


Made-in-Ottawa Solutions 

Helping homeless men obtain & maintain housing and meet skills & employment goals          7 

Hostels to Homes 
Hostels to Homes is a housing support pilot project that 
helps individuals who frequently stay in emergency 
shelters to obtain housing, skills, and employment.   
 
Participants have spent at least thirty nights in one of 
the men’s emergency shelters in the past year. Also 
they need to be eligible for Ontario Works benefits, to 
be motivated to be housed, and to be employed or 
participating in skills training.   
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Caseworkers at The Ottawa Mission help participants 
find housing, work, and obtain services, sometimes 
accompanying them to appointments.  They also host a 
monthly meeting at which participants have a 
communal meal and listen to a guest speaker.   
 Hostels to Homes staff at The Ottawa Mission 

 Participants in Hostels to Homes may have 
longstanding addictions and mental health challenges 
that have previously made it difficult to maintain 
employment and housing.  Hostels to Homes 
caseworkers work closely with participants to help them 
maintain housing and meet goals.  
 

In Phase 1, caseworkers helped 55 men with housing 
and phase 2 is currently helping another 45 men. 
 
Ben’s Story . . .  
One participant, Ben, had experienced alcohol 
addiction and depression for many years.  He 
subsequently lost his job, housing, and was 
staying at the Ottawa Mission.  Ben later secured 
subsidized housing, but he felt that he needed 
additional help.  Ben participated in Hostels to 
Homes and program staff helped him set up 
direct rent deposits.   
 
Although Ben relapsed four times during the 18 month 
program, Hostels to Homes staff continued to 
encourage him to achieve goals.   
Ben later enrolled in an addiction treatment 
program and anxiety disorder clinic to help regain 
control over his life.  He currently lives in a 
second stage housing facility, works part-time, 
and attends regular Alcoholics Anonymous 
meetings.  Ben admits that he feels better than he 
has in many years and is hopeful for the future.   

 
Hostels to Homes 

 Helped to house 55 men during Phase 1. 

 Even though 14 participants lost housing 
during this phase, Hostels to Homes staff 
helped them to obtain new housing 
immediately. 

 34 participants secured employment (16 full-
time, 18 part-time). 

 An additional 13 participants participated in a 
skills training or education program. 
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8    For some, rooming houses can be part of a permanent transition from homelessness and street life 

Helping people live in rooming houses 
In the spring of 2008, the Rooming House Pilot Project began as a unique collaboration of two of Ottawa’s drop-in 
centres, Centre 507 and The Well/La Source. Each drop-in balances the provision of services between those living on 
the street or in shelters and those with housing. This Pilot allows a staff member at each location to help vulnerable 
tenants living in rooming houses to maintain their housing. A rooming house may be the only viable option for tenants 
on a low income and others without a strong housing history.  
Funding from the Federal Homelessness Partnership Initiative allows staff in the two drop-ins to work with tenants in an 
individualized case management approach that supports clients through tenant/landlord negotiation and advocacy, 
rental arrears crises, referrals to mental health and addiction services, and life skills and personal development. They 
work closely with landlords to provide information and support to resolve problems, and also support clients in their 
desire to move to another housing option such as subsidized, supportive and market rent single units.  
In the first nine months, 30 men and 19 women have taken part in the project, all of whom have retained 
permanent housing without having to resort to an emergency shelter (18 of the 49 clients had done so in the 
previous year). All of the participants identified an increase in constructive coping skills, a sense of hope for the 
future, and an overall positive outlook since joining the project.   

 
Co-Director, Janet McInnes, and Supportive Services Coordinator, 
Darlene Carew, at The Well / La Source drop-in for women  

The Well staff finds that rooming houses are the only 
viable choice for women living on Ontario Works in 
Ottawa’s housing market where most rents exceed 
their total income. They also see that it is critical that 
people are connected to community resources for basic 
needs such as food, clothing, laundry, etc.  
One woman living in a rooming house was pregnant, 
struggling with a bedbug problem, and feeling 
frustrated. Margaret, the rooming house support worker, 
helped her with cleaning supplies, a new set of sheets, a 
bed cover and laundry chits. She introduced her to the 
Centretown Community Health Centre nurse who visits 
The Well to deal with her pregnancy concerns, spent time 
talking with her about her frustrations, and invited her to 
spend time with The Well’s community of women.  
Another woman, who survived a serious car accident 
that left her with many disabilities including a brain 
injury, lived on the top floor of a rooming house with 
no elevator.  Margaret quickly realized that this woman 
had somehow slipped through the cracks. The first thing 
Margaret did was help her find a family doctor who was 
amazed that no one was following this woman’s health 
concerns and immediately set her up for many tests, and 
organized physiotherapy sessions. Margaret worked with 
The Social Housing Registry to find the woman more 
suitable housing and also helped her obtain ODSP, get 
some furniture and household items and set her up with 
Para-Transpo. This woman’s whole life has changed. 
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Centre Manager, Caroline Ann Giekes and Susan Alcott, the 
Rooming House Support Worker at Centre 507  

Centre 507 is on Bank Street downtown where there 
are numerous rooming houses. Many people who 
come to the drop-in live in those rooming houses and 
they share stories of sub-standard living conditions, the 
sense of isolation that comes from leaving one’s street-
life community, frustrations with neighbours and 
landlords, and the challenges of sharing bath and 
kitchen facilities. This pilot allows Centre 507 to provide 
ongoing support so people can make a successful and 
permanent transition from homelessness and street life.  
From emergency shelter to a future with hope: a 28 
year old man first tried to move from an emergency 
shelter to a sub-par rooming house. The front doors to 
the building had no locks, the smoke detector had been 
taken apart by another tenant, the stove was not 
operational, and the hallway was filled with piles of 
garbage. After a few long months he grew quite tired of 
the drug addicted and alcoholic neighbours asking for 
money and soon stopped taking his medications. He left 
town but a few months later he called Centre 507.  
The Pilot Project meant they were able to 
immediately arrange a room in a rooming house 
owned by a social housing provider. Within two 
months of settling in he was offered a job at a local 
fast food chain, was back on his medication, and 
participating in group activities at Centre 507. 
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CMHA’s condos mean “clients can live in the community without stigma and integrate more easily”  9 

The right to ‘regular’ housing  
Housing First Solutions for CMHA  

The Housing First philosophy promotes supporting 
individuals to move directly from a state of homelessness 
into permanent housing.  
Since 2001, the Canadian Mental Health Association 
(CMHA), Ottawa Branch has secured federal 
homelessness funding and Ministry of Health funding to 
support people in 250 rent-supplemented units and 32 
condominium units. Rents are low because there are 
no mortgage payments to make. Residents sign a 
regular lease and stay as long as they desire.  
“Purchasing condos is more economical because in the 
rental market both rent and rent supplements keep 
getting more expensive,” says CMHA’s Executive 
Director Marion Wright. “When we use rent 
supplements in private housing, it means that more of 
the existing, private housing stock becomes available 
to our clientele.”  
Clients must be homeless when they move in, must 
have ‘severe and persistent mental illness’, and 
possibly addictions. Preference is given to women.  

The residents are all recipients of intensive case 
management and have either a case manager or 
outreach worker. When they no longer need ongoing 
support, they may keep their units, along with their 
access to CMHA’s crisis support.  

“The condos are our innovative and economical 
approach to having units across the city. It means 
clients who have been homeless can live in the 
community without stigma and integrate more 
easily,” says Ms. Wright. 

About Julia . . . Julia has lived in a CMHA unit for 18 
months. Before moving into the apartment she had 
been battling with addictions, had been a victim of 
abusive relationships and was suffering from 
depression. She was evicted from her previous 
apartment after her ex-boyfriend left without paying his 
share of the rent. Having a stable place to live has 
given Julia the opportunity she needed to move on.   

“I was at a real low point: two close family 
members had recently passed away, I was out on 
the street and had nowhere to go. 

Luckily, Housing Help connected me with CMHA 
who found me this apartment. Now, I can’t think of 
a more wonderful place to live.  

The apartment is the number one factor in my life.  
It gave me my chance to get cleaned up and now I 
have a space that is truly mine where I can paint 
and write.”    Julia 

 
CMHA’s Executive Director Marion Wright reviews the latest 
condo properties with Housing Program Coordinator Paddy York

 

Message from Emergency Shelters, continued from Page 3 

Emergency Shelters in Ottawa  
Cornerstone/Le Pilier (women) 
The Ottawa Mission (men) 
Salvation Army Booth Centre (men) 
Shepherds of Good Hope (men & women)  
Evelyn Horne Young Women's Shelter &  
Young Men’s Shelter (Youth Services Bureau)  
Family Shelters (2), City of Ottawa 
Reception House, Catholic Immigration Centre 

(newcomers) 
YMCA-YWCA and Motel Rooms 

Their Funding Sources 
Organizations providing shelter and 
other services are supported by a 
combination of community and 
government resources.  

 
40 to 80% Government  
20 to 60% Raised by people in the 

community as donations  
or in-kind assistance 
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These organizations step up to the 
plate to help in variety of ways 
All provide emergency shelter and basic needs, case 
management and housing search assistance. Other 
services depend on the people they serve – streets 
to homes housing – transitional and supportive 
housing – addictions support – food banks – Hospice 
– Primary Care Medical Clinic – Dental Clinic – 
Street Outreach Van – Special Care Units – Job 
Training – Winter Warmth . . . and the list goes on. 
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10    They are people in need, just like anyone else struggling to survive 

John Howard Society’s 
Housing Initiative 

The John Howard Society (JHS) has a pilot project in 
Ottawa that provides housing support for individuals 
who have been released from prison. Having served 
their sentences, many are released with no concrete 
living plans in place.  

These clients are homeless or at a risk of being 
homeless; they are in crisis with no place to live, nothing 
to eat, and sometimes without their medications.  

Dan Power, above, provides reintegration support at 
The John Howard Society, and says,  
 
“Our clients are people without a home and 
without a plan, forced to be on the streets 
because of a lack of coordinated processes.  

They depend on The John Howard Society to 
help them sort through the bureaucracy and 
stabilize them in their crises, including housing 
and finances. They are people in need, just like 
anyone else struggling to survive.” 

Often these services are developed through 
partnerships with other community-based agencies 
including: Action Logement/Action Housing; Housing 
Help; Options Bytown; The Rooming House Network, 
and Centre 507. 

 

Through this pilot, Dan, and The John Howard 
Society team helped 150 people last year.  

Many clients are provided with assistance to overcome 
challenges to adjust to life after incarceration. For 
example, when applying for Ontario Works (OW) - the 
process can be started before their release, but cannot 
be completed until the client is available to present 
himself to the OW office. JHS also provides lessons in 
life-skills and anger management as well as literacy 
programs. There is even role-playing practice to address 
scenarios with potential landlords.  

These services play a part in finding and keeping 
shelter. These efforts are also an integral part in 
rendering the broader community safer by reducing 
recidivism to previous lifestyles.   

Over 100 individuals have been housed and nearly half 
of them have sustained their housing for over three 
months. There is much optimism that this number will 
increase substantially in the coming months. 
 
The team at JHS provides intensive case 
management and service coordination 
through four phases. 
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1. Pre-discharge housing assessment and 
release planning; 

2. Post–release housing and support 
services; 

3. Community stabilization; and 

4. Community reintegration. 
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MHI includes members of the Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and Unitarian faiths         11 

Lighting candles – 
not cursing the 
darkness  
Multifaith Housing 
Initiative  
 
While awaiting a coordinated plan 
to eliminate homelessness, local 
groups have stepped into the 
breach and shown how energy, 
imagination and commitment can 
make a difference.  
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MHI Board Members, with patron Anne 
Squire (front row, third from right), pose 
proudly at the Somerset Gardens site in 
June 2006 

 

 

The Multifaith Housing Initiative (MHI) of Ottawa is an 
example of one such group. It started in 2002 in 
recognition of the lack of affordable housing and the 
growing problem of homelessness and the desire of 
different faith traditions to tackle the problem together. 

MHI now includes members of the Christian, Jewish, 
Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and Unitarian faiths.  

MHI’s first project was Kent House, purchased in 
2005. It contains two bachelor and three one bedroom 
apartments. 

Somerset Gardens, a 10 storey, 119 unit 
condominium developed on land purchased from St. 
John’s Anglican Church, received a 2008 a CMHC 
“Best Practices Award” in Affordable Housing.  

For ‘Sandra’ living in Somerset Gardens has meant a 
huge drop in stress. . .  “It’s clean, new, safe . . . I 
know what my housing costs are . . . half of what I 
was paying before . . . I feel very lucky to have 
found MHI.” 

MHI purchased ten of the units in the building, six of 
which are rented at much below market rents ($460 
per month) to persons qualified by the City of Ottawa 
as requiring rental assistance. The remaining four are 
rented at $793 per month.  

 
 

It took the combined efforts of many people and 
organizations to make the Somerset Gardens 
project happen: 

 Teron Inc sold the units at a preferential rate; 
 

 The City of Ottawa provided a capital grant of  
$300,000 as well as deferring other fees and charges; 

 

The Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
provided a grant of $600,000 through the Canada-
Ontario Affordable Housing Program Agreement;  

 

 

 CMHC waived the mortgage insurance fee; and 
 
 

 MHI supporters provided $200 000 in loans and 
donations.  

 
In October 2008 MHI purchased Blake House, a 27 
unit apartment building in Vanier, with a mixture of 
bachelor, one- and very large two-bedroom units, helped 
by a federal/provincial grant of $840,000.   
 
Twelve two-bedroom units will be converted to much 
needed three-bedroom units.  
 
As a unique way of involving the public in the project, MHI 
has asked people to “Buy a Brick for Blake” at a cost of 
$27 per brick, eligible for a tax receipt.  

See www.multifaithhousing.ca for more details. 
 

http://www.multifaithhousing.ca/
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12   Affordable housing is a permanent asset 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Affordable housing builds healthy communities! 
Great neighbours 

Photos on this page - Centretown 
Citizens Ottawa Corporation 
(CCOC): above left, McLeod Street 
rowhouse; bottom left, Gilmour/ 
MacLaren townhouse; top right, 
excavation at the award winning 
Richmond Road development; middle 
right, 145 Clarence Street; and bottom 
right, rendering of 424 Metcalfe 
beginning construction in 2009. 
CCOC provides housing to low and 
moderate income households in over 
1,300 units. In 2008, one in four 
households was occupied by families 
with children, while over 50% of units 
were occupied by singles. 29% of 
tenants were members of a visible 
minority. CCOC has agreements with 
6 community agencies that provide 
support services to tenants in more  
than 100 units. 

 A stable, affordable home allows 
people to find and keep a job; seniors 
and disabled people to live with dignity; 
and kids to make friends, do well in 
school and grow up healthy. 

 Tenants in affordable housing get 
involved – they vote, voice their 
concerns about community issues like 
traffic, noise and crime, participate in 
community events and volunteer for 
local charities. 

 Development is a catalyst for 
neighbourhood revitalization. 
Affordable housing gives new life to 
vacant areas. The entire 
neighbourhood benefits from 
community programs that often 
accompany housing. 

 While low income tenants don’t have a 
lot of spending power, they provide a 
steady economic base for local 
shops and services.  

 Affordable housing contributes to 
local employment. Businesses can’t 
attract employees without affordable 
homes for them to  
live in.  

 Investment in affordable housing 
saves government money. It is 
cheaper than running shelters and 
hostels and is a cost-effective long 
term solution to homelessness. As 
mortgages are paid down, Ottawa’s 
stock of affordable housing can be 
leveraged to build more housing. 

 Housing is a permanent asset. From 
the mid-1960’s until 1995, forward 
looking governments invested in non 
profit housing. That housing provides 
over 24,500 homes for people across 
all wards of Ottawa, managed by over 
80 organizations including municipal 
and private non-profits, co-operatives, 
faith-based and service organizations.  

Great buildings 

 
 

 



Ending homelessness at the LOCAL level 

See page 14 for the breakdown of funding in Ottawa from each tier of government               13 

Municipal Government response 
Municipal decisions and policies affect the availability 
of affordable housing, financial assistance, community 
programs and services and homelessness services, 
such as emergency shelter, housing loss prevention 
and supportive housing. Local decisions also the affect 
ability of people to be included in community life. 
Ending homelessness involves commitment and 
resources from all three tiers of government. These vary 
considerably and are often subject to change due to the 
budget or government of the day. Federal and provincial 
decisions support or constrain local efforts.  
In 2008 in Ottawa there were only: 
 134 new affordable housing units for 9,692 families 

and individuals on the waiting list; the City’s target 
was 500 units. 

 915 supportive housing units compared to 6,864 
people using the emergency shelter system. 

The majority of homeless people are coping with 
economic factors that are at the root of the problem: the 
lack of affordable housing and very low incomes. They 
need affordable, appropriate housing. 
For some people health issues must be addressed to 
help them move out of homelessness. Others will need 
skill development for employment, etc. Supportive 
housing is a good transitional solution to help some 
homeless people adjust to independent living.  

What does our community need from 
the local government? 
1. More determination, innovation and effective 

effort is required at the City to meet its own 
annual target of 500 units of affordable and 
appropriate housing. Currently the number of new 
affordable housing units is miniscule. 

2. All decisions at the City level (i.e., budget 
allocations, Bylaws, development approvals, use 
of public space) must meet the needs of the 
whole community including those who have low 
incomes. 

3. The City must also assertively engage the 
Province of Ontario and the Government of 
Canada in meeting Ottawa’s housing needs by 
bringing enough resources to the table.  
 

The City‘s share of the operating subsidy for our 56 
housing providers is funded on the property tax base 
and is not sustainable. The City does not have the 
financial capacity to keep the housing stock in good 
repair, nor to provide sufficient resources for health, 
addictions and mental health services to ensure 
homelessness is not the result of poor health. 

Local community response 
In addition to The Alliance to End Homelessness’ advocacy 
work directed at the three levels of government and its local 
public education and research activities, people across the 
city act to help homeless people. 

1.  Private Sector Volunteers and Donors 
Many thousands of people in our community donate food 
and other material goods so that homeless people have 
something to eat and wear. People also get directly involved. 
Over 700,000 hours of service a year are provided by 
volunteers in agencies supporting homeless people. 
Cornerstone/Le Pilier, the women’s shelter, is a good 
illustration: 
 17% of its funding is from community donations. 
 85 people and 35 groups from across the community 

volunteer their time. 
 Others give in-kind assistance (sheets, linens, self care 

products, feminine products, food and clothing and gifts at 
special times). 

2. Civic Leaders and Groups 
One good example is Dharma Developments, an Ottawa 
home builder. They work with other Ottawa business 
sponsors to host URBANA, an annual fundraiser to 
support community programs with the goal of preventing 
homelessness in Ottawa. 
Another is The Ottawa Leadership Table on Homelessness, a 
group of business, community and government leaders, 
which has set a goal to annually create 100 units of 
supported housing for people who are chronically homeless. 

3. Community Action Plan on Homelessness 
The City of Ottawa, as the Service System Manager for 
Homelessness, is guided by the Community Action Plan on 
Homelessness which recommends:  
 50 units of affordable rental housing per year be developed 

through the private sector for capital funding and private-
public-non-profit partnerships; 

 50 units of transitional housing be created annually and 
100 units new supportive housing annually; 

 Implementation of the Homeownership Down Payment 
Assistance Program (the 2008 goal was 205). 

“Big problems require big ideas!  
We’ll make real gains  

in ending homelessness  
when communities have enough  

affordable housing.” 
Perry Rowe  

Chair, Alliance to End Homelessness 



Ending homelessness at the PROVINCIAL level 

14 In Ontario, homelessness is the extreme indication of poverty. 

Federal, Provincial & Municipal 
Funding Shares

Homelessness Services and Affordable Housing Programs
(City of Ottawa, 2008)
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Provincial Government response Everyone’s role 
The present government commitment at all levels is just 
nibbling at the edges of homelessness. Ontario’s response 
plays out across several policy areas: rental, affordable 
and social housing; income benefits and wages; and 
mental health, addiction and healthcare services.  

Provincial policies fall short of obvious need: 
 A single mother with two children on Ontario Works 

gets 60% of Statistics Canada Low-Income Cutoff 
(LICO) line for Ottawa. 

 A single person on a disability pension gets less 
than 60% of the low income line. 

 A full-time job (40 hour week) at $15.35 an hour is 
required to pay for a one bedroom apartment 
compared to the minimum wage of $8.75 (using the 
government’s affordability standard of 30% of 
income for housing). 

 Only 134 affordable housing units were created in 
Ottawa in 2008 with federal/provincial/municipal funds.  

 Ontario’s Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
has an “official” affordable housing waiting list of 
124,032. Since 2002, it has funded an average of only 
1,237 new affordable homes annually. At this rate, it 
will take 100 years just to provide homes for 
households currently on the provincial waiting lists. 

Homelessness is the extreme indication of 
poverty. As Ontario begins to act on poverty 
reduction, it is critical to recognise that harsh reality. 
When 7,045 individuals and family members had to 
stay in an emergency shelter in 2008 in Ottawa, it is a 
profound signal that the province needs to spend more 
on affordable housing and income supports.  

Stable housing is a precondition for economic 
stability. All other poverty reduction measures will not 
be effective if individuals and families are not in stable 
housing. It is time to insist that Ontario stop counting 
on emergency shelters to be the last-resort solution to 
the province’s housing problems and the shortage of 
addictions and mental health services. 

Personal income taxes underwrite the provincial 
contribution to ending homelessness. Homelessness 
is not free and people in Ottawa are entitled to 
question provincial choices.  

Right now Ontario is spending relatively little on 
affordable housing. The province and our 
politicians have a choice:  
 Ontario could be using taxes to pay for the creation 

of affordable housing in combination with other 
poverty reduction measures, or Ontario can keep 
making decisions that result in people becoming 
homeless and continue paying for hospitals or jails 
for homeless people.  

Voters need to be very direct with their MPPs 
 If we want the province to spend more on affordable 

housing, local Members of Provincial Parliament will 
need to hear it from constituents.  

Creating new housing takes time, so there will be still 
be a need for funding for homeless shelters and 
support services during that time. 
 
What does our community need 
from the provincial government? 
1. Urgent action to substantially increase the 

provincial investment in affordable housing. 

2. A significant increase in funding for treatment 
and support services to meet the basic 
demands of chronically homeless people with 
complex mental health, addiction and 
healthcare needs.  

3. Action on the rent crisis in Ottawa to help 
prevent homelessness. 

* Homelessness includes: 
emergency shelter per diems, 
homelessness services (incl. 
drop-ins and housing loss 
prevention), Rent Bank, and 
domiciliary hostels. 

** Housing includes:  
new affordable housing, 
homeownership down payment 
program, and operating 
subsidies for 56 housing 
providers (incl. rent subsidies). 



Ending homelessness at the FEDERAL level 

Members of Parliament need to hear from their constituents            15 

Federal Government response 

Three programs are currently at the heart of federal 
response to homelessness: the Affordable Housing 
Initiative, the Homelessness Partnering Strategy, and 
the Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program.  

Right now Canada is spending relatively little on 
affordable housing and homelessness compared to 
the demonstrated need in communities.  

Many people do not know that: 
 Homelessness and housing funding has been 

frozen at $135 million annually for the entire country 
for the past 10 years.  

 The Federal portion of the social housing budget will 
be gradually eliminated over the next 25 years as 
existing social housing operating agreements expire 
and create surplus funds. Communities need the 
federal government to re-invest these surpluses in 
the development of new affordable housing. 

 
Everyone’s role  
Personal income taxes underwrite the federal 
contribution to ending homelessness.  

Homelessness is not free 

 Taxes support the federal Affordable Housing 
Initiative, the Homelessness Partnering Strategy, and 
the Residential Rehabilitation Assistance Program. 

 Most people were glad to see the federal 
government extend these programs for five years 
starting April 2009. In fact, many people joined the 
Alliance to End homelessness in its efforts to help 
bring this about. 

Now MPs need to hear it from constituents  

 You can ask that the Canadian Government take 
direct action and spend significantly more on 
affordable housing and on homelessness services 
and supports. 

The UN Report of the Special Rapporteur on 
Adequate Housing  
A Component of the Right to an Adequate Standard of 
Living and On the Right to Non-discrimination 
Released in February 2009, the Report addresses 
homelessness and inadequate housing in Canada.  
 It “strongly recommends that the right to adequate 

housing be recognized in federal and provincial 
legislations as an inherent part of the Canadian 
legal system.”  

Other recommendations: 
 “Adopt a comprehensive and coordinated national 

housing policy based on indivisibility of human rights 
and the protection of the most vulnerable. This national 
strategy should include measurable goals and 
timetables, consultation and collaboration with affected 
communities, complaints procedures, and transparent 
accountability mechanisms.” 

 “Reinstating or increasing, where necessary, social 
housing programmes for those in need, improving and 
properly enforcing anti-discrimination legislation in the 
field of housing, increasing shelter allowances and 
social assistance rates to realistic levels, and providing 
adequate support services for persons with disabilities.” 

 “In order to design efficient policies and programmes, 
federal, provincial and territorial authorities should work 
in close collaboration and coordination and they should 
commit stable and long-term funding to a 
comprehensive national housing strategy.  
 
Federal, provincial and territorial authorities should also 
collaborate with authorities that are the closest to the 
need of the population such as municipal authorities, 
service providers and civil society organization.” 

 
What does our community need 
from the federal government? 
1. Action to put in place a National Housing 

Strategy that enshrines housing as a 
human right for everyone. 
How many people need to be homeless 
before the federal government gets back into 
the affordable housing business?  

2. Increased – and ongoing – funding to 
enable communities to help people when 
they are homeless and provide the 
supports some need to stay housed. 

3. Improvements in access to and rates of 
national income support programs. 

 



Tell our politicians that homelessness is unacceptable! 
Detach the letter below or download an electronic copy at www.endhomelessnessottawa.ca  

Send the letter to the Prime Minister and copy the Premier of Ontario and the Mayor of Ottawa (addresses below). 
 

 

 
The Alliance to End Homelessness produces The Report Card on ENDING Homelessness in Ottawa, Dec-Jan 2008 
with funding from its agency members and by United Way/Centraide Ottawa.  We thank the many contributors to the 
fifth edition. Editor: Lynne Browne. More information at www.endhomelessnessottawa.ca

 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper 
Office of the Prime Minister 
80 Wellington Street 
Ottawa, ON   K1A 0A2 
Email:  pm@pm.gc.ca  

Prime Minister Stephen Harper: 

RE: Action Needed By Federal, Provincial, and Municipal Governments to End Homelessness 

The Alliance to End Homelessness, a non-partisan coalition of community stakeholders committed to 
ending homelessness, is deeply concerned about the homelessness crisis in Ottawa and across Canada.   

7,045 people spent the night in Ottawa emergency shelters in 2008, including 1,179 children.  More than 
300,000 Canadians will experience homelessness in 2009.  As of 2006, nearly 1.5 million households in 
Canada live in housing that is unaffordable, inadequate or unsuitable. 

We are particularly concerned that Government of Canada funding programs aimed at helping community 
agencies combat homelessness have been frozen since 1999 despite the increasing number of homeless 
persons and the complexity of their service needs.  The 2009 Federal Budget promised $2 billion for housing 
but will do little to help those in greatest need of housing.  None of this money will be spent unless the 
provinces and territories agree to share costs.  This funding arrangement has previously prevented money 
allocated for housing from being spent.  A more effective relationship among the three tiers is imperative. 

The Alliance to End Homelessness and concerned Canadians urgently call upon the Government of 
Canada to invest in affordable housing and homelessness initiatives.  We ask that the Government of 
Canada: 

 Establish a National Housing Strategy that enshrines housing as a human right for everyone;   
 Increase funding to help communities address homelessness and make it ongoing; and  
 Improve access to and the rates of national income support programs so people can afford housing.   
 

Print Name: __________________________ Signature and Date: _______________________________
 
Address: ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Cc: Dalton McGuinty, Premier of Ontario, Legislative Building, Queen's Park, Toronto, ON   M7A 1A1 
Email: dmcguinty.mpp.co@liberal.ola.org   
Premier McGuinty, we urgently call upon the Government of Ontario to increase funding for affordable 
housing. 
Cc: Mayor Larry O’Brien, City of Ottawa, 110 Laurier Avenue West, Ottawa, ON   K1P 1J1 
Email:  larry.obrien@ottawa.ca 
Mayor O’Brien, we call upon the City of Ottawa to take action to end homelessness by addressing the needs 
of all persons who are homeless or at risk of homelessness.   
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Learning from people who have been homeless in Ottawa 
This booklet presents profiles of people who are homeless in Ottawa and offers an account of what 
contributes to how people move into and out of homelessness. It also outlines how people find and 
keep stable housing and provides research-based recommendations for ending homelessness. 

Who is homeless in Ottawa? What challenges do they face? How do people become homeless? 
How can community organizations, governments and people in the community work together to 
end homelessness? Researchers at the University of Ottawa, Carleton University and Saint Paul 
University, in partnership with the City of Ottawa’s Housing Branch and the Alliance to End 
Homelessness in Ottawa, set out to answer these questions. 

DECEMBER 2008: RESEARCH FINDINGS FROM THE PANEL STUDY ON PERSONS WHO ARE HOMELESS IN OTTAWA. 
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FACES AND STORIES 
 

Who becomes 
homeless? 
Homelessness has many faces – single 
men, single women, youth and adults 
with children.  
 
While there is no “typical” person who 
becomes homeless, some trends did 
emerge. Most of the people who 
participated in this study were single, 
heterosexual and Canadian citizens.  
Most of them had moved several times 
within the past three years, and a few 
were currently working. 
 
Proportionally, Aboriginal peoples were 
overrepresented in the study compared 
to their numbers in the Ottawa 
population.   
 
Approximately 25% of the single women 
and 40% of adults with children who 
participated in the research were landed 
immigrants and refugees.  

How do people 
become homeless? 

The researchers heard many stories 
about the difficult experiences of being 
homeless1 from the 412 people 
interviewed in 2002 and 2003 and about 
what had changed when they followed up 
with 62% of them two years later.  
 
Adults were likely to be homeless as a 
result of economic factors, while family 
conflicts were the main reason for youth 
becoming homeless.2  

THE MOST COMMON REASONS 
PEOPLE GAVE FOR BECOMING 

HOMELESS  
 
53 %  Inability to pay the rent  

or being evicted  

26 % Conflict or abuse 

8 %  Alcohol or drug use problems 

The research participants identified  
other factors that contributed to their 
homelessness, such as mental or physical 
health problems, serious childhood 
difficulties and long-term disabilities. 

 

                                                 
1 Homelessness is defined as living on the street, 
staying overnight in temporary shelters, staying in 
places not  meant for human habitation, or moving 
constantly between temporary housing arrangements 
provided by strangers, friends, and family. 
 
2  In this study, stable housing and related  
terms, such as “being housed,” refers to living  
in the same housing unit for 90 days or more. 

PARTICIPANTS 
 INITIAL 

INTERVIEW 
2002-2003 

FOLLOW UP 
INTERVIEW 
2004-2005 

Single men 87 43 

Single women 85 55 

Female youth 78 50 

Male youth 79 49 

Adults with children 83 58 

TOTAL  412 255 
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IN AND OUT OF HOUSING 
 

Single men 
Fifty-two percent (52%) of the single men 
surveyed reported an inability to pay rent 
or eviction as the primary reason for 
their becoming homeless. Other 
frequent reasons included interpersonal 
conflict (21%) and alcohol and drug use 
problems (14%).  
 
“Even if you make minimum wage the 
rents are too high…when I worked, I 
came [to the shelter] to eat because I 
was making $800/month and had to 
pay $600 for rent.”  
 
Over one-third (34%) had been homeless 
for more than a year. A majority (71%) 
reported having been homeless two or 
more times during their lifetime and 
almost one-half (48%) indicated that they 
were homeless at the time that they 
moved to Ottawa.  
 
When researchers followed up, they 
found that this group had the most 
difficulty finding housing. Less than half 
of the single men (47%) were housed. 
 
Single men were housed for the shortest 
duration of all the subgroups. On 
average, single men reported having 
moved four times over the course of the 
study. No single men reported being able 
to access subsidized housing. 

Single women 

Single women reported eviction and 
inability to pay the rent (38%) as the most 
common reasons for becoming homeless.  
Other significant reasons included drug 
or alcohol use problems (13%) and 
spousal abuse (11%).  
 
Over two-thirds of single women (68%) 
reported having been homeless two or 
more times over the course of their 
lifetime. Almost three-quarters (72%) had 
been homeless less than six months. 
 
At follow-up almost 75% of the single 
female respondents were housed, and 
on average had remained housed for 
more than one year.   
 
Just over half (51%) of those who were 
housed reported living in subsidized 
housing.  
 
“My mental health caseworker helped 
me. The Canadian Mental Health 
Association has a contract with this 
apartment building to subsidize rents  
for people with mental illnesses.” 
 
Despite this apparent success, this 
group had experienced three moves on 
average over the course of the study. 
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Female & male youth  
Both male and female youth identified 
eviction by parents or guardians, 
parental conflict or conflict with family as 
the most prominent reasons for their 
homelessness (60% and 54%, 
respectively).  
 
“I wasn’t able to do what my parents 
expected because I was depressed and 
anxious, and my parents’ way of coping 
with this was to kick me out.” 
 
Many youth reported having spent time 
away from their family during their 
childhood. Most prominently, 61% of 
male youth and 35% of female youth 
reported periods of detention in 
correctional facilities. Forty-six percent 
(46%) of male youth and 35% of female 
youth reported living in group-homes.  
 
Youth were the most transient and 
vulnerable to repeated episodes of 
homelessness. Approximately one-third of 
all male and female youth respondents 
averaged more than five episodes of 
homelessness during their lifetime.  
Forty-one percent (41%) of male youth and  
31% of female youth reported having been 
homeless for more than one year.  
 
Despite the transient histories of almost 
all the female youth, 90 percent were 
housed at follow-up and, on average, 
they had been housed on average for 
more than one year. In contrast, just two-
thirds (67%) of male youth were housed 
at follow-up and, on average, had been 
housed for less than one year. 
 

Adults with children 
Approximately three-quarters of adults 
with children in the study were single 
mothers.   
 
Inability to pay the rent or eviction was 
reported as the reason for becoming 
homeless by more than half (54%) of this 
group. Another 24% identified spousal 
abuse as the reason for their 
homelessness.  
 
Adults with children were the most likely 
to have found and kept housing.  
 
When this group was re-interviewed,  
97 percent of them were housed and 
had been in housing on average for 
almost two years, much longer than  
the other sub-groups.  
 
“Subsidized housing has made all  
the difference for our family.  

We are no longer worried about how  
we are going to pay $1000 every  
month for private housing.” 
 
Only 10% of families experienced a  
new episode of homelessness after 
being housed.  
 
Among housed families, 78% were living 
in subsidized housing. 
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HOMELESSNESS AND HEALTH 
 

Physical health  
Based on responses to a series of 
questions, the study concluded that, 
overall, the physical health status of 
people who were homeless was similar 
to people in the general population.  
 
Despite this conclusion, homeless 
people reported higher rates of certain 
chronic health conditions, including: 
respiratory conditions (asthma, chronic 
bronchitis, emphysema); arthritis or 
rheumatism; back problems; migraine 
headaches; and stomach or intestinal 
ulcers. 
 

All groups of participants, with the 
exception of adults in families, reported 
a much higher risk of suffering injuries 
that restricted normal activities. 
 
Single adults and male youth reported 
significantly more contact with medical 
specialists than the general population.  
All groups reported more contact with 
nurses, and less contact with general 
practitioners and dentists. 

 
 

SELF-REPORTED  
CHRONIC PHYSICAL HEALTH CONDITIONS 

 Study Participants National Population 
Health Survey* 

ASTHMA, CHRONIC BRONCHITIS, OR  EMPHYSEMA   

Single women 26 % 9 % 

Single men 36 % 9 % 

BACK PROBLEMS   

Single men 21 % 15 % 

Single women 49 % 14 % 

MIGRAINE HEADACHES   

Single women 36 % 11 % 

Female youth 41 % 6 % 

 
* Data for general population, 1999 Statistics Canada.  



Mental health  
Based on responses to a series of 
questions, the study concluded that the 
mental health status of people who were 
homeless was significantly worse than 
the general population.  
 
All groups reported high levels of 
depression and anxiety and difficulties  
in performing day-to-day activities due  
to emotional distress. 
 
About 10 percent of participants 
reported a suicide attempt involving an 
intentional drug overdose.  
 
Homelessness can be both a cause and 
a consequence of mental health 
problems.  

 

Alcohol and drug use 
problems 
 

Addictions often pose significant dangers 
to individual and community health, 
including inadvertent death and the 
spread of infections such as HIV and 
Hepatitis C.   
 
Alcohol and drug use problems both 
contribute to, and are a consequence of, 
homelessness.

SELF-REPORTED ALCOHOL  
AND DRUG USE PROBLEMS 

ALCOHOL PROBLEMS  

Single  men   35 % 

Single women 26 % 

Male  youth 39 % 

Female youth 34 % 

Adults with children 2 % 

DRUG USE PROBLEMS  

Single men  51 % 

Single women 25 % 

Male  youth 68 % 

Female youth 56 % 

Adults with children 2 % 

SELF-REPORTED CHRONIC  
MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS 

DEPRESSION  

Single women 44 % 

Female youth 53 % 

BIPOLAR DISORDER  

Single women 14 % 

Female youth 19 % 

SCHIZOPHRENIA  

Single women  8 % 

Single  men   6 % 
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WHAT SERVICES DO  
PEOPLE USE? 

 

While some study participants were able 
to find housing independently, for others 
community workers and programs were 
vital to their success in finding housing. 
 
The use of social services provided by 
the City of Ottawa, such as employment 
assistance, housing and public health, 
differed among the sub-groups.  
 
In general, adults with children reported 
being most likely to use these services 
(82 percent).  
 
Single women (40%) and female youth 
(30%) reported the highest use of 
housing services across all sub-groups. 
In contrast, only 13% of single men and 
15% of male youth reported using these 
services. 
 
“They (staff at drop-in centre) gave 
me food and helped me find a job. 
They just help me feel at peace” 
 
Twenty-four percent (24%) of male youth, 
21% of single men, and 18% of female 
youth reported having used employment 
services.  
 

In contrast, only 4% of adults with 
children and 10% of single women 
reported using these services. 
 
“The drop-in centre keeps me off the 
streets, out of jail and I don’t have to 
pan [handle] for money.” 
 
Drop-in centres were popular with  
all of the single respondents,  
particularly youth. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

WHAT HELPS PEOPLE FIND  
AND KEEP HOUSING? 

 

Levels of mental health functioning or 
substance use were not related to being 
housed at follow-up or to the proportion 
of time participants were housed 
between interviews. 
 
Six factors helped to predict the 
likelihood of people being housed:3 
gender, age, family status, income, 
access to housing support and a sense of 
empowerment.  
 
In particular, respondents who were 
housed were more likely to be: 
 
 Female 

 Younger 

 Living with children  

 Receiving a higher income 

 Accessing subsidized housing 

 Confident in their ability to improve 
their circumstances 

 

                                                 
3 “Being housed” refers to living in one’s own 
place for 90 days or more at the time of the 
follow-up interview. 
 
 
 

Respondents who were housed for the 
longest period of time during the study 
tended to be female and better educated. 
 
They had greater workforce experience, 
and saw themselves as having a stronger 
social support network.  
 
Living in housing that was perceived by 
respondents as safer, more comfortable, 
and more private was associated with 
improvements in mental health 
functioning. 
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HOW PEOPLE EXPLAIN THEIR 
HOUSING EXPERIENCES 

 

Economic factors4 
Many respondents identified the gap 

between what they can afford to pay and the 
cost of rent as the major source of their 

housing problems.  

 
“More social housing would help the 
problem. Even on welfare, after rent you're 
left with less than $100.” 
 

This was particularly acute among 

individuals receiving social assistance and 
those working low-wage jobs.   

 

Housing 
arrangements 
In order to afford housing, people sometimes 

shared costs by living with roommates or 
romantic partners, or by returning to the 

family home.  

 
In some cases, this resulted in interpersonal 

conflicts that resulted in new episodes of 

homelessness.  

                                                 
 
4 This section reports on the responses to  
open-ended questions in the study. 
 
 

Substance use 
problems 
Some respondents identified personal drug 
use problems, the easy availability of drugs, 

and open drug use in their living 

environments, as obstacles to staying housed.  
 

“In my apartment building there are lots  
of drugs around. People always have  
drugs in the building and the dealers are 
always harassing you. 

[If] you are trying to move on from being an 
addict, they [drug dealers and other drug 
users] don’t understand and put you down 
for not using drugs.” 
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Violence and abuse 
Family conflicts – which included running 

away, being forced out of the home by 
parents and experiencing abuse at home – 

were described as obstacles to stable 

housing by many youth.  
 

Some adult women identified violence or 

abuse by a partner as contributing to their 
homelessness.  

 

“I am homeless because my husband 
abused me and I needed to leave with my 
children. Here, where we are now  
[homeless shelter], it’s very well organized.  

They’ve really helped us – morally,  
mentally, in every way.” 

 
Health status 
Physical or mental health problems had an 

impact on the ability of some respondents to 
access stable housing.  

 

In some cases, the impairment was the 
route to stable housing and in other 

circumstances it was the reason for their 

housing difficulties. 

Housing and 
neighbourhood 
characteristics 
Some women, particularly those with 

children, emphasized the value of living in a 

safe neighbourhood.  
 

For others, negative environmental features, 

such as fear, neighbours with dangerous 
lifestyles, and restricted access to amenities 

such as parks and recreation centres were 

reasons for leaving their housing. 
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MOVING  
FROM HOMELESS TO HOME 

 

STUDY RECOMMENDATIONS 
The people interviewed for this study provided insight into the nature of homelessness and what’s 

involved in finding and keeping housing. Clearly, this is a complex issue that has multiple causes, 

affects diverse groups of people, and requires a range of solutions to address it.  Based on our 
research, here are five ways that will improve the housing situation for people who are homeless or 

may become homeless. 

 

1. Increase minimum 
wage and income 
support benefits  
Low incomes played the biggest factor in the 

homelessness of families and many other 

individuals in Ottawa.  
  

2. Develop more 
subsidized housing 
units 
Individuals and families accessing 

subsidized housing are more successful  
in achieving housing stability in Ottawa. 

 

3. Increase the number 
of safe, affordable 
and good quality 
housing units 
The study found that this improves mental 

health functioning and positively impacts 

the likelihood of housing stability. 

4. Learn from what 
works with families 
The results of the study indicate that 
the specific types of assistance 

provided to families in Ottawa have 

helped them achieve stable housing.  
 

5. Tackle other 
problems that 
contribute to 
homelessness 
Social issues such as poverty, family 
violence, mental health problems, 

addictions, and challenges facing  

youth leaving the child welfare system, 
continue to contribute to the struggles 

people have to find and to keep 

housing.

 

 




