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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Research Project:

This research was carried out between March and September 2004, and was done
to add to our knowledge about homelessness in the Kootenays. It used a
participatory action research methodology and focused on four objectives:

Estimating the extent of homelessness in the Kootenays
Characterizing homelessness

Determining the services and gaps in services for the homeless
Identifying strategies to address the gaps in services

One hundred and six support service providers and the agencies and organizations
in which they work provided most of the information contained in this report. In
addition, ten people from Cranbrook who are or have been homeless were
interviewed to provide information about the homeless in the East Kootenays to add
to research previously conducted in the West Kootenays, which focused on youth
and adults with housing issues. Taken along with the work done in the West
Kootenays, this research was designed to examine rural homelessness as much less
research has been done in places like the Kootenays than in the more metropolitan
areas in Canada and elsewhere.

For the purposes of this research, both absolute homelessness and episodic or
relative homelessness were examined although the approach taken here did not
include those who spend 50 % or more of their income on housing or those living in
substandard housing as part of the definition. It did however include those who lack
housing security and which as a result they are either at risk of homelessness or
have experienced it in the past.

Economic Context:

Homelessness, both rural and urban, is rooted in poverty or general economic
challenges. Therefore, the region’s economic characteristics provide important
context for understanding the issue of homelessness. Communities in the
Kootenays:

e Have traditionally relied on primary extractive industries, particularly forestry
and mining and at present employment levels in these traditional industries is
declining,

¢ Have experienced a loss of government jobs recently, and

¢ Have been looking more towards tourism as an economic base, but in this
sector, the jobs are often at minimum wage, and are part-time and/or
seasonal.



Socio-economic indicators for the region show that in comparison to the province as
a whole:

The average income is lower

Relies more heavily on government transfers

Has a higher proportion of the population is on income assistance
Has a more equal distribution of income,

Has fewer low income families

Overall Finding:

This research found that the greatest barrier to addressing homelessness in the
Kootenays from the perspective of those most familiar with it is the issue’s
invisibility. The idea that the homeless are people who live in the streets and sleep
in doorways is widely held by community members outside the support service
providers. Because these community members do not see many people matching
their description of homelessness, they do not think that it is a significant problem in
the Kootenays. This idea of homelessness is characterized as absolute homelessness
but it is only part of what researchers and practitioners understand to be
homelessness. To capture the full extent of homelessness, the definition needs to
capture those lacking housing security and therefore experience homelessness from
time to time or are at constant risk of doing so; the relative or episodic homeless.

Those with more intimate knowledge of the most vulnerable in the community attest
to the fact that the number of people experiencing absolute or relative
homelessness is increasing because of:

e The increase in reliance on tourism as the economic driver which has driven
up housing and rental costs and decreased the stock of affordable housing.

¢ The hotter housing market, which is having an upward pressure on housing,
costs and is decreasing housing stock.

e The decrease in housing programs and ancillary services provided by
government leaving more people without programs to help them.

¢ More stringent eligibility requirements, which has increased the number of
people who no longer qualify for assistance of various kinds.

e The lack of foster care and other programs for youth which has left youth
more vulnerable to homelessness.



Strategies of Adaptation:

The issue of homelessness in the Kootenays is largely invisible because of the ways
that those in the situation chose to respond to their situation. Their strategies of
adaptation typically include:

e Couch surfing- relying on friends and family for a few days at a time.

¢ Finding abandoned cars, cabins, RV’s or buildings where they can spend the
night(s) but not necessarily known to others.

e Being taken in by church / neighbours / teachers as a temporary solution.

e Moving away [a lot of those homeless in the Vancouver Downtown East Side
come from rural BC and many are from the Kootenays] especially among
youth.

¢ Returning to abusive relationships because the alternative is being without
shelter, relying on friends and family for temporary accommodation, or
moving to where services exist.

Service Infrastructure:

Support service providers in the region are reporting that there has been a decrease
in the services available to help address the underlying issues causing or
contributing to the increase in homelessness that they are seeing. The following
characterize the changes to the system of services they are reporting:

e The system is increasingly concerned with the cost of the system; not to
address or even more importantly to prevent the problems of the most
vulnerable in our communities.

e There are more stringent eligibility criteria.

e The access to services is made difficult because of the need for an
address; parental signatures; social insurance number etc.

e The cuts to services and operating expenses of the support organizations
have decreased the ability of the providers to:

o lobby and advocate on behalf of the vulnerable,
o provide the range and types of services needed, and
o address long term solutions and to pursue prevention rather than
simply responding to a crisis situation e.g. most communities have
emergency or transitional housing for women in abusive situations
but most lack 2™ stage housing. So the emergency situation has
some solution but there is limited ability to house these women in
the longer term.
e The decrease in discretionary funds along with increasingly narrower
definitions of eligibility and application of program funds has decreased
the flexibility of service providers to respond to the problem.



e The lack of affordable housing available in community; housing allowance
simply not sufficient to find housing.

e The lack of a drop in centre/shelter/youth centre where there is a stable
and safe enough environment to address underlying or concurrent issues.

e Legal aid and legal services have been withdrawn.

e The lack of public transportation especially with the increasingly
regionalized service provision has made it even more difficult to service
the needs of this population.

e The increase in services accessible only via a call center.

Service Gaps:

Those interviewed in this research identified the decrease in the level of services
available for those experiencing homelessness or at risk of doing so; but they
identified the lack of community awareness of the issue as the major barrier in
addressing it. The four key service gaps identified through the research were the
need for:

Increased community education and awareness
More tolerant public attitudes

Increased community involvement

Increased specific services

Recommendations:

Designate or create a community organization willing to put homelessness on
the public agenda

Include local government and business representatives as well as those
experiencing homelessness in the community organization addressing
homelessness

Develop a region wide coalition to ensure and benefit from a coordinated
approach to the issue

Develop a formal and systematic way to collect and store data on Kootenay
homelessness

Find additional resources to support the work of implementing the strategies
and recommendations coming from this research
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1. BACKGROUND:
1.1 Project Origins

For over a year prior to November 2003, staff from the Canadian Mental Health
Association for the Kootenays (Association) was involved in meetings with a broad
representation of local support service providers. A number of local social issues
were discussed at these meetings, but the issue of homelessness came up time and
again. There was a general perception that homelessness in the Kootenays was a
problem and that it was getting worse. However, the means to demonstrate this
was the case was severely limited by the lack of good data and information
regarding homelessness in the Kootenays. Recognizing this situation, the Association
felt that a good first step in addressing the issue would be to gather better data.
They were successful in getting a grant from the Government of Canada’s National
Homelessness Initiative as recommended by the BC/Yukon Regional Homelessness
Research Committee of Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRDSC).

With the funding in place, the research project began in March 2004, with
discussions to frame and focus the research. A review of the literature was then
undertaken to glean insights from the previous research done on homelessness,
particularly in rural areas in Canada. Unfortunately, there has not been a great deal
of research conducted on homelessness in communities like those in the Kootenays.
Notable exceptions to this were two pieces of research on housing issues in the
West Kootenays, commissioned by The Advocacy Centre in Nelson a member
agency of the Nelson District Community Resources Society. One focused on the
housing issues related to youth, Roofs4Youth:-Understanding Youth Housing Issues
and Homelessness in the West Kootenays and the second a more general one;
Faces of Homelessness in a Rural Area.: Housing Issues and Homelessness in the
West Kootenay and Boundary Region. This research project has relied heavily on
these pieces of research and the on-going work of the Nelson Committee on
Homelessness (NCOH) and as a result has concentrated more of the primary data
collection in the East Kootenays.

1.2 Conceptual Framework:

The researchers’ first undertook a careful consideration of the needs of the
committee whose interest in the issue of homelessness prompted the project and
the advice of the BC/Yukon Regional Homelessness Research Committee to CMHA
for the Kootenays in their letter of notification.

From this review and in consultation with those initially involved with the issue of
homelessness in the Kootenays, the decision was made to focus the research on:



a. Estimating those experiencing homelessness in the region. And, to determine
the degree to which it is deemed relatively significant.

b. Determining and examining the characteristics of the homelessness;
particularly with respect to youth, and those with mental health and/or
substance abuse issues.

c. Developing an inventory of service gaps in addressing homelessness.

d. Developing strategies and inventory best practices for addressing the service

gaps.

While these were the objectives established for the project at its earliest stages,
from the beginning there were some issues around what could be accomplished in a
methodologically sound way in the time frame of the project. These issues are
outlined here in order to establish clearly what the project intended to accomplish
initially. (See Appendix 1 for a copy of the proposal for framing and focusing the
research for the full discussion of these ideas as they were articulated at that time.)

1.2.1 Objective 1: Extent of Homelessness

From the outset, the researchers were aware of the challenge in estimating the
degree of homelessness. In the first place, all research on homelessness has been
beset with definitional problems; who we define as homeless determines how we
count them and affects the numbers of homeless that result. Over time the concept
has evolved with two fairly standard sub-concepts each with substantial agreement
among researchers as to the characteristics that distinguish them. These two sub-
concepts of homelessness are:

e Absolute homelessness: those living out in the elements or in emergency
shelters or makeshift shelters not designed for accommodation (Glass: 2002
p.3)

¢ Relative homelessness or at-risk of homelessness: those who for a variety of
reasons would find themselves in absolute homelessness if any circumstances
change (Glass; 2002 pp3-4). This is sometimes referred to as episodic
homelessness because those that experience it tend to move in and out of
homelessness as their circumstances dictate.

This latter definition often includes those who spend more than 50% of their income
on housing and those living in substandard housing and / or budget
hotels/motels/hostels referred to in the literature as SRO’s (single room occupants).
These conditions broaden the concept more than warranted for our purposes, so
unless there were other conditions along with one or the other of these latter
characteristics, these were not considered as part of the at-risk of homelessness
population. Instead, we focused on absolute homelessness and those with personal
circumstances where a crisis had in the past resulted in the loss of a permanent
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home (relative or episodic homelessness). This puts our definition in line with that
used in the National Homelessness Initiative which considers homelessness to be:

“any person, family or household that has no fixed address or security of housing tenure”

Even with some assistance from previous research in standardizing the concept of
homelessness another more significant problem was encountered in fulfilling the
objective of determining the extent of homelessness. Typically, determining the
extent of homelessness is done by periodic counts of people in places that
temporarily house and/or provide services for the homeless (City of Calgary, 2004).
The Kootenay region has only a few specialized emergency shelters (transition
homes for those leaving abusive relationships) and very few institutionalized
programs and services in existence exclusively or primarily for the homeless. So
there is no way to obtain an accurate determination of homelessness in the
Kootenays using urban methods where these services exist. The support service
agencies in the Kootenays whose front-line workers come into contact with clients
know they have clients which fit the definition of homelessness but, the information
these agencies routinely collect does not differentiate between clients who are
homeless and their other clients who are not. As a result there were no existing data
sets which could be used to meet this objective. There is one last way that the
extent of homelessness is often determined; researchers comb the streets for those
fitting the characteristics of homelessness and counting them. For us to employ this
methodology for the research area in question would have been prohibitively
expensive and time consuming; it was well beyond the financial resources and time
available to this project. Moreover, this method becomes even more challenging in a
rural environment because it is widely reported that homeless individuals will resort
to substandard shelter outside of city limits in tents and abandoned cars or trailers.
At best, this research was able only report support service providers’ anecdotal
information about the extent of homelessness and to make recommendations to
build a data collection process in the future (see section 8 for a more detailed
discussion of this recommendation).

1.2.2 Objective 2: Characterizing Homelessness

The proposal for the research identified three common target groups within the
homelessness population; youth; those with substance abuse issues and those with
mental health issues. The expectation was that the research would focus on these
homeless characteristics in the Kootenays to see if those homeless in the Kootenays
resemble those elsewhere and if so were there any particular services or service
gaps associated with each of them. The second objective was therefore to develop a
profile of the Kootenay homeless population. In fulfilling this objective, first the
literature was searched for insights with respect to these characteristics of those
homeless. Then, secondly we noted references made about the characteristics of
the homeless in the stories we heard in the data collection process. But it became
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clear that with the exception of youth, there was little of relevance associated with
the population profiles in the Kootenays to add to what is commonly known about
the characteristics of the homeless. What emerged though as much more relevant
was a characterization of the issue itself. As a result, the research focused on
characterization of the issue rather than characterization of the homeless. This is not
uncommon in exploratory research in that what are thought to be important
variables before the research is undertaken are found to be less so and other
elements not considered before the research begins are found ultimately to be more
significant.

1.2.3 Objective 3: Service Gaps

This was one of the key objectives of the research project. Two symposia were
developed to gather information explicitly on these service gaps and the strategies
developed to address them. The research quickly found that the support service
providers were much more concerned about the underlying community
characteristics that make it difficult for them to do much to address homelessness.
This led as can be seen in Section 6 to some very clear and significant insights about
service gaps but the most important of these were very different than would be
expected by those like ourselves not intimately involved with the issue in the
community.!

1.2.4 Objective 4: Strategies for Addressing Gaps

Like all applied research, this project had a practical goal. We wanted to ensure that
through the process of collecting the data associated with the objectives in the
research, we would also be able to identify some strategies that could be used to
address the issue of homelessness. This was especially with regard to the service
gaps identified in Objective 3. We also wanted to ensure that these strategies would
come from those most knowledgeable about the issue and with whom the work
associated with the strategies would most likely come. Therefore, both the
methodology and the research results were designed to focus on these two
objectives. This focus was also consistent with the advice for the project coming
from the BC/Yukon Regional Research Committee.

At the same time as the research was being framed; insights from research on
homelessness done previously was being sought. There is a very large and
comprehensive literature associated with the issue and so the review of the
literature focused only a very small portion of it deemed significant for our research
purposes.
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2. A REVIEW OF SIGNIFICANT LITERATURE:

This research project focuses on the homeless population with a specific emphasis
on youth, those with substance abuse problems, and those with mental health
issues. However, to develop a more meaningful context in which to examine these
sub-populations and by virtue of the fact that that these segments represent a large
majority of the homeless population and that they are largely interdependent, the
literature review was conducted with a broad research scope. But at the same time
the large number of research studies done on homelessness necessitated some
focus to the review so that this section would not be overwhelmed with detail. The
focus chosen was on some key themes in the literature relevant to this research
project. The themes summarized in this review include:

e How homeless is typically defined and measured
e Homelessness specifically in rural areas and within Canada

e Some of the quantitative and qualitative characteristics of the homeless
population and the homelessness issue.

2.1 A Brief Chronology:

From late 19" to the first half of the 20" century, the homeless — mostly unattached
and transient labourers — congregated in the poorer districts of cities (often called
Skid Row). In the 1960s and 1970s, the mechanization of low-skilled or menial
tasks reduced the economic function of these areas as a source for cheap labour.

Between 1950 and 1970, the populations in poor areas dropped by 50 %. The urban
renewal that took place during the late 1950s to early 1970s removed the cheap,
substandard housing of the poor areas, but did not replace it with affordable
accommodation.

Homelessness today, in large part, is an outcome of the shortage of inexpensive
housing for the poor. As a result of the disappearance of cheap housing, the poor
must pay a larger proportion of their limited income for shelter, or, if their income is
insufficient or non-existent, be pushed out of the housing market altogether. In
addition, the current economic climate and cries for public service accountability has
forced some rationalization of critical housing programs, and support services for the
disadvantaged populations.

2.2 What Does "Homeless” Mean
There are almost as many definitions of “*homeless” as there are studies on the
subject of homelessness. Unfortunately, experts have been unable to come to a

consensus on who should be included in the definition and who should be excluded
to what conditions the definition should be applied.

13



The spectrum of definitions is wide. At one end of the spectrum, a “homeless”
person is defined simply as one absolutely without shelter in the strictest sense. At
the other end, many researchers propose a broad and inclusive definition adopted
by the UN which states “a “homeless” person is not only someone without a
domicile who lives on the street or in a shelter, but can equally be someone without
access to shelter meeting the basic criteria considered essential for health and
human and social development.”

Most research in Canada relies on the first definition — homelessness is literally
without shelter. However recent studies in Vancouver and the West Kootenay /
Boundary region have chosen to include not only those without shelter, but also
those who are “at-risk” of homelessness.

Who we define as homeless determines how we count them. By defining
“homeless” as literally without shelter, we run the risk of underestimating the gravity
of the situation. As Barbara Murphy states in her book On the Street: How We
Created Homelessness, “Overestimating invites public cynicism; underestimating
incurs the wrath of service agencies that rely on public funding”.

2.3 Homelessness in Canada

There were 30 percent more Canadians living in poverty in 1996 than there were in
1986, and most anti-poverty advocates — and a number of economists — argue that
the increase in homelessness is a direct result of cuts to government spending
within Canada.

Since the 1980s the Federal Government has been withdrawing its support of new
social housing and offloading the responsibility to the provinces. In 1993, the
federal government stopped funding to social housing altogether. When affordable
housing units were built, low-income tenants moved out of their low-cost housing
which opened up spaces for those on a waiting list. With no new social housing
being built, these low-cost units are no longer “recycled” and the neediest end up on
the street.

Unfortunately, governments disagree as to who is responsible for the homeless.
Municipalities argue they are short of funds for social welfare programs because
provincial governments have slashed spending. Provinces argue they have no
money because of cuts in transfer payments from the federal government.

Recently though there appears to be a change in way that government at all levels
have approached the problem. In the late 1990’s the Federation of Canadian
Municipalities formed a National Housing Policy Options Team and by 2000 a
“National Affordable Housing Strategy” was proposed. The key element of this
strategy was the development of “a long-term approach by a partnership of
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government, housing and social-service providers and industry” to address the need
for a healthy housing system in Canada. The strategy is made up of three
components:

e A ten year flexible federal capital grant program,
e Development of measures to attract new investment including:
o tax measures and
o strengthening Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation’s role in
facilitating affordable housing, and
¢ The creation of provincial/territorial shelter and rental initiatives (Federation
of Canadian Municipalities; 2000: pp 5-6).

Because organizations such as the Federation of Canadian Municipalities have
“declared homelessness in Canada ‘a national disaster", we know that the number of
homeless in Canada is unacceptably high but to this date, there is no official data on
the homeless population in Canada (Federation of Canadian Municipalities: 2000: p.
3).

2.4 What Causes Homelessness

There is much debate as to the relative weight that must be given to the variety of

contributing factors, which include poverty, shortage of low-cost housing, substance
abuse, and mental illness. It is also
important to note that the causes and risk “Combine a growing number of poor and

factors for homelessness are not the same a growing number of expensive housing
units and we have people on the streets.

fo_r _everyone'_ Ee_]c_:h SUerOUP may have Add to this a failure to recognize that the
distinct and significant differences. For mentally ill cannot manage on their own,
example, domestic violence is a common and we have even more people on the
indicator for homeless women and youth, streets.

whereas individuals from ethnic minority groups may have difficulty securing
accommodation due to language barriers and racism.

At the root of all homelessness, however, is poverty. There are simply too many
poor people and not enough low-income places for them to live. Traditionally, low-
income individuals and families have lived in the downtown of a city. However,
increasing numbers of middle class professionals now prefer to make their homes in
the downtown area close to where they work. They directly compete with the poor
for existing housing units. Low income housing is converted to upscale single family
homes or high-rise condos. Between 1971 and 1996 this process has resulted in a
combined net loss of 250,000 housing units in Canada’s four major cities reducing
the population density by 25 percent.

In the greater Vancouver area, rental rates for bachelor apartments increased by
almost 13 % from 1991-1996, while incomes showed a decline of approximately 4
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%. A recent study of the West Kootenay area showed that almost a third of renters
in Nelson were paying 50 % or more of their monthly income to rent.
The continuing lack of demand for unskilled labour

In the most basic sense, the

still contributes to today’s homelessness and helps root causes of homelessness
account for the poor employment and earning can be stated as:
records of the homeless. The past decade has seen | , | case in number of

a bulge in the proportion of persons between the Poor People
ages of twenty and thirty-five, a direct outcome of
the post-war baby boom. The consequence of this
“excess” of young persons, especially males, was a
depressed earnings level for young adults, and an * Deinstitutionalization of

elevated unemployment rate. Canada’s mentally il
population

e Decrease in number of
low-income housing units

A 1997 study of homeless shelter users in Calgary found that structural barriers to
housing (such as low minimum wage, job loss, housing availability, high rents and
damage deposits) had a greater impact than did psychosocial factors (i.e. disruptive
early childhood, domestic problems, and emotional difficulties). In fact, over 40 %
of homeless individuals surveyed in Calgary were employed, but did not earn
enough to find stable housing.

There is some dissention on whether substance abuse is a significant influence to
transitions to homelessness. Some experts believe that substance abuse only places
an individual at greater risk of literal homelessness, but is not a direct factor in its
explanation. However, most agree that once homeless an individuals misuse of
alcohol and drugs will certainly impact their ability to positively change their housing
situation.

As well, the policy of de-institutionalization of the mentally ill has significantly
contributed to the homeless population. People with mental illness and/or
substance abuse problems become homeless because they are poor, and in many
cases suffer from ongoing discrimination and even violence. Many people with
serious mental iliness are unable to work consistently, it at all, in part due to active
symptoms of these illnesses.

2.5 How Many Homeless Are There

- It is difficult, to say the least, to find a consensus on the size
As of October 1998, | ¢ tha homeless population. On a world scale, it is

there were at least 200 ) -

000 homeless people | €stimated that more than one billion are poorly housed and
in Canada -- people that 100 million of them are literally living on the street. Two
literally without home, | S researchers have given estimates for the US as a whole
people with no private ina betw 250.000 and 3 milli Andin C d
spaces in which to varying between , and 3 million. And in Canada,

live, people existing where only a handful of attempts to count the homeless

day to day, 24 hours a
day, in public places.
And the situation is
getting worse.”
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have been carried out, the figure ranges from approximately 40,000 to 200,000 for
any given year.

Early attempts to enumerate the homeless in Canada were less than successful.
There was a low participation rate by service agencies and a failure to include those
individuals not staying in shelters. As a result, it's believed that the scope of the
problem in Canada has been underestimated.
Significant variations in the number of homeless people reported in one country or
even one city may be explained by the different definitions or methods adopted by
researchers. The definition of homelessness will itself determine the number.
However, even given the difficulty of estimating an exact humber, experts agree
that the homeless population is growing and the composition of the population is
becoming increasingly varied.
2.6 Some Statistics

e About 80 % of individuals exit from homelessness within 2-3 weeks

e Typically 70 % of the homeless population is male, and the majority is
Caucasian

e QOver 40 % of the Aboriginal homeless in Vancouver had been homeless for 6
months or more

e The majority of homeless are between the ages of 24-44
e 25 % of children in Canada live below the poverty level
e The majority of youths on the streets come from abusive homes

e Almost a quarter of all homeless individuals are children under the age of 18
who are with a parent

e In the US, studies report 25 % of homeless individuals were physically or
sexually abused as children; 27 % percent ere in foster care or institutions as
children; and 21% were homeless as children.

e 42 % of homeless youth identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual

¢ Between 20-30 % of the homeless in Canada are mentally ill and in need of
treatment
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2.7 Who is Homeless

Studies conducted in the 1950s revealed that the average age of homeless people
was near 50 years old, while today the homeless are in their middle to low thirties.
This can be due, in part, to the post war baby-boom which caused a bulge in the
proportion of persons between the ages of 25 and 45. Caucasian males in their late
twenties to early forties make up the majority of the homeless population.

In both Canada and the US, women make up approximately 30 % of all homeless.
It has been suggested, however, that women are less evident in enumeration
because counts are usually based on service users and fewer cater to women. Also,
women are generally homeless for shorter periods of time than men because they
often manage to find shelter in exchange for sexual or domestic services. Studies
have shown that women are more likely than men to experience violence while they
are homeless.

People who are

The primary need for all homeless women appears to be homeless want and
affordable, accessible, secure housing in combination with need to work, but few
social support programs and appropriate health services. fg:tirgﬁlﬁgﬁ)dt;]”eﬁbs
These could include access to counseling on nutrition, sexual | escape

activity, substance use, and pregnancy and parenting homelessness.

programs.

The number of homeless families is growing. Almost a

quarter of all homeless individuals are children under the age of 18 who are with a
parent. 42 % of this group is under 5 years of age. An article in the Globe and Mail
in February 1996 reported a 45 % increase over the previous year in the number of
families seeking emergency shelter in Metropolitan Toronto. Most of these families
had been evicted from their homes for failure to pay the rent. Some attribute this
problem to a reduction of about 22 % in social assistance.

A 1987 survey found that 11.5 % of people in shelters were under the age of 16.
Studies have also shown that most of the youths on the streets have been victims of
sexual, physical, or psychological abuse. The community of other “street youths”
gives them a place where they can feel they belong. Street children and runaway
youth use various strategies to survive when living on the street or running away:
staying with friends, engaging in prostitution, and committing offences. The longer
they are homeless, the more likely they are to commit offences in order to survive.
Interventions need to focus on the whole situation of the individual youth, avoiding
a "one-size-fits-all” solution.

Generally speaking, the Aboriginal population differs significantly from the non-

Aboriginal. The Aboriginal population is characterized by lower educational and
income levels, higher unemployment and poverty levels, a larger proportion of
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single-parent families, and generally poorer housing. These factors are major
contributors to Aboriginal homelessness, although others (drug and alcohol abuse
and mental illness) are often cited.

Recent estimates of the homeless suggest that at least 40 % have substance use
disorders, 25% have some form of physical disability, and 20 % have serious mental
illness. These factors contribute both to the risk of becoming homeless and to the
difficulty in overcoming it. Once homeless, people with co-occurring disorders have
more problems, need more help or are unable to benefit from services, and are
more likely to remain homeless than other groups of people.

People with co-occurring disorders who are homeless frequently are excluded from
mental health treatment programs because of their substance use disorder, from
substance abuse treatment programs because of their mental illness, and from
homeless service programs because of their mental ilinesses and substance use
disorders. It is important that treatment plans be integrated, and must be
developed with the individual rather than forthem. This will increase the willingness
to engage in services and to remain in treatment.

As will be seen later in this report, there are some recurrent themes in
homelessness research. However, when we focus on the services provided and the
gaps that exist, there is still much to learn about homelessness in rural areas like the
Kootenays.
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3. METHODOLOGY:
3.1 Participatory Action Research Approach:

This project was undertaken using a participatory action research methodology.
Although there are many variations on this type of research, the approach taken
here is characterized by two common elements of this type of research approach,
namely:

o All those involved in the issue being explored are involved in the research,
process and so there is an emphasis on participation in the approach, and

e The research is designed not just to collect data to understand an issue
better but is done so for the purpose of taking some kind of action to address
it.

In terms of this second element Smith’s (1998) description using Bogdan and Biklen
(1992) ideas explains this further:

“The second tradition, perhaps more widely approached within the social welfare field- and
most certainly the broader understanding in the USA is of action research as ‘the systematic
collection of information that is designed to bring about social change’ (Bogdan and Biklen
1992: 223)"(p. 1)

With the roots of the project in the need seen by a number of Kootenay support
service providers to understand and address homeless more adequately, the use of
participatory action research fit well with the nature of the research project.

From the inception, the process of defining and focusing the research to be
undertaken was done with significant input from this group of involved individuals as
well as Nelson Committee on Homelessness (NCOH). As the research questions and
focus began to take shape and other support service providers were contacted to
take part in the research, they too were made part of the process. All data collected
including the summary draft of this report was circulated for comment to an
increasingly larger group of people involved as participants. This sharing of the data
was done with three important goals in mind:

e To ensure that the data was accurate, interpreted appropriately and was of
the highest quality

e To ensure that critical data that might have been missed could be added in as
the data collection process continued

e To ensure that the information being collected would be as useful as possible
for those who would ultimately use it.
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3.2 Target Population:

Previous research in the West Kootenay had targeted those with housing issues
among the youth and adult populations. With this as a foundation to build on, this
research was designed to complement that research rather than duplicate it. To this
end, we chose to focus our field research on the knowledge held by support service
providers who had first hand experience of the issue of homelessness. This was
augmented with interview data from a small sample the client population in the East
Kootenay to compare to the West Kootenay research done previously.? One hundred
and six support service providers, representing a broad spectrum of organizations
from around the Kootenays participated in the interviews, focus group discussions
and symposia held between March and September, 2004 (see Appendix 2 for a list
of participating organizations). >

3.3 Data Collection Tools:

The data collection took place over four phases:

the research focus and framing phase

support service providers experience with homelessness issue
symposia on service gaps and strategies to address them

interviews with a select sample of those who have experienced or are
experiencing homelessness.

Q0o

In the first phase, the researchers met with committees, individuals and groups like
NCOH who have been involved with the issue of homelessness prior to research
grant application. In this phase most of the data collection was quite informal as its
purpose was to get a clear sense of what service providers were experiencing which
led them to believe there was a problem with homelessness and that the situation
was getting worse. In this phase of the research, twenty eight individuals were
involved in the process which ultimately led to the research focus.

In the second phase, a more structured approach was taken to the data collection
and a number of focus groups and personal interviews were held to obtain
information from a wide variety of support service providers from around the
Kootenays (see Appendix 3 for a copy of the data collection instrument). The
purpose of this phase was gather more detailed information from support service
providers as to their experience with homelessness. In this phase, fifty individuals
took part in the focus groups and/or individual interviews.

In the third phase, two symposia were held to bring together a wide variety of those
involved in the issue of homelessness in Kootenay communities. Although invitations
to the symposia were primarily sent to social and educational service providers there
were others represented at each symposium. In each case there was a local
government representative and a representative from outside the region with a
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professional interest in homelessness and/or housing issues (BC Housing Corp and
SCPC consultant). The purpose of the symposia was to focus on the service gaps
and the strategies to address these gaps (see Appendix 4 for a copy of the
symposium agenda). In total twenty-eight individuals took part in the symposia.*

In the final stage of data collection, ten interviews were conducted with people in
the Cranbrook area who were or have been homeless at some time. While this
constituted a small part of the overall project because the West Kootenay research
had already generated data regarding those with housing issues, it was nonetheless
a very important source of data for this project. Given the methodological difficulties
in enumerating a population of homeless there is no way to choose a sample of this
population that could be considered representative. Due to timing issues with
respect to undertaking this part of the data collection process, it w