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THOSE WHO FAIL TO LEARN FROM HISTORY ARE 

DOOMED TO REPEAT IT: THE ONTARIO GOVERNMENT’S 

ATTEMPT TO REFORM LONG-TERM CARE 

 
For fifty years, Ontario’s institutional long-term care system has defied one government 

after another as it attempted to legislate reforms and enforce its own legal standards. 

 

Everything old is new again as the current government tries to convince Ontario citizens 

that having the ability to take over and manage a long-term care facility is actually a new 

initiative.  It is not.  The Minister has had the ability to take over facilities since the 

1980’s by using the Health Facilities Special Orders Act1 – a fact of which the current 

Ontario government appears unaware. 

 

In 1983 there were childrens’ nursing homes in Ontario and children were dying in them 

of dehydration, malnutrition and hypothermia.  Over 500 children were found by what 

was then the Ontario Association for the Mentally Retarded to be living in private, for-

profit facilities.  Many of those children were found in very poor condition. 

 

These were the conditions described in the Ark Eden Nursing Home in Stroud, Ontario: 

“The minister tabled an inspection report in the legislature that the home, which 

accommodates mentally retarded patients aged seven to 30, could 'pose a risk to the 

nutritional well-being of residents.' It deplored such operational deficiencies as 

inadequate bed size and generally dirty conditions. The report said food at Ark Eden 

was 32 percent below the minimum required in meat; 21 percent short of the minimum  

 

                                                      

1 The purposes of this Act are: 

1.  To enable the Minister to act expeditiously to prevent, eliminate or reduce harm to any person, an adverse 
effect on the health of any person or impairment of the safety of any person caused or likely to be caused by the 
physical state of a health facility or the manner of operation of a health facility. 

2.  To enable the Minister to act expeditiously where the conduct of a licensee or of an officer or director of a 
corporate licensee affords reasonable grounds for belief that the health facility is not being or is not likely to be 
operated with competence, honesty, integrity and concern for the health and safety of persons served by the 
health facility.  R.S.O. 1990, c. H.5, s. 2. https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90h05 
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for fresh fruit and juices; 24 percent deficient in terms of vegetables; and 18 percent 

below the minimum required milk supplement.” (UPI Archives, 1983). 

 

In March of 1982 a coroner’s inquest was held into the death of Yves Soumelidis, only 

21, who was found to have died of “pneumonia, stemming from hypothermia and a 

depressed physical state”.  Minister Larry Grossman of the Davis government moved to 

revoke the license, immediately relocate the 42 children in Ark Eden, and if not moved 

by March 31st the Minister said he would take over the facility.  He also sent in 

investigative inspection teams of more than two inspectors each into 18 other children’s 

nursing homes (UPI Archives, February 19, 1983).  

  

In July, 1983, the Minister did take over Ark Eden (Toronto Star, 1983) 

Residents left in filthy conditions, not being fed enough or given water, inspectors being 

ordered in, government takeover of the facility. 

 

Does all of this sound familiar?  If not, read the military report.2  Residents alleged to be 

dying of malnutrition and dehydration, filthy conditions, numerous other breaches of the 

Act – nothing having apparently changed in fifty years, except that now the residents 

being described are older adults. 

 

Ontario continues to try to build its way out of the disaster that is the institutional long-

term care system believing that adding even more beds will somehow solve the problem.  

It won’t.  The next Minister will be faced with the same issues, and will have to try to fix 

the same problems.  

 

Except that they are not fixable.  The problem is institutionalization itself. The only way 

to eliminate the abuses in long-term care institutions is to eliminate the institutions as 

happened in the 1980’s as all the children were moved out of nursing homes, many into 

community placements. 

 

With at least a quarter of residents dying in long-term care facilities every year according 

to testimony by former Deputy Minister Richard Steele to the COVID-19 Long Term 

Care Commission, if the province funded a comprehensive system of in-home care, as so 

many other progressive jurisdictions have done, it could reduce reliance on the 

institutional system.   

 

If it paid family caregivers to look after loved ones at home, it could ease the staffing 

shortage and prevent even more people from being institutionalized.   

 

 

                                                      
2 May 14, 2020 the Canadian military produced a report of its staff’s observations in 5 LTCFs into which it was sent.  
The report is found here - https://www.macleans.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/JTFC-Observations-in-LTCF-in-
ON.pdf 
 

https://www.macleans.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/JTFC-Observations-in-LTCF-in-ON.pdf
https://www.macleans.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/JTFC-Observations-in-LTCF-in-ON.pdf


3 
 

 

If it instituted a Money Follows The Person program as exists in the United States people 

who want to leave these institutions could do so and purchase the services they need in 

the community.   

 

If it began funding municipalities and non-profits to provide small, non-profit, 

neighborhood-based community residences in every community, no one would have to 

enter a large institution (SSAO, 2021). 

 

What is stopping them?  Why has this government failed to learn from history?  And why 

is it therefore doomed to repeat it?   

 

Bill 37 will solve nothing because like all of its predecessors it will be unenforceable no 

matter how many inspectors the government hires. 
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