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I promised myself I would never re-visit the horrors I saw starting in 1981 in 

Ontario’s nursing homes - horrors that caused me to help organize Concerned 

Friends of Ontario Citizens in Care Facilities into the nursing home advocacy 

organization it became. Horrors that drove me to organize the Ontario Coalition for 

Nursing Home Reform.  Horrors that inspired me to, with the help of Dr. Birthe 

Jorgenson co-found the Advocacy Centre for the Elderly. 

But Ontario’s pandemic, which finally opened the horrors of these facilities to the 

light of day, led me back there in 2020 – 39 years later. 

It started the day my mother told me that she had “put” my grandmother, the 

woman who had literally raised me, into a nursing “home” in Ajax - a “home” 

where she was beaten by another resident while unable to defend herself because 

of a stroke.  He was just able to walk into her room because she had no privacy and 

no safety.  A “home” where she developed open sores on her back from being left 

lying in bed too long and not repositioned.  A “home” where she ended up being 

burned with a heat lamp left on those sores with her unable to move as it burned 

her. 

I called the inspection branch and got nowhere.  I called the MPP and got 

nowhere.  I called everyone, but got nowhere – much as many families have felt 

during this pandemic.  

But then I decided if it was the last thing I ever did, others would not have to suffer 

like my grandmother had. 

I organized others who felt the same way and together, using my clinical expertise, 

we set up site visit forms and we started going into these facilities and 

documenting what we saw.  We took pictures and recorded tapes of people 

screaming. It was like walking into the depths of hell. 
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The corridors were full of people with chair tray restraints keeping them locked in 

their chairs, drugged into oblivion with their heads lying on the trays.  Residents, 

sitting outside elevators that they could not escape into - some crying “nurse, 

nurse”, others crying “I want to go home”.  But no one ever went to them.  In many 

cases no one visited them. They just sat there, day after day. 

Those images will never leave me.  I still hear them weeping. 

I walked past rooms where naked people were being changed – doors wide open to 

the corridors –no dignity left them. 

I smelled the stench of urine, feces, and unwashed bodies, saw people left lying on 

bathroom and bedroom floors. 

I saw dining rooms with bars and chains across them so that no one could enter, 

people in wheelchairs sitting helpless unable to move and placed too close to 

others whose involuntary movements hit them, leaving bruises. 

I saw people with developmental disabilities kept in an outdoor fenced enclosure 

with barbed wire on top, like livestock, doors locked, unable to go inside, huddled 

in the cold. 

I saw other people - children with developmental disabilities left lying on mats on 

the floor in soiled diapers, the stench almost unbearable. 

In 1982 while working at what was then the Ontario Association for the Mentally 

Retarded, John Soumelidis, a man with a thick Greek accent came running into the 

offices shouting “they’re killing my son, they’re killing my son!”  Before the 

police could be called, I invited him into my office for tea and a deep breath, and 

asked him to tell me what he meant. 

His son, he said, was 21 years old.  He was being kept in a crib with bars on top so 

that he couldn’t even stand up.  He had contractures so bad that he could not hold 

anything in his hands.  His body was bent.  He was emaciated, and dehydrated and 

covered with insect bites.  John did not think they were feeding him or giving him 

water in he didn’t know how long. 

Because of what had happened to my grandmother, I believed him and picked up 

the phone and called the manager of the Inspection Branch at the Ministry of 

Health demanding that he send in an inspector.  He refused.  I warned him that 

either he could do so, or I was driving up there in my official capacity with a Globe 
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and Mail reporter with me.  He sent the inspector in.  She took one look at Yves 

and had him and others transported to hospital.  Yves died and so did Richard 

Thomas, another resident. 

I demanded a meeting with Larry Grossman, Health Minister under the PC 

government of Bill Davis.  His executive assistant said he was busy.  I told him I 

had written a brief describing conditions in nursing homes for Concerned Friends 

and he and the Minister needed to read it.  He told me he was flying to Thunder 

Bay that day so I suggested he read it on the way.  He did. 

That led to a meeting being organized with Minister Grossman and the Board of 

Concerned Friends in an upstairs dining room at Czarda – a Hungarian restaurant 

that used to be located on Bay Street.  During that dinner I sat next to Mr. 

Grossman and told him that there were children living in nursing homes who were 

dying of malnutrition, dehydration, and being left in cage cribs.  I told him about 

the Jewish Holocaust survivor who lived in a Toronto nursing home, tied to his 

chair left in soiled diapers, who told me that he wished he had of died in the 

concentration came he was liberated from less than 40 years earlier rather than end 

up like that.  I told him what I had seen, smelled, and heard in these facilities.  It 

was not polite dinner conversation. 

Mr. Grossman told me he would take over Ark Eden and close it down if he had to, 

and I asked him “what about the rest?”  “What will you do about the rest?”  He 

said he would give the inspection branch real teeth.  

I told him about the power of the long term care industry and how the people who 

ran the chains just cared about money and didn’t care what happened to the 

people.  I told him that they would take him to court to stop him and that he did not 

have the power he thought he did.  

His response?  “I’m the Minister!” But days later he found out that I was right. He 

lacked the legal authority to stop nursing homes from killing children…in 

Ontario….in 1982.  He had to help in the writing of the Health Facilities Special 

Orders Act, still on the books in Ontario, to give him the power to act.  

He did act, first against Ark Eden, then against the other childrens’ nursing homes, 

and he made inspection reports public – the first time in Ontario that had happened. 

Mr. Grossman rose in the Ontario Legislature on February 18, 1983 as I sat in the 

gallery, and this was the exchange that was documented as one of the most tragic 

days in Ontario’s history: 



4 
 

ARK EDEN NURSING HOME 

Hon. Mr. Grossman: Mr. Speaker, during the review -- 

Mr. McClellan: Mr. Speaker, we do not have the statement yet. 

Hon. Mr. Grossman: Pardon me? 

Mr. Speaker: They do not have their statements. 

Hon. Mr. Grossman: Here it comes. I am sorry. It is on its way. 

Mr. Speaker: Has everybody received his copy? 

Hon. Mr. Grossman: Mr. Speaker, during the review of my ministry’s estimates, 

members of the standing committee on social development discussed with me some 

quite disturbing evidence which my ministry was reviewing concerning conditions 

under which residents were living in the Ark Eden Nursing Home at Stroud. 

At that time, I told the committee I was appalled by some of the allegations made at 

the inquest into the death of Yves Soumelidis, a 21-year-old retarded man who was 

living at Ark Eden which is a nursing home licensed by my ministry. I promised to 

have the home inspected once again and share the results of the inspection with 

members of the committee. I will now table that report with the House. It indicates 

conditions we simply will not tolerate. 

I have advised the operators of the home I do not intend to renew their licence to 

operate a nursing home when that licence expires on March 31. It is our intention 

to begin immediately to relocate all the residents of the home. This will be done in 

a humane way on the basis of medical assessments being carried out today by Dr. 

Donald Zarfas, professor of mental retardation at the University of Western 

Ontario, and Dr. Peter Rastogi, a paediatrician at Surrey Place Centre here in 

Toronto. 

If, by March 31, all the remaining residents cannot be relocated to proper 

facilities, the Ministry of Health will assume control and operation of the home to 

protect the health and safety of the residents until it is vacated. 

We have never taken action of this sort before but it is clear from a review of the 

inspection reports that the owners have not fulfilled the commitments they made to 

this ministry when they acquired the licence for the home three years ago. They 



5 
 

have consistently failed to correct identified shortcomings which could affect the 

health, safety and welfare of residents. 

As I indicated to the social development committee, we have reorganized our 

inspection service and we simply will not permit conditions in any health care 

facility in this province which could jeopardize the wellbeing of those it serves. 

It may well be that further authority will be needed to ensure the success of this 

policy, but I hope I can count on the support of all members for any effort to 

ensure that adequate standards of care and safety are enforced here and elsewhere 

(Hansard, February 18, 1983).” 

It was a historic moment because Larry Grossman did take over Ark Eden.  His 

new Director of the Inspection Branch oversaw the removal of all the children 

from that facility.  An inquest was called into the death of Yves Soumelidis and the 

jury found that he had died of “natural causes” with contributing factors of 

dehydration, malnutrition, and hypothermia.  His brother, John, was brought home 

with funding assistance from the Ministry of Community and Social Services. 

Mr. Grossman was removed as Health Minister by the Premier, William Davis, and 

Keith Norton appointed in his place.  Mr. Norton opened a chronic care hospital in 

Whitby.  My grandmother died there in a room overlooking the Whitby harbour 

where she would watch the boats and received good care from dedicated nurses. 

Later these chronic care hospitals were eliminated. 

Nothing would have happened had it not been for the support of people like Bruce 

Land at CUPE, all of the people in those early days who joined the Ontario 

Coalition for Nursing Home Reform, the reporters, horrified at what they saw, who 

told the horrendous stories and documented the abuses in these facilities on the 

front pages and televised reports – much as we are seeing again now.  Nothing 

would have happened had it not been for the NDP MPP’s who collected the 

evidence through requests on the Order papers, who rose in the Legislature to 

challenge the government, who went the extra mile to demand change – much as 

we see happening again. 

As much as was gained, these were not happy endings because the battles wore on 

to reform this system. 

With the advent of the Peterson Liberal government a new Health Minister, 

Murray Elston, acted.  He agreed to Concerned Friends’ demands for a Bill of 
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Rights in the Nursing Homes Act, to mandatory reporting of abuse and neglect, to 

family and residents’ councils, to better financial accountability, to public 

inspection reports.  

The Liberal Attorney and Solicitor Generals asked the OPP to launch a province 

wide police investigation of these facilities after Dr. Jorgenson wrote her Crimes 

Against The Elderly in Nursing Homes report based on what she found in 

Concerned Friend’s files.  Serious criminal charges were laid. 

But the Liberals also eliminated the prosecution policy that Minister Grossman had 

introduced.  They ended the tenure of the Crown Attorney that had been cross 

appointed by the Attorney General to prosecute nursing homes that repeatedly 

violated the law. 

And things went right back to the way they were. 

The press continued to document the horrific stories reported by families, but 

nothing changed.  Residents continued to suffer and die, but nothing changed. 

The power of the long term care industry was too strong.  

Too much money, too many connections. 

Over many years I personally conducted hundreds of site visits in facilities all over 

Ontario.  Everywhere I travelled for the Ontario Association for the Mentally 

Retarded, I visited nursing homes – in literally every county, until I just couldn’t 

do it anymore.  Everywhere I found the same human devastation.  It did not matter 

if the facilities were newer and cleaner, or the staff tried, the effects of 

institutionalization were everywhere.  Haunted eyes, lonely cries, feelings of 

abandonment, neglect, abuse, the look and sound of old people and younger people 

with disabilities giving up on life. 

In addition to visiting, I started educating myself.  I read Warehouses For Death by 

Daniel Jay Baum, Tender Loving Greed, by Mary Adelaide Mendelson in the 

U.S.  I reviewed hundreds of inspection reports. 

At that time there were 331 facilities in Ontario with about 30,000 people in their 

care.  Now there are over 600 with over 78,000 people in their care as the steady 

march of institutionalization of age and disability continued unabated – the award 

of beds to big chains that was accelerated during the Harris government – licenses 

to print money.   
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But as the pandemic shows, nothing has changed. 

The same conditions that existed in 1982 are being documented again, this time in 

2020 and the three and a half decades before. 

Press exposes document the same problems as they had in the 1980’s – negligent 

care, abuse, neglect, horror stories of bed sores infested with maggots. 

I woke up one morning and felt like I was back in 1982 and knew that I had to 

try….again, to stop the horror. 

Again, I pulled together the people who had advocacy experience, some of whom 

had been there in the 1980’s, many of us now in our 70’s.  Most of us not wanting 

to believe that almost forty years had passed and the same conditions were present. 

Once again there was a PC government with too close ties to the nursing home 

industry it was supposed to license, fund, and inspect. 

In the 1980’s the manager of the nursing home branch had gone to work for a large 

nursing home chain after leaving the Ministry of Health.  Inspectors left to work 

for them as well.  The woman who had been head of a large corporate chain 

became the head of the civil service in Ontario and remains in a key position 

today.  Today two provincial premiers and one deputy premier have senior 

positions in the long term care industry. 

Nothing has changed.  Not the horror stories, not the press exposes, not the weak 

inspection branch, not the too close relationship between the government and the 

industry it is supposed to regulate. 

It is the worst kind of déjà vu. 

Today, a new advocacy group – Seniors For Social Action Ontario –recognizes 

that just tampering with this system – increasing staffing in it, renovating the 

facilities, putting in air conditioning and spending millions to do it will not cure the 

problem, because the problem is three pronged – institutionalization itself; 

allowing profit to be made at the expense of vulnerable people; and ensuring that 

these facilities are not properly inspected and that the law is not enforced. 

The only answer now is for government to begin funding alternatives to these 

warehouses for death. 
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The system is at a point where it is falling in on itself.  No one wants to work there 

anymore.  Families are afraid to put loved ones in there.  No one trusts the 

government to protect the people there – it has lost its legitimacy. 

It is time to finally reform long term care – for good.  Create the alternatives that 

will reduce reliance on it and allow government to revoke the licenses of the worst 

facilities. 

 Pay the people who know and love the residents the most to stay home and 

care for them.  In so doing ease the  staffing shortage, reduce the risk of 

infection, and positively answer residents’ cries “I want to go home” with 

action; 

 Introduce a “money follows the people” approach as exists under Medicaid 

in the United States where people with disabilities can now leave institutions 

and have their funding follow them; 

 Help non-profit agencies and municipalities acquire and renovate group 

homes in the community – with fenced yards, porches, patios and safe areas 

for people with cognitive disabilities to wander; 

 Start staffing apartments and condos 24/7 if need be, to allow people to stay 

at home. 

The alternatives exist.  But the public needs to demand them.  And the politicians 

need to drop their too close associations with this industry, re-locate their 

consciences, and finally do the right thing. 


