
 

Here’s an analysis of why Mayor Mark Sutcliffe’s plan to eliminate youth homelessness 
in Ottawa by 2030—particularly through prevention and diversion—is ambitious, 
especially when considering invisible disorders. I draw on recent reports and the national 
youth homelessness data to illuminate both the promise and the barriers. 

 

What the Plan Proposes (Prevention & Diversion) 

• The mayor has pledged to end youth homelessness in Ottawa by 2030. (CityNews 
Ottawa) 

• Key strategies include prevention (stopping homelessness before it starts), 
diversion (offering supports to keep youth from entering shelters), partnering with 
social service agencies, and integrating supports (housing, mental health, etc.). 
(Winnipeg Free Press) 

• Some investments have already been made: about $82 million toward affordable 
housing since 2022; plans to exceed $100 million in this council term. (Ottawa Life) 

 

Why It’s Ambitious 

Ending youth homelessness in about 5 years involves overcoming deeply entrenched 
issues. It requires not just building housing or adding shelters, but also restructuring 
systems of support—especially for youth with invisible disorders (mental health issues, 
cognitive/learning limitations, substance use) who face unique and less visible barriers. 

 

Barriers Stemming from Invisible Disorders 

Drawing from the national youth homelessness report (PiT Counts, 2020–2022), several 
findings underline how invisible disorders complicate prevention and diversion: 

1. High prevalence of invisible disorders among youth experiencing 
homelessness 
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o Youth are significantly more likely to report learning or cognitive limitations 
and mental health issues than older age groups. (Housing Infrastructure 
Canada) 

o Over half of youth respondents reported substance use issues. (Housing 
Infrastructure Canada) 

2. Hidden homelessness undercounted 

o Because invisible disorders often lead youth to avoid shelters or services 
(due to stigma, fear, or lack of capacity to navigate systems), many youth 
remain in hidden homelessness (couch surfing, staying temporarily with 
friends, avoiding visible services). (Housing Infrastructure Canada) 

o PiT Counts’ methodology tends to miss those under age 16, those in hidden 
homelessness, or those who are less connected to services. That 
undercount makes planning harder and risks underestimating the needed 
scale of prevention or diversion. (Housing Infrastructure Canada) 

3. Early onset increases chronic homelessness risk 

o Youth who first become homeless at younger ages are more likely to 
experience chronic homelessness. For example, nearly 78% of respondents 
whose first experience was in childhood were chronically homeless. 
(Housing Infrastructure Canada) 

o Chronic homelessness is hard to reverse once patterns are established—
important because prevention/diversion aims to stop these early paths. 

4. Complex needs needing wraparound services 

o Invisible disorders often co-occur (cognitive difficulties + mental health 
issues + substance use) among youth. (Housing Infrastructure Canada) 

o Effective prevention/diversion for youth with these challenges requires more 
than housing: mental health care, substance use supports, learning 
assistance, trauma-informed services, family mediation, etc. 

5. Resource gaps & coordination challenges 

o Programs might lack capacity to reach youth before crisis hits. 

o Systems are siloed—housing services, health/mental health services, 
education supports, child welfare often don’t integrate well, which can leave 
youth falling through cracks. 
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o Funding commitments are positive but the mayor hasn’t yet articulated full 
cost, detailed policies, or how all invisible-disorder related supports will be 
delivered. (CityNews Ottawa) 

 

Implications for Success 

For the plan to succeed by 2030, the following will be essential: 

• Strong, targeted investment in prevention/diversion programs that specifically 
address invisible disorders (mental health, cognitive/learning, substance use). 

• Improved data collection to capture hidden homelessness and unmet support 
needs, especially for youth under 16. 

• Cross-sector collaboration between education, health, housing, child welfare, 
justice to create coordinated “no wrong door” access. 

• Accessible supports that reduce barriers (for example: low-barrier mental health 
access; services that understand neurodiversity; flexible case management). 

• Community involvement and lived experience input — services designed with 
youth who have invisible disorders to ensure supports fit their real needs. 

 

Conclusion 

Mayor Sutcliffe’s goal is admirable and necessary. Ending youth homelessness by 2030 is 
possible, but it will require ambitious efforts—with particular attention to invisible 
disorders, which are often overlooked but deeply influential in whether prevention or 
diversion strategies succeed. Without focusing on these, there’s a risk the plan falls short—
youth with invisible disorders may continue to be underserved, hidden, or cycle in and out 
of homelessness. 
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