
 STAFF REPORT 
 
 
February 13, 2006 
 
 
 
To:  Board of Health 
 
From:  Dr. David McKeown, Medical Officer of Health 
 
Subject: Rodent Control Program for the City of Toronto 
        
 
Purpose: 
 
To report to the Board of Health on a city-wide integrated rodent control program, including the 
interdivisional approaches to be adopted in eradicating rodents, the provision of rodent control  
fact sheets and the health related risks and benefits of such a program.   
 
Financial Implications and Impact Statement: 
 
There are no financial implications resulting from this report. 
 
Recommendation: 
 
It is recommended that this report be received for information. 
 
Background: 
 
City Council at its meeting of May 17, 2005 resolved that: 
 
(1) the Medical Officer of Health and the Executive Director of Municipal Licensing and  
      Standards draft and bring forward a “Rat Elimination Strategy” for the City of Toronto to  
      an upcoming meeting of the Board of Health, that includes proactive measures for  
      eliminating rats on both public and private property; 
 
(2) consideration be given in the report to providing free advice and information to homeowners, 

rat eradication on a free and/or cost-recovery basis for homeowners, and a Municipal       
Licensing and Standards enforcement strategy that prioritizes the elimination of rat living and       
breeding conditions and any other measures staff deem appropriate; and 
 

(3)  this report highlight the health risks associated with rats, rat infestations and the net health   
      benefit of adopting a “Rat Elimination Strategy”. 
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In addition, City Council at its meeting on October 26, 27, 28 and 31, 2005 resolved that the 
Medical Officer of Health report to the Board of Health on an integrated strategy that includes 
non-lethal tools, such as careful inspection, upgraded sanitation and rat proofing structures and, 
when needed, lethal control with the use of rodenticides with non-toxic control measures. 

 
This report responds to the above City Council motions and provides information about City 
interdivisional roles and responsibilities for rodent control in Toronto. 
 
Comments: 
 
Rodents and Public Health: 
 
Rats have been implicated in the spread of a wide variety of diseases throughout the world. 
Foodborne illnesses such as salmonellosis and camplobacteriosis are examples of common 
diseases that are transmitted when food comes in contact with surfaces that are contaminated by 
rats. Less commonly, urine and feces of infected rodents spread leptospirosis and hemorrhagic 
fever.  In addition, diseases such as plague and murine typhus can be spread by fleas and ticks 
carried by rats. 
 
The impact of rodents on human health depends on a variety of factors including the availability 
of controls, sanitation standards and the quality of local infrastructure.  In the City of Toronto, 
the likelihood of the spread of disease by rats is very low, as the level of rat infestation in the 
City is comparatively low.  
 
In 1996, the Ministry of Health advised all Ontario Health Units that it would not fund routine 
investigation of rodent complaints (including rats) on private property on the basis such 
infestations are more of a nuisance than a public health threat.  However, the Ministry did 
recognize that rodent infestations in food premises and institutional settings (nursing homes, 
hospitals, etc.) posed a more significant health risk and in these instances, rodent infestations 
could be dealt with using the provisions of the Health Protection and Promotion Act.   
 
Municipal Rodent Control Services Over the Last 20 Years: 
 
In the 1980s and early 1990s, the former City of Toronto Department of Public Health employed 
Rodent Control Investigators to undertake all investigations of rodent complaints in the City.  
Their role was to carry out investigations, locate areas of rat and mice infestation, give rodent 
control advice, and where necessary, serve work orders on property owners to carry out rodent 
eradication work.  In cases where infestations were found on city-owned land, the City had a 
contract with a private pest control company to undertake the necessary control work and the 
Rodent Control Investigator would forward requests for treatment directly to this contractor. The 
Rodent Control Investigators never provided direct rodent eradication services.  In the 1990s, 
Municipal budget constraints resulted in the Rodent Control Investigator position being 
gradually eliminated and the bulk of their duties transferred to Public Health Inspectors. 
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At the time of amalgamation, there were numerous areas of service delivery overlap and 
duplication.  To harmonize service delivery and better utilize the City’s limited resources, an 
agreement was reached between Municipal Licensing and Standards (ML&S) and Toronto 
Public Health (TPH) on an approach to deal with rodent complaints in Toronto.  In brief, all 
rodent complaints on private property were investigated by ML&S, while all rodent complaints 
relating to food premises and institutions (nursing homes, hospitals, etc.) remained the 
responsibility of TPH. 
 
The agreement between ML&S and TPH has remained silent on the issue of rodents on city-
owned lands and this has lead to confusion and at times, significant delays in service.  To address 
this issue, two initiatives began in late 2004. TPH and ML&S worked with representatives from 
other City Divisions to address gaps in service delivery. City Council then directed that a single 
call centre (338-RATS) be set up to deal with rat complaints. 
 
These initiatives have been implemented and today the City of Toronto now has an accessible 
rodent investigation and control program in place that is designed to meet the rodent control 
needs of the City.  
 
Rodent Infestation Trends in Toronto: 
 
Toronto Public Health does not have detailed year to year base line data on the number of rat 
infestations in the City and there is no organization or agency tracking this information. 
 
In an attempt to determine trends in infestation rates, a number of private pest control companies 
were asked to provide information on the number of service calls they received each year for rat 
eradication work.  Unfortunately most companies were unable to provide this information either 
because it was not readily accessible, or it was considered to be confidential in a competitive 
industry.  
 
Interviews with pest control technicians and anecdotal evidence from the public suggest an 
increase in rat infestation rates.  However, reports of increased rat activity in Toronto have been 
around for many years and without meaningful data, Toronto Public Health is unable to 
substantiate these claims. 
 
Based on information collected from the 338-RATS call centre, it appears that rat infestations are 
at a relatively low level and monthly statistics indicate seasonal fluctuations.  In 2005, a total 
number of 1207 calls were received at the Rat Hotline.  In the months of June, July and August 
(peak period of rat activity), a total of 323 calls were received, of which approximately 200 
required field investigations.  In November 2005, the call volume had decreased to 24 and in 
December only 12 requests for service were received. 
 
Municipal Licensing and Standards undertake the majority of rat infestation investigations in 
private commercial and residential properties.  For 2005, ML&S reported that 768 inspections 
relating to rat infestations were carried out.   It was reported that a similar workload was dealt 
with in 2004. 
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Rodent Control Programs in Other Canadian Cities: 
 
In Vancouver, Public Health Inspectors respond to complaints from the public in food 
establishments and residential settings (apartments, rental units, etc.). Rats on City lands are 
dealt with by the appropriate City Departments.  For example, rat infestations in the sewers are 
dealt with by the City Waste Water Department.   
 
In Ottawa, the rodent control program is a complaint driven process.  Public Health Inspectors 
respond to complaints both in food service premises and on residential and other commercial 
properties. They too work with other City departments in dealing with rats on City property. 
 
In Montreal, the rodent control program is also a complaint driven process with Public Health 
Inspectors responding to complaints in food premises.  All outdoor rodent infestations are dealt 
with by Public Works.  In rental properties, complaints are responded to by Urban Economic 
Development Services. 
 
Accessibility and Costs of Rat Eradication Services: 
 
Toronto is currently serviced by approximately 50 private pest control operators, most of whom 
provide rat eradication services.  While some smaller companies offer services on a “per 
treatment basis” ranging from $35 to $65, most of the well established contractors offer services 
on a “per premise” or “per program” basis.  For the latter, costs can vary from $175 for a single 
family home to $350 for a comprehensive rat abatement program.  Most contractors offer a 10% 
discount for seniors.   
 
In cases where a resident cannot afford the cost of full rat eradication services, most companies 
will sell rat traps and poisons to the public and provide limited advice on the use of these 
products.  Rat traps are in the $4 range while rat bait can be purchased at $16 to $18. 
 
The Current City of Toronto Rat Investigation and Control Program: 
 
All rat complaints or requests for service can be phoned in to the “Rat Hotline” at 338-RATS 
(416-338-7287).  Complaints are screened by Customer Service Agents who then redirect calls 
based on the location of the infestation.  In cases where requests for information are received, 
appropriate rodent fact sheets are mailed out directly to the caller.  In cases where more detailed 
information is required, Public Health Inspectors will provide advice at no charge to the public. 
There are a number of comprehensive rodent control fact sheets in circulation in Canada that 
have been developed to provide information appropriate for residential and commercial use.  The 
City of Toronto has obtained permission to use and distribute one such fact sheet developed by 
Health Canada (Appendix 1).  In addition, TPH has produced a one page fact sheet on rodent 
control that specifically refers to the appropriate inspection of a property and the use of lethal 
and non-lethal control measures (Appendix 2). 
 
The calls received at the call centre are dealt with by ML&S or TPH depending on the nature of 
the call.  ML&S deals with rodents on private property while TPH deals with rodent issues in 
institutions or food premises.  With regard to rodents on City owned lands or on lands owned by 
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other agencies, single points of contact have been identified in those City Divisions or Agencies 
and calls are forwarded to them for action.  Where the area of responsibility is unclear, Toronto 
Public Health will undertake an initial investigation and then make the appropriate referrals.   
 
Municipal Rodent Eradication Services: 
 
Over the past five years, a number of requests have been received from City Councillors to 
establish a rodent control team that would carry out rodent investigation and eradication work on 
a free or cost recovery basis.  The factors that have prevented the City from adopting such 
proposals in the past are still relevant today and include the following: 
 
(1) There is currently no conclusive data available to indicate that Toronto is experiencing an 
      increase in the number of rat infestations which would justify an enhanced service. 
 
(2) Any proposal for the establishment of a publicly funded or subsidized rodent eradication      

service control team would have to be accompanied by additional funding for infrastructure       
and staffing.  Such a service would not be eligible for provincial public health funding and 
would add to municipal financial pressures. 

 
(3)  In the majority of cases it is the responsibility of private property owners and/or occupants to 
      maintain their premises free of rodent infestations regardless of the original  
      source of the infestation.  Most of the rat infestations on private property are a result of poor 
      garbage handling and storage, the provision of rodent harbourage sites such as wood piles  
      and piles of debris, inappropriate composting and feeding of pets and wild animals. It  
      should not be the responsibility of the City to fund the eradication of rodent infestations in  
      such cases.   
 
(4) The City is well serviced by some 50 licensed pest control contractors who can provide  
      effective service at relatively low cost; and 
 
(5) The City currently has an interdivisional rodent control program and legislation that is      
       adequate to meet the current needs. 
 
Conclusions: 
 
Current rodent control needs in the City of Toronto can be addressed adequately through the 
existing interdivisional rodent control program and private sector rodent eradication services. 
 
Contacts: 
 
Ron de Burger 
Director, Healthy Environments 
Tel: 416-338-7953 
Fax: 416-392-0713 
E-mail: rdeburg@toronto.ca 
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Reg  Ayre  
Healthy Environments Manager (South Region) 
Tel: (416) 338 8037  
Fax:  (416) 338 1643 
E-mail: rayre@toronto.ca 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. David McKeown 
Medical Officer of Health   
 
List of Attachments: 
 
Appendix 1:  Effective Control of Rats & Mice from Health Canada 
Appendix 2:    Toronto Rodent Control Fact Sheet 
 
 







Visit our Web Site at www.toronto.ca/health

       Fact Sheet
Rodent Control

Large urban environments provide excellent habitats for rats to survive and thrive.  Rats are
active at night and generally avoid contact with people. The following tips should help residents
maintain a healthy environment and reduce contact with rodents.

Monitor your property to determine where rats live, travel and feed.
• Monitor your property for evidence of rats (capsule-shaped droppings, burrows, chewed

food, gnaw marks on walls and surfaces).

Improve sanitation, and eliminate nesting sites.
• Store garbage in rodent-proof containers with tight-fitting lids.
• Reduce clutter to prevent hiding spots (wood piles, old tires, etc.).
• Eliminate sources of food (fallen fruit, pet food left outdoors, grass seed, etc.).
• Secure composters to prevent rodents from entering.
• Keep areas around bird feeders and bird baths cleaned.

Prevent rodents from entering your home.
• Inspect the outside of your home to identify rodent entry points (any opening larger than ½

inch in diameter).
• Use heavy gauge wire mesh to cover vents.
• Use metal sheeting to cover holes.

Use traps to reduce an existing rat population.
• Snap traps are preferable to poisonous bait, as they are non toxic and prevent exposure of

children and pets to potentially harmful bait.
• Baited traps (peanut butter, chocolate, hot dog, etc.) should be placed  in areas with rat

activity, but do not set the trap until the bait has been taken at least once (pre-baiting).
• Use care when handling a set rat trap. Hold the trap by the edges away from the trigger.
• Place traps along walls in areas where rats are active. Place the trigger side against the wall.
• Keep children and pets away from traps.
• Use gloves when disposing of dead rats.

If you have an infestation, hire a professional to set out bait and follow these precautions:
• Ensure the bait station is enclosed to provide a shelter area for the rats to feed.
• Ensure children and pets do not have access to bait stations.
• Lock and secure the bait stations to prevent access to the bait.
• Use blocks of bait (anticoagulant) and secure the bait with wire.
• Be aware that bait can lead to secondary poisoning (for example, cats may become ill after

eating rodents poisoned by bait).

Continue to monitor the effectiveness of your control measures.
• Clean up droppings as soon as they are observed, so that any new activity is apparent.
• Maintain sanitation and rodent proofing as preventive strategies.

For more information call 416-338-7600.


