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Ms. Shirley Hoy

Shirley Hoy served in the City of Toronto and the Ontario provincial
government in different capacities for over 30 years, starting from

the grassroots level up to the top bureaucrat position of the city. She
has sweat blood and tears in public administration and public service
development. Shirley was appointed City Manager of Toronto in 2001,
and in 2004 selected one of “Canada’s top 100 most powerful women’.
Since she stepped down from the City Manager position, Shirley has
extended her public service to volunteer activities. In 2016 -17, she
served as Chair of the Governance Council at the University of Toronto
This year she is the Chair of the Board of Trustees at the United Way of
Greater Toronto and York Region. Shirley is truly a role model for all

Chinese Canadians contemplating a public service career.

There are very few women, and even fewer Chinese Canadian women
among top executives in public administration. Proud of working as a
‘model’ civil servant for more than 30 years, she is a minority among the
minority within the Chinese Canadian community. In those 30 years,
Shirley has been involved in many different areas, such as housing,
social services, and municipal administration. It was her decision to
choose areas closely related to people’s lives. Shirley had wanted to

be a social worker, but in the end she became a “social administrative
worker”, and played a unique role within the administrative structure.
If Shirley’s life and experiences are any indication, it does not matter
which route one chooses, one can always make their home and country

a better place if one tries hard enough.
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Shirley was eight years old when she immigrated with her parents from
Hong Kong. Their experience was certainly not unfamiliar to those
who moved to Canada in the 1950s. The family’s first foothold was
sparsely populated North Bay of Ontario, where her uncle was running
a restaurant and where her father worked. A few years later, her family
moved to Toronto, and opened a restaurant. As the eldest daughter, she
helped in the kitchen and washed dishes, as well as waited on tables.
She also took care of her younger siblings. She had fond memories of
her childhood, because she felt that no matter how hard the work was,

the family was always together, making a living, working for the future.

It was in this stable and happy environment that Shirley began to
pursue her own way. As she started her first year at the University of
Toronto, she took the time to volunteer at University Settlement House,
and found that she enjoyed working in the community. Her mother

had wanted her to be a teacher or a nurse, but she chose social work.
Shirley studied for a Bachelor’s degree and then a Master’s degree in
Social Work at the University of Toronto. Subsequently she received a

Master’s degree in Public Administration from Queen’s University.

During her undergraduate studies, Shirley discovered while interning
as a social worker that her temperament was not suited to be someone
who provides direct services to individuals and families. She was taking
everything to heart, and was often impacted by the people that she
came into contact with. At the same time, she was interested in the
relationships between policy and community development, between
politics and public service, and decided that was what she wanted for
her career. Shirley’s first job was being policy development officer in

the Social Services Department of Metro Toronto. Since then she has
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not looked back, and every position that she took involved serving the

community in some capacity.

Since Shirley joined the municipal government of Metro Toronto in
1980, she had been promoted through different positions, including
General Manager of Administration/Corporate Secretary at Exhibition
Place, and Executive Director in the Metro Chairman’s Office. She says
she did not want to climb up the ladder blindly or fight for just any
promotion opportunity. Instead, she wanted to learn new things and
acquire different experiences as much as possible. One of her keys to
success and a good direction for young people, she says, is not to just

‘move up’ but also look for opportunities to move laterally.

From 1991 to 1995, she worked in the Ontario government as Assistant
Deputy Minister in three ministries - Community and Social Services,
Ontario Women'’s Directorate, and the Ministry of Housing, and she
was also Chief Executive Officer of the Ontario Housing Corporation
within the Ministry of Housing. She recalled those five years in the
provincial government as the most unforgettable and challenging years.
At the time, the New Democratic Party just came to power and faced
many overwhelming problems. She noted that achieving objectives
were very difficult because of the many obstacles and resistance she
encountered. She cites another secret for overcoming difficulties: have

patience, and learn through experience.
In 1996, Shirley returned to Metro Toronto municipal government, and

following amalgamation, worked as a Commissioner for Community

and Neighborhood Services. She had oversight of major social services
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such as social assistance, homes for the aged, emergency shelters,
housing, parks and recreation, public health, and library services. After
years of accumulated experience, she was very familiar with municipal
affairs and social services, which equipped her to take on another

challenging post.

In 2001, Shirley was appointed City Manager of Toronto, equivalent
to the head of the public service of the City. Her role was to assist the
mayor and city council in policy decisions on programs and services,
and in managing the municipal government’s budget and expenditures.
In addition, she provided oversight to an administrative structure

of tens of thousands of employees, as well as the daily operation of

municipal services.

Shirley served in this position for seven years. During this time,
notable events included the 2003 city blackout and 2003 SARS
epidemic emergency response. She also needed to rack her brains

to deal with the city’s serious fiscal deficit, tighten spending while
ensuring the quality of service with limited resources. No wonder when
she retired in 2008, David Miller, the Mayor of Toronto at the time,
praised her work highly, and thanked her for her many years of hard

work and tremendous efforts in the development of the city.

In 2004, Women’s Executive Network selected her as one of the “Top
100 Most Powerful Women in Canada” from among the categories
of executive management, entrepreneurs, public sector executives,
innovators and professionals. Shirley was one of only four Chinese

Canadian women selected.

93



Chinese Canadian Legend 2017

After Shirley bid farewell to the city of Toronto, she applied her
management experience to help a number of institutions and groups to
enhance their effectiveness and service levels. From 2009 to beginning
of 2014, she was the chief executive officer of the Toronto Lands
Corporation, a wholly owned subsidiary of the Toronto District School
Board, where she was responsible for selling surplus school properties.
During those five years, a total of $ 350 million in income was realized

for the school board’s capital budget.

In 2014, she joined a public affairs and management consulting
company, Strategy Corp, as Senior Advisor to help improve public

administration and social services from another perspective.

In 2016, she was acclaimed as the Chair of the Governing Council at
the University of Toronto, becoming the first Chinese Canadian to take
on this responsibility. The University of Toronto is often ranked first
among all Canadian universities. The Governing Council, the oversight
level at the university, consists of 50 members, including faculty and
staff, government representatives, alumni and students. Their goal is to
attract the best students to study and the best professors to teach and

do research at the University of Toronto.

In July this year, she was also appointed Chair of the Board of
Trustees at United Way Toronto and York Region. In fact, she has
been a volunteer with United Way for many years. This new role gives
another meaning for her involvement with social services. She says
that these days she is in fact into semi-retirement. She hopes to have
more time to spend with her elderly parents and her husband, and at

the same time gives opportunities to the next generation to take on
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leadership roles and bring fresh ideas. She laughs and says her proudest
accomplishment in the past few years is to cultivate and prepare for

SUCCESSOrs.

Talking about Canada’s celebration of its 150th anniversary, Shirley
expresses the hope that more Chinese Canadians will join public
administration. It is common knowledge that the proportion of Chinese
Canadians in private enterprises has always far exceeded that in public
service. She also believes that the public sector in Canada is better

than in many developed countries, less political and more impartial

and professional. She encourages new immigrants to understand
what’s happening in their communities and to participate actively in

community activities.
Shirley’s words and her exemplary career are proof that we are living in

a multicultural community, and there are no boundaries nor barriers to

anyone who wants to contribute to society.
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