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How we got here
Waterloo Region is a thriving community 

of tech startups, private businesses, social 

service organizations and caring community 

members—always willing to lend a helping 

hand. Our community came together to apply 

for the Smart Cities Challenge.

Launched in late 2017, the Smart Cities 

Challenge is an Infrastructure Canada 

competition that encourages communities 

to come up with innovative tech solutions 

to their most pressing issue or challenge. 

Partnering with UNICEF Canada, we 

submitted our Phase 1 application in the 

spring of 2018. In June 2018, Waterloo 

Region was named one of five finalists in the 
$50 million category. This short document 

summarizes our final application. To view our 
full application, please visit www.smartwr.ca.

Smart Waterloo Region is a $155 million project.  
We’ve leveraged over $105 million of local 
investment through the Smart Cities Challenge.

Our challenge: healthy children and youth

Despite the success story of Waterloo Region, some problems remain. Working with a wide 

range of community partners, and informed by the best available research, our community 

selected to improve child and youth well-being.

2017 2018 2019

Smart Cities 
Challenge 
launched.

Research and 
public input 
took place.

Selected focus: 
Healthy Children 

and Youth.

Phase 1 application 
submitted.

April 24, 2018

Final proposal 
submitted.

March 5, 2019

Shortlisted as a finalist in 
the large cities category.

June 1, 2018

Winners will be announced in May 2019, 
all winners must scale their solutions 

to the rest of Canada.
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http://www.smartwr.ca


Our challenge statement

We will become the benchmark 
community in Canada for child and 

youth well-being by using early 
intervention, youth engagement and 
a connected-community framework 

to create adaptive, data-driven 
programs and scalable learning 
technologies that improve early 

child development, mental health 
and high school graduation rates.
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Areas of focus
Through extensive research and engagement, we learned that children and youth in our community 

aren’t doing well in the following areas:

Early childhood 
development

Almost one in 

three children in 

Waterloo Region 

are vulnerable 

to learning 

difficulties.

Literacy

About one in five 
students in our 

community have 

not successfully 

completed the  

Ontario Secondary 

School Literacy Test.

Mental/ 
emotional health

About one in five 
youth in Waterloo 

Region do not report 

positive mental 

health.

Sense of 
belonging

One in five youth 
in Waterloo 

Region don’t feel 
connected to their 

community.

We understand that there are other issues affecting the well-being of kids in our community.  

In addition to our areas of focus, we will also address root causes related to empathy, life skills, 

empowerment, and support system issues.

Our goal is to address some of the underlying issues overlooked in the past to have the largest 

positive impact.
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Engagement: placing children and youth at the centre

From June 2018 to February 2019, we worked  

with many children and youth, community, social  

service, education, tech and private sector  

partners to develop solutions to improve child and 

youth well-being. Our solutions were based on 

the feedback we heard from those most directly 

affected: children, youth and caring adults.

Caring adult: 
A caring adult is an adult who has a meaningful 
relationship with a child and/or youth. 
This could include parents, other relatives, 
teachers, youth workers, neighbours, etc.

Engaging with youth: The Smart Cities Innovation Council: Youth Unite Here 
(SCIC YUH), was a group of local youth created to support our project.  

They helped to co-design our engagement strategy, and provided  
needed feedback, which strengthened our application.

Engaging our community

Toolkits created:

2
We used toolkits to 

gather input from young 

folks, caring adults and 

service providers.

Events hosted:

38
We hosted events, 

breaking down silos 

between different sectors 

and across our urban 

and rural communities.

Reached over

1 million people*
*Based on website 

metrics, potential 

reach and 

impressions.

Thank you to our amazing partners who helped 
us engage with children, youth, and the rest of 
the community!
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Key engagement findings
Our community told us:

• Address root causes to affect greater change.

• Solutions must enhance—not replace—human connection.

• Solutions must reach all children and youth, and families furthest from opportunity.

• Generate, refine, and test ideas that solve system issues.

Diversity and inclusion: 
Together with our partners, we worked to reach young folks furthest 
from opportunity. Going forward, we will continue to build and strengthen 
relationships with groups in our community to make sure all voices (rural, 
Indigenous, LGBTQ2+, those with disabilities, etc.) are represented in our 
project and solutions.
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Proposed solutions 
A key part of the Smart Cities Challenge is to 

use technology and data solutions to address 

a community issue. So we did what we do best 

and collaborated with our partners to identify 

and help develop solutions to improve child and 

youth well-being. Here are a few of our over 40 

proposed solutions! 
Collaboration: 
We created over 50 new partnerships with 
local, provincial, and national organizations to 
support our project!

Solutions

Connected Community Spaces 
Connected Community Spaces will provide after-school supports, access to 

technology and skill development for children and youth throughout Waterloo 

Region. We will work with libraries, community centres and local partners to 

provide access to this collaborative programming.

CoHealth
Working with local partners and the local health sector, CoHealth will act as an 

information hub offering important information to support new parents during the 

first five years of a child’s life.

Social-Emotional Learning for Kids and Caring Adults
This project uses robust data, measurements, and online supports, to build 

social-emotional skills that support health, happiness, and success throughout 

school and life.

Digital Citizenship Strategy 
The Digital Citizenship Strategy will focus on how best to engage with 

technology, teaching young people how to engage with tech and in online 

environments. 

Sharing what we learn: 
We will work with communities across Canada to share our solutions and learnings 
so all children and youth can thrive.
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Working Together: the SWR Data Collaborative Pilot 
One way to help improve child 

and youth well-being is by sharing 

information and data. Locally, 

organizations supporting children and 

youth lack a system understanding of 

how young folks are developing. 

To address this, we will develop 

the Smart Waterloo Region (SWR) 

Data Collaborative. The SWR Data 

Collaborative will pull together and 

analyze data from many sources to 

better understand the well-being of 

young folks. It will be housed on a 

secure and private platform, making 

sure the information is protected. 

During Phase 2, we successfully piloted 

the SWR Data Collaborative. The pilot 

highlighted issues related to early 

childhood development and where 

community action might be needed. 

It also demonstrated the benefit of 
many organizations, researchers, and 

specialists working together to share 

and analyze information.

Responsible tech: 
We are dedicated to working with our 
partners to use technology and data where 
and when it makes sense. 

Technology for good: 
We will use technology and data to improve 
social, environmental and economic 
outcomes — improving the lives and 
well-being of children and youth.



8

Our long-term goals 
To be able to transform Waterloo Region into the best community in Canada for children and 

youth, we’ve established long-term goals to work towards.

Early childhood 
development

More children 

are ready for 

school with the 

skills they need.

Literacy

Improve literacy 

among children.

Improve literacy 

among youth.

Mental/ 
emotional health

Improve 

social-emotional 

well-being 

among children.

Improve mental/ 

emotional health 

among youth.

Sense of 
belonging

Improve the 

level of social 

cohesion in 

Waterloo Region.

Increase sense 

of belonging 

among youth.



Canadian Index of Child and Youth Well-being
UNICEF Canada has developed the Canadian 

Index of Child and Youth Well-being (CY-Index). 

The CY-Index measures indicators over 9 areas 

of children and youth’s lives.

Through our partnership with UNICEF Canada we 

will use the CY-Index to better understand the well-

being of children and youth in Waterloo Region. 

It will also be used to monitor changes over time 

and to understand how local children and youth are 

doing compared to the rest of the country.
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Privacy and data
Privacy and security are important. We will ensure the security of information and data, defend 

against security breaches, and protect the personal information and privacy of children and 

youth. Through implementation of our project, we will use the following data principles to help 

guide all activities related to data security and privacy... 

• Privacy and data rights of children and youth.

• Evidence-informed approach to data and security.

• Accessible approaches to data privacy and security.

• Intellectual property considerations.

• Leveraging open data.

• Clear processes and procedures relating to ownership 
and control of data and information.

For a complete understanding of our project, please review  
our full application on our website: www.smartwr.ca

http://www.smartwr.ca


@SmartWatRegion

#smartwr #bestcommunity4kids
www.smartwr.ca

http://www.smartwr.ca
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