected by the extreme heat are will be on hand. 
Strict infection prevention and control measures will be in place.  

 
Q5:  Why did we only open six centres? Why these six centres? 
 
A5. 

We opened six centres to provide a minimum level of service to the public.  
We need to balance the needs of residents regarding heat-related illness and 
COVID-19. We needed to be certain that our staff were ready with the necessary 
infection prevention and control measures to open centres safely. In the coming 
weeks, we will be training more staff and opening more centres across the city to 
improve coverage. 
 
These six centres were opened to find locations that had a good spread across the 
City and take advantage of community centres that are opening for bathroom and 
shower use already. 
 
  

 
Q6. What are the screening criteria that will be used at the Emergency Cooling 

Centres?  
A6.    

 Do you have any of the following symptoms: fever, cough, shortness of 
breath, sore throat, runny nose or are feeling unwell?  

 Have you been in close contact with someone who is sick or has confirmed 
COVID-19 in the past 14 days?  

 Have you returned from travel outside Canada in the past 14 days?  
 
Q7.  What will happen if someone fails the screening? 



 

 

A7.   
Individuals who have answered YES to any of the questions will be provided with a 
clean disposable face mask (non-medical) if they are not already wearing one, 
perform hand hygiene (before and after putting on the mask), and be directed to an 
alternate room/space within the cooling centre to separate them from others. 

 
We will also be encouraging individuals who screen YES to get tested at an 
assessment centre.  

 
Q8.  How will someone with confirmed or probable case of COVID-19 be handled? 
 
A8.  

Individuals who have answered YES to any of the questions will be provided with a 
clean disposable face mask (non-medical) if they are not already wearing one, 
perform hand hygiene (before and after putting on the mask), and be directed to an 
alternate room/space within the cooling centre to separate them from others. 
 
We will also be encouraging individuals who screen YES to get tested at an 
assessment centre.  

 
 
Q9.  What will happen once a centre is full? 
 
A9. We have mobile cooling available via TTC buses that are on standby. 
 
Q10. What is the Heat Relief Network? 
 
A10.  

In 2019, the City's Heat Relief Strategy took an all-summer approach to mitigating 
heat that increased access to cooling, especially for vulnerable groups. Residents 
were able to access approximately 270 cool, public spaces throughout the summer 
season as part of the Heat Relief Network, rather than occasional Cooling Centres. 
The expanded network included libraries, community centres, shelters, drop-ins, 
24-hour respite sites, and several private and non-profit organizations including 
some shopping malls and YMCA locations. 
 

Q11.  What is the difference between the Heat Relief Network and Emergency 
Cooling Centres? 

 
A11.  The Heat Relief Network:  

 Provided more than 300 spaces throughout the city that offer cooling. 
 Was accessible to the public all summer. 
 Was generally open to provide another primary function (e.g. recreation, 

programming, shopping, etc.). Heat relief was a secondary function. 
 

Emergency Cooling Centres: 



 

 

 Are only open during Heat Warnings. 
 Their primary function is to provide emergency heat relief for those who have 

no/limited other options. 
 Six locations across the city will initially open. 
 Have infection prevention and control measures in place, including physical 

distancing and PPE. 
 
Q12.  Why were the Emergency Cooling centres cancelled after 2018? 
 
A12. The effectiveness of the Cooling Centres was limited in 2018, the Cooling Centres 

were open for 16 days as a result of Heat Warnings being called. While the seven 
Centres provided a space to cool off, their use was variable and were not all as 
easily accessed in terms of their physical location as compared to more than 300 
City facilities that provide access to cool space all summer. 

The rationale for transitioning to a Heat Relief Network approach: 

 It provided more cooling spaces across the city, helping reduce barriers that 
may have prevented people from using the Cooling Centres. 

 Availability and access to a cool space is key to reducing potential health 
impacts from hot weather.  

 It was also an opportunity to incorporate heat relief into services that were 
already in place to support vulnerable populations, such as City-run drop-in 
services, and this would facilitate expansion of the services to those most at-risk 
of the health impacts. 

 
Q13. What should people do if they have COVID-19 or are required to self-isolate 

but they are experiencing heat-related illness in their home? 
 

A13.We will be able to accommodate people at the emergency cooling centres 
regardless of their COVID-19 status. 

 


