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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Homelessness has increasingly been identified as a major problem across Ontario.  We* are seeing

larger numbers of youth living in poverty and spending time on the streets.   More people with mental

health issues are unable to find the support they need to remain connected to social resources and

housing.  We also know that increasing numbers of people are unable or afraid to leave substandard

housing and we are seeing an increase in the numbers of people unable to purchase food because they

are paying such a large proportion of their income to rent.  It appears that, as we approach the end of

the millennium, more and more people in our community are unable to meet their most basic needs of

food and adequate, affordable housing.

In response to this increase in public awareness, the provincial government struck a Task Force on

Homelessness.  The Task Force visited Hamilton in March 1998 to hear from regional government

officials, service providers and citizens about their issues and experiences with homelessness in our

community. With the release of the Task Force on Homelessness report and  “Taking Responsibility

for Homelessness: An Action Plan for Toronto (also known as the Golden Report), a number of

housing advocates recognized the need for a broad report on the state of housing and homelessness in

the Hamilton-Wentworth community.  This included looking beyond the numbers of people using

shelters and food banks, to other indicators of risk such as vacancy rates, new housing, evictions,

poverty, waiting lists for social housing and affordable housing stock. We hoped that such a report

would provide us with the information to better understand what is happening in our community, so

that we can then inform others including the government about homelessness in our Region.

*Throughout this document, “we” refers to the members of the Regional Advisory Committee on Food
and Shelter, Social Housing and Access Committee, and the Social Planning and Research Council of
Hamilton-Wentworth, who participated on the working group of this project.

WHAT WE DISCOVERED
Bricks and Mortar



1. While there is still a serious affordability problem, the vacancy rates in Centre and East Hamilton

are at 5.2% while the vacancy rate in Stoney Creek, Dundas and other surrounding areas is 1.6

(CMHC, 1998).

2. By the end of April 1999 there were 3,441 people waiting for non-profit housing.  Waiting lists

are long for people wanting non-profit housing outside of the core while there are quite a few

vacancies in the downtown.  However there are two downtown projects that have integrated on-

site support.  These places have low turnover rates and long waiting lists.

3. Between 1994 and 1998 only 18 private rental units were built on an annual average basis.

CMHC estimates the increase in tenant households at over 400 annually between 1996 and 2006.

These levels of private rental unit development are insufficient to keep up with the demand for

housing  (ONPHA, 1999).

4. The current rental housing stock is actually decreasing in size because rental units are being

converted to condominiums.  In the last year, since the introduction of the Tenant Protection Act

(TPA) there have been 11 applications to convert 482 units.  Before the introduction of the TPA

there had been a total of 18 applications to convert 504 units to condominiums.

5. People are also struggling to find affordable, adequate housing.  In 1998 the Housing Help Centre

had more than 18,000 contacts with people who were homeless or in danger of losing their

housing.  This was their highest number ever. (HHC, 1999).

6. 175 people accessed overnight emergency shelters in the region on a nightly basis in 1998.

 Vulnerable People

1. The wide range of vacancy rates in second level lodging homes suggests that some models of

supportive housing are more successful than others and creative models need to be explored to

meet the needs of vulnerable members of our community.



2. 36% of the people who experience homelessness were identified as having a mental illness.

(Schofield and Cook, 1995).

3. People are being discharged from prison, hospitals and the Hamilton Psychiatric Hospital with

such speed that they cannot be matched with the appropriate and often lacking community

resources.  This places these people at a greater risk of homelessness.

4. The demand for emergency youth shelter is overwhelming.  The one youth shelter in the city is

operating at capacity and for 15-16 days of each month it is operating over capacity.

5. 17 and 18-year-old youths are extremely vulnerable to poverty and homelessness.  This situation

is a crisis because of recent policy changes to social assistance requirements that include

mandatory school attendance.  Because of new school zero tolerance policies and the reality that

schools will only accept new students at certain times of the year makes it impossible for some

youth to attend school and therefore receive social assistance.

Other Services

1. Staff of soup kitchens and foodbanks are concerned that social assistance levels are so low that

people are running out of food by the 22nd of each month, every month.



2. People are in desperate need for food each month with soup kitchens and vans serving

approximately 19,000 meals in March of 1999 and foodbanks handing out food to approximately

11,000 people during the same time period.  A recent study by researchers for Toronto's Daily

Bread Food Bank and the North York Harvest Food Bank found that people who are using

foodbanks are spending an inordinate proportion of their income on shelter. (Saunders, 1999).

3. The numbers of people accessing legal clinics because they are facing evictions has also

increased from 615 people in 1995 to 762 people in 1998.

Poverty

1. In 1995, 47% of tenants were paying more than 30% of their income on rent, while 23% of

tenants were paying more than 50% of their income on rent.  Tenant incomes between 1990 and

1995 fell by 4% while homeowners income increased by 8% (ONPHA, 1999).

2. Homelessness (as defined as living on the street or living in a shelter) is five times more likely to

be experienced by men than it is women (Schofield and Cook, 1995).



CONCLUSION

People throughout our community are facing very hard times.  For many, their situations are made

worse because they are accompanied by the sense that our governments have stopped caring about

the people they serve.  This sense was acutely expressed by people who are homeless or at risk of

becoming homeless, but frustration and hopelessness were also heard in the voices of overworked

service providers, advocates and politicians.

Although this report contains a close examination of the gaps in our system of caring for people, it is

important to say that people are doing an extraordinary job of coping in very difficult situations.

People who are homeless or at risk of homelessness are working in creative and collective ways to

have their needs met, and service providers have modified the way they serve people to cope with the

extreme daily pressures of their work.  However, while we note the resiliency, dedication and

creativity of community members, we cannot resolve the homelessness problem on our own.  It is

essential that all levels of government commit to being part of the solution by working with

communities across the province and the country to end homelessness.



STRATEGIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The working group that lead this project did not prioritize the following strategies.  We feel that they

are all important and essential elements to the long and short-term resolution of homelessness in our

community.

Recommendation #1

The current process of collecting statistics around evictions does not provide the community with

much information about how the process is impacting tenants.  We recommend that the Social

Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work with the Housing Tribunal and the Province so that an

adequate system of obtaining information around eviction rates and the situations that result in

evictions can be established and shared with community groups.

Recommendation #2

More women and children are relying on soup kitchens for their food.  Traditionally these programs

were designed for men and some women and children feel uncomfortable in these male dominated

environments.  We recommend that the work to make soup kitchens more accessible for women and

children continue by talking to women and including them in the process of change.

Recommendation #3

The dramatic increase in the number of rental units that have been converted to condominiums since

the introduction of the Tenant Protection Act may represent a threat to the current rental housing

stock, but we need more information and time to fully assess what this increase means.  We

recommend that The Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) continue to monitor the

situation with respect to the rates of conversions of rental housing to condominiums so that we may

fully understand its impact on our housing stock.

Recommendation #4

We recommend that institutions and community members come together to look at the discharge

processes in this community and what resources we need to make them work more effectively.



Recommendation #5

Oftentimes people are vulnerable to homelessness because they find it difficult to handle life stresses.

This is made all the more difficult if they have not had the opportunity to work through past physical,

emotional or sexual abuse.  Services to help people do that work are often expensive or have long

waiting lists.  We recommend that we work as a community to ensure people who need counseling

can access free services when they are living in vulnerable economic situations.

Recommendation #6

There is a  concern that some social service agency staff are not able to meet the multiple and

complex needs of people who are homeless or at risk of losing their housing.  Therefore we

recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter develop a joint staff training

program to ensure all staff throughout the community are trained about the realities of homelessness.

Recommendation #7

Each organization in the city has their own schedule for when people can access their soup kitchen or

foodbank.  Unfortunately, although this makes sense for each organization, it is difficult for people to

remember all the schedules.  We recommend that Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter

work with soup kitchens and food banks to develop a more co-ordinated and simplified schedule of

days and times when people can access food programs in the Region.

Recommendation #8

There are a number of places where people can go to get a free lunch or dinner in the city, but unless

an individual is staying in a shelter, there are no breakfast programs they can access.  We recommend

that the Region fund breakfast programs for all people who need food at that time of day.

Recommendation #9

The current shelter system has difficulty responding to the needs of families with teenage sons and

those with adult females and males.  We recommend that the Region study the emergency housing



needs of families and how we can more effectively meet their need for shelter and that the

recommendations of this study be implemented.

Recommendation #10

We know that seniors are vulnerable to becoming homeless because they live on fixed incomes and

can be mentally and/or physically frail.  We have also learned that the existing shelter system is still

struggling to meet the specific needs of seniors.  We recommend that the Region study the emergency

housing needs of seniors and how we can more effectively meet their need for shelter and that the

recommendations of this study be implemented.

Recommendation #11

Some tenants remain in units they cannot afford until they are evicted because they cannot afford to

move out of the unit.  Other people stay in accommodation that is unsafe or inadequate for similar

reasons.  We recommend that the Region support the establishment of a co-operative moving

program, which could help move tenants for an affordable  (or free) cost.

Recommendation #12

People who are receiving social assistance often find it difficult to secure adequate housing because

they are unable to pay first and last month’s rent.  Other individuals and families find themselves in a

financial crisis which results in their not being able to pay one or two month’s rent.  This leaves them

vulnerable to eviction.  We recommend that the Region assist in funding H.E.L.P. (Housing

Emergency Loan Program) which will provide emergency financial resources for tenants who are at

risk of becoming homeless.

Recommendation #13

There is some concern over the variation in quality of Second Level Lodging Homes.  Some of this

might be addressed by providing increased training and support to staff within these homes.  We



recommend that the Region work with support agencies to identify training programs and support

needs for staff in Second Level Lodging Homes.

Recommendation #14

In addition to training staff in Second Level Lodging Homes, we recommend that the Second Level

Lodging Home licensing body look into the possibility of tying mandatory staff training to licensing.

Recommendation #15

There is increasing pressure from institutions to have people placed back in the community as quickly

as possible.  This often makes it difficult to match people with the appropriate community resources.

A number of crisis/transition beds would provide the time necessary to connect people with the

appropriate community resources.  We recommend the establishment of crisis/transitional beds for

people who are recently discharged from hospital so that community organizations can match them

with the supports and resources they need to live in the community.

Recommendation #16

Our research suggests that there are some creative, effective supportive housing programs in our

community and other communities in Ontario.  Having descriptions of these projects may help us

implement these effective programs more broadly.  We recommend that a process of gathering

descriptions of effective supportive housing programs begin and those models used to guide the

development of a varied continuum of supportive housing.

Recommendation #17

Recently the Housing Development Group completed a report and recommendations as to how the

Region could meet the supportive housing needs of people with mental health issues.  We

recommend that the Region ensure that the recommendations of the Housing Development Group are

implemented to provide an effective system of support.



Recommendation #18

The Housing Help Centre will be devolved from the province to the Region in the year 2000.  We

recommend that the Region of Hamilton-Wentworth continue to support the Housing Help Centre at

the same level of funding for the special role it performs in reaching out to those who are homeless or

at risk of losing their housing.

Recommendation #19

The stress of having to move out of a men’s shelter every seven days makes it difficult to provide

men with the support and stability necessary to get off the streets.  We recommend that the “seven

day rule” be changed so that men could remain in a shelter for the length of time deemed necessary to

obtain more secure and appropriate housing.

Recommendation #20

Many people in our community hold stereotypes about people who are homeless which makes it

difficult to meet the needs of this vulnerable group.  We recommend that the Regional Advisory

Committee on Food and Shelter and the Social Housing and Access Committee (SHAC) work

together to develop public education campaigns that can increase public understanding of the issues

facing people who are homeless.

Recommendation #21

We recommend that when services are proposed, there should be a request for proposals so that the

community can have input into the process.

Recommendation #22

We recommend that Regional, Provincial and Federal governments provide the funding necessary to

annually update this report.  This would help to ensure that a current, accurate picture of

homelessness in our community is always accessible.  This would help the Regional Advisory

Committee on Food and Shelter provide accurate information for service and funding purposes.



Recommendation #23

We recommend that the existing non-profit, public and supportive housing stock be re-examined and

reorganized to respond to the existing needs of the community and thereby reduce vacancy rates.

This involves three important steps:

i) An exploration of successful models of housing and the possibility of the current stock
being adapted to reflect the successes of these models.

ii) Participation of consumer groups and regional committees to ensure that the
development of such housing fits within an overall community plan for meeting
shelter needs.

iii) An efficient process to implement these changes and to ensure that housing stock
remains flexible to meet ever changing housing needs.

Recommendation #24

Current drop-ins were designed to meet the needs of single men, who have traditionally made up the

largest proportion of people who are homeless.  This means that many other groups of people feel

uncomfortable in those contexts.  This is particularly problematic for youth of colour who are

vulnerable to racism in mainstream drop-ins.  We recommend that the Province and Region work to

develop drop-ins to meet the needs of immigrants and refugees, visible minority youth, and women

and children.

Recommendation #25

To ensure that people who are homeless are able to have a continuity of support and access to

programs, we recommend that the Region and Province immediately establish stable funding for the

Wesley Urban Ministry’s 24-hour drop-in.

Recommendation #26

It remains difficult for people who are transient, illiterate or for whom English is not a language they

are comfortable communicating in to remain on the social housing waiting list.  We recommend that

the Community Housing Access Network (CHAN) work with the Province to explore ways to ensure

that people with literacy or language difficulties remain on the list despite problems in responding to

written requests for information.



Recommendation #27

Our research process found that there are some people whose desperate need for affordable housing

may not be recognized by the modified chronological system that the Community Housing Access

Network uses to create their waiting list.  We recommend that the Community Housing Access

Network (CHAN) work with the Province to explore how people are affected by the current waiting

list model and the ways that it might be adapted to meet people’s needs more effectively.

Recommendation #28

We recommend that the Regional Advisory Committee on Food and Shelter receive funding from the

Province and the Region to be involved in a research process to explore creative ways to think about

food security and to develop an effective education program to engage the broader community on

these issues.

Recommendation #29

Current outreach programs such as Crisis Outreach and Support Time (COAST) and the Assertive

Outreach Team when working in conjunction with other outreach workers, have been very effective

at meeting the needs of people who are homeless and/or have mental health issues and/or are

vulnerable to losing their housing.  However, they are overwhelmed and are unable to meet the needs

of many people without having a comprehensive 24-hour program of support.  We recommend that

the Region and Province work to expand our local outreach team to effectively meet the needs of

people who have mental health and/or addiction issues, have developmental or physical challenges

and/or are struggling with issues of homelessness.

Recommendation #30

People who are homeless often experience increased health problems as a result of poor nutrition,

exposure to harsh temperatures, inadequate sleep and having to continually walk the streets.  These

people also find it difficult to access services because there are long waiting lists and they often do

not have calendars or watches to attend an appointment that is arranged for some future date.  We



recommend that the Province increase access to dental care and other needed health services for

people who are homeless.



Recommendation #31

We recommend that the Region fund breakfast programs for people who are not spending the night in

a shelter, but who need food at that time of the day.

Recommendation #32

Tenants continue to be confused about the new Tenant Protection Act.  Many people are unsure of

their rights and responsibilities.   Some tenants also state that they still face discrimination in the

rental housing market.  We recommend that the Region and Province provide resources to Tenant

Organizations such as the Hamilton and Area Coalition of Tenant Associations to provide education

for tenants.  This organization has had extensive experience in these areas and provides an important

service to the community because it is lead by tenants themselves.

Recommendation #33

Many people who are homeless have multiple problems that they are trying to address.  They are also

often fearful of approaching traditional health care services because of negative past experiences

and/or shame.  We recommend that the Ministry of Health fund an integrated health care outreach

team which can enhance current outreach teams in the region and address the health issues of people

who are homeless.

Recommendation # 34

Waiting lists for safe, medium term housing for women who are leaving abusive situations are very

long.  We recommend that the Province reinstate and stabilize funding to Second Stage Housing so

that this community can meet the medium term needs of women leaving abusive situations.
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