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Days of snowfall may have been inconvenient for
many, but it provided the perfect backdrop for the
Town of Aurora’s traditional Family Day weekend
extravaganza: Arctic Adventure. Held over two
days and two locations, a lumberjack show was
a highlight of Monday’s activities at Town Park
while (inset) Saturday’s participants, like Carman,
pictured here dressed as Disney’s Elsa, were able
to stay warm indoors atAuroraTown Square.
For more, see Page 20.

Auroran photos by Glenn Rodger %
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Week of February 20, 2025

Councillor formally calls for
re-think on men’s transitional
housing project

BY BROCK WEIR

There might still be a future for a men’s
emergency and housing
project in Aurora’s south end.

This month, following a motion put
forward last week by Ward 5 Councillor
John Gallo, local lawmakers could be
called upon to formally ask the Region
to re-submit its application for the 55-

transitional

Aurora approves
measures addressing

US Tariff Threats

BY SELENA LOUREIRO

Council has unanimously passed a
motion to amend its procurement by-
law, with changes designed to respond
to potential US tariffs and support
Canadian suppliers in procurement
processes.

The by-law amendment raises the
thresholds for low-value and mid-
value procurement bids, which do not
require open competition, to account

Continued on page 23

'RE/MAX

HALLMARK YORK GROUP REALTY LTD.
- | RAISING THE BAR

bed building proposed by the Region for
Regionally-owned land on Yonge Street,
just south of the Railway Bridge and
Industrial Parkway:

Council turned down the project last
winter, citing issues with location and
the planning process, on a vote of 4 — 3,
instead tasking the Town and the Region
to come up with alternative proposals.

Councillor Gallo, one of the four

Council members who originally voted
against the proposal, said with no
alternatives on the horizon, it’s time to
take another look as the urgency for such a
building has only become clearer in time.

The proposal conforms with the Town’s
Official Plan, said Gallo in his motion,
adding there is sufficient servicing on site
to make it a reality.

Continued on page 9

ELECTION WATCH

On Wednesday, Climate Action Aurora Newmarket held an all-candidates meeting at
Newmarket's Old Town Hall, which brought out Liberal candidate Chris Ballard, left, and NDP
candidate Denis Heng. For more on their views, see page 8.

Auroran photo by Brock Weir
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Councillor formally calls for re-think on men’s
transitional housing project housing project

From page 1

Should the motion be passed by
Council on February 25, the Region will
be asked to resubmit their zoning bylaw
amendment for further consideration.

‘As you all know; I voted against it in
February — not that I was against the
concept, but I was against the location,
hoping that a better location could be
found. We are now a year in and no better
location has been found. If I am to weigh
on the balance men being in the street
versus a non-optimal location, I am going
to lean towards the non-optimal location.

“I am now putting it back in the hands
of York Region to resubmit an application
for the site.”

Councillor Gallo placed his motion on
Committee of the Whole agenda the day
before the February 11 meeting. While the
Town Clerk said that the motion was filed
appropriately, Council members voted to
defer a decision until the formal Council
meeting at the end of the month to give
some additional time for consideration.
A delay, they said, would also give Mayor
Tom Mrakas, who was absent from last
week’s meeting due to a conference, a
chance to provide his views at the table.

‘A topic such as this should require
all members of Council to be present to
discuss,” said Ward 6 Councillor Harold
Kim. “Seeing that the Mayor 1s our lone
representative on Regional Council, it
would make sense for him to be present.”

Ward 4 Councillor Michael Thompson,
who chaired last week’s meeting, agreed,
adding: “T am supportive of the deferral
because the Mayor is the only member
of York Region Council [for Aurora] and
he may have additional information that
may prove helpful, insightful with regards
to the motion.”

Similar views were offered by Ward
2 Councillor Rachel Gillland who
said allowing a motion to be put on the

agenda 24 hours before the meeting
was a procedural flaw that needed to be
addressed. Despite calls for a deferral,
she said she was in favour of the spirit of
Gallo’s motion.

“I love this motion and [a delay] is
not going to change my discussion at
Council to be quite honest because this
1s something I am passionate about,” she
said.

The delay won’t change the minds of
local housing advocates, either.

Representatives for both Aurora Cares
— Housing for All, a group of advocates
at the community level, and Blue
Door, which provides emergency and
transitional spaces in York Region, hailed
Councillor Gallo’s motion as a step in the
right direction.

“We're excited that Councillor Gallo
is bringing this forward and we give all
compliments to him. It is not easy to look
back on a decision that has been previously
made and then turn around and do a
180. I believe the 180 he’s making is the
right decision and the right course of
action,” said Aurora Cares — Housing for
All's Adam Mobbs, adding the approach
shows “good governance.”

“The motion as it is written right now
is to invite the Region back to apply. I
would love to see both staff’ and Council
explore something more creative. Rather
than just inviting the Region back, what I
would love for them to consider is doing
an automatic approval of the application
and then the Region just has to come to
the table and submit a building permit.
Rather than saying, ‘We want you to
apply again’, we’re going to turn around
and say, “This is approved. Let’s come to
the table and let’s work together.”’

“When we look at the site, we have
to remember that there has been work
completed on the site since as early as
2019. There have been years of planning

and preparation, there have been a lot of
expenses put forward towards that site, so
it is literally shovel ready and we cannot
say that with regards to any projectin York
Region. When the Region first started
looking at that site, they were only looking
for one emergency and transitional home.
They are now looking at two across York
Region. That 1s how far we are behind.
In order to catch up — I'm not even
saying ‘get ahead’ — that’s the only viable
site at this time. Another location would
take years of planning and preparation
and the reality is the end of those years
at planning and preparation you risk the
same result.”

Although there has been some work
completed, such as landscaping, on the
site in question, Blue Door CEO Michael
Braithwaite says it’s all easily reversible.

“Any effort on Regional Councillors
and in communities to push affordable
housing in their communities forward
should be congratulated and celebrated,
so Councillor Gallo doing this — that’s
amazing. For him, it is a big person who
steps forward and says, ‘If I had it to do
over again, I would have pushed through
the first time, but I know what I know
now,” says Braithwaite.

“We’re seeing an increased amount
of people experiencing homelessness, of
men experiencing homelessness. That
number, they predict, could grow to
300,000 in the next 10 years if serious
action isn’t taken. Yes, we have seen an
increase. I applaud York Region because
they have made huge efforts by leaps and
bounds to add many, many more beds,
many of those at Blue Door, but it is still
not enough and they know that. The need
1s higher than it has ever been. .. when you
have things like tariffs that have increased
costs and decrease of affordability, it
hurts our most vulnerable the most.”

Since June of 2024, the Region has
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approved its Homelessness Service System
Plan and Rapid Deployment Actions
strategy which has resulted in the addition
of 43 beds across existing emergency
and transitional housing locations, with
an additional 50 seasonal shelter beds
also in the equation, according to Lisa
Gonsalves, Commissioner of Community
and Health Services for the Region.

“York Region appreciates the ongoing
engagement of members of Aurora
Council and residents around emergency
and transitional housing,” says Gonsalves.
“The Region is open to considering any
sites supported by local municipalities
for the purposes of emergency and
transitional housing.”

DAMIR VRANCIC
LAW OFFICE

BUSINESS LAWY,
REAL ESTATE,
WILLS & ESTATES

905-841-6411

Providing valued and trusted

legal advice since 1983

LIBERAL
PLAN TO DELIVER

MORE FOR YOU

workers

Ly (e

Cut the small business tax
rate in half, helping employers
use the savings to hire more

Cut income taxes for middle-
class families by up to $1,150
every year, making everyday

life more affordable

Eliminate the land transfer

2 2 »

tax and scrap development
charges, saving families
thousands off a new home

Introduce fair, phased-in rent
control to make renting more
affordable in our riding

Recruit and retain 3,100 family
doctors by 2029 so everyone
has access to quality care

Chris Ballard knows our community. As
a former MPP and Cabinet Minister, he's
delivered on local issues like jobs, health
care, education, and our environment,

Chris' passion has always been to build a

strong, local community - one we can all

afford and be proud to call home.
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“Assisting unhoused people Is not a waste
of time,” say advocates for men’s build

BY BROCK WEIR

Residents in favour of seeing progress
on a previously-proposed  men’s
transitional and emergency housing
build in Aurora’s south end continued
their advocacy in Council Chambers
last week as lawmakers considered a
motion that would have re-started talks
on the residence that was voted down by
Council last winter.

And some residents took issue with a
statement shared by Mayor Tom Mrakas
the previous week that a motion brought
forward by Ward 5 Councillor John Gallo
to invite the Region to apply to the Town
once again for the relevant zoning bylaw
amendments was “a waste of time.”

Resident Kimberley McLean was first
to speak in favour of the motion moving
forward, stating that what was on the
table was “both helpful and productive”
in addressing community needs.

“Over the past several years, Regional
Emergency and Transitional Housing
needs have been primarily addressed
by Newmarket, followed by East
Gwillimbury and Richmond Hill. Aurora
has put forward nothing, In spite of its
commitment to do so. We expected and
deserved a result. The last emergency
housing approved by Aurora was Yellow
Brick House in 1978 — 47 years ago,” she
said. “For some of us, 1978 feels not too
long ago, but it’s two generations ago.
Aurora has not done its share. These
posts also indicated that it 13 a waste of
time for Councillors and residents in the
Region to open this discussion. Assisting
unhoused people is not a waste of time.

“Enough time has already been wasted
scuttling this amazing opportunity. I
am shocked our Councillors and other
leaders would be called out on social
media, saying these are empty political
gestures for someone to pat themselves
on the back while accomplishing nothing.
I have heard this a few times and it feels
very disrespectful to our Councillors.
The location in Aurora is the best
location at this time for one of the three
needed facilities in this Region. Looking
for locations across the Region should
include Aurora, not just anywhere but
Aurora. We, as a compassionate society,
charged with taking care of each other
can’t wait any longer.

“There are many projects in the Town
I believe to be excellent but were always
missing the beginning of the continuum
for housing. It is part of our own Town’s
plan. How much longer will we have to
wait when there’s a very viable option
available? As an advocate for unhoused
and vulnerable people, I can’t simply
move on.”

Also objecting to the statement was
resident Len Bulmer, who said he voted
for “collegiality” not division in the
Town’s leadership.

“I did not vote for somebody to attack
a colleague in media before this meeting.
I didn’t vote for that. Why would I vote
for that? It doesn’t matter which side of
the issue I am on, although I am on one

side, but I expect the people I vote for, the
leader I vote for, to be respectful. I expect
them to treat their colleagues with dignity.
Didn’t see that happen. Part of what’s
happening here is through leadership
action, inaction, or bad action, what we
are seeing 1s this issue is being removed
somewhat from what it actually really is.
We need that men’s transitional shelter.”

He also questioned why Councillor
Gallo’s reconsideration was an issue
while Mayor Mrakas had previously
supported the plan, adding: “I have been
in this community a long time and I
think this community can have cultural
centres and transitional housing projects
because I think leadership that doesn’t
encompass the whole spectrum of the
community is leadership that is only half
the job done and I want leadership that
gets all the job done.”

Many of the residents filling Council
Chamberslast week, and appearing at the
podium, were affiliated with the citizen-
led group Aurora Cares — Housing for
All, which has been a continual advocate
for the facility at the Yonge Street site
originally proposed.

Organization founder Adam Mobbs
was amongst the delegates and said the
issue of homelessness is not one that can
be ignored.

“We see them struggling around us.
We see them keep walking and we tell our
kids to often do the same. We sometimes
pretend they don’t exist, but they do.
They exist here right here in Aurora. I
see them because I choose to see them.
People in trouble can rebuild themselves
with some help; some real help that sets
them up to rejoin their communities with
both dignity and pride. This is the intent
of the proposal that first came to you in
2021,” said Mobbs. “It’s why we’re here
today. Since 2021, a lot has changed and
nothing has changed. The numbers of
those experiencing homelessness have
dramatically increased, yet support is
available but largely remain the same.”

Noting the $1.2 million in Regional
dollars already spent to advance the
project, Mobbs said he hoped Mayor
Mrakas would remain “a fierce advocate
for local authority” if Council voted in
favour of the motion.

These concerns were echoed by Ward
5 resident Steve Fleck, who said when the
plan was first scuttled in February 2024,
“there was raucous and loud cheering
from those opposed to this project like
they had just won the Stanley Cup.”

“There were no winners that night
— not for Aurora, and certainly not for
the homeless and unhoused in Aurora
and the GTA,” said Fleck. “As I walked
home... from that pivotal meeting on a
cold winter’s night at 1 a.m., I actually
encountered a homeless man on a bicycle
two blocks from Aurora Town Hall. I
thought it rather ironic and cruel that in
the warm and comfortable confines of
this Chamber, his fate and the possibility
of finding a warm place to sleep that
night, with professional help available to
him on site, to help him get his life back

in order, had been denied.

“Mayor Mrakas, you yourself have
said in the past that this facility is
desperately needed and that you want to
build housing for all in Aurora. Where
is our individual and collective political
leadership and will on this issue? Where
is the urgency amongst our community,
elected officials and civil service if not
at 14452 Yonge Street for whatever
reasons. .. then where will this facility be
built?

“Shrugging our shoulders and hoping
the problem just disappears and goes
away will not help anyone.”

Fleck’s comments harkened back
to comments made earlier in the

evening by resident Jordan Drodge who
spoke passionately about his personal

BOOK NOW FOR THE NEXT

INDEPENDENT

experiences and why he’s in support of
the build.

“What I see here tonight is not just
a simple decision whether to build yet
another building; but of one that would
inspire community spirit,” he said. “We
aren’t just deciding whether to approve
another 55 units of housing; but rather
we are discussing whether or not the men
who live in those units are worth helping
in their time of need.

“We are also deciding...on the fate of
an ever-growing community of caring
individuals who believe they can make a
difference and have a desire to help these
people. Please do the right thing and
allow this motion to carry so these kind,
compassionate and generous people can
do what they do best.”
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“We have had enough!”
— Residents opposed to
emergency housing plan
speak out at Council

BY BROCK WEIR

A motion to invite the Region of
York back to the table to re-apply for
an emergency and transitional housing
facility for men in Aurora’s south end
brought community opposition to
Council Chambers last week.

Five community members took to the
podium on February 25 to express their
opposition to a motion brought forward
by Ward 5 Councillor John Gallo which
would have revived formal discussions
around 55-bed proposal voted down by
local lawmakers last year.

While Councillor Gallo made the
motion following a lack of action in
finding alternative sites for the build,
residents expressed frustration that
Council had not yet turned the page at
the plan.

“After years of extensive public
debate, thorough resident feedback
regarding the suitability of this site,
and a democratic vote rejecting this
proposal in February 2024, I find it
concerning that this motion is now
being introduced without consulting
the very residents it impacts,” said
Rosie Mandla.

“You once stated, Councillor Gallo,
and quite passionately, I might add,
‘I have said this to anyone who has
contacted me on both sides that my
overwhelming issue is the sewage station
and I have repeated this over and over
that nothing would be built there. You
wouldn’t put a Belinda’s Place there.
It would have been a non-starter. You
wouldn’t put a youth centre there, it
would be a non-starter....’

“Here we are one vyear later
and you have a change of heart
without presenting any relevant new
information. I respectfully point out that
suggesting these men face a stark choice
between the cold and a bad location is
misleading. There are other options. I
also question how much has been done
to advance genuine alternatives like
repurposing existing buildings before
bringing this motion forward. From my
perspective, this motion appears to be
little more than political posturing.”

The matter, she concluded, “only
creates division,” and this was reflected
in the delegation of Mike Zelyony who
said he “really struggled” with what he
wanted to say to lawmakers.

“I want to lead with understanding.
I want to lead with the fact that every
single person in this room is struggling
with something: relationships, finances,
some know someone who is homeless —
serious, serious issues. I think we have
an opportunity here where we can
work together and find a location that
makes sense, that will get approved,
and that will be the right location for
the people that will be living there,” he
said, adding the community near the
proposed site “has been put through a
lot.”

“It’s enough. We’ve had enough.
It’s gone through a democratic process
and it failed. They are not bringing
this back. Let’s work together and
find a proper location. Councillor
Gallo, I urge you to withdraw your
motion.... Stop playing around with

this community. We’ve had enough.”

Resident Zhiying Huang had similar
concerns about location, stating it was
“not about placing buildings on a map,
it’s about people, sustainability, and
responsible decision-making.”

“The site 1s 1solated, surrounded by a
woodland, and a pump station with no
nearby public space or community hub,
which provide the vulnerable individual
a chance to connect with the society as
well as rebuild a sense of belonging,”
she said. “If you truly care about
vulnerable individuals, we should place
them in a location where they have a
real chance to renew their life, not in
an unsafe, isolated, inaccessible area.
If you truly respect the community,
we should listen to the residents to
work together to find a better solution
rather than insisting... on a site that
has already been rejected. If you truly
believe in sustainability, we must make
thoughtful, responsible decisions, one
that our future generations can look
back on with pride.”

Resident Harbinder Thandi said
the motion in question “seems to be
a very crafty way of playing chess,”
wondering whether the motion was
really about a shelter.

“Councillor John Gallo, we listened
to your voice. You inspired a lot of us,
actually. You actually made some of
the most valid comments towards York
Region about the reason why you’re
voting against the shelter. We talked
about non-optimal locations the last
time we were here. We talked about
a variety of things — how between
the sewage pumping station and the
railway track, it’s not where we should
put our most vulnerable but I can’t help
but feel [this has] anything to do with
the shelter or its location. It seems like
there’s people that have more political
aspirations and that is the reason why
we’re here today.

“We all know it is a non-optimal
location. We know that this is not
the place where York Region has an
appetite to bring this back and I don’t
understand why you’re playing with the
emotions of members of the public,
members of Aurora, and especially all
the other Councillors. We have to be
here tonight to speak to you about this
again and again and I hope this is the
last time.”

A final voice against the motion
came from resident Roy Cohen who
agreed the community had issues with
“safety and property values,” including
kids riding their bikes on a trail slated
to be built nearby the proposed site.

“What we need to do is come together
as a community, as a unit, to find the
right solution. There should be some
sort of inter-municipal collaboration
where we’re speaking to all the other
municipalities and working towards
finding a greater solution and we can
do it, but we need to do it properly.
It’s not fair for one ward, one group
of residents, that don’t want it in their
ward. Call them whatever you want,
say whatever you want, they just don’t
want it. You were elected by us and you
have a fiduciary duty to ensure we’re in
a good place.”
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Veto meeting sparks debate on
democracy in Aurora

BY BROCK WEIR

Mayor Tom Mrakas’ veto on the future
of a men’s transitional and emergency
housing built proposed for south Aurora
stands after a raucous Council meeting
last week.

A special meeting was called March 18
by Ward 1 Councillor Ron Weese, Ward
2 Councillor Rachel Gilliland, Ward 3
Councillor Wendy Gaertner, and Ward 5
Councillor John Gallo to override Mayor
Mrakas’ veto of a Council decision to
invite the Region of York to re-file their

zoning bylaw amendment application
for the facility which would have been
located on Yonge Street, just south of
Industrial Parkway:

The proposal has been the subject
of fierce debate and saw more than
300 members of the public fill Council
Chambers for the meeting.

Among the attendees were members
of Aurora Cares — Housing For All, a
grassroots organization that has been
fighting for the residence, and another
organization calling themselves Aurora
United, many of whom wore red and
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wielded red-and-white signs reading,
“Our Mayor, Our Voice,” who were in
favour of keeping the Mayor’s veto on
the books.

The proposal has also been the
subject of fierce debate on social media
and within these pages, since the zoning
application formally came before
Council in 2024.

Councillors on both sides of the issue
began the meeting cautioning members
of the public — and each other — to
maintain decorum.

“We ask that you do not make any
detrimental, offensive, or insulting
comments or speak ill or malign the
integrity of staff, the public, Council,
or members of Committee, or any
other external agencies,” said Ward
4 Councillor Michael Thompson,
referencing the Municipal Code of
Conduct.

“I would also remind everyone, as
I am sure you’re going to do it as well,
Mr. Mayor, they (delegates) should
be speaking on the agenda item and
nothing more,” added Councillor Gallo,
addressing Mayor Mrakas. “I am sure
you will stop them if they sway in any
direction outside of that.”

The Mayor said he agreed, noting:
“We are here tonight to discuss the
veto and whether the veto is upheld
or whether it is overturned, we are not
discussing any other matters and I will
be holding Council to [those] same
discussion points.”

The caution to Council members was
largely unneeded — with one exception.

After Councillor Gallo spoke to his
original motion, which was the subject
to the veto, Mayor Mrakas abruptly
called for a vote, which did not allow
other members of Council to speak to
the business at hand.

Councillor Gallo nevertheless had the
chance to express his concerns.

He began by speaking on Strong
Mayor powers, which were given by
Premier Ford to the Heads of Council
of more than 40 municipalities and
empower these Heads with a veto
authority if a Council decision does not
align with Provincial priorities, such as
Housing.

As the proposed transitional and
emergency housing building would
create housing units in the community,
the Councillor said the veto was misused.

“The Province established Strong
Mayor powers to achieve two main goals
—first to build 1.5 million homes by 2031
and second to construct and maintain
the necessary infrastructure to support
this housing. These goals are critical
for Ontario’s housing future and we all
agree that addressing the housing crisis
is an important priority. The motion
that was vetoed was in direct alignment
of those goals,” he said. “The intent of
Strong Mayor powers was never to allow
Mayors to override decisions made by
elected municipal councillors that align
with those goals. These powers were
meant to facilitate progress towards
provincial housing objectives, not to stop
them.”

He went on to cite the Mayor’s
“commitment” 1in
campaign not to not use Strong Mayor
powers should they be handed to Aurora
in the future.

“The Mayor has overruled the
will of the majority and duly elected
representatives ~ of  Aurora,”  he

the last election

continued. “This 15 a dangerous
precedent we cannot allow to stand. Let
me be clear, there is no other established
democracy in the world that I am
aware of where laws can be passed or
decisions made by a minority of elected
officials. The Mayor’s veto in this case
bypasses the decisions of the majority of
Council. This is an affront to democratic
principles and a direct violation of
the system of governments we hold
dear. When we allow one individual to
exercise unchecked authority in this way,
we risk undermining the entire fabric of
our democratic system.”

Gallo was interrupted by Mayor
Mrakas on a Question of Privilege,
when the
transpired as a “blatant abuse of power,”
a phrase which Mayor Mrakas strongly
objected to. The Mayor asked for an
apology after confirming with the Town
Solicitor that the veto is allowed through
the legislation.

Gallo concluded his remarks after
offering an apology, emphasising the
word “blatant” while doing so.

“I have been part of many passionate
debates and differences of opinion, but
we have always respected the process,
respected the will of the majority and
work together for the benefit of the
community. The Mayor argues the
proposed use of the property...for a
men’s emergency and transitional shelter
could compromise the strategic purpose
and interfere with the delivery of
infrastructure needed to support housing,
However, the 2019 York Region Report,
which the Mayoris using tojustify his veto,
contains one single sentence, stating, ‘the
acquisition of the subject lands will also
make it available for any future capacity
needs for the Henderson SPS.” The
Mayor is misrepresenting this language.
Nowhere 1in this report does it explicitly
state that this land must be reserved
exclusively for future infrastructure. The
report does not support the Mayor’s
interpretation. In fact, a spokesperson
for York Region has clarified recently
that the new sewage pumping station
would alleviate the capacity constraints,
allowing for an additional capacity of
4,500 people supporting both current
and future servicing needs for growth
in Aurora. This clearly indicates there
is no infrastructure concern preventing
the proposed shelter for being built on
the land. The Mayor’s interpretation
seems to be a personal opinion rather
than a reflection of the official regional
planning guidelines.

“We must not allow the Mayor’s
personal opinion or his interpretation of
a single sentence from a Regional Report
to block a project that serves the greater
good of our community. We must respect
the will of the majority of Council
who made this decision after careful
consideration and we must resist the
use of Strong Mayor’s powers override
decisions of Council. The use of Strong
Mayor powers in this instance represents
adangerous and undemocratic approach
to governance. It disregards the will of
this Council, disrespects the principles of
democracy, and ignores the need of our
most vulnerable residents. We cannot
allow this to continue. I urge my fellow
Councillors to stand up for the principles
of democracy and local governments.
Let us ensure that decisions are made by
the majority and not by one individual
wielding unchecked power.”

Councillor described what
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