
Voices of Our Region’s Rising Leaders

On August 6, CivicAction, in partnership with Voice the Vote, 
brought the Emerging Leaders Network and other cross-
sectoral rising regional leaders together for a Policy Jam, 
addressing their concerns and ideas ahead of the 2026 
municipal election. 

Participants spoke to challenges to livability and prosperity of 
Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area (GTHA) and what they want 
candidates to know as they shape leadership and decision-
making on what comes next. The conversation ranged from 
housing and transit to jobs, impacts of Artificial Intelligence, 
community life, and civic trust.

Rising Leader Snapshot

71% of those surveyed believe emerging leaders have real 
power to shape the election (57 of 80 respondents)

64% of those surveyed think housing will be the defining issue of 
fall elections (50 of 78 respondents)

64% of those surveyed voted in the last municipal elections 
(47 of 73 respondents)

3 of 78 respondents said candidates speak directly 
and clearly to people under the age of 40

32 of 78 respondents had contacted their 
local city councillors. Thirty-two knew 
how but had not; 14 said they would not 
know where to start

What’s Next, GTHA?



Livability and Affordability
The conversation on housing is bigger than supply. Participants addressed rent, 
homelessness, grocery prices, buying a first home, downsizing, and whether we 
can afford to stay in the communities we call home. They asked what kind of 
communities we are building as the region grows.

Active Themes: Affordable and accessible rental housing; homelessness; 
options for renters and first-time buyers; needs of families and older adults; 
utilizing vacant and underused city spaces more effectively; 
neighbourhoods that are safe, inclusive and built around community, not just 
housing units

Infrastructure, Mobility, and Climate Resilience
Transit was one of the clearest. Rising leaders want reliable and frequent 
service, safer streets for walking and cycling, and better connections between 
growing communities across the region. They raised questions about 
responsible growth, climate change, and the pressure new development such as 
data centres can put on local infrastructure and utilities.

Active Themes: Reliable, frequent and accessible public transit; better cycling 
and pedestrian infrastructure and safer streets; stronger regional connections 
and less dependence on cars and highways; growth that takes climate, 
water, utilities and other local impacts seriously

Youth Futures, Work, and Regional Retention
Jobs, especially jobs for young people, are a real concern. Rising leaders 
addressed unemployment, access to meaningful work, and what Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) might mean for their careers. Underlying many comments: 
will emerging leaders be able to build the lives and careers they want here?

Active Themes: Good jobs, professional growth, and long-term 
opportunities; youth unemployment and access to economic opportunity; how 
artificial intelligence will change work, and how governments should respond; 
privacy, transparency, and clear rules around the use of AI

Civic Trust, Participation, and Accountability
Rising leaders want to understand what their governments are doing and how 
decisions get made. They want candidates to be specific about what they 
can actually deliver, how long it will take and how progress will be measured. 
They want political leaders to do a better job of reaching people who are often 
left out of municipal conversations.

Active Themes: Clear, understandable policy and more transparent decision-
making; realistic commitments with timelines and ways to measure progress; 
better collaboration across council, governments, and sectors; meaningful 
engagement with young people, newcomers, and residents who are often 
missed

It’s clear: rising leaders are worried about whether they can afford to 
live here, get around with ease, find good work, and have a real say in 
the decisions that affect them.



What Rising Leaders Want to Ask Candidates

“What will you do to make housing, groceries and 
everyday life more affordable?”

“What is your plan to address housing affordability 
across the housing continuum?”

“What is your vision for an effective regional transit 
system, and how should progress be measured?”

“What is one thing you can realistically accomplish in 
your first 30 to 90 days?”

“How will you help residents navigate changes to 
work caused by artificial intelligence?”

“How will you make policy and decision-making more 
transparent, understandable, and accessible?”

“What is your big, bold, or creative idea voters have 
not heard yet?”

“How will you work with other councillors and other 
levels of government to get things done?”

Rising leaders had plenty to say 
about their own role in 
changemaking. 

Voting matters, but they see civic 
participation as much bigger than 
election day. They spoke about 
attending public consultations and 
civic events, speaking with 
candidates, joining local initiatives, 
organizing with neighbours, helping 
others vote, and talking with young 
people and disengaged residents 
about why civic life matters.

What’s impossible to ignore: Housing and transit appeared most often. Rising leaders also 
addressed affordability and the cost of living, civic trust and engagement, responsible urban 
planning, community connection, employment and job opportunities, economic growth, mental 
health, climate change, and AI and the future of work.

Looking ahead: The room was not uniformly 
optimistic. Some described feeling frustrated, 
anxious, stressed, scared, and uncertain. But they 
also used words like hopeful, inspired, engaged, 
and motivated. Participants see serious challenges 
ahead, but many also believe they can help shape 
what happens next.

For CivicAction, the opportunity is to keep creating 
ways for rising leaders to move from concern to 
participation, and make sure issues raised are part 
of the 2026 civic conversation.



Event Highlights

Thank You to Our Partners, Leaders, and Participants


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4

