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ABOUT THIS REPORT
As described in the Methodology section of this document, separate territorial studies were carried out in the
Yukon, the Northwest Territories and Nunavut by territorial research teams. Each of these studies used the
same methodology and the team communicated regularly with each other throughout the many months it took
to complete the research and report preparation to compare notes, to encourage each other and to work out
any methodological or technical challenges.
The territorial reports that were the result of this work are available through the following contacts:
The Little Voices of Nunavut: A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60
Stephanie Williams, Acting Director
Qulliit Nunavut Status of women Council
Box 388, Iqaluit, NU, Canada X0A 0H0
Ph. 867-979-6690
Being Homeless is Getting to be Normal: A Study of Women’s Homelessness in the Northwest Territories
Lyda Fuller, Executive Director
YWCA of Yellowknife
5004-50 Ave., PO Box 1679, Yellowknife, NT, Canada X1A 2P3
Ph. 867-920-2777
A Little Kindness Would go a Long Way: A Study of Women’s Homelessness in the Yukon
Charlotte Hrenchuk, Program Coordinator
Yukon Status of Women Council
503 Hanson St., Whitehorse, YT, Canada Y1A 1Y9
Ph. 867-667-4637

This pan-territorial report combines elements of each of the above-listed territorial reports to give an overall
picture of the conditions across the North. For example, the theme anthologies, which provide the content of the
Findings section of the study, have been excerpted without significant editing from the territorial reports to
maintain the integrity of the voices of the participating women. This means that the women’s stories will alternate
between the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut. The particular theme anthology chosen in each case was
determined by its capacity to best represent the pan-territorial conditions.
Naturally, some specific details that are found in the territorial reports have been lost, but our purpose in
preparing a pan-territorial report has been to produce a manageable document that highlights examples from
each of the regions without losing any critical findings. In this way then, the women from the small communities
and capital cities from the eastern to the western Arctic join their voices to those of dedicated service providers
to tell their stories, share their insights, and call for action to end what is clearly an intolerable situation.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Research about women’s homelessness in the North is critical, since women have been identified as
among the fastest growing groups in the homeless and at-risk population (Neal 2004). In the North, all
women can be considered at risk of homelessness because a small change in their circumstances can
jeopardize the fragile structure of their lives that allows them to meet their basic needs. Although
everyone living in the Canada’s three northern territories recognizes that housing is a “big problem”, few
understand the complex constellation of factors, many of which go well beyond the shortage of housing
stock, that conspire to keep thousands of women and their children in a condition of absolute or hidden
homelessness. Those who do not live in the North have even less awareness about the despair and dayto-day suffering of these fellow Canadians. The authors of this report are convinced that the story of
women and homelessness in the North must be told in such a way that it will inspire political and social
will for action. Research is one way to give voice to women whose experience has so far remained on
the “margins” of society.
In 2005, a consortia consisting of Kaushee’s Place and the Yukon Status of Women Council in
Whitehorse, Yukon; Qulliit Nunavut Status of Women Council and Qimaavik Women’s Shelter in
Iqaluit, Nunavut; and the Yellowknife Women’s Society and YWCA Yellowknife in Yellowknife, NWT
received funding from the National Research Program of the National Homelessness Initiative to carry
out a comprehensive study of women’s homelessness in the North. Judie Bopp, Ph.D. of the Four Worlds
Centre for Development Learning was asked by to serve as the study’s principal researcher.

RESEARCH PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY
A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 was designed to address the following objectives:
1.

to inform and improve the services provided by the partners of this Study related to the incidence
and impact of homelessness among Northern women by: a) mapping the “determinants” of
homelessness among Northern women, including the relationship between homelessness and other
determinants of wellbeing as those identified in the population health literature; b) mapping the
impacts of homelessness among Northern women; c) mapping the policy and bureaucratic practice
environment related to homelessness in particular, to the determinants of homelessness, and to the
impact of homelessness on the lives of women, their families and their communities; d) mapping
the service environment designed to reduce homelessness and to mitigate its harmful impact for
women and their families in the Territories; and e) compiling lessons from best practice in the
Territories, in the rest of Canada and internationally;

2. to influence the quality of service provided by other organizations and agencies across the North
serving homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless;
3. to inform public policy and territorial and regional program initiatives such that they are more
effective at reducing homelessness and the negative impacts of homelessness among Northern
women; and
4. to stimulate community action aimed at reducing homelessness and the negative impacts of
homelessness among Northern women.
A naturalistic research method that drew on feminist and grounded theory was chosen as most
appropriate for this Study. By adopting a grounded theory methodology that privileges the voices of
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Northern homeless women, the research process remained iterative, participatory, and action-oriented.
Data was generated through focus group discussions and interviews with homeless women and those
at risk of becoming homeless, as well as the service providers in both the government and voluntary
sectors that work most closely with them. The transcripts of these dialogues were coded according to
themes that were generated from the data itself. Once all the data was coded, the material related to each
theme was compiled. Theme anthologies were prepared from each of these theme compilations. These
anthologies wove together the contributions from all the informants in a way that would present a
coherent picture, while at the same time protecting the confidentiality of the participating women and
service providers. The Nunavut Territorial Report is unique in that it also includes direct quotations
from homeless women and service providers. While this data gathering and analysis work was being
done, a literature review was also conducted, which provided a useful point of comparison for the
Study’s findings and also added perspectives to enrich its contribution to the field.

DEFINING HOMELESSNESS
The following terms were adopted in A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 to describe the
continuum of circumstances experienced by homeless women and their families.

Visible or absolute homelessness – “…includes women who stay in emergency hostels and shelters
and those who sleep rough in places considered unfit for human habitation, such as parks and ravines,
doorways, vehicles, and abandoned buildings” (Seychuk, 2004:1).
Relative homelessness – “applies to those living in spaces that do not meet basic health and safety
standards, including protection from the elements, security of tenure, personal safety and affordability”
(Petit et al., 2004:no page number).
Hidden homelessness – “includes women who are temporarily staying with friends or family or are
staying with a man only in order to obtain shelter, and those living in households where they are subject
to family conflict or violence” (Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002).

At risk of becoming homeless – “can include those who are one step away from eviction, bankruptcy,
or family separation” (Seychuk, 2004:1); e.g., loss of job, illness, rent increase, death of a spouse.

Core housing need – a household whose accommodation does not meet one of the following
standards: affordable (housing costs, including utilities, do not exceed 30% of before-tax household
income); adequate (in good condition and does not require major repair); or suitable (sufficiently large,
with enough bedrooms, to appropriately accommodate the household) (CMHA, 2004:8).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NORTH THAT CONTRIBUTE
TO WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS
Canada’s North has special characteristics that contribute to high rates of homelessness in general, as
well as among women in particular. Although each territory has its own unique circumstances, they all
share the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

remote geography
underdeveloped infrastructure
a harsh climate
a small population base
a high cost of living and limited employment opportunities
the lack of accessible and affordable transportation systems
inadequate access to appropriate social services
the high cost of labor and materials needed to increase housing stock
high rates of social issues such as addictions, domestic violence and intergenerational
dependency on income support

CATEGORIES OF HOMELESS WOMEN IN THE NORTH
The following list does not represent an analysis of the circumstances of a representative sample of
homeless women, but rather the knowledge and experience of those who intimately understand the
issue, either because they live it or because they work with it on a daily basis. It is also important to note
that a specific woman might fit under more than one of the following headings.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

The hard to house
Women fleeing abuse
Aboriginal women
Women with lots of children
Women who go to the capital to go to school
Immigrants
Women in trouble with the law
16-18 year old girls/women
The working poor
Mid-aged or older women
Lone women
Women with disabilities & women with disabled children
Women with children

THE DEMOGRAPHIC AND INCIDENCE OF HOMELESSNESS
AMONG WOMEN IN THE NORTH
The conduct of a homelessness count in Northern communities was well beyond the scope and means
of this study. The following demographic and incidence data was compiled from the anecdotal data
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
collected, as well as statistical information about user rates for certain types of services geared toward
homeless women.
•

205 women participated in interviews or focus group sessions (66 in the NWT, 66 in the Yukon and
73 in Nunavut).

•

Ethnicity: 53% Inuit, 30% First Nations, 10% Caucasian, 5% Inuvialuit, 1% Métis, 1% Immigrant.

•

In the Yukon and the Northwest Territories, at least one-third of the homeless women had completed
high school and at least half of those have some college or university education. In Nunavut, 87% had
not finished high school and many of these did not have functional literacy skills.

•

At least 80% of the women in all three Territories have children; about half of the children of these
women are in someone else’s care.

•

25% of the women interviewed in the Northwest Territories are working, but still cannot afford
housing. Most of the women in Nunavut are on Income Support of some kind, since employment
is very scarce. In the Yukon almost 60% are on Income Support.

•

The women were all homeless at the time of this study. Most of them were cycling through the
different phases of homelessness. For example, they might be currently living in a shelter but the
following week they could be living rough on the streets, then spend a few days with relatives or
friends, end up trading sex for shelter, then because of abuse, end up back in the shelter. Variations
of this pattern were the norm for these women.

•

The Study was unable to get accurate incidence figures, but the Northwest informants estimate that
there are could be 500 homeless women in Yellowknife alone. The figure in Iqaluit is estimated at
300. These estimates point to a homelessness rate across of the North of well over one thousand
women. When their dependent children are factored in, the figure raises to well over two thousand.

THE DETERMINANTS OF HOMELESSNESS FOR NORTHERN WOMEN
The literature reviewed for this Study identified the following seven determinants for women’s
homelessness: a) poverty; b) domestic/family violence; c) traumatic changes in life circumstances; d)
lack of safe, quality, affordable housing; e) addictions; f) criminalization of women for “crimes of
survival”; and g) serious mental illness (Neal, 2004; National Working Group on Women and Housing,
2006; CMHC, 1997; CMHC, 2003; Craig, 2005; Connors, 2005; Hightower and Hightower, 2004;
Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Kerr et al., 2004: Melcombe, 2004; McCormick, 2004; Seychuk,
2004; The Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Townson, 2000; Wiebe and Keirstead,
2004). The data from A Study of Women’s Homeless North of 60 closely paralleled these findings in its
thirteen themes.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

4

Every woman is vulnerable
Partner’s behaviour and circumstances
Forced eviction from home
Relocation to another community
Lack of an adequate support system
Personal wellness and capacity
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Disabilities
Geographic factors
Community institutions and structures
Powerlessness of women
Cost of living and business sector practices (including sexism)
Landlords
Societal indifference/punitiveness toward the homeless (including racism)

The summaries below related to these thirteen themes are drawn from the three separate Territorial
studies to offer a representative picture of conditions across the North.

Theme Anthology #1 – Every Woman is Vulnerable
The stories of homeless women across the North describe the vulnerability and insecurity of women, of
how easy it can be to slide into homelessness. The unexpected looms large and can be the final straw
for women in precarious situations. Sudden illness, job loss, loss or thefts of rent money, immigration,
addiction, or injury are unexpected hardships in women’s lives, throwing them off-balance and into
homelessness. These events trigger a domino effect, one loss leading to many. Loss of a job can lead to
loss of a vehicle, which limits job search or access to town, which leads to the loss of other possessions
and any savings, which in turn leads to the loss of a home. Many women work and continued to work
while they are homeless, trying to keep it together but finding it difficult especially if they have children.
Abuse complicates the picture, taking away self-esteem as well as financial support. Women who have
immigrated to find a better life in a country with a shining image can find themselves homeless and
without resources. They find that Canada is not living up to its reputation or commitments to the
United Nations on economic and social rights, as well as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms
of Discrimination against Women. Women who had previously led comfortable lives here and abroad
and thought themselves safe in their homes say, “We are all hanging on the line”.

Theme Anthology #2 – Partner’s Behaviour and Circumstances
The security and wellbeing of women and children is closely linked with the behaviour and
circumstances of their intimate partners. This determinant encompasses this complex web of
relationships from the point of view of women who experience homelessness. Many homeless women
experience physical, sexual, mental and psychological abuse at the hands of their partners. Sometimes
their children are also sexually and physically abused. Often they are trapped in the control patterns
associated with that abuse. They describe themselves as slaves for their partners and without any control
over financial resources. They are at the mercy of their partners, who can force them out of the home
if they so choose. Sometimes partners threaten to separate women from their children as a way to
control them. Addictions are an inseparable part of the abuse pattern. When partners are addicted to
alcohol, other drugs and gambling, they are more likely to be abusive. They also spend resources that
should be used to secure shelter to feed their addictions. When housing is damaged as a result of
partying or violent behaviour, or when rent payments are not made, women and children lose their
homes, even if they are not responsible for the problem. When women also suffer from addictions, this
problem is even more serious and complex.
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Theme Anthology #3 – Forced Eviction
Forced eviction from social housing units was a reality for many of the women interviewed. A primary
reason for eviction is that the male lists a unit under his name, exclusive of his female counterpart. If
the relationship ends, becomes abusive, or if the woman becomes widowed, she is expected to evacuate
her home. The vast majority of women who shared stories of eviction have been forced out of their
homes because of their partners’ actions. Tenant damage is also another reason women become evicted
from public or private housing.

Theme Anthology #4 – Relocation to Another Community
Many women move from their home communities to larger centers because they think they will be able
to access better services, including housing. Others move because they feel forced out by circumstances
in their home community, including reprisals for disclosing the abusive behaviour of their partners or
other men in the community. Unfortunately, many women often find that the living arrangements they
were counting on in the new community were either non-existent or inadequate.

Theme Anthology #5 – Lack of an Adequate Support System
One of the key factors that allow women to survive the critical incidents in their lives that put them at risk
of homelessness (such as fleeing an abusive situation, losing employment, serious illness, the death of a
partner, illness or disability in a family member) is an adequate support system. When support systems do
work, they often consist of an informal network of family and friends, as well as an effective range of
voluntary sector and government services. There are many reasons why these support systems break
down. The types of crises listed above may put more strain on families and friendships than they can
handle. Homeless women often flee the communities in which they grew up or lived for extended periods,
leaving them cut off from family and friends. Intergenerational dysfunction, often the result of intrusive
forces such as residential schools, diminishes the capacity of families and friends to support each other in
a healthy way. These same forces can also destroy the health and effectiveness of community institutions
that should be there to support those members of society who are experiencing hard times. Many
institutions of society also operate from ideologies that do not foster compassionate support and have
policies and practices that punish women or fail to provide the support that would make the critical
difference. A great deal more is included about the impact of community institutions and the service
sector on homelessness among women in the North in subsequent sections of this report.

Theme Anthology #6 – Personal Wellness And Capacity
Another determinant of homelessness in Northern women involves wellness and capacity. A woman’s
potential for improving her position in life is often inhibited by her health and/or her perception of her
own personal abilities. Women often find themselves suffering from physical and emotional
exhaustion, including feelings of disempowerment, which trap them in a cycle from which they can find
no respite. Being incapable of sheltering/protecting themselves and their children results in feelings of
worthlessness, eventually taxing every other area of their lives. They are stripped of all esteem, and poor
health negatively infringes upon their capacity to better their situations. Many of the women
interviewed stated that they have experienced a complete loss of identity, with no remaining sense of a
culture and worth that brought such a great sense of pride to their forbearers.
6
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Theme Anthology #7 – Disabilities
Women with disabilities face many obstacles that put them at risk of becoming homeless. They have a
hard time getting work in a job market that already discriminates against women. Any income support
payments that they may be eligible for are woefully inadequate in light of the actual cost of living in the
North. They face stigmatization and are victimized in countless ways. If they do manage to find
housing, whether private or public, it is often completely inadequate. Being forced to share
accommodations with roommates who take advantage of them, living in housing that has not been
adapted to fit their handicaps or not being able to get equipment that would allow them to function
more fully, not having access to transportation or health services—these are just some of the obstacles.
Women are also most often the caregivers for disabled family members. Their struggle to meet the
needs of their loved ones while trying to keep a roof over their heads is frustrating and exhausting.
Perhaps the most common, but still largely misunderstood, disability in the North is fetal alcohol
spectrum disorder (FASD). Women born to alcoholic mothers (who may themselves have experienced
homelessness) have few places to turn for help and rarely receive the support they need to live healthy
and stable lives.

Theme Anthology #8 – Geographic Factors
Although homelessness is a global issue, Northern women face unique challenges that call for different
solutions. In the North, homelessness tends to be invisible; people are not living on the street as you
often see in southern cities because the harsh weather prevents them from doing so. On the most frigid
days of the year, the climate can reach 60 below zero, forcing penniless women to pile into local
establishments, hoping to make a cup of coffee span the day, or gathering at a friend or family member’s
already overcrowded home. The northern climate, combined with lack of available housing, is why
homelessness in the North shows itself in the average number of people per dwelling. With so few
shelters for women anywhere in the territories, women are left relying on extended family to house
them from the cold. A further determinant of homelessness is the very geographic area of the North,
most of which is not accessible by road. (For example, only nine of the thirty-three NWT communities
are on a road system. Nunavut communities are all “fly-in”.) Women are not able to return to their home
community, or escape it, without extensive financial, emotional and practical resources. They end up
homeless, living in a shelter, on the street, or with family or friends who do not want them, because they
cannot easily travel.

Theme Anthology #9 – Community Institutions and Structures
The policies and practices of community institutions and other structures can contribute to
homelessness for women. Many of the women interviewed for this Study reported that they were never
able to access housing in their home communities, as the housing always went to the friends and family
of housing authority staff. If these women left an abusive situation, the man retained control of the
home, and the women and children were the ones without shelter. When a woman’s husband dies, she
can also end up homeless, since the unit they were living in might simply be assigned to someone else.
The women who were interviewed felt that community leadership is reluctant to address their
problems, and that it is much easier for them to simply dismiss homeless women as “bad”. In addition,
they found the housing, income support, child welfare and other services (in both their home
community and the capitals) inaccessible, confusing and unsympathetic. More about this topic will be
7

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

7

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
covered in the section of this report that discusses the policy and bureaucratic environment related to
homelessness in Canada’s northern territories.

Theme Anthology #10 – Powerlessness of Women
Many of the women interviewed for this study discussed how powerless they felt. They feel that no one
values them as wives, workers, mothers or citizens. They feel that they have been abandoned by their
families and communities. They are trapped in abusive relationships in which financial, psychological,
physical and mental control are used to keep women feeling powerless. They end up engaging in
prostitution and criminal behaviour because they feel that they have no options. Every service provider
interviewed described the traumatic impact of homelessness on the women they serve. They described
the high levels of family break down and the chronic state of crisis these women endure. They point out
that homeless women, and their children, live in a state of high anxiety, and are always tense and afraid.
This elevated state of anxiety, tension and fear contributes to the sense of powerlessness that homeless
women experience, often on a daily basis.

Theme Anthology #11 – Cost of Living and Business Sector Practices
Although the gap between the rich and the poor is widening steadily almost everywhere in Canada, the
consequences of this trend is especially noticeable in the North. The cost of all of life’s necessities is
extremely high in Northern Canada: housing, food, transportation, insurance, dental care and
prescription drugs, childcare – you name it. For homeless women and those at risk of homelessness,
trying to meet their basic needs is a full-time job. Poverty is their daily companion. And things are
getting worse, not better. There is one thing that the women interviewed in this study were unanimous
about: income support programs simply do not provide enough income to meet basic needs. A lot more
about this topic will come out later in this report. The wage economy, where jobs exist, all too often
relegates women to part-time or seasonal work that also leaves women trying to choose between shelter,
food and clothing. There’s never enough for all three. When they have children, the choices are
especially bitter.

Theme Anthology #12 – Landlords
Landlords exert tremendous power over low-income women’s lives. They are the gatekeepers between
homelessness and housing. Some landlords are helpful, giving a woman a break when she is late with
the rent and making repairs when needed. But by far, women reported that their experiences with
landlords were negative. Their stories reveal landlords who discriminate against First Nation women
and women on social assistance. They encounter landlords who advertise “no pets, no children”.
Landlords who withhold damage deposits when women did no damage. Landlords who, at best, ignore
requests for repairs and, at worst, evict women who complain about the conditions of their housing,
conditions ranging from leaky ceilings, to mice, mould, no locks, and no heat. Often when landlords
do make repairs, they raise the rent, forcing low-income women to find other accommodations.
Absentee landlords have told women they were unaware of the conditions of their property, an
unacceptable argument at best. Women’s perceptions are that absentee landlords do not care about what
goes on with their property as long as they make a profit. Women are living in unsafe, unhealthy
conditions because there are no alternatives they can find or afford. In our affluent society, it is
incredible that women and children live in such intolerable, substandard conditions. Landlords walk in
8
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and check things out when they please and some landlords sexually harass their tenants. Landlords
control whether women can find a place to live, determine their living conditions and can evict them
anytime of year without cause with two weeks notice. Landlords are part of the problem and could be
part of the solution to homelessness with a little imagination and kindness.

Theme Anthology #13 – Societal Indifference/Punitiveness Toward the Homeless
(including Racism)
Regardless of where you live in Canada, the homeless tend to be negatively stigmatized by other
members of society. Homeless persons are often judged and mistreated, based on the stereotypes. The
situation in Nunavut illustrates the systemic nature of this discrimination. The vast majority of Nunavut
women interviewed believe it would be more beneficial to go back to their traditional way of living. It
was expressed in numerous interviews that, “Qallunaat are taking over our land.” While most women
maintain that they feel no prejudice toward White people, they feel the “White way of life” does not fit
their traditional lifestyle and has further complicated their living situation. Several of the women
suggested by simply looking at the homes owned by Inuit versus that of Qallunaat, that the message is
clear as to who is valued the most. This gap continues to increase, suggesting a systematic failure.
Service providers in the Northwest Territories point out other aspects of societal indifference and
punitiveness toward homeless people. Downtown areas in cities are becoming increasingly hostile
places to be for those on the streets. As well, some services providers note that not all government
employees understand the circumstances and realities that many women face, and therefore develop
policies and programs penalize rather than help.

THE IMPACTS OF HOMELESSNESS ON NORTHERN WOMEN
The picture of the impact of homelessness on the lives of women and those around them that emerges
from the literature is as complex and interdependent as the factors that contribute to its occurrence. It
is, indeed, difficult to separate the impacts of homelessness from its determinants, as these two sets of
factors are often cyclical. Six themes emerged from the literature review conducted as part of A Study
of Women’s Homelessness North of 60: a) criminalization; b) stigmatization and loss of dignity, selfrespect, self-esteem; c) loss of a community support system, opportunities to gain skills and access to
information; d) increase in risks related to health and safety; e) loss of resources needed to meet basic
needs; and f) impact on children (Balfour and Comack, 2006; Bennetts and Green, 2004; Canada
Mortgage and Housing, 1997; CMHC, 1997, 2004; Craig, 2005; McCormick, 2004; Neal, 2004; Petit et
al., 2005; Seychuk, 2004; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004).
The data from A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 generated the following five themes, which
bear remarkable similarity to those listed above.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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Loss of resources through the vicious cycle of homelessness
Physical and mental health
Survival sex and criminalization
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Theme #1 – Family Separation
The separation of family, whether it is partner relationships, parent-child relationships and/or sibling
relationships, is a common challenge associated with homelessness. Partners often separate as a result
of family violence, youth may be ousted from their homes by parents, and children may be apprehended
by child welfare authorities from parents who are homeless or are living in violent situations. Often a
temporary separation leads to a larger breakdown of the family structure, which then results in
permanent parent-child separation as well as family members living apart from the support of extended
families and communities.

Theme Anthology #2 – Children’s Wellbeing
One of the most difficult aspects of being homeless for women is seeing how the life they lead is
affecting their children. The women who participated in this research project were eager to talk about
their struggles to keep their children safe, healthy and happy. They spoke about the impact of poverty
on body and spirit; of the inappropriate, over-priced and inadequate housing they are forced to accept
so that their children will have a place to sleep; and of how the restrictions imposed by landlords and
other tenants place unreasonable demands on family life. They also spoke about how their relationships
with their children’s fathers were shaped by their homelessness. They anguished about the teasing their
children had to endure and the things their children worry about that other, more fortunate, children
would not even understand. They see their children acting out and losing self-esteem.

Theme #3 – Loss of Resources through the Vicious Cycle of Homelessness
Homeless women suffer a myriad of losses. Lack of stability in housing and poverty create a cyclical
maze of dead ends for homeless women, who, once they are in that situation, fear and plan for when it
will happen again. The lack of amenities creates a physical appearance for women that acts as a barrier
to employment, which is the most cited way that women try to improve their personal circumstances
and gain a home.

Theme Anthology #4 – Physical and Mental Health
One of the most detrimental consequences of homelessness is the impact it has on a woman’s physical
and mental health. An obvious result of poverty is malnutrition. Women are often forced to go days
without sustenance for their already weary bodies. Poor nutrition results in countless physical ailments,
which further complicate the capacity of these women to better their position. Without proper
resources (e.g. homeless shelters), personal hygiene is also a compromise women are forced to make.
Illness is also pervasive for women taking up residence in overcrowded conditions. The North’s dire
overcrowding issue (particularly in Nunavut), combined with building design flaws, contributes to a
variety of respiratory and communicable diseases. Overcrowded homes are breeding grounds for
illnesses, as basic individual needs for wellness cannot be met. Continued feelings of worthlessness also
affect a woman’s mental health. Many women cite depression as a common emotional response to their
unfavorable situations. Several also admitted to feeling suicidal. Women with children were particularly
hard on themselves. Feeling as though they had failed at motherhood was the most painful emotion
they endured and often led them into severe depression.
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Theme Anthology #5 – Survival Sex And Criminalization
Poverty-stricken people are often forced to prostitute themselves in a variety of ways to meet the basic
needs for survival. Women are abused in different ways than men, as women are often forced to engage
in sexual relationships in exchange for accommodation. A community pastor in Nunavut expressed his
concern by saying, “One girl told me she’s been prostituting herself since she was a teenager. There are
young girls coming up learning this same thing and will eventually take her place. I’m really
heartbroken for them. I see what they are forced to do to provide for themselves.”

THE POLICY AND BUREAUCRATIC PRACTICE ENVIRONMENT RELATED
TO HOMELESSNESS AMONG NORTHERN WOMEN
The literature that was reviewed for this study was consistently critical of the role that the policy and
bureaucratic practice environment at the municipal, provincial/ territorial and federal levels plays in
creating the conditions that make it difficult for so many women to maintain adequate, safe and
affordable housing. The key themes that emerged from this review can be summarized under the
following nine categories: a) income support policy and practice; b) municipal government policies; c)
child protection services; d) landlord/tenant regulations and their enforcement; e) public housing
policy; f) policies around support for people with disabilities; g) policies related to the provision of
addictions and personal development services; h) bureaucratic climate; and i) minimum wage rates (e.g.
Bennetts and Green, 2004; CMHA, 2004; Carter and Polevychok, 2004; Connors, 2005; Craig, 2005;
Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004; Kothari, 2006; Hulchanski, 2002; Jackson, 2004; Savarese and Morton,
2005; The Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Townson, 2000; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004).
When the interview and focus group data from pan-Territorial study was coded and compiled, fifteen
themes emerged:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
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Income support policies and services
Jurisdictional issues
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Municipal government policies & services
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Theme Anthology #1 – Income Support Policies and Services
The homeless women interviewed all expressed frustration, confusion, despair and anger with the
policies and bureaucratic practices of the services allegedly at their disposal. In general the respondents
do not perceive that these agencies, and their employees, are interested in helping them or will do
anything other than make their already difficult lives more unbearable. They were particularly
distressed about their interactions with Income Support programs. They feel the rules that guide these
programs are punitive, onerous and opaque. Waiting times are too long, and have to be restarted every
time someone reapplies. Even when women do manage to qualify for support, the level of their benefits
is not sufficient to cover basic living expenses. For example, food money often only lasts for two weeks.
Women feel that they can’t break the cycle of homelessness. For example, many homeless women have
lost their housing because of rental arrears, and Income Support policies make it difficult to get caught
up, or to access enough money at any one time to cover a damage deposit and the first month’s rent.
Women who are living in a shelter cannot receive income support, and they may face a waiting period
when they leave, so how can they make the transition from the shelter to rental accommodation, they
ask? Women also complain about the attitudes and actions of Income Support workers, who seem to
care more about the rules than people and who sometimes intrude into what women consider their
personal lives. Service providers who work outside the system are no less critical of the Income Support
program, which they describe as inadequate, unresponsive, unprofessional, unethical and irresponsible.
In the final analysis, service providers wonder to whom Income Support is accountable.

Theme Anthology #2 – Jurisdictional Issues
Despite all the challenges of living in a large centre, many women continue to move to capitals from
smaller communities in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut. The women migrate to flee
intolerable situations and to access services they need. Relocating from one community to another can
leave women in a jurisdictional “no man’s land”. For example, Aboriginal women who leave their home
communities often lose the support of their own Bands, and they do not qualify for support from the
Band government in their new community. In addition, women from Nunavut are not eligible for some
services in the Northwest Territories unless specific funding agreements are in place between these two
jurisdictions. Women also have a hard time understanding the different policies and rules that may be
in effect in their new communities. The cost of traveling within the North means that women who leave
their communities have a very difficult time returning home. Service providers cited the following
example of the kind of situations that arise because of jurisdictional issues. Nunavut sometimes sends
women to NWT on shared services agreements. In other cases Nunavut women are hired to baby-sit in
Yellowknife, but end up drinking and on the street. Yellowknife Health and Social Services will pay
emergency rent only for these women and the woman herself has to find the place.

Theme Anthology #3 – Lack of Support for 16 to 18 Year Olds
Young people between the ages of 16 and 18 don’t quite fit the criteria for most programs. In some cases
they are too young to access services. They are still considered “children”, and are therefore not eligible
for services geared for adults. If they leave home because of abuse or other family problems, they are
expected to go into a foster care situation and receive services in that way. On the other hand, they may
be considered too old to be eligible for some services. If they have “graduated” from foster care, they do
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not get services under Child Protection programs, but are still too young for Income Support benefits.
As well, many other programs designed to assist homeless people (e.g. the Salvation Army) will not
serve them. Some informants indicated that some local hotels don’t ask teenage girls for identification,
making it possible for these girls to use their premises for prostitution and drugs.

Theme Anthology #4 – Child Protection Policies and Programs
For some women, child protection has played a role all through their lives. They have been in
government care as children and now their own children are in care or have been. Women who are
homeless can have their children apprehended by Child Protection Services. Women who are living in
unsafe housing situation, staying with relatives or friends or in substandard housing, live in fear that
their children will be apprehended. They do not feel the child welfare system is there to help them. It is
one more stress for women trying to keep their families together and a roof over their heads.

Theme Anthology #5 – Other Support Services
Homeless women access many support services with varying degrees of success. Some services are
helpful and some seem to contribute to their problems. Most women interviewed found the rules and
regulations that govern service provision to be inflexible, particularly in government agencies. This
inflexibility prevents sympathetic workers from giving women the kinds of support that would enable
them to climb out of homelessness. Employment Insurance is not helpful for women who are selfemployed or under-employed in part-time, contract, seasonal and low-wage work. Women feel
discouraged and further marginalized when services they turn to for help do not. Women with
disabilities have fewer options and can feel frustrated and constrained by the services meant to assist
them. When support services work for women, they can make their lives and their children’s lives easier
and their poverty seem less demeaning.

Theme Anthology #6 – Public Housing Policies and Programs
Many of the women interviewed despair of ever getting a place to live. Some of them can’t qualify for
subsidized housing because they have rental arrears or debts for damages to their former housing
hanging over their heads. The fact that in most cases the arrears and damages were the result of their
partners’ behaviour doesn’t matter. They are still accountable for these debts and will not be assigned
another unit until they clear up these charges. If the women are single, they are placed so low on the
housing lists compared with families they know their turn will never come. The waiting lists for all
subsidized accommodation are just too long. Women also feel that the housing authorities in some
communities are not impartial. Women get denied housing as a punishment for leaving a man from an
influential family, even if he abuses them or if he gets violent and damages property or for speaking out
about the injustices they perceive in the system. Service providers also expressed a good deal of
frustration with Housing Authority policies. The Yellowknife Housing Authority says prospective
tenants have to be back on the street after staying at the Transitional Housing Program (THP) before
they can be admitted to social housing. The Housing Authority works on a points system. Women only
get points if they are homeless. Staying at THP doesn’t count as homeless to the Housing Authority.
According to service providers, this policy does not help anyone.
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Theme Anthology #7 – The Landlord and Tenant Act
The Landlord and Tenant Act in the Yukon is illustrative of the problem. It is an antiquated piece of
legislation created in the 1970s and never updated. It has virtually no protection for tenants. Landlords
have the right to evict a tenant with two weeks notice any time of the year with no cause. The Act does
nothing to protect a tenant’s basic human right to adequate, safe shelter, especially in the winter. This
leads to abuses by landlords who refuse to make repairs and can evict “troublesome” tenants without
fear of repercussion. Women will stay in unsafe and sub-standard housing for fear of eviction. Many
women live without leases on a month-to-month agreement with the landlord, so there is no protection
there for them. The Act has a direct influence on women’s absolute and relative homelessness. The Act
needs to be updated to create a fair balance between the rights of landlords and the rights of tenants. It
is a stumbling block impeding positive change for women in low-income housing.

Theme Anthology #8 – Addictions Treatment Services
The theme of addictions as a determinant of homelessness has already been discussed in a previous
section of this report. When women try to work on this issue, however, they face a lot of challenges.
There is a drastic shortage of appropriate addictions treatment programs for women in the North. Small
communities may have almost no services beyond a wellness worker who is not trained to provide
counseling and can only offer referral services. There are almost no programs, even in larger centres, to
refer women to, and there is one residential addictions treatment program in the Northwest Territories,
but it is co-ed. Some women commented that the program in High Level, Alberta was a help to them
in the past, but that this option is no longer available. Another challenge that they face is that, if they
place their children in care while they are undergoing treatment, they could have a hard time regaining
custody. Women also cannot receive Income Support if they are in a residential program, and so cannot
maintain a household to support their children or to come back to once they finish the program.

Theme Anthology #9 – Aboriginal Government Services
Some women find that their Band offices were generally considered more approachable and accessible
than Territorial or Federal Government programs. Once women are out of their home communities,
they often lose that source of support. Other women complained that services run by their Band offices
are open to corruption. Powerful families control the programs, and if, for some reason, you are out of
favour, you are also out of luck. These women complain of favouritism and a lack of transparency in the
administration of benefits.

Theme Anthology #10 – Inuit Organizations
In 1993, the Inuit, the government of Canada and the government of the Northwest Territories signed
the largest Aboriginal land claim agreement in Canadian history. At the same time, legislation was
passed leading to the creation of a new territory of Nunavut on April 1, 1999. The new territory was to
have a public government serving both Inuit and non-Inuit. Various private corporations were founded
to guarantee that the lands claims agreement was upheld, and the rights of all Inuit persons preserved.
The Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated (NTI) represents the 21,000 Inuit of Nunavut; Qikiqtani Inuit
Association (QIA) represents the interests of the Inuit of the Baffin Region, the High Arctic, and the
Belcher Islands; Kitikmeot Inuit Association (KIA); and Kivalliq Inuit Association represent those
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respective regions respectively. The Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), a Canadian-wide body, represents
the four Inuit regions of Canada and has at heart the interests of the Inuit at the national level. All
organizations have as their objective to work to improve living conditions, both socially and
economically, for all Canadian Inuit. All women interviewed in Nunavut had knowledge of the
existence of the above-mentioned organizations. While there seemed to be no problem with awareness,
cynicism was an issue for the majority. Several women felt the organizations that were established to
represent them were not communicating with the public, and information gathered was not easily
accessible. The women expressed an increasing frustration with Inuit associations and felt racism was
taking place against their own people.

Theme Anthology #11 – Municipal Government Policies and Services
The situation in the Yukon illustrates the issues for homeless women related to municipal government.
Yukon has one city, Whitehorse, which is not directly involved in providing services to homeless people.
However, the City has directly contributed to homelessness by the demolition of the cabins in the
Shipyards area of Whitehorse. People living there as a “lifestyle choice” managed to find other places to
live, but people with fewer options have not fared so well. One First Nation elder had camped on the
banks of the river for many years in the summer. This was a traditional practice, not a lifestyle choice,
which is no longer open to her. The City’s plan for gentrification of riverside property did not take into
consideration the poor and inadvertently created homelessness. The City of Whitehorse has a bylaw
prohibiting living in tents within city limits. This has forced out homeless women who see this as a
viable option during the warmer months. Living in a tent is a chance to live within their means and
within social assistance rates. As noted above, it is a traditional practice for First Nation people.
However, women who want to do this are forced outside city limits that are quite large. This creates
further problems such as transportation and safety. The City’s transportation system creates problems
for all those who rely upon public transportation, including the Handibus that serves disabled people
and seniors. There is no service at night and limited service on the weekends. The Handibus seems
anything but handy with a myriad of rules and limited service for those in wheelchairs. In 2002 the
number of people using wheelchairs in Whitehorse was estimated at 57 but there are only two spaces
on the Handibus for wheelchairs and this is a population that has no other affordable option. The City’s
bus system has been the object of extensive studies and many recommendations have been made for
improvements, however, nothing seems to change. As usual, it is the poor who continue to need public
transportation and whose lives are constricted by the lack of service.

Theme Anthology #12 – Limited Resources and Cuts to Voluntary Sector
Government support for the voluntary sector services that so many homeless women depend on for
help with many aspects of their lives is limited and becoming scarcer. Programs are trying to meet the
needs of an ever-growing population of women who are either on the street or who are staying in
intolerable situations, just to have a roof over their heads. Some of these women have severe mental and
physical health issues. Existing services cannot afford staff with the right qualifications to serve these
women. Shelters are overcrowded and understaffed. They may even run out of the basic commodities
they need, like food, hygiene products, and furnishings.
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Theme Anthology #13 – Minimum Wage Policies
Homeless women are very impacted by the low minimum wage in the Territories. They cannot afford
even a small apartment at market rental rates without holding down several jobs that pay more than
minimum wage.

Theme Anthology #14 – The Justice System
Homeless women do not feel that the judicial system is there to help them. Encounters with the system
have proved negative for most women interviewed. Women do not know how to navigate around the
justice system. Whether in matters of separation, child custody, damage deposits, disputes with
landlords or First Nations justice systems, women feel powerless and without the necessary resources
to represent their interests. They found the Neighborhood Law Centre staff helpful but bound by the
legislation. Women have lost faith in the justice system.

Theme #15 – Bureaucratic Indifference
Whether women are trying to get help with finding accommodation, with securing adequate income
support to meet basic needs, with caring effectively for their children or regaining custody if they have
been apprehended, with dealing with legal issues, with getting out of an abusive situation, with
accessing educational opportunities, or with healing around physical and mental health issues, they
have to deal with program officers of some sort. Homeless women, or those at risk of homelessness,
report that this experience is often frustrating and disempowering because of the bureaucratic nature
of these interactions. It feels to them that they are dealing with a “system” rather than with another
human being who could understand their particular circumstances and find a solution that would meet
actual needs. They feel that if they could get the right help at the right time, they might be able to move
out of the often destructive patterns of life that they now find themselves in to a better life. Instead, the
system just seems to keep pushing them down.

THE SERVICE ENVIRONMENT IN THE TERRITORIES DESIGNED TO
REDUCE HOMELESSNESS AND TO MITIGATE ITS HARMFUL EFFECTS
It is not always easy to draw a line between the policy and bureaucratic environment and the services
that are their visible expression. There is, therefore, some overlap between this section and the previous
one. Some clear trends were evident in the literature related to the effectiveness of the services that have
an aim of reducing homelessness among women, preventing women at risk of homelessness from losing
their homes, and reducing the harm experienced by homeless women. The findings of the sources
reviewed for this study can be organized into the following six categories: a) inadequate stock of
adequate and affordable housing; b) inadequate or inappropriate services for homeless women and
families as well as those at risk of becoming homeless; c) inadequate funding for shelters and other types
of services; d) emergency and transitional housing are not adequate; e) lack of coordinated service
delivery; and f) judgmental attitudes and discriminatory behaviour on the part of service providers (e.g.
Bennetts and Green, 2004; CERA, 2002; CMHC, 2003; CMHA, 2004; Carter and Polevchuk, 2004;
Connors, 2005; Craig, 2005; Finton and Kramer, 2005; Jackson, 2004; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group,
2002; Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004; Kothari, 2006; McCormick, 2004; McDowell and Madsen, 2001;
16
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Neal, 2004; Savarese and Morton, 2005; Seychuk, 2004; The Community Social Planning Council of
Toronto, 2006; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004).
When the interview and focus group transcripts for this study of homelessness among Northern women
was completed, the following five themes emerged.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Physical environment of housing services
Service effectiveness
Lack of housing options
Food security
Lack of specialized services for women

Theme Anthology #1 – Physical Environment of Housing Services
The physical environment of low-cost housing appears to be largely sub-standard. There were very few
women interviewed who were satisfied with their housing. Stories of mould, leaky windows that do not
lock, dirt, mice, thin walls, inadequate heat and poor maintenance were abundant. Women living in
low-income housing and social housing related that their neighborhoods were rife with drugs and
alcohol and they did not feel safe. Some women found used needles and drugs in the hallways and yards
of their buildings and were worried about their children’s safety. These conditions applied to social
housing and private rentals alike. Homeless women and their children are forced to live in unsafe,
unhealthy sub-standard housing because there is not enough decent, affordable social housing. There
are few wheelchair units in social or private market housing. The units that many women in wheelchairs
live in are not fully wheelchair adapted, creating unsafe and inconvenient living conditions. Decent
housing for all women is a basic human right. However, social housing units cannot be properly
maintained and repaired unless governments are willing to make this a priority and expend adequate
funds. In the private rental market, low-income housing is not maintained because it is not seen as
profitable and there are always enough poor people to fill vacancies. As for women in desperate need of
emergency housing, the few emergency shelters are overcrowded and are not always gender-specific.
Until governments acknowledge the right to decent housing, women and children will continue to live
in conditions that most Canadians would not tolerate.

Theme Anthology #2 – Service Effectiveness
There are a number of services in the larger centers and rural communities that homeless women
access. All have policies and requirements determining who can use the service, how long the service
can be used and length of stay for shelters. Women interviewed related both positive and negative
comments for most services. Many found regulations restrictive and not responsive to their needs. The
lack of emergency shelters for women puts the women’s transition homes and Detox centres in the
position of having to turn away women who are seeking shelter but do not fit their mandate. Both
services are usually operating at capacity and do not have room for flexibility. There is very limited
second-stage housing for women leaving the transition house. Emergency shelter for youth outside
Child and Family Services facilities is non-existent. The majority of services regarded as helpful were
non-governmental organizations. Most negative comments were the result of lack of funding for the
agency to adequately meet the needs. For example, the Salvation Army in Whitehorse only has ten
emergency shelter beds on a first come, first serve basis. There are no beds for women with children.
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Men usually get there first and women feel intimidated. When beds are full, people can sit in the dining
area. They can lay their heads on the tables and sleep. The Salvation Army is unable to offer day
programming or a regular food bank. In the Yukon, services such as the Women’s Advocate at the
Victoria Faulkner Women’s Centre (VFWC), the Fetal Alcohol Society of the Yukon (FASSY), and the
Committee on Abuse in Residential Schools Society (CAIRS) are able to provide more flexible services
and were consistently found helpful.

Theme Anthology #3 – Lack of Housing Options
There is a critical lack of affordable housing in all three territories. This means that for some women the
emergency shelter has, in fact, become their permanent home. One obvious gap is that there are few
apartments for single people. The lack of affordable housing has a devastating impact on women with
children. If they are only getting rent from Income Support for a single room, as they do if for any reason
their children are not in their care for a period of time, they cannot get their children back because Child
Welfare policies stipulate that the mother has to have adequate accommodation (i.e., an apartment).

Theme Anthology #4 – Food Security
The provision of food is one of the biggest challenges faced by the homeless. With little income, it is a
constant daily struggle to find their next meal. The only obvious difference to these women between a
healthy and unhealthy choice is the price, and food with no nutritional value provides a greater quantity
at a lesser cost. A poor diet inevitably leads to various health complications, which further hinders a
woman’s capacity. A woman often has many mouths to feed. She will go hungry herself to feed her
children. The feelings of disempowerment experienced by these women when they continually fail to
feed their children and themselves.

Theme Anthology #5 – Lack of Specialized Services for Women
Some women talked about a lot of services being geared largely towards homeless men. Service
providers also point out that there are no specific services targeting homeless Aboriginal and Inuit
women. Day programming for homeless women is also an issue because some shelters close during the
day and the women do not necessarily know about or want to go to other programming. This is because
the women find some day programs “too white” and/or not advocacy-oriented.
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FEATURES OF BEST PRACTICE AIMED AT REDUCING HOMELESSNESS,
ESPECIALLY FOR WOMEN AND THEIR CHILDREN
Although there are no “best practice” case studies or literature references for Canada’s North, the
features of best practice case studies from other parts of Canada are informative (see, for example,
CMHC, 1997; CMHC, 1999a; CMHC, 1999b; CMHC, 1999c; CMHC, 2002a; CMHC, 2002b; CMHC,
2003a; CMHC, 2003b; CMHC, 2004; Connors, 2005; Callaghan, 2005; CMHA, 2004). Please note that
there is some repetition in the categories listed here, since a feature such as flexible housing, for
example, is relevant to the category that discusses housing options as well as the one that addresses the
needs of special populations.

1. Best practice facilitates appropriate support for homeless women and their children
utilizing case management approaches, peer support networks, support from family and friends,
and community networks.

2. Best practice ensures access to the services to which the homeless are entitled; e.g.
access to information, access to and maintenance of benefits to which people are entitled, the
imposition of minimum barriers to services.

3. Best practice involves the homeless in the decisions that affect them through such
mechanisms as: a) housing program management and conflict resolution processes, b) respectful
and caring client engagement, c) volunteer involvement, d) processes for soliciting regular input, e)
creation of employment opportunities, f) creative (e.g. arts and crafts) activities, g) flexibility in the
face of changing needs.

4. Best practice offers appropriate housing options, taking into account: a) housing quality,
b) access to community services, c) integration into the neighbourhood, d) providing clear
information, e) maintaining flexibility.

5. Best practice uses an integrated services model by offering a continuum of care, serving
women with serious addictions and women being discharged from institutions, offering a range of
services, and maintaining flexibility to address emerging needs.

6. Best practice offers transitional housing as part of the continuum of housing options.
These services target the sub-groups who will benefit most; provide a safe, supportive environment
where residents can overcome trauma and begin to address the issues that led to homelessness or kept
them homeless and to begin to rebuild their supportive network; and are long-term, service-intensive
and more private than emergency shelters, but still having a time of limit of somewhere between three
months and one year. They should also be gender and culture-sensitive and child friendly.

7. Best practice offers adequate and appropriate emergency shelter. Low-demand respite
shelters are needed for chronically homeless women (who often suffer from addictions,
intergenerational trauma, domestic violence, and perhaps mental illness). Emergency shelter needs
to be available to all women in crisis, not just those fleeing current domestic violence. Gender and
culture-sensitive models are needed (especially for Aboriginal women). Enough shelters are needed
to alleviate current overcrowding. These shelters need to be adequately funded.

8. Best practice offers a variety of supported housing options, which is the best option for
some sub-groups (e.g. those with serious mental illness or a range of disabilities, those experiencing
catastrophic crisis, those suffering from extreme intergenerational trauma).
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9. Best practice addresses immediate needs while also working toward systemic change
by addressing community, institutional and policy determinants.

10. Best practice engages the broader community in finding long-term solutions by
building partnerships between government, the private sector, the non-for-profit sector and
ordinary citizens and by educating the public about the realities of homelessness.

11. Best practice reduces poverty through such mechanisms as rental supplements; adequate
income support levels; help when women face an unanticipated crisis; economic development
initiatives; minimum wage levels that can cover basic costs; employment insurance criteria that take
into account the part-time, contract work that many women are forced to accept; and guaranteed
livable income schemes.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations were developed by the research partners after a careful review of the
findings of the study carried out in all three territories.

Recommendation #1 – Create a national housing policy that takes into account the special
circumstances and needs of vulnerable women
a. Creation of a National Housing Policy instituted by the Federal Government that is inclusive of women
and lives up to human rights obligations under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights guaranteeing a right to an adequate standard of living and adequate housing
b. Ensure that women’s housing needs across their lifespan are met

Recommendation #2 – Increase the supply of decent, safe low-income housing
a. Ensure an adequate supply of a variety of low-income housing stock is available for women and
children in environments that can be kept safe and secure
b. The federal government must provide funding mechanisms to encourage and support the
development of low-income housing in the territories

Recommendation #3 – Increase supportive housing options
a. Implement a continuum of supportive housing options
b. Encourage service providers to identify and develop potential supportive housing options as new
initiative proposals

Recommendation #4 – Increase the number of emergency shelters and improving the
quality of their services
Recommendation #5 – Increase second-stage housing options
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Recommendation #6 – Implement housing authority policies that remove barriers for
women living in violence and those who are homeless or are at risk of becoming homeless
a. Apply a cultural and gender analysis to housing authority policies to ensure human rights
obligations and the needs of homeless women are met in a way that is measurable and makes the
agencies accountable.
b. Create priority-housing policies for women leaving abusive relationships

Recommendation #7 – Address landlord and tenant issues by reforming Territorial
Landlord and Tenant Acts
Recommendation #8 – Implement poverty reduction strategies
a. Improve existing social security programs
b. Introduce new programs and policies that are designed to prevent and reduce poverty

Recommendation #9 – Provide services that address the full range of determinants of
women’s homelessness
a. Implement a continuum of care model
b. Enhance the capacity of service providers to work effectively with homeless women

Recommendation #10 – Reduce barriers to accessing services for homeless women
Recommendation #11 – Ensure appropriate funding for a range of front-line services
a. Ensure front-line services are adequately and appropriately funded to build capacity to function
effectively
b. Recognize the value and contributions of service delivery through the voluntary sector

Recommendation #12 – Enhance access to education and training programs
a. Increase access to educational programs.
b. Increase access to affordable daycare so that women and participate in educational programs.

Recommendation #13 – Ensure access to affordable childcare
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Recommendation #14 – Develop mechanisms for collaborative and creative solution building
a. Nurture the creation of collaboratives that are dedicated to addressing the full range of
determinants of women’s homelessness and build their capacity to function effectively
b. Ensure that all relevant stakeholders are “at the table” when public policy related to women’s
homelessness is being developed and when government program decisions are being made

Recommendation #15 – Collect, manage and share information
a. Design and implement interagency protocols and tools for collecting, managing and sharing
accurate and relevant information as well as for designing and tracking clear outcomes indicators
b. Provide adequate funding to service agencies to allow them to keep appropriate records and to
access and share information
c. Conduct further research

Recommendation #16 – Enhance public awareness and facilitate attitude change
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INTRODUCTION – ABOUT “A STUDY OF WOMEN’S
HOMELESS-NESS NORTH OF 60”
In the fall of 2004, the National Working Group on Women and Housing, sponsored by the Centre for
Equality Rights in Accommodation (CERA) and the Feminist Alliance for International Action
(FAFIA), held a pan-territorial consultation in Whitehorse with women’s groups about women and
housing in Canada’s North. At this meeting, key participants in the three Northern Territories—Yukon
Territory, Northwest Territories and Nunavut – decided to form a steering committee to develop a
submission in response to a call, released by the Homelessness Initiative of the Federal Government, for
research proposals on homelessness in the North. These steering committee partners were:

•

Kaushee’s Place, Whitehorse, Yukon – Kaushee’s offers shelter to women and their children
who are fleeing abuse. In addition to a no-cost, thirty-day crisis-level stay, Kaushee’s offers
independent second-stage housing in a secure environment based on Yukon housing rates. Outreach,
support, advocacy and childcare are available to women, as well as a twenty-four hour crisis line and
a drop-in outreach service.

•

Yukon Status of Women Council, Whitehorse, Yukon – YSWC is a non-profit feminist
organization that has been providing a voice for Yukon women since 1972. It advocates for
legislative change to end discrimination against women and fosters public knowledge about
women’s rights and issues in the Yukon. The organization publishes a monthly page, All About Us
in the Yukon News newspaper. YSWC has conducted research on rural women’s issues and
published the report “Strong Women’s Voices – Rural Choices”. YSWC is currently involved in work
related to women and poverty and women and housing in the Yukon and nationally. YSWC is a
member of the Feminist Alliance for International Action and the National Working Group on
Women and Housing.

•

Qulliit Nunavut Status of Women Council, Iqaluit, Nunavut – The Council was established
under the Status of Women Council Act of Nunavut on April 1, 1999 and commenced operations April
1, 2001. The purpose of the Council is to advance the goal of equal participation of women in society
and promote changes in social, legal and economic structures to that end. The objects of the Council
are: 1) to develop public awareness of issues affecting the status of women; 2) to promote a change in
attitudes within the community in order that women may enjoy equality of opportunity; 3) to
encourage discussion and expression of opinion by residents of Nunavut on issues affecting the status
of women; 4) to advise the Minister on issues that the Minister may refer to the Council for
consideration; 5) to review policies and legislation affecting women and to report its findings to the
relevant government departments or agencies; 6) to provide assistance to the Minister in promoting
changes to ensure the attainment of equality of women; and 7) to provide the appropriate assistance
to organizations and groups whose objectives promote the equality of women.

•

Qimaavik Women’s Shelter, Iqaluit, Nunavut – The Qimaavik Transition House provides
emergency shelter for women and children who have been abused. Qimaavik operates a twentyfour hour crisis/suicide line. Individual counseling and a regular healing circle are offered.
Advocacy services and public education related to abuse against women are delivered by staff.
Victim services include support in the justice system and support to find employment, educational
opportunities and housing. Other services include a literacy program and a program for children.

•
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mandate is to support and assist women in empowering themselves so they can develop their goals,
achieve wellness, enjoy equality and be recognized for the contribution they make to the
community. The Society operates the Centre for Northern Families, which is deeply involved in
addressing social justice issues and in developing and implementing programs that support the
health, social, cultural and economic autonomy of Northern women. The involvement of women
who access services at the Centre in decision-making roles, the influence of Aboriginal cultural
values and traditions and a prioritization around training and mentoring young women are
reflected in programs that are gender-specific, family-focused and inclusive of men and children.
Services are innovative, unique, flexible, culturally relevant, person rather than program directed
and developed along a continuum of care. The Centre operates an emergency shelter that houses
between twenty-four and thirty women nightly.

•

YWCA Yellowknife, Yellowknife, NWT – YWCA Yellowknife exists to increase the wellbeing
and independence of people, particularly women. It is a non-profit charity with a long history of
service and program delivery in the North. Established as a community-based association in 1966,
the YWCA came to Yellowknife at the invitation of the Commissioner for the purpose of providing
housing. The YWCA is motivated by the above mission statement and supported by a local
volunteer board of directors, as well as a national and international YWCA network. YWCA
Yellowknife offers a wide range of programs and services, which include emergency and
transitional housing and support services, in-home support and outreach programs for adults with
development disabilities and for adults with mental health issues, licensed after-school care for
children and youth, a twelve-bed shelter in Yellowknife and a six-bed shelter in Fort Smith for
women and children fleeing violence, groups for children who have witnessed violence and
workshops for teens related to dating violence.

YWCA Yellowknife offered to serve as the lead partner and financial agent for this consortium.
The steering committee asked Judie Bopp, Ph.D. of the Four Worlds Centre for Development Learning
to act as the study’s principal researcher. Four Worlds has a strong track record for the conduct of
national research studies, especially related to social issues in Aboriginal communities (see, for example,
Bopp, Bopp and Lane, 2003; Bopp, Bopp, Lane and Norris, 2002; Lane, Bopp and Bopp, 1998; and Bopp
and Bopp, 1997).
A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 drew on the personal experiences of homeless women to
examine the ways in which gender, violence, poverty and access to housing and community services
play a major role in creating women’s homelessness. It also examined the structures, policies and
economic and social practices that contribute to homelessness for women in Canada’s North.
The partners undertook A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 with a view to making a
difference. They wanted to inform and improve the services of their own organizations and the work of
their colleagues across the Territories. They also believed it was possible to design better public policy
and territorial and regional program initiatives that would reduce homelessness and the negative
impacts of homelessness among Northern women. They were convinced that communities could be
mobilized to work on those determinants of homelessness that cannot be delivered through services
from outside the community.
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WHY RESEARCH ON WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS IN THE NORTH
IS SO IMPORTANT
According to a National Anti-Poverty Association (NAPO) report (Neal, 2004), women are among the
fastest growing groups in the homeless and at-risk population. This study of homeless women in three
cities (Ottawa, Halifax and Vancouver) found that most of the women who were part of the study were
without adequate access to an income that could provide housing when it was needed and were victims
of violence at one time in their lives. Most of the women in the NAPO study also had a personal history
of child physical and/or sexual abuse and/or adult abuse from intimate partners. Fleeing their homes
was often a self-protection strategy to escape from various kinds of harm.
These findings are reinforced by Wiebe and Keirstead’s 2004 study entitled Surviving on Hope is not
Enough: Women’s Health, Poverty, Justice and Income Support in Manitoba. Twenty-six of the twentyeight respondents in this study reported that income support payments in that province do not provide
enough resources to rent a safe or healthy place to live.1 As a result they endure infestations of pests such
as mice, lice and cockroaches; continual sewage backup and leaky pipes; and poor air quality from
mildew and other factors. They live in buildings in which many types of violence, including homicide,
occur. They have to take money from their health care, food and clothing allowances to make their rent
payments. The seriousness of these issues is compounded by the fact that most of these women have
children in their care.
The picture of women’s homelessness presented by Canadian studies such as these, as well as other
recent reports about the situation across the country (Hightower and Hightower, 2004; Seychuk, 2004;
Mearns, 2004; Petit et al., 2005; Finton and Kramer, 2005; CERA, 2002; Carter and Polevychok, 2004;
Jackson, 2004; Bennetts and Green, 2004, to cite a sample), offers a strong counterpoint to the
stereotype of the homeless as people (predominantly men) with severe addictions and mental health
challenges living rough on the streets. Stories shared by the women who participated in A Study of
Women’s Homelessness North of 60, revealed that homelessness can be the lot of a newly separated or
divorced working woman living hand-to-mouth in a Whitehorse hotel room, or an elderly woman
living in the shelter in Yellowknife who has left her home in a small community to escape fifty years of
abuse at the hands of her partner, or a single women and her young son sleeping in the closet of a
relative’s one-bedroom apartment in Iqaluit that already houses eight other people and is a place of
frequent all-night parties.
The poignant fact that emerged from A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 is that all women in
Canada’s North are at risk of homelessness. A small change in their circumstances can jeopardize the
fragile structure of their lives that allows them to meet their basic needs. Thousands of women and their
children in the Yukon, Northwest Territories and Nunavut are already experiencing either absolute
homelessness (that is, living on the street or in an emergency shelter) or hidden homelessness (having
no option but to live in a situation that is unsafe, unhealthy and/or insecure).
Although everyone living in the North recognizes that housing is a “big problem”, few realize the full
extent of the situation as it impacts women and children. Few understand the complex constellation of

1

One of the other two women lived in a shelter and therefore did not make rent payments.
The other lived in a home owned by her parents, and her rent was, therefore, subsidized by them.
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factors, many of which go well beyond the shortage of housing stock, that conspire to maintain this state
of affairs. Those who do not live in the North have even less awareness about the despair and day-today suffering of these fellow Canadians.
It is clear that this situation is unacceptable, but efforts to make changes have generally been piecemeal
and inadequate. A couple of emergency shelters, life skills classes, craft projects, small adjustments to
employment support or housing policies, a sensitivity training for police and justice personnel, while all
valuable in themselves, have proven insufficient to address the issue of homelessness, which continues
to worsen for women in the North. Those most closely associated with women’s homelessness agree that
what is needed are concerted and sustained efforts by a broad range of social actors.
This comprehensive research study related to women’s homelessness in the North has the potential to
address several of the barriers that currently prevent more effective action. First, accurate and
comprehensive information is an indispensable tool for change. Mearns argues that “more and better
information about Aboriginal homele1ssness, family violence, and the gendered nature of both is
needed, and urgently so” (2004:1). A clear map of the determinants of women’s homelessness in the
North (that takes into account factors in the personal and family life of women; the social, political,
cultural and economic context of their communities; and the policy and practice environment of
government and voluntary sector services) is critical for the development of an effective theory of
change and resulting action. As long as critical information is isolated in bits and pieces within the
information systems of dozens of agencies and as long as it is isolated from the essential knowledge that
homeless women have about this issue, it cannot really inform effective change.
Second, the story of women and homelessness in the North must be told in such a way that it will inspire
political and social will for action. Information is never enough to produce change. Hearts need to be
touched. People need to be given the opportunity to encounter the reality of homelessness among
Northern women and their children so they can reflect on whether we can tolerate such suffering in a
society that prides itself on compassion and that values justice. Research is one way to give voice to
women whose experience has so far remained on the “margins” of society.
A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 is dedicated to achieving these aims.
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OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
With this background information about the importance of research related to women and
homelessness in Canada’s North in mind, the steering committee for A Study of Women’s Homelessness
North of 60 defined the primary objectives and research questions of this Study as follows.

1. To inform and improve the services provided by the partners of this Study related to
the incidence and impact of homelessness among Northern women by:
a. Mapping the “determinants” of homelessness among Northern women, including the
relationship between homelessness and other determinants of wellbeing as those identified in
the population health literature
i.

What are the conditions in a woman’s life that may cause her to become homeless?

ii. What are the social, economic, political and cultural factors in communities that contribute
to women losing their homes?
iii. Are there specific determinants of homelessness among Aboriginal populations in
the North?
b. Mapping the impacts of homelessness among Northern women
i.

How does homelessness impact the personal wellbeing of women?

ii. How does homelessness among women affect their families?
iii. What is the impact of homelessness among women on the communities from which these
women come and to which they travel?
iv. What is the impact of homelessness among women on society at large and on societal
institutions?
v. Does the experience of Aboriginal women differ in any way from that of others?
c. Mapping the policy and bureaucratic practice environment related to homelessness in
particular, to the determinants of homelessness, and to the impact of homelessness on the lives
of women, their families and their communities
i.

on the local community level,

ii. on the regional level,
iii. on the territorial level, and
iv. as they impact Aboriginal women, their families and their communities.
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d. Mapping the service environment designed to reduce homelessness and to mitigate its harmful
impact for women and their families in the Territories:
i.

Which services currently exist to assist homeless women or those at risk of becoming homeless?

ii. Which services exist to assist communities to work on the determinants of homelessness
such that fewer women are becoming homeless?
iii. Which services specifically target Aboriginal peoples?
iv. What is the difference in service level from remote communities to the larger settlements?
v. What is working about these services?
vi. What is needed to make them better?
e. Compiling lessons from best practice in the Territories, in the rest of Canada and internationally.
i.

related to effective public policy and bureaucratic practice,

ii. related to effective front-line service delivery, and
iii. related to effective community mobilization.

2. To influence the quality of service provided by other organizations and agencies across
the North serving homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless by:
a. including them as active participants in the study, and
b. sharing the results with them.

3. To inform public policy and territorial and regional program initiatives such that they
are more effective at reducing homelessness and the negative impacts of homelessness
among Northern women by:
a. including policy makers and program leaders as active participants in the study, and
b. sharing the results with them.

4. To stimulate community action aimed at reducing homelessness and the negative
impacts of homelessness among Northern women by:
a. broadly sharing the results of A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 throughout the
North, and
b. including the community determinants and impacts of homelessness among women as a focus
of the Study.
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METHODOLOGY
A naturalistic research method (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), which draws on feminist and grounded
theory, was chosen as the most appropriate approach for this study. Naturalistic research relies
primarily on qualitative data, which provides a rich description of the central problem under
investigation, and fits well with this research’s purpose of mapping the factors that contribute to
homelessness among women in Canada’s North and the impacts of this phenomenon, as well as the
policy and bureaucratic practice environment within which it exists.
Grounded theory begins with the data itself, rather than with a hypothesis or theory (Glaser, 1965, 1978,
1992). The data is examined using constant comparison strategies. In this approach, the data is mined
for themes that speak to the research questions. These themes are constantly refined as more data is
processed. In other words, theme categories are collapsed, are arranged in a hierarchy of themes and
sub-themes, or are broadened from the specific to the more abstract. In this way a “theory” related to
the research question gradually emerges and is elaborated.
As Leipert and Reutter point out, “feminist research seeks information that has been undervalued,
overlooked, or ignored; privileges women’s knowledge; acknowledges the importance of agency,
structure, and context in women’s lives; and provides rich descriptions and explanations of processes
that support health” (2005:50). In this way, this study is giving voice to homeless Northern women.
Although much of the data gathered in this Study was qualitative (generated through interviews and
focus group sessions), some quantitative data was also compiled about the number of women seeking
asylum in a variety of shelters and other emergency housing options, and their demographic
characteristics. The Study will also seek to synthesize such data as may have been gathered in other
studies and reports.

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS
By adopting a grounded theory methodology that privileges the voices of Northern homeless women,
the research process remained iterative, participatory and action-oriented.

1. Iterative
The research process and partners remained flexible. The partners in A Study of Women’s
Homelessness North of 60 already have a great deal of experience working directly with homeless
women, collaborating with other service providers and working with government policy makers
and program managers. They believed that this Study would uncover new knowledge and highlight
important linkages between homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless, public
policy, service delivery, and community action. The research tools (such as focus group and
interview guiding questions as outlined below) were designed to be flexible and to be able to further
explore emergent outcomes without losing their validity. The process also incorporated new focus
groups and interview targets when it became clear that these groups had an important perspective
to contribute to the findings.
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2. Participatory
The partners of A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 were not merely formal signatories of
this proposal. They were fully involved in every aspect of the data gathering and analysis process.
They ensured that the Study took into account the different circumstances, opportunities and needs
of all three Territories and that the results of the study would be relevant for each of them.
Furthermore, all stakeholders in the results of the study were consulted about the final design of the
research tools, and the findings and observations have been produced in such a way that they are
accessible to everyone, from community people to service providers to policy makers. The focus
group and interview process were designed to stimulate reflection, generate new ideas and mobilize
action. In this way, the Study was not merely a prelude to change, but actually catalyzed change,
since those who participated in the study felt a sense of ownership and felt truly heard.

3. Action-oriented
As stated above, the partners in A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 are already active
change agents in their communities. They took on this Study because they believed that something
can and must be done to improve the situation for homeless women (and especially Aboriginal
women) in the Territories and to reduce the likelihood that others could be forced to live without
their basic need for shelter being met in a dignified way. For this reason, the focus of the research
was on mapping the current situation with the aim of uncovering new possibilities for creative
action. As well, it was hoped that the participatory nature of the research process would, in itself,
stimulate new action on the part of policy makers, service providers and community-based agencies
and individuals. Finally, this research process, described in a later section, was carried out in two
phases. The first “mapped the territory”, so to speak, and the second engaged policy makers, service
providers and communities in a consultative process aimed at discovering new pathways for action.

DATA GATHERING TARGET GROUPS AND TECHNIQUES
This Study gathered data from the three primary target groups listed below:
1.

women who are homeless or at risk of becoming so;

2. service providers (at the local, regional and territorial levels) who are trying to reduce the
incidence of homelessness among women and/or to reduce its harmful impact; and
3. policy makers and program managers at the local, regional and territorial levels.
The following data gathering techniques were used:

30

•

focus group sessions and interviews with policy makers and program managers at the local,
regional and territorial levels;

•

focus group sessions and interviews with service providers working with homeless women and
their families as well as those at risk of becoming homeless;

•

focus group sessions with women living in shelters as well as in other types of emergency and
transition housing;
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•

focus group sessions with women who are “couch surfing” and on the street or who are
identified as at-risk of becoming homeless (self-identified, identified by friends or relatives,
identified by service providers);

•

individual interviews with those women in the above categories who are more comfortable with
this data-gathering process than focus group sessions;

•

survey questionnaire returns from service providers (e.g. staff of shelters, health workers);

•

synthesis of existing reports and studies related to homelessness among women in the
Territories, and especially among Aboriginal women;

•

review of the literature on homelessness, on the social determinants of health (as they are
related to homelessness), on the impact of homelessness (especially on women,

•

and on Northern and Aboriginal women in particular); and

•

territorial consultative meeting to explore the implications for action arising from the focus
groups, interviews and survey data.

“PRODUCTS” OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS
The information generated through these data gathering techniques produced the following tools that
can be used to inform and stimulate change efforts:
•

case study stories of homelessness among Northern women that illustrate the personal, family
and societal determinants of homelessness;

•

a “state-of-the-Territories” descriptive analysis of the determinants of homelessness and their
inter-relationships;

•

a demographic analysis of Northern women currently using services related to homelessness;

•

best practice case studies related to public policy, service delivery and community mobilization;
and

•

findings and recommendations related to policy and community action related to positive
action on the determinants of homelessness among Northern women, with specific attention to
Aboriginal women.

PHASES OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS
The research was carried out in two main stages:

1. Mapping the Terrain – The purpose of the first phase was to a generate a clearer picture of the
determinants and impacts of homelessness among women in the North (with particular attention
to Aboriginal women), of the services that are currently being offered to assist these women or
those who are at risk of becoming homeless, of the public policy environment that impacts levels of
homelessness among Northern women, and of best practice related to preventing homelessness
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among women and to supporting those who find themselves in that unfortunate circumstance. As
already outlined above, this phase used focus group sessions and interviews with homeless women
and those at risk of becoming homeless; service providers working with homeless women and those
at risk of becoming homeless; and policy makers and territorial and regional program managers
and/or funding agencies. A literature and document review synthesized what is already known
about homelessness among women in the North and about best practice related to public policy,
service delivery and community mobilization in the North, in Canada and internationally. This
information was used as a point of comparison and to provide context for the findings of the
present Study.

2. Territorial Consultative Meetings – Once the findings of Phase I were analyzed and
synthesized, a consultative meeting brought together a dozen or so individuals in each of the three
Territories to reflect on the implications for action. These individuals represented the key
stakeholder groups (i.e. homeless women, community-level services and leaders, regional and
territorial service providers, public policy makers, funding agencies, etc.) and were chosen for their
commitment to and knowledge about the determinants of homelessness and what can be done to
make a difference. Their task was to make recommendations related to the findings of the Study
and to consult about how they could catalyze action for change. This process validated the findings
from Phase I, added new insights and helped ensure that the Study would not stay “on the shelf ”.
The goal was to use the Study as a valuable tool for Government and civil society alike to find ways
to integrate the findings and recommendations into viable solutions.

MAINTAINING RESEARCH TRUSTWORTHINESS
This Study maintained trustworthiness through establishing credibility, transferability, dependability
and confirmability. A little background on each of these is provided here.

1. Credibility – This criterion was met through “triangulating” data from a variety of sources (e.g. at
least sixty women in each of the three Territories and from service providers at different levels) and
by verifying this information against whatever quantitative data was available and against the
literature on homelessness, including any other relevant studies that could be found.

2. Transferability – This criterion was addressed by getting input from as many communities as
possible and by preparing rich theme composite statements so as to give the readers of these
research findings enough background information that they will be able to judge for themselves
whether their own circumstances are similar enough that they can transfer this study’s findings to
their context.

3. Dependability – Using more than one data source (triangulation) helped establish dependability,
just as it did credibility. Participatory methodologies ensured that those women who best know the
experience of homelessness and those who are struggling to influence the policy and structural barriers
that contribute to homelessness provided a valuable check on every step of the research process.

4. Confirmability – The requirement of confirmability was met by being very clear about the Study’s
objectives and methodology, and by including samples of the raw data and the data reduction and
analysis products so that anyone who wants to do an “audit” can easily see what was done and why.
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MAINTAINING ETHICAL STANDARDS
There are three areas of ethical responsibility that were considered especially critical to this study:
openness and honesty, doing no harm and giving something back.

1. Openness and honesty – Everyone who shared their stories and insights was informed about
the objectives of the research, who else would be involved, how the information would be used and
how they could learn about the final findings. Another aspect of openness was letting informants
know exactly which moral and legal obligations the researcher had with respect to the information
she might gain related to instances of abuse.

2. Doing no harm – Several factors were important here.
a. Ensuring confidentiality for all participants
b. Cultural sensitivity, especially in view of the fact that many homeless women in the North are
Aboriginal and come from small communities
c. Sensitivity related to individuals who have suffered trauma by using interview and focus group
processes that do not re-traumatize people

3. Giving something back – In recognition of the substantial contribution that informants are
making to this Study, they were offered helpful information about resources, a small cash
honorarium and a small gift package (e.g. coupons from local merchants and personal care items).

THE RESEARCH PROCESS AS IT UNFOLDED
In all three Territories, at least sixty women who are experiencing or have experienced homelessness were
contacted to enlist their participation in the Study through interviews or focus group sessions.2 They were
contacted through shelters, transitional housing units, referrals from community service providers
and word of mouth. In some instances, posters were also put up in places that homeless women
might frequent.
A consent form and orientation sheet was distributed to each woman who participated in an interview or
focus group. This sheet collected basic demographic information. In those instances where an interview
was conducted on the phone, the form was read to the informant and verbal consent for participation was
obtained. (A sample consent form/orientation sheet is attached in Appendix A.)
The guiding questions that were used for the interviews and focus groups mirror those listed in the section
on Objectives and Research Questions above. The sessions with homeless women focused on mapping the
determinants (personal, social, economic, political, cultural, service and policy environment) and impacts
of their homelessness on themselves, their families and their communities. Interviewers also asked about
the insights the women had into what is needed to change those determinants and mitigate the impacts.
The guiding questions for the service providers focused on their insights about the same questions.
Especially with the homeless women, the research questions were used as a guide during an exchange
that was kept as much like a natural conversation as possible. This allowed the women to share in a way

2

73 women who are currently homeless or who have experienced homelessness served as informants in Nunavut, 66 in the Yukon, and 66 in the Northwest Territories.
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that felt comfortable to them, and the needed information to emerge in that context with the aid of
supportive questions. One of the community researchers vividly described her experience as follows.
Virtually every woman I have talked with is in a state of overwhelming stress. They are not only
homeless, or periodically homeless, they are trying to cope with a wide range of additional problems.
Almost all have long-term unsatisfactory, and often conflictual, relationships with Income Support,
child welfare, legal aid, housing authorities, landlords, etc. Many have children in temporary or
permanent care… All the women I have talked with have symptoms of chronic traumatization. These
include, but are not limited to, …anxiety, panic attacks, chronic depression, grief reactions…and a
pervasive sense of hopelessness…
When interviewees are extremely traumatized, as many will likely be, they need to tell their story in
many different ways and from many different perspectives. It may sound like repetition, but it isn’t
from their perspectives. Those things they talk about over and over again are the experiences that have
the greatest emotional impact on them and about which they feel the most helpless, guilty, grief
stricken, alone and angry. I don’t stop people when they do this or try to ‘focus’ them on my agenda…
I listen… When I later gather together everything they have said, I find that the questions we are
asking are answered. In short, the interviews I’m doing aren’t driven by the questions I have in mind,
they are driven by the needs of the women to be heard, understood and validated.
The response of the women who participated in the research was unexpected. This was not research,
but rather it was their lives. They were grateful for the opportunity to be heard and for the chance to
make a difference. One of the researchers described the reaction of the women in this way.
Many were flabbergasted that anyone wanted to hear what they had to say, really listen to them
without judgment and record their stories. They were so used to being discounted, ignored and
rendered invisible. They were compellingly honest in their responses. For some, once they began to
speak, their stories and feelings tumbled out. Just telling their stories was validating and gave some
women hope that something would be done to change the dynamics that create homelessness. Many
women were tearful when they recounted particularly painful parts of their stories, especially when
they had been reduced to doing things they felt ashamed of just to survive. Some women were fatalistic
or cynical about the chance for positive changes in the lives of homeless women. They believe that no
one cares and society would just as soon sweep them into the river as make changes to the systemic
racism and policies that keep them poor and powerless.
This generous and often intimate response made a deep impression on the interviewers and on the
homeless women who sat together in focus group sessions. Another community researcher described
her experience as follows.
One focus group in particular will stay with me for a lifetime. In the midst of so much pain, one woman
expressed how looking into the eyes of her tiny son was what she needed to believe in herself again. This
set her on a self-healing journey that allowed her to [conquer] her addictions and eventually acquire
a home. This inspiring woman opened up her doors to the other four ladies in our focus group and
encouraged them all to follow her example. It was heartening to see the women talk and embrace one
another.
The value of this research is stronger than words, and has, above and beyond, exceeded our initial
conceptions. We can only hope our results will capture the desperation in the stories of these women
and hold the torch high enough to provoke change.
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The content of these guided dialogues with the homeless women and with the service providers was
either recorded on audiotape or by means of notes taken by the interviewer. The goal was to capture the
women’s contributions as close to verbatim as possible. Since the chosen research methodology was
grounded research, it was very important not to inadvertently begin analyzing the data during the
collection process by taking summary rather than verbatim notes. (A sample interview transcript is
attached as Appendix B.)
Once all the data was collected, the demographic characteristics of the homeless (or previously
homeless) women was collated by ethnic background, age, educational level, number of children in
their own or someone else’s care and major health issues. The results of these tabulations are presented
in Part IV – The Demographics and Incidence of Homelessness for Northern Women. This section also
contains the data collected through an initial mapping exercise, involving a cross-section of service
providers in each Territory, about their pooled knowledge of the demographics and incidence of
homelessness in the North.
The transcripts (or notes, as the case may be) of the interviews and focus groups were coded for themes
under five large categories: a) the determinants of homelessness for Northern women, b) the impact of
homelessness on women in Canada’s North, c) the policy and bureaucratic practice environment related
to homelessness among women in Canada’s North, d) the service environment in the Territories designed
to reduce homelessness and to mitigate its harmful effects, and e) recommendations for action.
As the material was processed, themes emerged related to each category. For example, the first category,
“the determinants of homelessness for Northern women”, generated the following thirteen themes:
1.

Every woman is vulnerable

2. Partner’s behaviour and circumstances
3. Forced eviction from home
4. Relocation to another community
5. Lack of an adequate support system
6. Personal wellness and capacity
7. Disabilities
8. Geographic factors
9. Community institutions and structures
10. Powerlessness of women
11. Cost of living and business sector practices (including sexism)
12. Landlords
13. Societal indifference/punitiveness toward the homeless (including racism)
Each idea of each interview received a code related to the category and theme. For example, if a women
was speaking about how physical abuse that she experienced at the hands of her intimate partner forced
her to leave her home, that comment would be coded “A” for the category “the determinants of
homelessness for Northern women” and “2” for the theme “partner’s behaviour and circumstances”. A
section might receive several codes. To use another example, if a woman described how her partner
damaged their home during a drinking party and this caused them to be evicted from their home, this
section of the interview would be coded “A2” and A3”. The section might also be coded “A6” if the
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community institutions (such as the local housing association) held her accountable for the damage and
denied her access to other housing, even though she was not responsible for the damage.
Research data related to the other categories listed above was similarly coded by theme. A list of the
themes that emerged under each category is included in the relevant section of this report. (The coding
results for a sample interview are attached as Appendix C to this report.)
Once all the data was coded, all the material related to each theme was compiled. In other words, every
comment that was coded as “A2” was gathered in one place (see Appendix D for a sample of such a
compilation). This material was then studied to determine the “story” that it told. An anthology was
prepared of this material, which wove together the contributions from all the informants in a way that
would present a coherent picture, while protecting the confidentiality of the participating women.
These anthologies provide the major content for the Findings sections of this report (Parts V to VIII).
The Nunavut Territorial Report is unique in that it also includes direct quotations from homeless
women and service providers.
While this data gathering and analysis work was being done, a literature review was also being
conducted. The relevant information from this review was organized according to the same categories
as this research study. A summary of this information is included at the beginning of Parts II to X of
this report. The literature provides a useful point of comparison for this Study’s findings and also adds
perspectives to enrich its contribution to the field.
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There is broad consensus in the literature that homelessness in general, and among women in
particular, represents a continuum of circumstances. These include living on the street, seeking refuge
in shelters, sleeping in the homes of friends or relatives, accepting shelter in return for sexual favors,
remaining in households in which they and/or their children are subjected to various types of abuse,
staying in housing that is unsafe and/or overcrowded and paying for accommodation at the expense of
other livelihood needs (such as food, clothing and health care).
The terms used to describe different aspects of this continuum vary, but most encompass, in some way,
the circumstances listed above. All the studies we reviewed distinguished between “visible” (or
“absolute”) and “relative” (or “hidden”) homelessness (see, for example, Seychuk, 2004; Kappel Ramji
Consulting Group, 2002; Petit et al., 2004; Mearns, 2004). Some demarcated between “relative” and
“hidden” homelessness (Petit et al., 2004, for example). Seychuk (2004) noted that many women are “at
risk of homelessness” for a period of time before they become either “absolutely” or “relatively”
homeless. Representative definitions for each of these terms are presented below.

Visible or absolute homelessness – “…includes women who stay in emergency hostels and shelters
and those who sleep rough in places considered unfit for human habitation, such as parks and ravines,
doorways, vehicles, and abandoned buildings” (Seychuk, 2004:1).
Relative homelessness – “applies to those living in spaces that do not meet basic health and safety
standards, including protection from the elements, security of tenure, personal safety and affordability”
(Petit et al., 2004:no page number).
Hidden homelessness – “includes women who are temporarily staying with friends or family or are
staying with a man only in order to obtain shelter, and those living in households where they are subject
to family conflict or violence” (Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002).

At risk of becoming homeless – “can include those who are one step away from eviction, bankruptcy,
or family separation” (Seychuk, 2004:1); e.g., loss of a job, illness, rent increase, death of a spouse.
Reference is also made in the literature to “core housing need”, which is generally defined as follows:

Core housing need – “a household whose accommodation does not meet one of the following standards:
affordable (housing costs, including utilities, do not exceed thirty percent of before-tax household income);
adequate (in good condition and does not require major repair); or suitable (sufficiently large, with enough
bedrooms, to appropriately accommodate the household)” (CMHA, 2004:8).
CERA (Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation), in their March 2002 report entitled Women and
Housing in Canada: Barriers to Equality, underscores the importance of including the full continuum
described above in any discussion of women’s homelessness, but also cautions that traditional
definitions of homelessness are inadequate to represent the complex and inter-related factors that
contribute to women’s homelessness.3
Although the number of women living on the street is increasing in many parts of Canada,4 street
homelessness is not representative of most women’s experiences. Definitions that focus on “absolute” or

3

The “unique challenges in women’s lives in relation to income stability, daycare, transportation, dependents with disabilities, personal security and the needs of
children define the complex interdependencies behind women’s homelessness” (Ibid:7).
4
For example, CERA reports, “recent data suggests that in cities like Toronto, as many as one in four people living on the street may be women” (2002:1).
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“visible” homelessness therefore leave most homeless women, especially those with children, out of
homelessness counts and media portrayals of the issue. For these women,
…living on the street is an impossible option that is almost certain to mean losing their children. For
single women, increased vulnerability to violence and sexual assault make street life something to be
avoided at all costs. Existing shelter surveys indicate dramatic increases in the use of shelters by both
single women and women with children, particularly Aboriginal women and Black women. But living
in a shelter is also considered a last resort… (CERA, 2002:1)
At the same time, CERA notes, definitions that focus on “affordability” and “adequacy” criteria (critical
elements in definitions of “relative” or “hidden” homelessness or for identifying women “at risk of
homelessness”)5 tend to simplify the ways in which government and private sector policy and practices
are discriminatory toward women. Women are more likely than men to be single parents, to work in
low paying and non-permanent employment, to take on caregiving roles when family members become
incapacitated, to suffer a dramatic decrease (averaging thirty-three percent) in household income in the
case of separation or divorce. As well, domestic violence creates a need for housing that cannot be
anticipated months in advance. In other words, women are dramatically impacted by “short-term
changes and transitions which are often not captured by general affordability or adequacy measures”
and are therefore “often overlooked in programmatic responses to homelessness” (ibid:6-7).6
The literature also notes that many women can often cycle through the various stages of homelessness
described above7. For example, 2.2 million adult women in Canada could be defined as at risk of
homelessness because of poverty.8 All it takes is a small change in their circumstances (e.g. losing their
employment or becoming ill) to throw them into hidden homelessness (i.e., staying with friends or
family or anyone who will provide shelter). If this situation becomes untenable (e.g. they are no longer
welcome or they are experiencing abuse), they can end up in a shelter if one is available or on the streets
(absolute homelessness). If they return to an abusive situation, simply in order to have shelter for
themselves and their children, they are then back in a hidden homelessness situation. Or, if they are able
to access appropriate and sufficient resources, they may be able to find accommodation again, but will
remain at risk of homelessness. The stories that the homeless women interviewed in A Study of Women’s
Homelessness North of 60, and other studies such as Neal (2004) provide many different examples of
how women move in and out of the various stages of homelessness.
Other researchers (e.g. Neal, 2004; Hightower and Hightower, 2004) point out that none of the standard
definitions capture the essence of homelessness. For the homeless women who participated in The
National Anti-Poverty Organization’s study on homelessness, Voices: Women, Poverty and Homelessness
in Canada, “…a home is more than a roof over one’s head. It is also a place where they, as women, can
be safe and secure and have a little privacy and control over their living spaces” (Neal, 2004:3).
Hightower and Hightower echo this sentiment when they write, “Everyone, even the homeless, knows
the meaning of ‘home’. Home is where you are always welcome, where you are safe, and where you live
alone or with the people closest to you, people you love and who love you” (2004:1).

5

A standard indicator of “affordability” is generally a household that spends less than 50% of its income on housing.
For example, linking child tax credits, employment insurance supplementary benefits or rent subsidies to a previous year’s annual income do not assist women
in meeting transitional needs.
7
Finton and Kramer for example, describe homelessness as “the result of a developmental path. Often this process is not a straight line, but is circular, with
episodes of returning to the family home, sharing housing with friends, and living without shelter.” (2005:6)
8
Neal (2004:24) reports that, according to Statistics Canada’s “low-income cutoff ” measures, the percentage of poor women in Canada has steadily increased to
almost 19 percent of all adult women.
6
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Canada’s North has special characteristics that contribute to high rates of homelessness in general, as
well as among women in particular. Although each Territory has its own unique expression of these
characteristics, they all share:
remote geography,
•

a harsh climate,

•

a small population base,

•

the lack of accessible and affordable transportation systems,

•

underdeveloped infrastructure,

•

a high cost of living and limited employment opportunities,

•

inadequate access to appropriate social services,

•

the high cost of labor and materials needed to increase housing stock, and

•

high rates of social issues such as addictions, domestic violence and intergenerational dependency
on income support.

Comprehensive reports that span all these factors are difficult to find for any one region. However, a
window into Northern conditions can be found by drawing on available data from each region related
to three key issues – the housing shortage (which is exacerbated by the harsh climate, the high costs of
labour and materials and an underdeveloped infrastructure which contributes to high levels of social
problems); poverty (which is, in turn, related to the high cost of living and the limited good quality
employment available to women); and high rates of social issues.
The following material looks at these three issues, using descriptive information from one of Canada’s
three Territories for each. A more detailed look at how women in the North experience these
conditions, and the impact they have on them, is part of the Findings section of this report.

THE HOUSING SHORTAGE IN NUNAVUT
There is an acute shortage of affordable and adequate housing all across the North, which is a critical
factor in the incidence of homelessness. As Petit, Tester and Kellypalik remind us, “Housing, with its
ripple effects, is at the heart of the homelessness issue” (2005: 9). How this situation has developed in
Nunavut has historical and political roots. In 1993, the Federal Government of Canada signed the
largest Aboriginal land claims agreement in Canadian history. At the same time, legislation was passed
leading to the creation of the new territory of Nunavut (Inuktitut for “our land”) on April 1, 1999. Today
Nunavut is a growing society struggling to maintain its rich Inuit tradition in the face of its growing
diversity. With the youngest population in Canada, and also the fastest growing, Nunavut has called for
innovative approaches to the delivery of virtually every aspect of government programs and services.
Nunavut is composed of twenty-five fly-in communities, ranging from populations of a few hundred to
just under seven thousand. Inuit compose 85 percent of the total population of Nunavut, which
currently is home to approximately 29,000 people. Encompassing one fifth of Canada’s total landmass,
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the population density is the lowest in Canada at 0.01 persons per square kilometer, compared to the
Canadian average of 2.9 persons per square kilometer. The young territory of Nunavut employs a public
government, electing Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs) on an individual as opposed to
party basis, sharing this structure with the Northwest Territories, which also has a significant
Aboriginal base.
Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), one of the pillars of the Government of Nunavut, calls for the
incorporation of Inuit values and beliefs into the day-to-day workings of the Government. With this in
mind, the Government of Nunavut devised the Bathurst Mandate, which is “a statement of values and
priorities that guides and conducts the Government and identifies the common objectives of members”
(GN, 2006).9 These four guiding principles are: 1) healthy communities, 2) simplicity and unity, 3)
continuing learning, and 4) self reliance.
The first of the four principles, “healthy communities” is directly related to the incidence of
homelessness in Nunavut. Under this principle, the survival and success of Canada’s newest territory
“depends on the health of each of its physical, social, economic and cultural communities, and the
ability of those communities to serve Nunavummiut10 in the spirit of Inuuqatigiittiarniq; the healthy
inter-connection of mind, body, spirit and environment” (Awa, 1999:9). Pursuant to the Nunavut Land
Claims Agreement, while upholding the principles of IQ, the Federal Government and the Government
of Nunavut have responsibilities to ensure the basic needs of Nunavummiut are consistently met and
their rights as citizens of Canada upheld.
One of the most fundamental entitlements of all Canadians is the provision of adequate shelter. In a
2005 submission to the Government of Canada, the Nunavut Housing Corporation and Nunavut
Tunngavik Inc. describe the housing situation in Nunavut as a stark reality,
…where adequate shelter has become a scare resource rather than a basic right. National statistics tell
the story: half of Inuit live in overcrowded conditions and 38.7percent of them are considered in Core
Need meaning they do not live in and cannot access acceptable housing. The Inuit of Nunavut are
locked in a housing crisis that is worsening daily as the population booms and existing housing stock
ages … Over ninety-nine percent of public housing residents in Nunavut are Inuit and, with the
shortage of housing such as it is, the only housing choice for many Nunavummiut is to add their names
to the lengthy public housing waiting lists. For many people, this means years of waiting while multiple
families live together and sleep in shifts within homes that average less than 1000 square feet. (2005:1)
According to the concise summary included in the above-named document, this situation has been
developing for the past half century. Federal Government social housing programs in the Eastern Arctic
began in the 1960s and continued until 1993, after the signing of the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement,
when the Government of Canada assigned the new construction and acquisition of social housing to
territorial Governments. Although on-reserve housing programs for Aboriginal Canadians were
maintained, no special provisions were made for the Inuit, who are clearly recognized as Aboriginal people.
The Government of the Northwest Territories did step in and assist with the construction of 1,400 new
housing units, an intervention without which the housing crisis would be even worse. The creation of
Nunavut saw the construction of an additional 500 staff housing units, through matching efforts
between the Territorial and Federal Governments, to accommodate the required growth in the civil
9
10

Government of Nunavut: Consensus Government. Internal manuscript retrieved from www.gov.na.ca/Nunavut/English/about/cg.pdf.
Any person - Inuit and non-Inuit, residing in the territory of Nunavut.
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service. As well, the Federal Government created or acquired 300 staff housing units for its civil
servants. Ninety-nine percent of the latter are, however, located in Iqaluit, and virtually all these units
are occupied by Qallunaat (i.e., southern Canadians).
In April 2000, the Nunavut Housing Corporation was created and given the responsibility to manage
the existing stock of approximately 3,900 social housing units in the Territory. By 2004, 329 additional
units had been added to the social housing portfolio. Since 2002, the Federal Government has initiated
the Affordable Housing Program, but has failed to modify the criteria for the construction of units to
reflect the high costs in the North.11 The Federal Government’s Strategic Infrastructure Fund, initiated
in 2003, provided additional funds, sufficient to allow the construction of about 160 social housing
units in Nunavut communities. Early in 2004, the Federal Government promised that a strategy for offreserve housing was being actively considered. With the change in government in late 2005, it is not
clear at the time of this writing exactly what steps will be undertaken to address this chronic and serious
situation that contributes significantly to women’s homelessness in Nunavut.
Homelessness and the lack of available housing options have come to be a source of desperation in
Nunavut. Although Northern homelessness is primarily characterized by relative12 and hidden13
homelessness, absolute14 homelessness does exist. Women who participated in this research project
shared stories of being forced to sleep in empty containers lining the beach, in unlocked cars, or
embracing decomposing garbage to retain some warmth in the harshest nights of winter.
Based on the unique circumstances of life in the North, the creation of new housing supply is almost
entirely dependant upon government initiatives. The absence of trees means there is no accessible
lumber for housing construction, requiring all materials to be shipped or flown in at escalating costs.
Because there is no real private market in Nunavut, and because the cost of living is so high,
government-supplied housing serves as the primary source of shelter. The Nunavut Ten-Year Inuit
Housing Action Plan reports that “3,000 public housing units are needed immediately just to bring
overcrowding on par with the rest of Canada” (2004:i).
Bottom line: build housing, then let’s see how things unfold from there. I’ll tell you right now, a lot of
the social issues, their intensity, will decrease immeasurably if you just give everyone housing. Then we
can start dealing with the fall out from everything. You cannot help people move forward if you do not
have a house (Shelter worker).
The lack of housing is creating social havoc and forcing people to make unhealthy choices they would
not ordinarily make. Abused and abuser are forced to remain in the same dwelling for lack of other
accommodation, and there is no continuum of care for those who need it. People with mental health
issues and those struggling to recover from addictions may find shelter for the night but not the
treatment they need to return to society (Jackson, 2006).

11

The 2002 Federal contribution was capped at $25,000 per unit regardless of location. The second phase of the Affordable Housing Program, announced in
2004, allocated money on a per capita basis, which meant that Nunavut would be allocated one-half of one percent of the total, or enough to build one house,
given the high costs of construction in the Arctic.
12
As defined in the previous section relative homelessness “applies to those living in spaces that do not meet basic health and safety standards, including
protection from the elements, security of tenure, personal safety and affordability” (Petit et al., 2004: no page number).
13
Hidden homelessness “includes women who are temporarily staying with friends or family or are staying with a man only in order to obtain shelter, and those
living in households where they are subject to family conflict or violence” (Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002:1).
14
Absolute homelessness “…includes women who stay in emergency hostels and shelters and those who sleep rough in places considered unfit for human
habitation, such as parks and ravines, doorways, vehicles, and abandoned buildings” (Seychuk, 2004:1).
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While many similar strategies can be recommended for non-Inuit and Inuit homelessness, and for both
men and women, Inuit women who are homeless have special needs. The dire housing shortage and
desperate homeless situation has unique impacts on Inuit women. With increasing rates of domestic
abuse and sexual violence, homeless women are at risk in very different ways than their male
counterparts. Also, with extremely high birth rates in Nunavut, women are most often accompanied by
children, so it is of concern for the future generation of Nunavummiut that this report examines
homelessness from the female perspective.
It is abundantly clear that Aboriginal nations cannot progress as long as the pattern of recycling
trauma and dysfunction generation after generation is allowed to continue. Something is needed to
interrupt the cycle and to introduce new patterns of living that lead to sustainable human well-being
and prosperity. (Lane Jr. et al., 2002:10)

POVERTY IN THE YUKON
The population of the Yukon as of June, 2006 was 31,608, with fifty percent female. 74.8 percent of the
Yukon’s population lives in Whitehorse (Yukon Bureau of Statistics, 2006). The bulk of services are
found in Whitehorse such as the only post-secondary institution, Yukon College. Many of the smaller
rural communities do not have high schools and students must move to larger communities, often
Whitehorse, to complete their high school education. Only two rural communities have functioning
women’s transition homes. Women from rural communities move to Whitehorse to escape abuse, find
employment, for education or for opportunities for their children. Many of these women find
themselves homeless for reasons detailed in this report.
The Yukon has seventeen communities all connected by road, except for Old Crow, which is fly-in. Four
of the communities are larger, Haines Junction, Watson Lake, Dawson City and Whitehorse (the
capital). Research was conducted in four Yukon communities with the majority of participants living in
Whitehorse (Yukon community Profile 2004):
•

Whitehorse, population 23,638

•

Dawson City, population 1,781

•

Carmacks, population 410

•

Teslin, population 411
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The weather plays a major role in Yukon life. “Yukon winters are a couple of months longer than those of
southern Canada, and temperatures can drop to minus 50. Summers are short and warm, but even in July
and August, night-time temperatures can drop below freezing” (ibid). This limits options for homeless
women as will be shown in the section on climate.
The history of the Yukon is one of boom and bust. The gold rush of 1896 brought the first white settlers.
Cities were built and Dawson City boasted that it was the largest city north of Seattle. By the early 1900s,
the rush was over leaving disease and a devastated landscape on what had been First Nation lands and
beginning the process of colonization. Mineral and metal exploration continued on a reduced scale. The
next rush of outsiders came with the building of the Alaska Highway. This changed the landscape and
lives of Yukon First Nations forever. More “outsiders” came North bringing more exploration, trade,
medicine and missionaries.
Residential schools run by churches on behalf of the Federal Government had a devastating effect on
First Nation cultures and peoples that continues to this day. The churches established residential
schools for First Nations children beginning in 1900 with the Baptist Indian Residential School in
Whitehorse. Although the residential schools provided an education and allowed students to meet
fellow students from other places and groups, they took children away, often by force, from their
families and their culture. The aim was to assimilate First Nation children by raising them at schools
that trained them for their place (usually inferior) in white society. The legacy of physical, sexual and
emotional abuse as well as cultural alienation and lack of respect for women is an underlying factor of
community problems such as homelessness (Hrenchuk, 2004). Consequently, the rates of spousal abuse,
homicide and sexual assault are higher for First Nation women (Statistics Canada, 2006). Church-run
residential schools continued to operate until 1969.
“From 1997 to 2002 more people moved out of the Territory than into it. This shift in migration was an
exception; the latest population numbers reflect a return to positive net in-migration to the Yukon.
Although the Yukon population has fluctuated historically, usually in response to changes in the mining
industry, today the population is relatively stable. Many people were born in the Yukon or are long-term
residents.” (Yukon Community Profile, 2004). However, a large proportion of people are from “outside”
leaving women without the safety net of family and long-term friendships to help them out in times of
need. This factor increases women’s vulnerability to homelessness.
Another stabilizing factor is the large local First Nations population: twenty-three percent of the total
population, according to the 2001 Census, compared to 3.3 percent for Canada as a whole (Yukon
Community Profile, 2004). Other factors reduce the Yukon’s dependence on mining. Government, First
Nations land claims agreements and tourism are major drivers of the economy. The economy in the
Yukon has boomed in the past few years, largely due to increased government spending. However, the
picture is not rosy for all. Twenty-two percent of Yukoners reported having financial difficulties in
securing food (Yukon Health Status Report 2003).
Yukon First Nations are self-governing, adding a fourth level of government to the previous three
government levels: municipal, territorial and federal. This creates another dimension for the provision
of housing for Yukon women. First Nation governments are responsible for housing on settlement
lands. Once a citizen of the First Nation leaves, the First Nation is no longer responsible for providing
housing. There are inequities for women living in First Nation housing. If she leaves her partner and the
house is under his name, she is not entitled to a share of the property.
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Housing prices have been escalating rapidly in the past few years. The cost of building materials is
higher in the North, however this does not account for the rapid and high rate of housing costs. The
average house price in Whitehorse increased $86 800, or 58.1percent from the second quarter of 2000
($149, 400) to the second quarter of 2006 ($236, 200). Inflation over the same time period was 10.5
percent. The ‘real’ increase in average house prices works out to 47.6 percent over the past six years.
Rental rates have also increased as availability decreased. The vacancy rate for Whitehorse as of June
2006 was two percent. This represents eighteen vacant apartments out of eight hundred and ninety
apartments and is the lowest vacancy rate since September, 1991 (Yukon Bureau of Statistics 2006).
These trends have placed home ownership out of the reach of many Yukoners and exacerbated the need
and demand for low income rental housing.
Affordable housing is a determinant of health (Yukon Health Status Report, 2003). The lack of
affordable housing contributes to health and social problems in the Territory. The Yukon has the second
highest suicide rate in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2006). It has the third highest rate of smoking in
Canada, behind the other Northern Territories (Yukon Health Status Report 2003). The Yukon
Addictions Survey (2005) indicates that the majority of Yukoners use of alcohol and other drugs is the
same as other Canadians. However, there is a higher rate of heavy drinking. The Yukon’s rate of
cannabis use is higher, twenty-one percent compared with fourteen percent in the rest of Canada.
However, a strategic survey of high-risk respondents reveals a high rate of heavy drinking and cocaine
use (ibid). Eighty-four percent of high-risk respondents reported harm or victimization by another
person’s drinking or drug use compared with forty-six percent of the general population of Canada
(ibid). Violence against women is higher in the North, especially for First Nation women. Yukon
women are 2.9 times more likely to experience sexual abuse than the national average and are more
likely to be killed by a spouse (Statistics Canada, 2006).
As in the rest of Canada, most lone-parent families seem to be headed by women. According to the
Yukon Bureau of Statistics 2001 Census on Families and Households, out of 7810 families counted in
the Yukon, 1550 were lone-parent families. The majority of them were lone female parents, 1225
compared to 325 lone male parent families. One research participant noted that there were a high
number of single parents among the homeless women surveyed.
In the Yukon the average 2000 employment income for Yukon women was $28, 867. Yukon men earned
an average of $34 121. Therefore, women in the Yukon received, on average, eighty-five percent of the
income received by men (Yukon Bureau of Statistics 2006), which is higher than in the rest of Canada.
However, the income gap is growing between those working for the Government and in the mining
sector and those working in the service and tourism industries. The seasonal nature of the latter sectors
leaves many women without work in the winter. Many of the tourism and service sector jobs are parttime without benefits, pensions and security.
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A fact sheet released by Yukon Anti-Poverty Coalition (Craig, 2005) calculated the cost of living per
month for a woman and one child as represented in the following chart.
Food

$ 342.00

Food calculator, Yukon Bureau of Statistics

Rent

$ 525.00

Social Assistance housing allowance rates

Heat & electricity

$ 425.00

Social assistance rate November to Marchrate –
low income housing, the heat and electric are included

Telephone

$ 38.82

Local service and voicemail with Northwestel

Laundry

$ 15.00

Estimate cost for use of coin laundry service

Transportation

$ 82.00

1 adult and 1 youth bus pass

Total

$ 1,635.82

This table represents actual costs calculated using 2007 costs for one woman and child in Whitehorse.
Food

$ 550.00

Using basic meals based on the Canada’s Food Guide

Rent

$ 700.00

Median rent for Whitehorse, Yukon Bureau of Statistics,
March, 2007

Heat & electricity

$ 550.00

More reflective of rising heat and electric costs.

Telephone

$ 41.30

Local service and voice mail with Northwestel

Laundry

$ 50.00

Estimate cost for use of coin laundry service

Transportation

$ 82.00

1 adult and one child bus pass.

Total

$ 1,973.30

This leaves a shortfall of $337.48

Realistically, a two bedroom rental unit costs from $800.00 - $900.00 per month. A one bedroom
apartment can be less costly but many landlords will not rent a one bedroom unit to a woman with a
child. The housing allowance leaves women with about a $300.00 shortfall per month.
This budget does not other cover other expenses such as school supplies and other costs for her child,
childcare, personal care products, medical costs not covered under basic health insurance, haircuts,
clothing, birthday or Christmas gifts, visits to Grandma
Even so, a woman working full-time at minimum wage would only a have a net income of
approximately $1,086, a bare two-thirds of the above budget. As this fact sheet points out, a woman in
this situation
“…has to explain to her child[ren] why they can’t go on school trips, like other kids, why they are teased
for being dressed in shabby third-hand clothes, why they can’t go to a friend’s birthday party because
there is no money for a little gift, why they can’t participate in hotdog day at school because it costs
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money, why the milk tastes different because she had to water it down, why by the end of the month
they have to go down to the food bank because there’s nothing to eat. She has to cope with well-meaning
higher income individuals who give her suggestions like buying in bulk when she has neither a car nor
the financial means to buy large quantities. All of a sudden, how she spends her money and who she
dates becomes [sic] everybody’s business and she is criticized if she splurges on a treat to relieve her
depression or make her child happy. Being poor limits your choices and is not simply a matter of bad
budgeting. Managing on a very low income is like a 7-day per week job from which there is no vacation
or relief. Poverty grinds you down, body and soul.” (Craig, 2005:1)
The type of situation that women find themselves in is by no means unique to the Yukon. The women
interviewed for A Little Kindness Would go a Long Way in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut face
similar dilemmas as their peers in the Yukon. Paying for shelter for themselves and their children or
buying food is a choice that is only too common.
Neither is poverty among women exclusive to the North, though, as you will read later in this
document, the special characteristics of the North heighten the crisis. As reported elsewhere in this
document, 90 per cent of single mothers across Canada under the age of 25 live in poverty. Across
Canada, the average income of sole-support mothers is $9,000 below the low-income cut-off, while
older women on their own live on about $3,000 below this marker. (Townson, 2004) Indeed, as reported
by Neal, 2004:24), the percentage of women living in poverty has steadily risen to almost
19 percent (or about 2.2 million). Women still face discrimination in the paid labour market, as
indicated by the continuing “wage gap” between the earnings of men and women.15
The consequences of poverty are not only related to a lack of money, but also to social exclusion. A
United Nations report on poverty, issued in 1998, argues that poverty “is more than a shortage of
income.” It is also “the denial of opportunities and choices most basic to human development – to lead a
long, healthy, creative life and to enjoy a decent standard of living, freedom, dignity, self-esteem and the
respect of others.” (cited in Townson, 2000:5-6)
The relationships between poverty, personal wellness, public policy and access to appropriate services
will be explored in some greater detail in the Findings section of this report, where Yukon women will
share their experiences and insights.

HEALTH AND SOCIAL ISSUES IN THE NORTHWEST TERRITORIES
Residents of the Northwest Territories are coping with social conditions and health problems that are
well beyond the circumstances of southern Canadians. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome is higher in the
NWT than anywhere else in Canada (GNWT Health and Social Services, 1999b). The rate of sexually
transmitted infections has “increased significantly since the mid 1990s” (ibid, 2005a:19).
Although suicide rates declined between 1990 and 1996, they “increased significantly” again between
1996 and 2003 (ibid:vi). The NWT suicide rate is twice the national average (GNWT Health and Social
Services, 2004), and, in NWT, the potential years of lost life due to unintentional injuries is three times
the national rate (ibid).

15

In 2003, women still earned only 62% of average income compared to men (Statistics Canada, Women in Canada, 2005).
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The NWT has twice the national rate of “heavy drinking” and “marijuana and hard drug use” (ibid,
2001) and three times the national rate for smoking (ibid, 1999b). The admission of abused women into
shelters is eight times the national rate (ibid, 2001). Overall, NWT residents have a “significantly lower life
expectancy rate” (ibid, 2004:11) than other Canadians.
Health statistics reflect social conditions. The NWT has six times the national rate of sexual assault
(ibid, 2001). The reported violent crime rate is five times the national average and the teenage
pregnancy rate is twice the national average (ibid, 1999a). In the NWT there are very low-income levels
in some communities. In fact, twenty-one percent of the population relies on some form of income
support, and unemployment in smaller communities can reach fifty percent (GNWT Bureau of
Statistics, 2002).
Around the world there is a proven relationship between income and health and between income
disparities and inequalities in health status. This is also true in Canada. Health Canada, in their Second
Report on the Health of Canadians makes this clear.
Studies suggest that the distribution of income in a given society may be a more important determinant
of health than the total amount of income earned by society members. Large gaps in income lead to
increases in social problems and poorer health among the population as a whole. (Health Canada,
1999:41)
Income is tied to employment and education. Approximately thirty-five percent of the total Territorial
population fifteen years and over does not have a high school diploma. Amongst the Aboriginal
population this figure rises to fifty-five percent (GNWT Bureau of Statistics, 1999). The graduation rate
in NWT is forty percent compared to seventy-four percent nationally. Recent economic development
activity in the NWT has lowered the unemployment rate to 6.8 percent; however, in predominantly
Aboriginal communities, between thirty to fifty percent of the population over fifteen is not working
(ibid, 2002).
This social situation has a traumatizing effect on individuals, families, communities and the entire
Territory. It negatively influences child development, cognitive functioning, emotional stability and the
physical health of individuals over many generations. The trauma-based social norms that are created
as a result are difficult to change and lead to, among other things, chronically high rates of
homelessness, violence, addictions, crime, unemployment and poverty.
One of the long-term consequences of this traumatic social situation is a high level of alcohol addiction.
As noted above, the GNWT Department of Health and Social Services estimates that up to thirty
percent of all territorial women drink during pregnancy. This has lead to what most NWT service
providers see as a high percentage of children and adults with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD).
It is not possible to say exactly how many northerners struggle with FASD, as diagnosis is not a common
medical practice and there is little data available, aside from anecdotal records. Furthermore, diagnosis is
complicated by the fact that the permanent brain damage from FASD is symptomatically similar to the
somewhat more “reversible” brain damage caused by chronic abuse, neglect and violence. It is most likely
that many homeless people in NWT suffer from either one or both forms of brain damage, with the
attendant personal problems. Northern service providers described this phenomenon in the course of a
recent Justice Canada research project (Levan, 2002) focusing on crime victims in the following terms.
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We have huge numbers of cognitively impaired people and huge numbers of substance abuse, addicted
people… A couple of victims get drunk all the time, get raped at least once a month… We have no
success with those people.
Traumatization and victimization cause neurological differences: a similar disability to FAS, the
symptom profile is the same… It’s a neuro-chemical imbalance… There’s a reluctance to open up on
these issues… People damaged by FAS, trauma and victimization are very likely to be anti-social and
victimize others. (ibid:164)
A Yukon Justice Family Violence Prevention Unit, Victim Services report, released in 2002, estimates
that sixty percent of the victims and offenders they serve suffer brain damage due to FASD and trauma.
The GNWT Department of Justice (2003) also addresses this issue in its Business Plan for 2003 to 2006.
Another area of concern to the Department of Justice is the impact of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
on Northern communities and the justice system. The behavioral problems that may result from FASD,
like impulsiveness, fearless behavior and poor judgment, can often lead to conflict with the law. At a
recent forum on FASD, Professor Chartrand from the Faculty of Law, University of Ottawa provided
statistics stating that up to sixty-one percent of adolescents and fifty-eight per cent of adults who
become involved with the criminal justice system suffer from FASD. Over the next several years the
justice system, from police to courts to corrections, needs to examine how it responds to this issue.
We are aware that FAS/FAE affects many offenders in our correctional facilities. We know that adults
and youth with FAS/FAE have special needs that should be considered in the design and delivery of
programs. What we don’t know is how to identify offenders affected by FAS/FAE so that they can get
the assistance that they need. During this planning period the Department will investigate ways of
identifying offenders with FAS/FAE. We will also start to develop training for staff and consider new
approaches to our programs. (ibid:164)
While the precise statistics and indicators differ somewhat from Territory to Territory, the little
snapshot of social conditions presented above illustrates the special circumstances in Canada’s North
that are important for understanding why so many women who live there are homeless.
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The literature consistently identifies certain segments of the Canadian population at higher risk of
homelessness than others: Aboriginal people, immigrants and refugees, sole support mothers, single
women, people with serious mental illnesses, people with disabilities, youth,16 the poor and those
escaping abusive relationships (CMHA, 2004; Finton and Kramer, 2005; Hightower and Hightower,
2004; McCormick, 2004; Mearns, 2004; Melcombe, 2004; Seychuk, 2004; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004).
Women are the sole representatives of some of these groups (i.e., single women and sole-support
mothers) and are over-represented in several others (such as the poor and those escaping an abusive
relationship). When several of these categories are combined (such as an Aboriginal woman with
disabilities or an immigrant woman escaping an abusive relationship), the woman is at even greater risk
of homelessness.
Neal argues for the importance of a gendered approach to research and social action related to
homelessness. Both men and women who are homeless are caught in gender stereotypes, she says. “Men
who are homeless are ‘failed men’ because they can not support themselves…” Women who are
homeless fit the “gender stereotype” as dependent and needy, while they become reduced “to a marginal
place where they learn to work their way through the shelter system by using these services with
deference and gratitude”. (2004:28)

WHO ARE THE HOMELESS WOMEN IN THE NORTH?
The following list was compiled by women representing key stakeholders (homeless women and
Government and non-Government service providers) in the three Territories when they considered the
question, “Who are the homeless women in the North?”. It is important to note that this list does not
represent an analysis of the circumstances of a representative sample of homeless women, but rather the
knowledge and experience of those who intimately understand the issue, either because they live it or
because they work with it on a daily basis. It is also important to note that the categories listed below
are overlapping; that is, a woman may fit under more than one heading.

Categories of Homeless Women in the North
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

16

The hard to house
Women fleeing abuse
16-18 year old girls/women
The working poor
Aboriginal women
Mid-aged or older women
Women who go to the capital to go to school

8. Women with disabilities & women
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

with disabled children
Women with large families
Women with children
Immigrants
Lone women
Women in trouble with the law

According to McCormick, 2004, two-thirds of the young people who run away from home in British Columbia are girls.
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The following material provides additional information about the circumstances that put these women
at risk of homelessness.

1. The “Hard To House”
•

These people can often experience homelessness on a cyclical basis

•

Because of addictions, mental illness, mental health problems, neurological damage (such as
FASD)

•

Because of physical disabilities

•

Because they have large families

•

Because they have been traumatized (e.g. childhood sexual abuse) and are therefore acclimatized
to chaos

•

Because of a lack of tenancy skills

•

Because they have spent time in correctional facilities

•

Because of the lack of supported living arrangements

2. Women Fleeing Abuse
•

Women who leave relationships or are divorced are caught in limbo, with little income, assets
frozen, not eligible for Social Assistance

•

In rural communities, the small housing stock limits choices

•

Woman in this situation do not receive priority on housing wait lists

•

Politics between the man’s and the woman’s families can limit choice/options for housing

3. 16–18 Year Old Girls/Women
•

They are not eligible for income support because of their age

•

There are few services and existing services often have barriers for this age group

•

Many of these girls end up in the sex trade industry in order to get shelter and food

•

Addiction (e.g. crystal meth) is a prevalent characteristic

•

They may couch surf with friends or acquaintances or end up with older men who expect sexual
favors in return for shelter

•

They have little or no family support and low levels of education

•

They may or may not have a consistent partner

•

If the girl is pregnant, she may be able to get some help from Child Protection

•

Once young women turn nineteen years of age, they can get income support

•

If they have male partners who are able to work but are not supporting them, then they are not
eligible for income support

4. The Working Poor
•
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The threshold for meeting basic needs in Yellowknife is about $50,000 for a single person. It is
much higher in remote communities. It takes two incomes for most families to be able to make
ends meet.
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•

Costs for many basics (e.g. fuel) are escalating.

•

Any exceptional circumstance (losing work, health problems, a relative/partner incurs debt for
which they are responsible) can create a crisis.

5. Aboriginal
•

A question to ask is, “Why are the majority of homeless women Aboriginal?”

•

Aboriginal women fit into most of these categories but also have some special considerations
and barriers

•

They are caught between jurisdictions (Federal versus Territorial)

•

Income Security requirements are punitive and conflict with cultural values and priorities

•

The dominant society worldview and the Aboriginal worldview also clash in other ways that
impact the wellbeing of women

•

Conditions in their home communities punish women (nepotism, sexual assault, old boys
network, families protecting their own)

•

Housing and other resources in home communities are in the hands of a few people.

•

The Federal Government’s policies are not the same as Territorial policies (not as liberal).

6. Mid-Aged Or Older Women
•

May have older children, grandchildren or no children living with them

•

Health problems are one cause of homelessness. If they lose their jobs or if they are hospitalized
(Income Support [IS] will not pay for food while someone is in the hospital), they can get in
arrears and not be able to catch up

•

Financial hardship can cause a breakup in the family since there are different services for men
than for women. If the woman does not have dependent children, she is treated as “single (there
are few if any services for homeless couples without children).

•

This age group can have a hard time finding employment (ageism, not having appropriate work
clothes, etc.)

•

They may stay in abusive situations because they do not have an independent source of income
and income support payments for single individuals is not sufficient to cover basic accommodation,
food and other expenses.

•

May suffer from addictions, mental health problems or other barriers to leading a stable life.

•

May be abused by their older children and/or other relatives

•

If a senior citizen, they may be eligible for seniors’ housing, but there are long waiting lists for
such facilities

•

If grandchildren living with them, may not receive assistance

•

No supported independent living for seniors

7. Women In The Capital To Go To School
•
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May have trouble maintaining shelter in the period over the summer when they are not
receiving a training allowance and are not eligible for income support during that time
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8. Women With Disabilities & Women With Disabled Children
•

Lack of accessible, safe housing

•

People with disabilities are often hidden in the community because of their difficulty in getting out

•

Those with invisible disabilities often get little or no support

•

Eligibility for disability supplement is determined by a physician. Some physicians are reluctant
to sign.

9. Women With Large Families
•

Women with large families have special challenges in finding housing

•

If women in small communities leave their abusive partners, they are often refused housing and
other types of support (nepotism/corruption/punishment by those families having power in
the community). They are therefore “forced” to leave town in order to gain shelter and to be
able to care for their children.

•

When they leave the community for a larger center, they lose help with parenting and access to
traditional foods, and often end up homesick.
They run into many problems: they are not eligible for Income Support (IS) for several months,
they may be denied access to subsidized housing because of past arrears/damage to their homes
(often incurred by their partners, but without knowledge of their rights, they end up being held
responsible); their children get into trouble; they have trouble adjusting to the many “rules”
around life in an urban centre; available housing is too small (most units are 2 bedrooms with
a maximum 6-person occupancy); and visiting relatives may result in an eviction (if they stay
too long, cause damage, party).

•

10. Women With Children

52

•

They are in a catch-22. If the children have been apprehended, a woman can’t get them back
unless she has a stable home; but she can’t get a stable home unless she has children (because
IS levels are too low for a “single” women and the housing eligibility criteria in effect exclude them).

•

As a “single woman” on Income Support (IS) they can only rent a room, and this makes them
very vulnerable (to sexual exploitation, to being evicted without much notice, to living in a
hostile environment).

•

Because IS payments are frequently late, landlords are hesitant to rent to women on IS. Racism
is also a factor for why landlords don’t have any vacancy when these women try to rent.

•

Weather is a factor, since adequate clothing is expensive. Child Protection may get involved
when children are not adequately clothed.

•

Women live in a hostile community climate – prevalent beliefs are that women on IS are
cheating, that they don’t deserve the benefits they get, and that they should constantly prove
their need and right

•

Claw back of child tax benefits for women on social assistance keeps them short of money for
food and rent

•

No emergency shelter for women with children
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11. Immigrants
•

They often start out at the bottom. Many are under pressure to send money home.

•

Cultural factors may make it difficult for women to access services, have adequate employment
or establish an independent household.

•

Lack of social support networks, language skills, knowledge about resources and rights, and
living skills applicable to this context

•

They are invisible. They don’t speak out about what is going on in their lives and the
community doesn’t want to get involved.

•

May have difficulty accessing income support because their sponsor can be seen as responsible
for ensuring their needs are met

•

Some women are very vulnerable because of the type of employment they have (e.g. nannies).

•

This issue is particularly critical in Yellowknife where there are 600 Filipino women alone,
many of whom are nannies. Other immigrants come from Korea, China, Eastern Europe, and
South Africa

12. Lone Women
•

They are only eligible for the lowest social assistance rates.

•

They are the most vulnerable to predators (sexual exploitation and violence).

•

They are the most at risk of committing crimes (stealing, vagrancy, drug dealing, prostitution).

•

There are very few services that target this group and therefore it is very difficult for them to
exit homelessness.

•

They are the most overlooked and least understood sub-group of homeless women.

13. Women In Trouble With The Law
•

Criminal record is a barrier to productive choices and to tenancy.

•

Women who have recently been released often have no place to go (and their home community
may ostracize them).

•

Some of these women are violent, and therefore hard to house.

•

Loss of children

•

There are generally no separate facilities or programming for female inmates.

FOUR CASE STUDY SCENARIOS FOR HOMELESS WOMEN
The above list of circumstances that put women at risk of homelessness gives a general sense of the
issues they face. While the story of any particular woman is different from the case studies derived from
the stories of the women who participated in the study, these examples provide some more graphic
detail about just how complex their lives are.
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Case Study #1 – Homeless Senior Women
A woman who becomes homeless in her senior years may have a story that is something like this. She
may well have been married off at a young age (by her parents or religious authority figures) to an older
abusive man who has treated her as a slave for forty years. She has been expected to do all the heavy
labour, such as hauling water or wood, raising the children and maintaining a household with very little
money and help from her husband. He has been alcoholic during the entire marriage, beating his wife
and children and using verbal, emotional and sexual abuse to maintain control. Often, the children have
been physically, emotionally and sexually abused by their father and/or his friends.
This woman seldom leaves her home after a beating because of the deeply ingrained social constraints
that requires her to “keep the marriage and family together” at all costs. If she ever did leave it was to
the home of a family member, such as a sister or grandmother.
When this woman finally arrives at a women’s shelter or hospital it is often with a severe abuse-related
injury, such as broken bones. At this point she makes the decision that, no matter what, she will not
return home again. She doesn’t want much out of life – just the chance to live out her life in some peace.
She is always concerned about the welfare of one or more of her grandchildren, but relationships with
most of her own children and other family members are strained or non-existent.
She doesn’t know what resources exist to assist her and is totally unaware of her rights under the law.
As a result she is completely dependent on shelter staff and other service providers for information and
for accessing resources. Often she can’t read or write in English or any other language.

Case Study #2 – Homeless Young Woman with Several Young Children
Although some of her peers may have cut ties with the father of her children, in a typical situation, the
young woman is in her twenties or early thirties and has several young children under ten, one of whom
is a baby. Her partner abuses her in several ways. However, she continues to believe that he will change
in time, and that he really does love her. She is homeless because her partner has caused damage in their
rental unit, or their rent is in arrears because any available income has gone to alcohol and other drugs,
or because her partner is in jail, she is unemployed and there is no money for rent.
After several months staying in the homes of various friends and family members (with her children)
she has finally run out of resources. At this point, the children are apprehended by child welfare
authorities, and the woman goes to some sort of shelter without them (although in some situations it is
possible to take her children with her).
While in the shelter, or wherever she is staying, the woman maintains contact with the man abusing her
and usually focuses on finding ways to solve his problems, rather than solving the challenges she and
her children face. The commonly stated goal is to find a way to “get the family together again”. She
would identify her partner as her main support.
Often this woman has a chemical addiction, little formal education and limited employment skills. She
finds that most landlords, including public housing authorities, won’t rent to her because of past arrears
and damages. In addition, she usually has a long-term unsatisfactory relationship with Income Support
and child welfare authorities, whom she describes as arbitrary and punitive. She is sometimes able to
get low-paid work cleaning hotel rooms or houses, or in the service industry working at places such as
Tim Hortons or Wal-Mart.
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A great deal of energy is put into solving what might appear to others as minor issues: finding taxi
money to get to the jail to visit her partner; getting ten dollars to buy a gift for her child who is in care;
getting her nail polish back from the woman who stole it from her room; finding the phone number of
the housing authority; getting a ride to bingo; making sure she is at the shelter in time to see her
favourite TV shows.
This woman is usually vaguely aware of her rights but doesn’t trust the police, the courts or other
authorities to actually help her or change her partner’s behaviours. In her experience, her partner’s jail
time is mostly just an extra burden. If he has a fine imposed by the court, she is expected to pay it; if he
is in jail, it means the loss of his income and a major inconvenience in terms of family life. Her family
and her partner’s family, and often her own children, blame her for the violence she experiences, and
she blames herself too.
This woman keeps going by visualizing a future where her partner offers her a steady stream of
unconditional love and commitment. In this idealized future her children are well adjusted and
excelling at school, she and her partner have good jobs, and everyone lives together in a nice house.

Case Study # 3 – Homeless Single Woman in Larger Centres
This woman is usually in her late thirties, forties or fifties. She may have children, but they have been
in permanent care since they were very young and she has minimal, if any, contact with them. She may
have a partner, or several casual partners, but in general she lives independently. She stays in a variety
of housing situations - camping out with local men or on her own, staying with friends, spending time
in local shelters or walking around at night until she can sleep in some safe location.
This woman has some sort of chemical addiction and/or mental illness. She finds the income for her
addiction from a variety of sources: theft, prostitution, low-paid temporary jobs, friends and family and
games like poker and bingo. She very rarely deals with any service providers or government/agency
systems other than shelters and food banks. Government programs such as income support, public
housing, employment services, educational programs, legal services, etc. are not trusted and not
accessed. Ironically this woman is often much more familiar with available resources than other
homeless women, however, she does not use them unless she is forced to. Her support system is other
homeless people and the staff working in shelters, food banks and other “storefront” services.
The housing goal for this woman would be to find a secure place to live without losing the perceived
freedoms of her daily lifestyle.

Case Study #4 – Homeless Woman from a Small Community
Abused women from small communities in all three Territories often come to a larger centre (such as
Inuvik, Yellowknife or Whitehorse) that has more services and a women’s shelter. They may have been
denied access to housing in their home communities for a number of reasons, including the fact that
the residence is in the name of their partners. By the time they arrive in the larger town or city they may
be middle aged and have been struggling in an abusive relationship for many years. They often bring a
teenage daughter with them who is either pregnant or has a young child herself.
This woman has numerous chronic physical and emotional problems. One of the main features of this
woman’s overall health is her lack of affect (emotional expression). She appears “flat” and has difficulty
expressing herself in any way. She isn’t aware of her rights or the resources available to her. However,
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she is usually very clear that she does not want to return to her home community, but wants to find a
job and housing in the larger centre and keep her daughter (and daughter’s children) with her.
This woman has limited education and has seldom had control over any household income or decisions.
By the time she arrives in the larger centre she has spent about twenty years being blamed by her family
and her partner’s family for the abuse she has suffered. And, mostly, she agrees with them. However, some
part of her has realized that she can’t take it any more and, wrong or not, she is not going back.
In practical terms this woman’s goals are very modest. She wants some sort of job, or income support,
that gives her and her daughter enough to survive on, and housing that is secure and reliable; i.e.,
without neighbors that are dealing drugs, fighting and staging drunken parties. Usually she has at least
one friend or family member in the larger centre that she trusts for support.
At the point where she arrives in the larger centre she has no thoughts of healing from her abusive
experiences and no idea that this is even possible. She feels pretty isolated and hopeless and believes that
all she can really hope for is basic survival and the chance to save her daughter from the same fate.

INCIDENCE OF HOMELESSNESS IN THE NORTH
As already mentioned in this report, women are among the fastest growing groups in the homeless and
at-risk population (Neal, 2004). The fact that only a small portion of homeless women live on the street
or in shelters, but are rather “couch surfing” in the homes of relatives or friends, or are living in unhealthy
and unsafe conditions, or having to sacrifice other necessities of life (such as food, clothing and medical
care) in order to keep a roof over their heads (and often that of their children), makes it very difficult to
get any kind of accurate picture of the number of homeless women. Many homeless people are “invisible”
since, because of illiteracy they don’t apply for housing, or other forms of assistance.
This study did not attempt to carry out a homelessness count in Northern communities. This type of
data collection was well beyond the scope and means of the project. What we were able to do was to
collect anecdotal data, as well as some statistics about user rates for certain types of services geared
toward homeless women.

1. Nunavut
Some sense of the scope of the problem may be gained from the following information, however.
The Katauyak Shelter in Rankin Inlet reported that, “In November alone, we had twenty-eight
different women at the shelter. With one hundred fifty-eight different women since April, that’s three
times the amount from last year”. A staff member of the Qimaavik Shelter in Iqaluit gave the
following information.
I’d say there are one hundred to one hundred fifty homeless women out and about the streets in
Iqaluit. Haven’t really kept track of the amount of women who are coming into the shelter who are
in a homeless situation or who have been chronically homeless. We haven’t been looking at that, so
I don’t know if I could offer up any valuable stats in that respect, which is part of the problem.
[With respect to the] men’s homeless shelter and soup kitchen, women come in there, but it’s about
eighty percent men now, five percent children, the rest women. Averaging now about sixty people
a day, seven days a week.
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The Nunavut Housing Committee provided information about the number of people who do not
have adequate housing. They report that:
There are a little over one thousand families on the waiting list, and we’ve shown from our research
and our numbers that for every one person on the waiting list there are two more out there who
don’t qualify for a number of reasons. You can wait six, seven, eight years sometimes for housing.
The problem, as one front-line worker put it, is that “People aren’t gathering that information. If
people had been gathering it for the last decade, something may have been done about this by now.”

2. Northwest Territories
When asked for their estimation of the number of homeless women in Yellowknife, the women who
participated in this Study put the figure at five hundred. Service providers confirmed that this
number “seems about right”. This is a shockingly high statistic in a community with a population
of just over twenty thousand. The Women’s Centre in Yellowknife reports that they receive up to
one hundred phone calls daily from people seeking assistance, and that at any one time they have
two weeks of back messages from “street people”.
Front-line workers interviewed during this Study discussed the impact of the colonial process in the
North that saw many Aboriginal children being sent to residential school until the 1960s. The sad
legacy of this period too often is intergenerational trauma and high rates of substance abuse and
domestic violence. As a result, Aboriginal women are far more likely than others to become homeless.
As one service provider put it, “There is endless grieving and loss of identity in these women”.
The situation in smaller communities is also bleak. The Hay River Family Support Centre, for
example, had one hundred fourteen requests for assistance from homeless women in 2004/2005
alone and the second-stage house for abused women and children in that community was fully
occupied all year. This represents a one hundred and sixty percent increase in facility use over the
past three years.
In 2004, the NWT Community Survey, Community Housing Needs estimated that sixteen percent
of all households across the Northwest Territories are in “core need” (as measured against the
CMHC National Occupancy Standards for safe, affordable and healthy housing). This figure rises
to thirty percent in the Territories’ smaller communities.
There are also many women who could be categorized as “soon to be homeless”. This group includes
many of the women who are working in the service sector or for voluntary agencies (such as the
organizations that sponsored this Study). Their wages are too low to afford the high cost of living in the
Northwest Territories, and any small change in circumstances can cause them to become homeless.

3. Yukon
There are no statistics being kept on women and homelessness in the Yukon. Since women’s relative
homelessness is largely hidden, numbers can only be inferred from the statistics kept by agencies
that work with homeless populations.
In the course of research interviews, service providers were asked to estimate the number of
homeless women in Whitehorse or the Yukon given their experience. Some could not because of
the specific nature of women’s homelessness. A typical response was, “Can’t estimate the number of
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homeless women because women’s homelessness is more hidden.” Others could only give an estimate of
absolute homelessness. One service provider put the figure at “between thirty and fifty, at the
summertime, it would be at the higher end. You see them out there wandering around.” Several service
providers put the count much higher.
I would say that it is in the neighborhood of three hundred or more, my guess of folks who either
struggle or are in and out of housing. If I was to include relative homelessness, it’s got to be well
over a thousand or so people who struggle with housing related issues… when you include the
communities… My belief is that it is probably not that uncommon. It is probably quite common.
I think there’s quite a bit of overcrowding in some of the Yukon communities.
Most agreed that the numbers were high. Both women interviewed and service providers noted that
there seem to be large proportion of single mothers that are homeless. They also believe there are
“a lot more youth are out there.”
Another service provider noted that, “there’s a whole higher risk for Aboriginal people for poverty,
violence. If you are Aboriginal, your quality standard of living is statistically lower than the average
Canadian.” This is reflected in the statistics provided by the Salvation Army Shelter and the No
Fixed Address Outreach Van. Service providers were concerned for the future of Aboriginal people
and their risk factors for homelessness.
If they don’t have enough safe housing that they can take care of their house or can’t raise their
children. Here’s a stat for you. One in ten First Nations children is in Canada’s care, which is more
than all of the First Nations that were in residential schools.

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION ABOUT THE HOMELESS WOMEN
WHO PARTICIPATED IN THIS STUDY
The section that follows outlines basic demographic information about the women who participated in
the present study. It is important to note that the information presented here is not necessarily
representative of the homeless women population in the North, since this Study did not have the
resources to ensure representative sampling in selecting informants. This Study did, however, attempt
to reach all the categories of women listed at the beginning of this section of the report; namely, the hard
to house, women fleeing abuse, the working poor. Aboriginal women, mid-aged or older women,
women with lots of children, lone women, sixteen to eighteen year old girls/women, women who go to
the capital to go to school, women with disabilities and women with disabled children, immigrants,
women with children, and women in trouble with the law.

No of participants: 205 women who are presently homeless, had at one time been homeless or were
currently at risk of homelessness participated in interviews or focus groups.

Community of origin: The list of the communities of origin for these women reads like a geography
lesson for the North: Aklavik, Arctic Bay, Baker Lake, Cambridge Bay, Cape Dorset, Clyde River,
Dawson City, Deline, Fort Good Hope, Fort Liard, Fort Providence, Fort Resolution, Fort Simpson, Fort
Smith, Gjoa Haven, Great Whale River, Hall Beach, Hay River, Holman, Igloolik, Inuvik, Iqaluit,
Kugluktuk, Lutsel’ke, Nanaimo (B.C.), Pangnirtung, Paulatuk, Pond Inlet, Rankin Inlet, Repulse Bay,
Spence Bay, Taloyoak, Teslin, Tuktoyaktuk, Qikiqtarjuaq, Whitehorse, Wrigley, and Yellowknife. (Note: a
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complete list of the communities of origin for the women who participated in the study from the Yukon
is not available, but would certainly include most of the small communities in that territory.)

Ethnic background: As depicted in the pie
chart, almost 60% of the women interviewed are
either Inuit or Inuvialuit. Even though Inuit
compose 85% of the population of Nunavut,
when the population of the other two Territories
is taken into account, it is clear that this group
represents a disproportionate share of the
population of homeless women. Approximately
one third of the women in the study belong to a
First Nation. This means that almost 90% of the
women who participated as informants are Aboriginal peoples. Less than one in ten are Caucasian and
only two classify themselves as immigrants. While it is important to remember that the demographic
composition of the women in this Study does not purport to be statistically representative, given these
figures, attempts to understand and address the issues of homeless in the North must certainly take into
account the cultural background of the homeless population.

Age: The age of the informants in this study
ranged from 17-68, with 33% under the age of 30,
and a further 30% falling within the 30-49. It is
likely that these figures do not reflect the actual
age demographics of homeless women in the
North, since it is the youngest and the seniors that
are least likely to be using shelters, transitional
housing programs and other venues that served as
access points for this Study to reach homeless
women. Young women are most likely to be couch
surfing and seniors are likely to be in very overcrowded conditions with family members. They are also
the least likely of any age group to be aware of programs and resources, and are therefore not included
in the client statistics for the agencies working with homeless women.

Children: Of the 176 who provided information about their dependents, three quarters have children,
and of these, almost half indicated that their children are in someone else’s care (this figure may be
higher, as not all women specified whether or not their children are living with them).

Educational level: Of the women who specified
their educational level, almost two thirds (64%)
have not completed high school. Eighteen percent
of the women have attended college or received
some type of vocational training and the remaining
18% completed high school, but did not have any
post secondary education. It is important to note
that these percentages are an average across the
Territories. Significant regional variations exist.
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For example, in Nunavut the number of women with less than a high school education is much higher
at 87%. In the Northwest Territories fully one-third of the participating homeless women have
completed high school and about a third of these have at least some post-secondary training. In the
Yukon, the proportion of women who have completed high school and/or have some post-secondary
education is even higher, at about 66%. The data related to educational level supports the findings of
this study that education does not guarantee that a woman will be able to maintain housing in the current
economic and social conditions in the North. With two-thirds of the women having less than a high
school education, it is clear that literacy levels will have a significant impact on the capacity of these
women to change their circumstances.

Income source: As with educational level, the
data related to income source various
considerably from territory to territory. In
Nunavut 90% of the women are on income
support. In the Northwest Territories, this figure
drops to 18%. In the Yukon the figure is closer to
40%. When the figures are averaged across the
three Territories, it is distressing to note that the
50% of them that are receiving income support,
are homeless. It is also noteworthy that the
quarter of the women in the NWT who worked either full or part time could not afford housing. The
25% who did not have income from any of these sources could be indicative of the deep distrust that
many of the women expressed for government services. Those women who listed their income as
“other” did a variety of things, both legal and illegal to get money: conning people, stealing, selling street
drugs, collecting bottles, working “under the table”, cleaning houses and getting money from friends.

Health impacts: About 50% of the women interviewed reported health concerns that either
contributed to their difficulty in obtaining and maintaining housing or that were exacerbated by their
homelessness. Some of these problems are the result of abuse at the hands of their partners or other
family members. The following are examples of the types of problems cited: high blood pressure, cancer,
anemia, allergies, arthritis, migraines, back pain, asthma, frequent infections, skin diseases, heart
disease, depression, sleeping disorders, unexplained bleeding, substance abuse

Housing Status: The women were all homeless at the time of this study. Most of them were cycling
through the different phases of homelessness. For example, they might be currently living in a shelter
but the following week they could be living rough on the streets, then spend a few days with relatives
or friends, end up trading sex for shelter, then because of abuse, end up back in the shelter. Variations
of this pattern were the norm for these women.
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WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS
The literature reviewed for this study identified the following factors as determining a woman’s risk of
becoming homeless.

1. Poverty – at least in part due to employer discrimination against women who are Aboriginal, young,
old, disabled, immigrants, mothers; women are relegated to low-end, minimum-wage and/or parttime jobs without benefits; lack of eligibility for employment insurance because of these types of jobs;
low pensions for senior women for the same reason; lack of accessible and affordable childcare;
government policies that claw-back child benefit supplements from income support payments;
income support and disability payments that are not adequate to meet basic needs; lack of support for
women to develop the means for obtaining adequate income (Neal, 2004; National Working Group
on Women and Housing, 2006; CMHC, 1997; Craig, 2005; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002;
Kerr et al., 2004; Hightower and Hightower, 2004; Townson, 2000; The Community Social Planning
Council of Toronto, 2006; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Melcombe, 2004; Seychuk, 2004).

2. Domestic/family violence – not only do women become homeless because they are facing
violence/abuse (sexual, physical, mental, emotional, financial, etc.) against themselves and/or their
children, homeless women are at significant risk of further victimization (Neal, 2004; CMHC, 1997;
Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Hightower and Hightower, 2004; The Community Social
Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Melcombe, 2004; McCormick, 2004; Seychuk, 2004).

3. Traumatic change in life circumstances – e.g. divorce or separation, illness, job loss, eviction,
accident, death of a partner or caregiver, discharge from a mental hospital or prison and being
kicked out by a partner or caregiver, sharply reduce the income and other resources available to
women (Neal, 2004).

4. Lack of safe, quality, affordable housing – inadequate stock of subsidized housing resulting in
waiting lists that are too long; rents are too high in the private market; landlords offer substandard
housing at exorbitant rates or even ask for sexual favours in exchange for housing (National Working
Group on Women and Housing, 2006; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Kerr et al., 2004;
Hightower and Hightower, 2004; The Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006).

5. Addictions – is both a contributing factor to other determinants such as poverty, criminalization
and family violence, as well as an outcome or impact of those same factors; addictions also make it
difficult to maintain housing or to qualify for subsidized housing (CMHC, 2003; The Community
Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Seychuk, 2004).

6. Criminalization of women for “crimes of survival” (e.g. prostitution, welfare “fraud”, writing
bad cheques, self-defense, theft, drug use) - is a cause of women losing their homes and also makes
it difficult for them to regain housing once released from prison (National Working Group on
Women and Housing, 2006).

7. Serious mental illness – has been found to be a critical factor, especially for women living on the
street or in shelters who experience chronic homelessness (CMHC, 1997; Connors, 2005; The
Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Seychuk, 2004).
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THE FINDINGS OF “A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60”
The homeless women who participated in focus group sessions and interviews for A Study of Women’s
Homelessness North of 60 study spoke about all these determinants in vivid and evocative ways. Their
experience and analysis underscore the complex web of relationships that exists between these
determinants and conspires to trap women in circumstances that are so heartbreakingly similar across
the North.
As discussed in the Methodology section of this report, the transcripts of the focus groups and
interviews in all three Territories were coded according to themes. As the coding process proceeded,
these themes were elaborated or collapsed to fit emerging understandings of what was being shared.
Although the final codes differed slightly from one Territory to another, the following thirteen themes
capture the range of the results.
1.

8. Geographic factors

Every woman is vulnerable

2. Partner’s behaviour and circumstances

9. Community institutions and structures

3. Forced eviction from home

10. Powerlessness of women

4. Relocation to another community

11. Cost of living and business sector

5. Lack of an adequate support system

practices (including sexism)

6. Personal wellness and capacity

12. Landlords

7. Disabilities

13. Societal indifference/punitiveness toward
the homeless (including racism)

Once the coding was complete and the data was organized according to these categories, theme
anthologies (i.e., composite statements that drew on all the data related to each particular theme) were
then prepared. The result is a series of rich descriptions of the experience and insights related to the
circumstances that result in such dramatic numbers of women being homeless in Canada’s North. The
chart on the following page compares the theme categories as they evolved in this Northern study with
the themes that emerged from our literature review.
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Theme Headings for the Determinants of Women’s Homelessness
Literature Review

Pan-Territorial Study

Poverty

•
•
•
•
•

Every woman is vulnerable
Forced eviction from home
Relocation to another community
Cost of living and business sector practices
(including sexism)
Disabilities

Domestic/family violence

•
•
•
•
•
•

Partner’s behaviour and circumstances
Forced eviction from home
Relocation to another community
Lack of an adequate support system
Personal wellness and capacity
Community institutions and structures

Traumatic change in life circumstances

•
•
•

Every woman is vulnerable
Partner’s behaviour and circumstances
Cost of living and business sector practices
(including sexism)
Disabilities

•
Lack of safe, quality, affordable housing

•
•
•
•
•

Forced eviction from home
Relocation to another community
Cost of living and business sector practices
(including sexism)
Geographic factors
Disabilities

Addictions

•
•
•

Lack of an adequate support system
Personal wellness and capacity
Community institutions and structures

Criminalization of women for
“crimes of survival”

•
•

Community institutions and structures
Societal indifference/punitiveness
(including racism)

Serious mental illness

•
•
•

Personal wellness and capacity
Community institutions and structures
Societal indifference/punitiveness
(including racism)

The rest of this section presents representative theme anthologies (composite statements), for each of
the categories listed above. The theme anthologies have been drawn from all three territorial reports,
and were chosen to represent the range of circumstances and experiences across the North.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #1 – EVERY WOMAN IS VULNERABLE
You just blink, and it can happen.
Summary: The stories of homeless women describe the vulnerability and insecurity of women, of how
easy it can be to slide into homelessness. The unexpected looms large and can be the final straw
for women in precarious situations. Sudden illness, job loss, loss or theft of rent money,
immigration, addiction, or injury are unexpected hardships in women’s lives, throwing them
off-balance and into homelessness. These events trigger a domino effect, one loss leading to
many. Loss of a job can lead to loss of a vehicle which in turn limits job search or access to
town, which leads to loss of other possessions and any savings, which leads to loss of their
home. Many women work and continue to work while they are homeless, trying to keep it
together, but finding it difficult, especially if they have children. Abuse complicates the picture,
taking away self-esteem as well as financial support. Women who have immigrated to find a
better life in a country with a shining image find themselves homeless without resources. They
find that Canada is not living up to its reputation or commitments to the United Nations on
economic and social rights, as well as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women. Women who had previously led comfortable lives here and
abroad and thought themselves safe in their homes say, “We are all hanging on the line”.

Voices of Homeless Women
I was in a car accident and am on disability. There was no one to help me find a place to live. Social
assistance wasn’t enough to get by. When I was looking for a place, people would ask if I was on social
assistance and they wouldn’t rent to anyone on social assistance. I could never imagine anything like
this before my accident. I was very independent.
Someone stole my rent money and I ended up living in my truck camper. The truck broke down and I
couldn’t get to work. It was winter and too cold to be living in the camper. I went to the Shelter but they
only let you stay there a month. I was lucky and found a house sit until the weather warmed up. I didn’t
mean for this to happen.
I’m doing well now. I have a job and a nice place to live. But I worry about what I’m going to do if
something happens again, like if I lose my job. The first time being homeless is unbelievable. How did
this happen to me? But after that, I made plans. I need to get a tent and a stove so that I could set up
out of town if I needed to.
When women are abused, they often leave with nothing except their kids. They may have a job, but it’s
hard to find an apartment that’s affordable. It’s worse if you are from another country. There is no family
here to help and it’s hard to know where to go or what to do. It was a shock being an educated person
coming from a developing country to Canada and finding myself moving into crowded conditions I
would never have had in my country. I had a good career. When I came to Canada, the abuse got worse
and I had to leave with my children. I thought it would be different here.
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers see homelessness as a major issue in the North. They believe that it’s a problem for all
women, young, old, First Nations and non-First Nation. Any woman growing up in an abusive and
violent home is vulnerable to homelessness. As a worker said, “I just see all of the women facing
homelessness across the board. Someone once said to me, we’re all just one paycheck away from
homelessness. I believe that’s right.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #2 – PARTNER’S BEHAVIOUR
AND CIRCUMSTANCES
The kids and I would stand outside in winter to get away from him, but we had nowhere to go.
So, we went back in.
Summary: The security and wellbeing of women and children is closely linked with the behaviour and
circumstances of their intimate partners. This section describes this complex web of
relationships from the point of view of women who experience homelessness. Many homeless
women experience physical, sexual, mental and psychological abuse at the hands of their
partners. Sometimes their children are also sexually and physically abused. Often they are
trapped in the control patterns associated with that abuse. They describe themselves as slaves
for their partners and without any control over financial resources. They are at the mercy of
their partners, who can force them out of the home if they so choose. Sometimes partners
threaten to separate women from their children as a way to control them. Addictions are an
inseparable part of the abuse pattern. When partners are addicted to alcohol, other drugs and
gambling, they are more likely to be abusive. They also use resources that should be used to
secure shelter to feed their addictions. When housing is damaged as a result of partying or
violent behaviour, or when rent payments are not made, women and children lose their
homes, even if they are not responsible for the problem. When women also suffer from
addictions, this problem is even more serious and complex.

Voices of Homeless Women
Men want us to be their slaves. We have to be home to cook their food and take care of them. If we get
a job, they get jealous. They think that we will get involved with other men, and so they make us quit.
We don’t have any control over how money is spent, and we don’t even know if the rent or any of the
other bills are being paid. Often, if we get some money of our own, our common-law or his family takes
it away. If a man gets tired of us or the children, he can just dump us. When I was living in Iqaluit, the
father of my child kicked us out and then took all our things to the dump.
Almost all the women I know have been abused by their partners. My common-law beat me so badly
that I still have bone fragments in my back where he broke it. I met one woman at the shelter who had
been beaten for fifty years. Now she is almost seventy and she is homeless because she couldn’t take the
abuse any more. The last time he beat her with a cane, her whole arm was black. Sometimes a woman
ends up living with a man because she got pregnant when he raped her. And it’s not only the physical
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and sexual abuse. We get called names and other kinds of verbal abuse. For a long time I thought my
partner would change. Every time after he beat me, he would cry and say he was sorry. He would
promise not to do it again. I believed him because I thought I still loved him. I guess I also believed him
because I felt worthless and helpless. I didn’t think I could make it on my own.
When my partner kicked me out, I went to live with my brother. He didn’t want me to live there. There
were five adults and seven children living in his three-bedroom house. There was lots of fighting and
drinking. One night my brother beat me up, and no one in the house tried to stop him. That’s when I
went to Yellowknife to try to get some help. Now I stay at the shelter.
When women are being abused, and if they go to Social Services or the police for help, we get sent to a
shelter or somewhere else for our safety. But this means that they lose their homes, and often end up far
from our family and community. I feel like it is the woman and children who are being punished, not
the one who is abusing them. They keep the house and all the furniture. If they do get charged, they
might only go to jail for one month. Even if they do go to jail, women end up with problems. Sometimes
they lose their home because it is in the man’s name. Also, they don’t have the resources to pay the bills
on their own.
Sometimes women get blamed for all the problems and violence in the family, especially if their
partners have the support of the people in the community who control the housing or Social Services.
So, women often feel that we have to stay with the ones who abuse us because we don’t have anywhere
else to go. Sometimes when I was still with my ex and I was scared, the kids and I would stand outside
in winter, but then we’d go back inside because we didn’t know what else to do.
I know that a lot of these problems are because of addictions. My partner drinks and sometimes he does
other drugs too. When he is drinking, he uses the rent money to buy booze. When we had a duplex, his
friends used it as a place to party every weekend. We got evicted because someone punched holes in the
walls and broke doors and windows and the neighbours complained about the noise. Also, I found out
he hadn’t paid the rent for three months. Now I can’t get a place because we are $3,000.00 in arrears. My
name wasn’t even on the lease, but I get blamed anyway. I don’t think I can ever pay back that money. I
wonder if I can ever get a place of my own.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers know their clients experience circumstances such as those described above. They
observed that men often leave women and children without housing because they do not keep up with
rent payments or because they damage the rental property through violence or partying. Several service
providers counsel women not to put the man on the lease agreement, telling her they will take the man
off the lease if requested. Senior single women are vulnerable to their adult sons. These women
sometimes lose their homes when their sons move in, deal drugs, steal money and damage property. In
these circumstances the senior woman loses her home due to the arrears and/or damage caused by her
son’s abusive presence. When women are not educated about their rights or cannot be assertive enough,
bullies take over the rental unit and it is the women and children who suffer.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #3 – FORCED EVICTION
Oh, I had my own place, but my old partner found me and harassed me, so I was kicked out.
Summary: Forced eviction from social housing units was a reality for many of the women interviewed. A
primary reason for eviction is that the male lists a unit under his name, exclusive of his female
counterpart. If the relationship ends, becomes abusive or if the woman becomes widowed, she
is expected to evacuate her home. The vast majority of women who have shared stories of
eviction have been forced out of their homes because of their partners’ actions. Tenant damage
is also another reason women become evicted from public housing.
Women also get evicted from private market retail units, either because they complain about
the conditions of the unit, because they are late with rent or fail to pay the rent, or because of
damage to the unit due to their own behaviour or that of their guests.

Voices of Homeless Women
I was relocated to another [public] house but I had unpaid bills so I was evicted. Arrears take on a life
of their own. I can’t catch up now. But I guess us Inuit, we are lucky for our relatives, because if you get
kicked out of somewhere or have no place to go they will always take us in. But now it’s happening to
so many people and everyone is going to the same house. Because it’s so overcrowded, there is drinking
and drugs and then people get kicked out of their family’s homes too. I know it’s not just one community
that goes through this. It’s all over Nunavut.
I got evicted on more than one occasion – three times actually. The first time it was because my first
husband passed away and his name was on the lease. They made me leave. Another time my exboyfriend was vandalizing and his name was on the lease, so we got kicked out. The last time I was
evicted, I had a house in my community, but I came to Iqaluit for the hospital. While I was away, the
house got taken away from me. There’s such a shortage of houses, they thought I had left for good so it
was given to someone else.
My family members are homeless too and have been for many years. I had a brother who was homeless.
Bills ran up and he ended up moving to Yellowknife. He didn’t want to come back because there is no
housing over here. He would have waited for many years and he did not want that. His body was found
in a cardboard box. My sister down in Ontario, she can’t come back because she is ill, and the housing
will be too long too and she don’t want to come back because over here there is lots of drugs and alcohol.
I also have another brother who is homeless in Calgary. I don’t want Inuit to go through this. It’s hard.
It affects too many families of all cases.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers talked about women being evicted from their homes for many of the same reasons
women outlined above and in the previous section (Partner’s Behaviour and Circumstances). Women
complain about the poor conditions they are living in and get evicted. Women with disabilities can’t
follow the rules and get evicted. If people around you and bureaucrats don’t like what you do, then you
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are evicted. Women are using their money for things like food and get behind in their rent and are
evicted. As two workers said,
There are huge health and safety issues with repairs. I mean, they’re not just what you would think of
as little repairs. They are huge. Like I said, this woman had mould everywhere and when she
complained she got a notice to terminate her place.
Most of our clients have moved at least twice in the last year and not because they wanted to. So why
did they have to leave? They have a disability; they can’t follow the rules.
Service providers want to see an end to evictions for lack of just cause. One described a project in
Chicago with a zero eviction policy. “They had only ten houses throughout a neighborhood and it was all
for homeless, but they had a zero eviction policy. If you had a party, got too loud, neighbors complained,
they may move your unit and talk to you about partying and hours and how to maintain your housing.
But unless you were incredibly violent and broke the law, you couldn’t get evicted.” The key to this project’s
success is support. Service providers agreed that support for women to access housing, to keep housing
and to deal with unfair landlords is necessary.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #4 – RELOCATION TO ANOTHER COMMUNITY
We can stay away from problems here and get the help we need.
Summary: Many women move from their home communities to larger centers because they think they
will be able to access better services, including housing. Others move because they feel forced
out by circumstances in their home community, including reprisals for disclosing the abusive
behaviour of their partners or other men in the community. Unfortunately, many women
often find that the living arrangements they were counting on in the new community were
either non-existent or inadequate.

Voices of Homeless Women
I went to a different community and stayed with my brother after I got beat up one time too many. Now
I live here in Yellowknife and I don’t know where I’m going next.
Some days I want to go home and get my old job back.
I have friends and family in Yellowknife from all over NWT and Nunavut. There are lots here from
Holman and Cambridge. Mostly they moved here with their boyfriends. And I just met someone who
moved here from Nanaimo ‘cause there are no jobs there. They drove forty-one hours straight with kids
in the car just to get here. I think there are about five hundred homeless people in Yellowknife
altogether, more homeless people than anywhere else. We all want to be independent and we consider
Yellowknife our new home. We can stay away from problems here and get the help we need.
Housing in the communities is bad. I had to wait eight months to get a place back home. I ended up
living with my boyfriend’s sister. It’s really hard to get a place here if you have any arrears back home.
They find out and won’t give you a place here. If I could share a place it would be easier. When I moved
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to Yellowknife, it took me six months to get a place because of my arrears. I got really depressed and
went to Edmonton where I would couch surf. There was an all-night coffee shop there, and the owner
would let me sleep on the couch sometimes. When things were really bad, I would go to the U of A and
see if I could crash with people from home. Because of family issues, mostly abuse, I had to stay at
women’s centers instead of with relatives.
My cousin married a guy from a small community outside of Yellowknife and she has a house there
from housing, but she wants to stay in Yellowknife and live alone, not with her adult children or
husband. She doesn’t want to have to depend on them.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers observed that women have some extended family support in small communities, but
there are more services for them in capital cities. They come to the city for jobs or medical services, to
flee violence or because they are kicked out of their communities. Many have addictions and mental
health problems. The women themselves prefer to be in the city, although neither situation – their home
community or the city – is very good. Some return to their home community when things don’t work out.
There is an influx of women from the communities during the fall. There are many Inuit women,
particularly from the Delta and Cambridge, living in Yellowknife and getting caught in the drug scene.
Often Inuit women brought to Yellowknife by a family to baby-sit end up drinking on the street. The
Government of Nunavut also sends women to the NWT on shared services agreements, but these
arrangements haven’t always worked out.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #5 – LACK OF AN ADEQUATE SUPPORT SYSTEM
It’s hard to get off the street. Once you’re there, that’s home. Your friends are there. They are the
ones that help you, they hold you at night. They help you in the morning when you need a bottle.
Summary: One of the key factors that allows women to survive the critical incidents in their lives that put
them at risk of homelessness (such as fleeing an abusive situation, losing employment, serious
illness, the death of a partner, illness or disability in a family member) is an adequate support
system. When support systems do work, they often consist of an informal network of family and
friends, as well as an effective range of voluntary and government services. There are many
reasons why these support systems break down. The types of crises listed above may put more
strain on families and friendships than they can handle. Homeless women often flee the
communities in which they grew up or lived for extended periods, leaving them cut off from
family and friends. Intergenerational dysfunction, often the result of intrusive forces, such as
residential schools, diminishes the capacity of families and friends to support each other in a
healthy way. These same forces can also destroy the health and effectiveness of community
institutions that should be there to support those members of society who are experiencing hard
times. Many institutions of society also operate from ideologies that do not foster compassionate
support and have policies and practices that punish women or fail to provide support that would
make the critical difference. A great deal more will be said about the impact of community
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institutions and the service sector on homelessness among women in the North in subsequent
sections of this report. What follows serves to introduce many of these themes.

Voices of Homeless Women
I talked to my friends and I talked to my family. They told me to get out of it or else he is going to kill
you. He threatens me every time I try to move out, but I finally got guts enough to stand up for myself.
I told him “I’m not going to live like this anymore. I’m going to stay on my own, get my own place. I don’t
care, I’ve had it.” So now I’m trying my best to be on my own. He’s still trying to get me to move back in
with him, but I don’t want to.
At first I stayed at the women’s shelter. I really appreciate the women’s shelter. It’s an essential service.
In most of the small communities in the Yukon, they don’t have anything like that. You just have to stay
in an abusive situation or stay in a three-bedroom trailer with fourteen other people, like this one
woman I met on the bus. She finally left her community, like I did, and moved to Whitehorse.
But it’s hard here, too. I kept looking in the papers for a place to stay and I asked people to keep an eye
out for me. My friends were a big help. Lots of afternoons, this one friend would walk around with me
and we’d talk. I knew I needed to get some help, because I was pretty mixed up too. You’d have to be to
live with a guy that’s been abusing you for ten years.
Well, I had to hit bottom before I finally did get some help. I ended up in the hospital, but this one lady
came to see me every day. She’s stuck with me through all the bad stuff. I’d met her at the Sally Ann,
where I go to have lunch a couple of times a week. She’d been homeless for a long time, but finally made
it in off the street. I think it makes her feel better when she hears me say that I now understand some
of the things that were wrong in my life. I’ll never forget what she said to me one time. She said, “It’s
hard to get off the street. Once you’re there, that’s home. Your friends are there. They are the ones that help
you, that hold you at night. They help you in the morning when you need a bottle.”
I do have a good support team, my relatives (even though none of them live here) and some good,
healthy friends. Every once in awhile I even get email from friends or family down back home and that
really cheers me up. After I got out of the hospital, I stayed with these people that my friends introduced
me to. There were really nice. I tried to help with the cooking and cleaning as much as I could. I gave
them a certain amount of time that I would stay there, until I found a place of my own. I told them that
if conflict came in the way, I’d move out.
I know a lot of women who end up staying with family, sometimes for years and years. It’s so hard to
get a place, and even if you find one, who’s got both a damage deposit and first month’s rent at the same
time? And it’s so easy to get behind on the rent or the utilities and get kicked out. Anyway, this one
friend, she lives with her uncle. She only gets $245 as a single person. So, she really has to conserve her
money. Like, she never goes to movies or anything. Well, I don’t either. But she always has to borrow
money from her relatives just to get the necessities. She’s lucky. They’re very good about it. And her
brother’s fridge is always open. He lives in town too, but he’s already got five kids and his wife living in
this two-bedroom place.
Sometimes family is worse than no help at all. I know that sometimes there’s so much drinking and
fighting going on in a family that the only thing you can do is leave town and try to make it totally on
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your own. But sometimes it’s the family who cuts out the woman, especially if she is drinking. I guess
you can understand how things get so that even family won’t help a woman with kids, but it’s still not
right. Maybe she’s drinking because she has lost friends or family, or maybe she’s just trying to deal with
all the pain from a bad relationship. They come into town figuring that they could stay with their sister
or their cousin, but that doesn’t always work out. One woman at the shelter, she said her sister wouldn’t
even keep her clothes for her. She just gave them away and her mother won’t even look at her. Even if
someone does take pity on them, well they end up really resenting them. They’re always hinting about
when are you leaving, and why don’t you buy more groceries. I know it’s hard having someone else in
your place, someone with problems, but even complete strangers help sometimes. I’ve heard about
people giving women money or giving a place to sleep, with no strings attached.
Well, I finally did get a place of my own. It’s a one-bedroom apartment. I’ve been talking to the guy who
owns the building. It’s all little one-bedroom apartments. It’s really sad. He has cancer, you know. I don’t
know if his wife will sell the place or what’s going to happen. But it’s got me thinking. Why not have a
little community of women, where they can have their own little space, where they protect and support
each other? You’d think the Government could invest in something like that. It only makes sense, with
so many women just needing a little help to make it.
Lots of times it’s the little things that make a difference. For a whole month I couldn’t buy laundry soap.
All my money had to go to food, so I had to borrow soap from my neighbor. I knew he still had a lot
and he only does his clothes once a month, so for him to help me out was no problem. I borrowed a
couple of cups off of him, and I made that last. I have to wash my clothes by hand, right, and when
you’re washing by hand, you don’t need a lot of soap.
Women who are in the same situation that I am, you know, trying to get by when you only have enough
money to either pay the rent or to buy food, we help each other out. If I see something at the free store
at Raven Recycling that one of my friends would like, I get it for her, and they do the same for me. We
also trade our food bank stuff. All that canned chili that you get, it hurts my ulcer, so I trade it with my
friends for something that they don’t like that I can eat. I don’t have a phone, but I can use the phone
next door in an emergency. It’s not always convenient, but I’m grateful anyway.
One of the greatest things happened last week. I was talking to a friend that worked at a hotel
downtown. She was one of the bartenders. I was sitting and having a glass of water and chatting with
her. She said she and her boyfriend were going to see a play that an ex co-worker was in. Then she said,
“We decided that we are taking you to the play with us.” This was so wonderful! People are seeing that
I can’t afford it, and it is nice, oh my God, so nice when things like that come along. It’s hard to have
social time when you don’t have any money. But there’s this one lounge, where I can sit all night and
drink water and nobody cares. I can be entertained, and I can get up and sing myself. The bartenders
don’t care that all I am doing is drinking water.
While I’m talking about all the people who have helped me, I can’t forget my worker at the hospital. She
was just great! She helped me to get the place I’m in right now. And she’s even got me hooked into a
program to learn computer skills. She’s the one that convinced me that I could make a change; that I
didn’t have to accept whatever shit comes my way.
I just wish that when people look at women that are homeless, they would remember that each of us is
looking for an opportunity. We just need a little push and an opportunity.
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers discussed the systemic ways in which homeless women both are supported and left to
fend for themselves by agencies and government services. Women receive financial support that is
inadequate to meet their needs from social assistance, rendering them relatively homeless. “SA rates for
single women are too low. So single women find boarding situations or make up the rent with sex.”
Vulnerable women do not know their rights and need support to go through social assistance. Without
this support, women do not receive the help they are entitled to or reject the help that social assistance
has to offer because they perceive them as taking over their lives. Giving women financial assistance
that is inadequate for their needs is not enough.
Some workers reflected that the social assistance system seems to be set up to catch women in
infractions of the rules rather than support them and encourage them. They believe it would be more
helpful to put in the appropriate supports to help women through the hard times. There is a line
between dependency and offering advocacy and support. It seems that some agencies and government
departments confuse support with dependency.
Some people are in need of office-based therapy; we provide that. Some people are in need of advocacy;
some people are in need of accompaniment; some people just need some food. It depends. Some people
need all that stuff at different points. So that’s what we mean by a continuum of care.
Service providers repeatedly related the need for advocacy and support. “Women can advocate for
themselves, but have better results taking an advocate or a friend along.” Women leaving the transition
home have better results with housing agencies when the transition home advocates for them. “Where’s
the support, where’s the friendship? Women need support to stay in a house; they need housekeeping skills.”
Some service providers cannot stand by. Several have taken the idea of support to heart and taken
homeless women into their homes. They do not advocate this for all but could not stand by and allow
women to live on the streets. When the emergency shelter is full, homeless people sleep under the
trailers across from the parking lot. The shelter staff goes out periodically during the night to check on
them to make sure they are safe. One worker talked about the need to have the community involved in
finding housing. She found tremendous support in her rural community for her work and for women.
All service providers talked about the support women receive from families and friends. They talked of
women couch surfing, going from friend to friend, relative to relative. Women look out for one another
on the street. As with systemic support, that support has two sides. “Women who are staying with family
or friends tax the resources of friends and families who have homes. They are at risk for more violence.
Sometimes family and friends can be taken advantage of by the family staying with them.”
Elders and parents can end up with the children and sometimes they aren’t doing so well themselves.
Some families put themselves at risk by taking on more than they can handle. One worker spoke of a
family that had taken on several children with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder in addition to their
own, and became so overwhelmed that they started drinking and the children were removed from their
care. Where was the support that family needed?
The longer a woman is without resources and homeless, the less support she has and the more dependent
she is on others. “No one cares about you; no support from your partner or anyone else unless you put out.
Then you don’t have their support either.” Sometimes women live with friends or relatives in unhealthy
situations such as people who are using drugs. Some women are trying to go straight and their friends
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aren’t. If they are her main sources of support, her chances are slim. Women who are homeless are easy
targets for predators that may look like they are offering support to someone who is desperate
Another aspect of support that was discussed is the support available for service providers. Nothing
formal exists. Service providers find informal support with each other and feel a sense of satisfaction
when they have helped someone. They spoke of the necessity of working together, especially in the
North where there are few financial resources to draw from. “We need to work together collaboratively.
We don’t have enough pots of money or resources in the Territory and I think that’s the only thing that’s
going to help.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #6 – PERSONAL WELLNESS AND CAPACITY
I’ve thought about hiring someone to beat me up just so I can stay at the women’s shelter. I know it
sounds crazy, but that’s what desperation does to your mind when you have no place to go.
Summary: Another determinant of homelessness in Northern women involves wellness and capacity. A
woman’s potential for improving her position in life is often inhibited by her health and/or her
perception of her own personal abilities. Women often find themselves suffering from physical
and emotional exhaustion, including feelings of disempowerment, which trap them in a cycle
from which they can find no respite.
Being incapable of sheltering/protecting themselves and their children results in feelings of
worthlessness, eventually taxing every other area of their lives. They are stripped of all esteem,
and poor health negatively infringes upon their capacity to better their situations. Many of the
women interviewed stated that they have experienced a complete loss of identity, with no
remaining sense of a culture that brought such a great sense of pride to their forbearers.

Voices of Homeless Women
There are a lot of health problems associated with our condition. Not just physical stuff, but mental
health as well. Just look at the depression and suicide rates. I’ve thought about hiring someone to beat
me up just so I can stay at the women’s shelter. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s what desperation does
to your mind when you have no place to go.
How am I ever going to get a good night’s sleep when I’m constantly moving from place to place? I can’t
think when I’m at work, I’m tired, I’m stressed out, I’m depressed. When you use all your energy going
around all day looking for a place to rest, how can you have a good night’s sleep and function all day?
With no food, no breakfast, you just can’t! From being so stressed out, I’m bleeding inside. I’ve had my
period for three months now and I’m waiting to see the doctor again today. When I talk to him, I tell
him I’m tired because I couldn’t find a place to sleep last night and I’m just depressed all the time.
There is no feeling worse than to be homeless, to be unloved and to think that nobody in the
community wants you, won’t give you a unit or a house or a place to stay, or just a decent living
condition. It’s really hard. It’s really depressing. You find a lot of depression in these small communities
and suicide, suicide is very high.
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I’m bipolar. I have health conditions, but people don’t see that because of the negative stigma that’s
attached to homeless people. They just think I’m weird. But everyone lives under some sort of stigma.
They always judge you from the way you were, not the way you are.
I’ve been down south to clinics and I’ve seen psychiatrists and stuff and I’m still not well – I’ll never be
well and now I’m on the outside looking in. I used to be one of those on the inside looking out. I was
doing good, I was making $58,000 a year and I had a place to rest and I was living good. But then I got
unwell, and now I’m on the outside looking in. No one will even consider me now because I’m sick. And
I’m a smart woman. I can do any job. Teach me for half an hour and I can do it for the rest of my life.
They look at me now as an unwell person, but they don’t know that I’ve been getting help. I’ve gone to
Winnipeg and Calgary and all these different places.
It is so hard always having to do what other people want you to do. No security. You feel so low, you cry,
you’re spent. No one respects you. No self-esteem. You feel trapped. You lose your identity, your culture,
who you are. It separates you from your family too. A women needs free time, time to be alone. You
can’t have that when you’re homeless, when you sleep in shifts with five people to a room. I’ve turned
to drugs to ease the pain, and now I’m just all over the place, trying to find work and so on. It’s so hard
to put my life back together when I don’t even have a place to call home.
I had an alcohol and drug problem and I was kicked out of the house for that reason. Always running
away from the pain – an escape. Yeah, I admit I use drugs and alcohol. I know I am those things. I tell
people that I need help. Help me! Yes I’m an alcoholic and I’ll always be one. Yes I’m a drug addict and
I’ll always be one. But that’s not all I am. That’s what they see me as no matter where I go and I just need
help. I need an opportunity. When you’re homeless too, you have to prove to everybody that you can do
this. You always have to prove yourself because people think you are a certain way.

Voices of Service Providers
Many women we try to help have a hard time escaping the cycle of homelessness because of mental
health issues. Many slip into a deep depression and are completely unaware of where to find help. The
general consensus is that there is a serious lack of services/resources for those struggling with mental
illness. The few services currently in place often lack the proper staff training to function effectively.
Another obstacle is a lack of awareness about the services that are available. When women find
themselves in these trying situations, the vast majority has no idea where help exists. The mental strain
endured by these women also comes with labeling by their peers. This negative stigma cripples women
in their efforts to seek help. As a result of being ostracized, they feel too shameful and embarrassed to
seek out any existing counseling.
Drugs and alcohol are often used as an escape, further trapping the women in a vicious cycle. Many
homeless women had used drugs and/or alcohol “socially”, but did not use heavily until they found
themselves homeless. Women say they are trying to “numb the pain”. They also say that drug use is more
“effective” in the winter, as it helps anesthetize the pain suffered at the hands of a harsh winter climate.
The high rate of substance abuse is exacerbated by a lack of treatment services, and a lack of education
and awareness of the negative impacts of drug/alcohol use.
This cycle also drains the women financially, leaving them struggling to pay bills. Arrears then take on
a life of their own, and all these burdens become more than women can handle. Community correction
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officers also recognize that women often develop heavy addictions to drugs such as cocaine and
heroine, often as a result of being trapped in abusive relationships, and these drug habits will then lead
to crimes, in most cases, simply to feed their children.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #7 – DISABILITIES
They remind us that we are supposed to be good wheelchair people and stay put. Excuse me,
but I’m not a piece of furniture.
Summary: Women with disabilities face many obstacles that put them at risk of becoming homeless. They
have a hard time getting work in a job market that already discriminates against women. Any
income support payments that they may be eligible for are woefully inadequate in light of the
actual cost of living in the North. They face stigmatization and are victimized in countless
ways. If they do manage to find housing, whether private or public, it is often completely
inadequate. Being forced to share accommodations with roommates who take advantage of
them, living in housing that has not been adapted to fit their handicaps or not being able to
get equipment that would allow them to function more fully, not having access to
transportation or health services – these are just some of the obstacles. Women are also most
often the caregivers for disabled family members. Their struggle to meet the needs of their
loved ones while trying to keep a roof over their heads is frustrating and exhausting. Perhaps
the most common, but still largely misunderstood, disability in the North is fetal alcohol
spectrum disorder (FASD). Women born to alcoholic mothers (who may themselves have
experienced homelessness) have few places to turn for help and rarely receive the support they
need to live healthy and stable lives.

Voices of Homeless Women
The Handibus driver once said to me, “Some people in a wheelchair just don’t know to stay put.” I had
been waiting for the bus for about an hour. I guess someone else had been waiting there earlier. Maybe
after the bus was about half an hour late, they just decided to try to go to do what they needed to do.
Anyway, the driver was mad because she had to track this person down. The only reason I stayed put
was because I was just enjoying watching people go by and I didn’t have any place I had to go in a hurry.
I only had my accident four years ago. I was not one of those people who ever stayed on the trails. When
I went out in the bush, I made my own trails and people followed my trails. I am not used to the idea
that, if this is what they are going to give me, then I should just take it. It doesn’t matter what everybody
else in the world gets, I should just keep my big mouth shut and not give anybody such a hard time. But
I have not learned that yet.
God forbid that I should want to go to the Canada Games Centre or to the Remembrance Day parade.
The attitude is, why doesn’t she just stay home? We are told that we should let able-bodied people do
our part in participating in these activities. Excuse me, I work as much as I can, and so that makes me
a labourer too.
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I’ve heard that there are four or six wheelchair accessible apartments in town, but even those are just
wheelchair accessible and not an actual wheelchair unit. I did live in one place like that, but it was so
noisy I could hear the conversation of the people upstairs.
It’s just so hard to find housing that I can cope with. Where I am now, the bathroom is so small that an
able-bodied person practically has to back out once they’ve walked in. I’ve asked Home Care for a
commode, but they won’t offer it to me. Now I have to wait for someone to help me go to the washroom.
The landlord did move the fridge and the stove so that they faced out and I could get at the food. I
couldn’t wash the dishes because the sink is too high up. When I asked if they could lower the
cupboards and offered to pay for it, the price came to over $2,000. All they would have to do is remove
the old caulking, take out the kick board at the bottom, lower the plumbing and the cupboard and recaulk it. I can’t afford that much. I bought glass pots so I could see what’s happening when I’m cooking.
You can’t see in a frying pan though. I’ve had four fires because something overflows or grease splatters.
When things are so high up, I can’t see what’s happening properly.
I’ve been told that with today’s technology people in wheelchairs, especially women, should all have cell
phones that they keep charged. You are supposed to keep it on while you run around the house so that
if something happens you can call somebody. That’s great, but on this little budget here, it’s not possible.
A cell phone is some thirty bucks a month for the cheapest, and then there’s the initial outlay as well.
They no longer consider me eligible for disability, even though they will admit that yes, I am still
disabled. I only qualify for regular Social Assistance, and that being the case, they decided that I need
to start paying back the money they gave me for medical travel, groceries and hotel room. They won’t
count in drugs, internet and taxis that we have to take because the bus can’t get us some places. They
are taking the money they say I owe off my EI at the rate of $189 a month. I only qualify for $826 a
month, but after they deduct tax and the $189, what is left over is about $165 a week.
There are way more than a hundred wheelchair users registered to use the two places on the Handibus.
That’s all the transportation service they have for wheelchair people for all of Whitehorse, not just the
downtown. It is three-quarters of an hour or more before I get home and part of being in a wheelchair
is that you have pain issues. The bus drivers just don’t understand about the pain. Maybe if they had a
rock up against their spine when they are sitting and driving their vehicle all day, they might finally get
a picture of what it is like.
That is part of what we are fighting about. I applied for disability money to be able to take a taxi home
at lunchtime so I can lie down and then go back to school, just to lower the pain level. Even fifteen
minutes to half an hour is enough to remarkably lower that pain, so that I can be productive in the
afternoon. Of course I was told that no, the Government does not cover that.
So that’s part of the story of what life is like for me. Things aren’t any better for women who have family
members with disabilities. If they lose their home, their whole family is torn apart. They just can’t get
the help they need to take care of their disabled partners or children. There’s not enough money to get
by, and the hard work of trying to make a living while dealing with bureaucracy and meeting the basic
needs of their loved ones is enough to wear even the strongest woman down.
And then there are the invisible disabilities like Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD). It’s bad
enough for me when people can see that I have a disability. But my heart goes out to those women who
will struggle for the rest of their lives with a disability that people can’t see. With the amount of drinking
that goes on in the Yukon, there’s got to be thousands of them. Most of them never get tested, so they
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don’t really get any help. I know that they can learn and that they can do things, but it just takes them
longer to catch on. Instead of being given a chance, they just end up in a bad situation, living with
abusive men or living on the streets. It’s really a waste of their lives, when if they had gotten support
from the time they were little, and if they got support now, they could live a good life.

Voices of Service Providers
Government policy and bureaucratic practices have a limited ability to deal with people with physical
and mental disabilities according to service providers. Women with chronic illnesses, and with physical
and mental disabilities are more vulnerable to the cycle of homelessness but there do not seem to be
adequate services available to meet their needs. Given the diversity of disabilities, policies and
bureaucratic practices need flexibility to deal with individuals. Many disabled women are unable to
work full-time and their income is precarious; some lose their housing when they must leave for
extended treatment. Single women needing lengthy treatment for Hepatitis C do not receive enough
income support from Social Assistance and may opt out of the treatment rather than risk homelessness.
Service providers outlined the spotty services and support available to children with disabilities,
especially in schools.
Those providing services to people with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) chronicled the
difficulty they have in getting appropriate services for their clients and the inability that other agencies
have in seeing FASD as a permanent disability. They find that women with FASD move frequently
because they can’t follow the rules and don’t really understand what is required of them. They are
frequently homeless and when they have housing, are often taken advantage of by their families and end
up abused and in over-crowded conditions. There is one supported independent living facility in the
Yukon for people with FASD, that is truly helpful. However, more units are necessary to fill the need.
People with FASD need support to cope with daily living and to remain adequately housed throughout
their lives.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #8 – GEOGRAPHIC FACTORS
In the wintertime, it’s cold right to the bone.
Summary: Although homelessness is a global issue, northern women face unique challenges that call for
different solutions. Homelessness tends to be invisible; people are not living on the street as you
often see in southern cities, because the harsh weather prevents them from doing so. On the
most frigid days of the year, the climate can reach sixty below zero, forcing penniless women
to pile into local establishments, hoping to make a cup of coffee span the day, or gathering at
a friend or family member’s already overcrowded home. The northern climate, combined with
lack of available housing, is why homelessness in the North shows itself in the average number
of people per dwelling. With so few shelters for women anywhere in the Territories, women are
left relying on family to house them from the cold.
A further determinant of homelessness is the very large geographic area, the sparse population
and the isolation of many of the communities in all three Territories. In the NWT and
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Nunavut, most of the communities are not accessible by road. Women are not able to return
to their home communities, or escape them, without extensive financial, emotional and
practical resources. They end up homeless, living in a shelter, on the street, or with family or
friends who do not want them, because they cannot easily travel.

Voices of Homeless Women
My parents, when I was nine years old and I was staying at my aunt’s, and they were drinking a lot, and
one night I tried to go back there and they wouldn’t answer. Maybe they weren’t there, I don’t know, but
I had to sleep under the house in December. I’m pretty sure that was not just one incident for me. In
the wintertime, it’s cold right to the bone.
Winter is so much harder. Existing buildings that aren’t in use can be used to give women shelter from
the cold at least. So many ladies are left out in the cold with no income when they separate from their
partners. They have no income, no home, no hope of getting another house. I see so many situations
like that and that’s why everyone’s house is so overcrowded.
It’s hard in the summer but winter is worse. I can sleep outside in the summer, but not in winter. I almost
froze my feet off last winter. I can walk around all summer until everyone wakes up. Living in the car is
no problem in the summer, but in the winter I have to send my common-law to the men’s shelter, and I
stay at a friend’s house. There’s so much more pressure to find somewhere to sleep in winter.
During the summer, people go out camping most of the time so it becomes easier, but in the wintertime
when everyone stays in, it gets crowded. You can put a tent up in the summer, go fishing, berry picking,
things to keep you busy to keep your mind off of your life. But you don’t get anything for free either, so
you’re lucky if you have a tent.
Another problem we have is that it is so far and so expensive to get to the city and to get back home. In
really small communities, there are limited scheduled flights. The airlines have to be the most useless
service of all, as they cost way too much money. We have to live with abusive guys just because there is
nowhere else to live. Where there is a small community there is no help and it’s very hard to get out.
A woman I know from Nunavut was stuck in Yellowknife at the Women’s Center for a long time. She
was caught up in drinking, and just wanted to go back home to stay with her family and use them for
support to get sober. Finally someone got her a plane ticket, but when she went back things were just
worse. None of her family wanted her and she really had nowhere to go. After a while they sent her back
to Yellowknife, just to get rid of her, and she ended up at the Women’s Center again. Her drinking just
got worse. When you are in those communities, you are really stuck. There are no roads in most of them
and plane tickets cost too much money. When you are trying to run away from abuse, it’s impossible to
get out.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers recognized the dilemma that the geography of the Northwest Territories creates for
women. On the one hand, the communities and smaller towns have bigger extended family support
systems, but no services. On the other, capital cities have more services but fewer family supports. Many
women think the capital is better, but they are actually in jeopardy in both types of communities. In the
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Northwest Territories, the Women’s Center has many residents who migrate to Yellowknife to get
services when they are referred by community service providers. Once these women reach Yellowknife,
however, they cannot find housing and they fall into a lifestyle that includes heavy alcohol and drug use.
Even when they have support systems in their home communities that could help them get back on
their feet, the distance and cost of travel are too prohibitive for them to return.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #9 – COMMUNITY INSTITUTIONS
AND STRUCTURES
In my community there are two different tribes, and one looks down on the other.
Summary: The policies and practices of community institutions and other structures can contribute to
homelessness for women. Many of the women interviewed for this Study reported that they were
never able to access housing in their home community as the housing always went to the friends
and family of Housing Authority staff. If these women left an abusive situation, the man retained
control of the home, and the women and children were the ones without shelter. When a
woman’s husband dies, she can also end up homeless, since the unit they were living in might
simply be assigned to someone else. The women who were interviewed felt that community
leadership is reluctant to address their problems and that it is much easier for them to simply
dismiss homeless women as “bad”. In addition, they found the housing, income support, child
welfare and other services (in both their home community and the capital) inaccessible,
confusing and unsympathetic. More about this topic will be covered in Part VII of this report,
which discusses the policy and bureaucratic environment related to homelessness.

Voices of Homeless Women
I am from a small community, and I don’t want to live there anymore. In my community there are two
different tribes, and one looks down on the other. I am from the lower one, so no one will help me or
my sister. The town supported my ex husband ‘cause they said he was a good person. He works for
housing, so I will never get a house there. The Housing Authority there said I made false statements.
But I know it’s because my ex works there, and his family is influential too, so I can’t get a place there.
I tried to get the MLA17 and social worker to help me. But they didn’t help me. They don’t want to rock
the boat either. In the end my ex was living in that big house all by himself and I had nowhere to live
with seven kids.
My mother went through the same thing. The nuns forced her to marry this older man when she was
a teenager. She ended up having fourteen children with him. But when he died, my brother got his
house and my mom had nowhere to live.
Women need their own Chief to help out with housing. The chiefs should start to look out for their own
people first. I have asked my community to help with housing so many times, but they haven’t done
anything so far.
17

Member of the Legislative Assembly
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Voices of Service Providers
It is no surprise to service providers that men fare better in the quest for adequate housing as much of
the Territories are still fairly patriarchal and a lot of men simply have more influence than the women
do. We have seen MLAs18 get involved in trying to resolve housing issues and become enormously
frustrated in the process. One MLA commented that he “didn’t know how the service providers could
do this day after day”. Housing in the Territories is a valuable resource, and is often kept within a close
network of family and friends rather than through an established system of fair and equitable priorities.
Women need more political clout at the community and Territorial level if we are to see real change.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #10 – POWERLESSNESS OF WOMEN
I felt worthless and helpless. I didn’t think I could make it on my own.
Summary: Many women discussed how powerless they felt as women. They feel that no one values them
as wives, workers, mothers or citizens. They feel that they have been abandoned by their
families and communities. They are trapped in abusive relationships in which financial,
psychological, physical and mental control are used to keep women feeling powerless. They end
up engaging in prostitution and criminal behaviour because they feel that they have no
options. Every service provider interviewed described the traumatic impact of homelessness on
the women they serve. They described the high levels of family breakdown and the chronic
state of crisis these women endure. They point out that homeless women, and their children,
live in a state of high anxiety, and are always tense and afraid. This elevated state of anxiety,
tension and fear contributes to the sense of powerlessness that homeless women experience,
often on a daily basis.

Voices of Homeless Women
This problem of homelessness for women has a lot to do with women having useless boyfriends.
Women are doing what their boyfriends say and they end up being a slave to their boyfriend. I did the
same thing in some ways. Every time I left he would get me back with sweet talk. I took off from him
many times, but listening to his sweet talk turned my head, plus I couldn’t find anywhere to live. Now
I will never go back to him. I want my own place.
I know some women are doing prostitution to make it. But they have to carry that around with them. I
don’t want to do that though ‘cause I don’t want it on my conscience.
There are women who have lived at the Women’s Centre for five years. But I am going to try for my own
place. I’ve lived hard before so I can do it. I’ve lived without running water and I did my own hunting
too. Everyone here wants to be independent and considers Yellowknife their new home. We need to
teach women about their choices and options and how to get help. Women are homeless because they
have no money and no choices.

18

Members of the elected Territorial Legislative Assembly
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers spoke starkly about the societal factors that contribute to the feeling of powerlessness
that so many women experience. This feeling of powerlessness, in turn, keeps women trapped in
abusive relationships or in life circumstances that are intolerable. Women are in relationship yo-yos,
service providers commented. They are frustrated and don’t want to be trapped. There are societal
values that permit the gross abuse of women; it’s seen as a right and duty to beat women. But at least
now some come to the shelter before the violence escalates. Family violence means women stay with
abuse as options are few. Conditions at the Center can also contribute to women feeling powerless,
however, as residents can be sexually assaulted by other women and are affected by the addictions and
violence of the other women there.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #11 – COST OF LIVING AND
BUSINESS SECTOR PRACTICES
A lot of days I go without eating because I’m feeding my boy. I don’t care if I starve, he needs to
eat. How do they expect a single parent who has no income, no child support, nothing, to get
through the month on $500?
Summary: Although the gap between the rich and the poor is widening steadily almost everywhere in
Canada, the consequences of this trend are especially noticeable in the North. The cost of all
of life’s necessities is extremely high in Northern Canada - housing, food, transportation,
insurance, dental care and prescription drugs, childcare, you name it. For homeless women
and those at risk of homelessness, trying to meet their basic needs is a full-time job. Poverty is
their daily companion. And things are getting worse, not better. There is one thing that the
women interviewed in this study were unanimous about - income support programs simply do
not provide enough income to meet basic needs. A lot more about this topic will come out later
in this report. The wage economy in the Territories all too often relegates women to part-time
or seasonal work that also leaves women trying to choose between shelter, food and clothing.
There’s never enough for all three. When they have children, the choices are especially bitter.

Voices of Homeless Women
I’m working one day a week at the hotel where I was living. It’s a very nice job, but it’s still low-income.
It is not even enough for me to get off welfare, even if I worked full-time. So yeah, it’s pretty frustrating.
I keep trying, but I have to get something that pays equivalent to a government wage, or pretty close to
it, to get off welfare. That’s the income I need to support my son and myself. I am getting sick and tired
of not being able to make it from cheque to cheque, of having to borrow from friends, and of that
snowball of trying, you know? I’m always coming up short on the groceries because I have to pay bills
like the rent, the electricity, childcare. It’s hard. You have to constantly find new ways to make ends
meet. Here’s what I mean.
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First of all, my car broke down, so for the past year I just walk everywhere. I can’t take it to the garage,
because there’s no money. Before it was broken down, I drove without insurance or registration. I know
that’s illegal, but what could I do? But I guess I wouldn’t be driving it now anyway, even if I was working.
The price of gas has gone crazy.
Of course, this means that I have to live downtown. I hate it. There are a lot of bad people living in the
housing downtown. A woman who was living in this one complex was stabbed fifty-six times by her
boyfriend. My girlfriend in another building, there are constantly cops at her building. She has found
needles and bags of crack in her hallway. This is no place for kids. I need to find a way to get out of here.
Anyway, the rent is $700 a month and the electricity is right up to $300, because it’s all electric heat. There’s
no insulation, well almost no insulation. In the winter our clothes freeze to the wall in the closet!
I’ve looked at a few other places, but they are so expensive. The last place I looked at wanted $2,500 right
off the top—first and last month’s rent and the damage deposit. Where am I going to come up with
$2,500? Of course, I’m on the list for Whitehorse Housing, but you know how long that list is. If I did
get in, I would only have to pay twenty-five percent of my wage, and then maybe I could get by.
But if the unit wasn’t downtown, I would have to pay bus fare and that is two dollars a day. If I want to go
downtown every day, that is twenty dollars that I could put towards groceries, like a pack of chicken that
would last me two days and the snack food for my son’s lunches. I could never take a cab. They cost a
fortune. It’s not only that, but I don’t now how safe it is anymore. I don’t know if it’s true, but you hear
horror stories about the cab drivers who will give girls a ride home for sex after the buses stop running.
I get as much as I can from the free store at the recycling centre. I can’t even afford the Salvation Army.
There’s also a bin outside the welfare office. I got all my knives and forks there. Sometimes on Saturdays,
my son and I get up early and walk around trying to collect beer bottles. You don’t get much, but hey,
sometimes it’s enough to do the laundry.
We have to visit the food bank all the time. Sometimes I eat lunch at the Salvation Army. I have to give
my son certain kinds of food for his lunch at school, juice boxes and some snack food that doesn’t look
too boring. It costs a little more to buy that kind of food, so I eat at the Sally Ann to sort of compensate.
My son is getting to the age where he wants to participate in sports, go to birthday parties at his friends’
homes, that kind of stuff. I’m keeping my eye open for a second-hand bicycle and skateboard, plus he
also needs a helmet and pads. Most of the second-hand sports equipment is still too expensive for me,
or else it’s completely battered up.
I don’t know what I’m going to do to take care of my teeth. They’re starting to hurt, and I’m afraid I’m
getting an abscess. Someone at work just had to pay $1,500 to get his teeth fixed. There’s no way I could
do that. Maybe I’d end up like one of those old people with no teeth!
Well, that’s just some of the things I do to get by from month to month. I’ve never been rich, but I’d
never been poverty stricken until I came up North. I thought I would be able to get a good job here.
Well, you can make money if you are prepared to live in the bush for months at a time, or to sling beer
in some out-of-the-way place. You can live from day to day off the tips you make as a bartender, but
why should we have to work with all the alcohol and all the stuff that comes with it? And what would I
do with my son, because that kind of work means evenings and weekends. Childcare is really expensive,
if you can find it, that is.
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They say there is a high need for childcare workers. I’d like to go to school for that. When you’re so busy
running around getting food parcels and spending hours having to walk everywhere, there’s not much
time left to get hooked up for school. Of course, I’d have to get school loans, but at least I won’t have to
worry every day, trying to find free stuff and looking for food.
I don’t know how they expect you to make on social assistance rates. When you first start out, it takes
months to be eligible for money for laundry and transportation. If you do manage to get off welfare for
a little while, but then have to go back on, you have to start all over again to qualify for transportation
and laundry allowances. Then, if you have to get food vouchers to get through the month, you have to
pay it back the next month. The reason you have to get food vouchers is because the rate isn’t high
enough in the first place to cover the real cost of housing. These are just a couple of examples of how
the social assistance system makes it impossible to ever get out of the rut.
Don’t they realize that there are a lot of days that I go without eating because I’m feeding my boy? I don’t
care if I starve, he needs to eat. How do they expect a single parent who has no income, no child
support, nothing, to get through the month on $500? If I didn’t have a child, I don’t know, I think it
would have been easier, I really do. I think they penalize you because they are mad at you. They think
you shouldn’t have had children if you’re not financially sound, or whatever. But you can’t have a child,
love it, and then give it away either.

Voices of Service Providers
One service provider summed it up. “Working poor, employment inequities, part-time, piece work and
seasonal work”, these are all the ingredients of poverty and homelessness. The cost of living is rising and
fuel and housing costs are soaring in the North. The social assistance rates stay the same and wages do
not adequately match the cost of living. Some women are paying three quarters of their income for rent,
some a whole pay cheque. One service provider was worried about how she was going to make it
through the month because she still had her fuel bill to pay. Some women neglect their health and do
not get the medical attention they need because they cannot afford to take time off from their jobs.
Besides economic reasons, there are role reasons that impact a woman’s ability to finically survive in the
Territories. “Meaning, often single parents are female…the woman inherits the children and is often happy
to do that. That means she needs more income than the man, but she’s unable to find income because she
has children to look after.”
The cost of cabin living, a low cost choice, has risen as well. Cabins are located further and further out
of town. Transportation costs have risen and there is no public transportation. Living in a tent at the
Robert Service Campground in the summer is not much of an option either, at ten dollars a day or three
hundred a month, it is expensive and unsafe.
Service providers talked about women trapped by student loans. One was working with a client who
couldn’t afford Christmas for her children. She had to pay back her student loan plus high rent. Because
she is making a higher wage, she doesn’t qualify for subsidized housing. The worker commented that it
doesn’t seem to pay women to educate themselves.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #12 – LANDLORDS
They don’t care. You pay the rent and they’re happy.
Summary: Landlords exert tremendous power over low-income women’s lives. They are the gatekeepers
between homelessness and housing. Some landlords are helpful, giving a woman a break when
she is late with the rent and making repairs when needed. But by far, women reported that
their experiences with landlords were negative. Their stories reveal landlords who
discriminate against First Nation women and women on social assistance. They encounter
landlords who advertise “no pets, no children”; landlords who withhold damage deposits when
women did no damage; landlords who, at best, ignore requests for repairs and, at worst, evict
women who complain about the conditions of their housing, conditions ranging from leaky
ceilings, mice, mould, no locks, no heat. Often when landlords do repairs, they raise the rent,
forcing low-income women to find other accommodations. Absentee landlords have told
women they were unaware of the conditions of their property, an unacceptable argument at
best. Women’s perceptions are that absentee landlords do not care about what goes on with
their property as long as they make a profit. Women are living in unsafe, unhealthy conditions
because there are no alternatives they can find or afford. In our affluent society, it is incredible
that women and children live in such intolerable, substandard conditions.
Landlords walk in and check things out when they please and some landlords sexually harass
their tenants. Landlords control whether women can find a place to live, determine their living
conditions and can evict them anytime of year without cause with two weeks notice.
Landlords are part of the problem and could be part of the solution to homelessness with a
little imagination and kindness.

Voices of Homeless Women
It’s been hard with three kids. They want too much money. They keep asking how the kids are. They
want them to be quiet all the time and by law, it’s after eleven at night. I knocked on manager’s doors
and when I told them how old two of my kids were, they said – oh, they’ll just want to party. So that
was the end of that. My kids don’t do drugs and do well in school. When the kids were little, the housing
manager would get mad if the kids were just being kids, playing around. Some apartment buildings
don’t allow children or pets, especially in the new districts like Granger. I don’t know if that is because
they think they are going to have their house trashed. Finding a place is hard with kids.
Last year, I was looking for a place calling around saying I was looking for a job, stuff like that. One of
the first questions somebody asked me was, “Are you on social assistance? Because there’s no way I’m going
to let anybody move in here on social assistance.” I was so mad! And you try to tell Welfare that and they
don’t believe you. Then there’s racism. I’d phone for an apartment, get right on it, and then when I’d
show up, suddenly the place is rented. And that is what hurts, what makes me mad. You get your hopes
up thinking this time maybe I’ll get a place and you don’t even stand a chance and there’s nothing you
can do about it. It’s just incredibly frustrating.
My friend ended up staying in a motel room for five months. She had the same problems as me. She’d
phone a place in the newspaper and it would be gone instantly. One month went by and she thought for
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sure the next month. Or there wouldn’t be anything in the price range that Social Services was
providing. Finally, she took a place but she had to let go of her puppy. That was really hard on her kids.
She found a basement suite that wasn’t really dingy. But they have to put up with the stress of overhead
noise constantly because it’s a cheaper place to rent. That’s what you get. Basically the low-income
people can’t afford the upstairs places and have to deal with the noise. And that creates the stress too.
Before she got the basement suite, she looked at a bachelor flat, warm and cozy the ad said. I went with
her. No bachelor flat. There’s one room in a basement, tiny little window, with a shared bathroom down
the hall. There’s a whole lot of rooms in this basement and it just stinks and it’s filthy dirty. It’s nasty in
there. I wouldn’t put my dog in there. It was false advertising; it’s deceiving. That shouldn’t be allowed.
My last place should have been torn down because there was black mould all over the place. I told the
landlord about the moisture on the walls, the living room window and everything. They said they would
fix it and not up the rent until it was fixed. But they raised the rent one hundred dollars and I didn’t
want to pay it for that moldy place. I couldn’t anyway. I couldn’t believe it. Then, what about the Winter
Games coming? All these slumlords are raising the rents because they know they can. People will need
a place to stay. That’s limiting the housing, making it impossible to find a place to stay. Then the
landlords know each other around here. So if you call a place they’ll say, I know that person and they
know what kind of tenant you are. That’s a problem for lots of women.
Some landlords are okay. I had one that could see that I was struggling and trying hard. She would let
me be late with the rent and I always made it up. And if I needed a repair, she would get it done. But
then they wanted to renovate and I had to leave. They raised the rent after that.
Sometimes I go to the Women’s Centre and some of the stories I heard there would curl your hair. One
woman had to use a bucket of water to flush her toilet. Her landlord told her to get someone to fix it
for her. She took it apart and fixed it herself. I don’t understand why there aren’t rules for the landlords.
They’re getting rent or all this money from the Government and they won’t even spend twenty dollars
to fix a darned thing. Then if you request things, they get mad and evict you. In the dead of winter they
can evict you! Then they don’t give you your damage deposit back. They rip you off, even if you did not
wreck the place. The place was a total mess when you moved in, they expect to keep your damage
deposit, which isn’t right. You argue with them but nothing changes. Social Assistance only gives you a
damage deposit once. If they have to lend it to you, they deduct it on your income when you get it next
month which doesn’t hardly make you survive.
This other woman told me about the dump she was living in. Nobody should have to live in a house like
that. They don’t even have a lock on the door. Water running through the roof and bugs. It was unclean
and filthy. She had children playing on the floor that no amount of scrubbing will ever clean because it’s
rotting from the underside. Stained mattress too and no cupboard doors. Then they’d have the nerve to
snoop around to see if she was partying. In Dawson, when she didn’t have kids, she rented a shack with
no running water, sixteen by twenty. She could see the ground through the floor in some spots and the
bedding froze to the wall. I don’t think it was much better in Whitehorse.
The worst was a woman going to the College. She rented a room with a bed and fridge and the kitchen
and bathroom was down the hall. It was a nasty stinky place and the landlord had an office there. He
would hit on her every time she went down the hall. She didn’t feel safe staying there so she left all her
stuff and moved out quick. That’s the kind of situation we women have to go through and put up with,
dirty landlords like that.
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers had the same experiences with landlords as homeless women. Some had experienced
difficulties on a personal as well as professional basis. They outlined “systemic discrimination by nonstatus and white landlords” against First Nation women, women on social assistance and addicted
women. They outlined landlords’ misuse of the power they have over marginalized women’s lives. This
is evidenced by sexual harassment of tenants, landlords evicting women when they complained about
needed repairs, blaming them for run-down conditions and keeping security deposits. Once a woman
is evicted, it is more difficult to secure a place. One service provider said, “I have a place to rent. I’m not
renting it to somebody that’s evicted.”
They talked about landlords knowing how to work the system. “Some of these places people are living in
can’t possibly be worth that much and they would never get that much at a market rate. But they can with
Social Assistance because they know Social Assistance pays it directly.” Advocates expressed frustration
with barriers encountered in their work. “They don’t look at that as being part of their responsibilities. It
is hard enough getting apartment managers to return phone calls, let alone have any kind of relationship.”
On the positive side, the Second Opinion Society’s landlord had an agreement with them that an adjacent
suite would be kept open for their clients, people with mental health issues. This did not end up working
well, but it was good of the landlord to be flexible. The Neighborhood Law Centre, a civil legal aid agency,
won a case in which the landlord was required to repay the security deposit to the tenant, not social
services. However, all service providers voiced their concerns about the Landlord and Tenant Act
affording little protection to tenants and not being enforced. Homeless women do not have the means to
take their landlords to court or feel too victimized to access the Neighborhood Law Centre. “So we get
slumlords that have all these shacks all over the place. You wouldn’t bury somebody in there.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #13 – SOCIETAL INDIFFERENCE/PUNITIVENESS
TOWARD THE HOMELESS (INCLUDING RACISM)
There is no feeling worse than to be homeless, to be unloved and to think that nobody in the
community wants you.
Summary: Regardless of where you live in Canada, the homeless tend to be negatively stigmatized by
other members of society. Homeless persons are often judged and mistreated based on the
stereotypes of what a homeless person “is”. The following case from Nunavut illustrates the
systemic nature of this discrimination.
The vast majority of women interviewed for this Study believe it would be more beneficial to go
back to their traditional way of living. It was expressed in numerous interviews that,
“Qallunaat19 are taking over our land.” While most women maintain that they feel no prejudice
toward White people, they feel the “White way of life” does not fit their traditional lifestyle and
has further complicated their living situation. Several of the women suggested that by simply
looking at the homes owned by Inuit versus that of Qallunaat, the message is clear as to who is
valued the most. This gap continues to increase, suggesting a systematic failure.
19

i.e., Southern
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Service providers in all Territories point out other aspects of societal indifference and
punitiveness toward homeless people. They face discrimination in the job market and from
landlords. Downtown areas in cities are becoming increasingly hostile for those on the streets.
Many people just walk past them as though they aren’t there. And there are also those who
take advantage of them in any way they can. As well, some services providers note that not all
government employees understand the circumstances and realities that many women face,
and therefore develop policies and programs that penalize rather than help.

Voices of Homeless Women
They judge you from the way you were, not the way you are. Emotionally, it really hurts your mind
trying to understand why this happened to you. Facing reality. Feeling suicidal. Worthlessness feeling.
I don’t ask for help from anyone.
I think we have to live like the old days. It would be a lot better. It was more community oriented in the
past. We need to help everybody out like our ancestors did. It’s easier to live in the South than in
Nunavut. I am not proud to say that, but it’s reality now.
All we want to do is voice our concerns without being judged upon. People on the boards20 do tend to
look down on you. They judge you as a person and not as a member of our community that has real
concerns. The same people are on every board and they are the ones that go to NTI meetings and they
are drinking and you hear about them all over Nunavut and it’s so embarrassing and these are the men
that are making our decisions for us!!!
The Government ought to implement strategies to help Northern constituents help themselves, rather
than displacing them in non-traditional “Southern” models that have proven unsuccessful. Qallunaats
are running the show here. They get houses immediately.
If I was a Qallunaat I think I’d be able to get a place right away. The rest of Canada thinks Inuit is
second-class citizens, and what we do and what we say and what we think doesn’t matter. I think the
Government wants all Qalunaat in Iqaluit–they get houses immediately. There is so much favoritism for
White. They are taking over our land, running the show. Where are all the houses the Government
promised the Inuit?
So many people have come here, made their money and gone. And do they stick around and spend their
money here? No! They go, and their homes are left empty for the next southerner to come and make
their money and go and we are still left with nothing. They will send up these people, make sure they
are comfortable, everything paid for, while their own people are wandering the street.
It belittles us that we are in hard situations sometimes. It’s like we are making rules for the wrong people.
Yeah we have to respect the Canadian law and humanity, but realistically, how many people are coming
in from outside that are living here long term? I know we have to please the newcomers, but I think it’s
time to start listening to local people on how we want things.
People in higher positions take advantage of us where we are at in our lives. People that come North for
work and get all our houses, why can’t they at least get some kind of cultural orientation so they can
understand us better? Those people that are making our decisions don’t know anything about us.
20

Note: The interviewee is referring to Inuit organizations
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Students get housing right way, people coming in, Government employees coming in, and they keep
those houses open even if they don’t have staff to put in them. It’s always the people that are from here
that are homeless. People that move here, oh they got a house right away. How did they get a house right
away? You get mad and then you take it out on your leader and your leader says, “Oh, our people are
alcoholics, they’re drug addicts, they are this and that!” Why should we listen to that? When we are their
people! We grew up here! We choose to live here! We choose not to move and other people do and they
get priority!
We need to possibly get our own housing association with Inuit officers. Plus Inuit don’t really
understand the policies and rules and regulations and stuff. Today, I find that educated Inuit versus an
uneducated Inuit like our elders are comparing a nicer home with a shack. Elders need to be looked
after better. We can’t even buy our own land to own our own homes because we are on Crown land. We
can only lease. There are government houses over here that are not being used. It’s too expensive to try
and live in it, or their jobs are only fitted for a southerner.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers in the Northwest Territories argue that a punitive system creates and maintains the
poverty of women and the lack of economic opportunities. There is an increased intolerance of
homeless people, and Yellowknife businesses are pressuring for a downtown “clean up” of “drunks” and
“street people”. For example, there are no benches in malls and an increased number of security guards,
whose job is to keep people moving along to prevent loitering. People will help “good” women but not
“bad” women, and these so-called “bad” women are easily written off by the wider society.
Abuses of homeless people and human right violations, wherever and however they happen, go totally
unchallenged in the Northwest Territories. For example, women attending Alcoholics Anonymous
often find themselves in vulnerable situations at the meetings, but when they complain, they are not
believed, and they are made to continue attending in order to get their kids back from Child Welfare.
Women continue to be devalued in that some societal values permit the gross abuse of women, for
example when community norms condone the battering of women who are “sluts”.
The homelessness situation is bleak and housing statistics are deceptive because of overcrowding that is
not apparent to the casual observer. For example, a community housing authority is moving elders into
hotels because of overcrowding. Some service providers perceive that Northern leaders don’t see people
or social problems. In the words of one interviewee, “They are now paid off and do what they are told by
bureaucrats.” Front-line workers also claim that the middleclass people running government programs
and providing NGO funding don’t know or understand homelessness or the traumatic environment
within which Northern women and children live. They note that in small communities women may
have the support of extended family, but there are more services for them in Yellowknife. The women
themselves often prefer to be in Yellowknife, although neither situation (home community versus
Yellowknife) is very good, and some end up returning to their home communities anyway.
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WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS
The picture of the impact of homelessness on the lives of women and those around them that emerges
from the literature is as complex and interdependent as the factors that contribute to its occurrence. It
is, indeed, difficult to separate the impacts of homelessness from its determinants, as these two sets of
factors are often cyclical.
For example, most homeless women are in that condition, at least in large part, because of poverty. In
turn, homelessness contributes to poverty. Women who have experienced a change in income level
gradually lose all their resources in a bid to retain shelter. Once they have given up their savings, car,
their damage deposit that could be applied to other accommodation, etc., they have an increasingly
difficult time creating the conditions that will allow them to generate sufficient income to meet their
basic needs. If they become homeless, they are also likely to lose their children, and become classified
as “single” with respect to income support from the Government. They are then unable to afford
appropriate accommodation, and the cycle continues.
If a woman engages in illegal behaviour (e.g. prostitution, drug trafficking, theft) in order to halt a
downward spiral into complete poverty, the consequence can be criminalization, which can result in
longer-term homelessness. Women emerge from prison with few if any resources and a loss of a
supportive social network. They face discrimination when they try to re-enter the housing or job
market. There are few options for homeless people to generate legal income, and so the result can be
further criminalization and a consequent deepening alienation from society. In this way,
criminalization is both a contributor to homelessness and an impact of living without shelter.
The above scenario is only one well-documented example of how poverty, homelessness and criminality
become a mutually reinforcing cycle of causes and effects. Similar scenarios could be developed to
illustrate the cause-and-effect relationships between addictions, mental health issues, family violence
and the lack of safe, quality and affordable housing.
The review of the literature that was part of A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 uncovered the
following list of impacts of homelessness on women and their families.

1. Criminalization – as described above, homelessness can place women in a situation where
criminal behaviour (e.g. prostitution, shoplifting, drug trafficking) seems the only reasonable
option for “managing her conditions of endangerment” (Balfour and Comack, 2006). (Petit et al.,
2005; McCormick, 2004; Neal, 2004).

2. Stigmatization; loss of dignity, self-respect, self-esteem – homeless people describe what
it feels like to be the subject of other people’s ignorance and prejudice; they also describe the impact
of trying to get help from government programs and services as well as some voluntary sector
services; they equate having a home with being a “normal” member of society and the psychological
effect of living without this basic “right” can be devastating (Petit et al., 2005; McCormick, 2004;
Bennetts and Green, 2004; Neal, 2004).

3. Loss of a community support system, opportunities to gain skills and access to information –
by living “on the margins”, so to speak, homeless people cannot easily access information through
channels such as the mail, telephones or the internet; they do not have the type of social interaction

89

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

89

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

PART VI – FINDINGS: THE IMPACTS OF HOMELESSNESS
ON WOMEN IN CANADA’S NORTH
with people that allows them to build social capital; and they are often far from family or other
possible informal support systems (Petit et al., 2005; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Bennetts and
Green, 2004; Craig, 2005; Canadian Mental Health Association, 2004; Neal, 2004).

4. Increase in risks related to health and safety – e.g. exposure to violence, exposure to
addictions, exposure to health risks such as increased risk of HIV-AIDS, hepatitis C, tuberculosis,
exposure to extreme cold, increased stress (CMHC, 1997; McCormick, 2004).

5. Loss of resources needed to meet basic needs – e.g. gaining access to food, clothing,
hygiene products, transportation and shelter are a constant struggle; maintaining ownership of any
resources that are acquired can also be a problem (Seychuk, 2004; Craig, 2005; Canadian Mental
Health Association, 2004; Neal, 2004).

6. Impact on children – e.g. homelessness for children means being unable to participate in basic
and important social interaction and physical recreation activities (because of associated costs,
because they cannot invite peers to their home and because they are constantly on the move); their
schooling can suffer from constant moves; there is an increased danger of these children growing
up to become homeless youth and adults (Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Canada Mortgage and
Housing, 1997; Neal, 2004).

THE FINDINGS OF “A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS
NORTH OF 60”
The same process as was described in the previous section on the determinants of homelessness was
used to generate theme categories related to the impacts of homelessness. The five themes that emerged
from the pan-Territorial data are as follows:
1.

Family separation

2. Children’s wellbeing
3. Loss of resources through the vicious cycle of homelessness
4. Physical and mental health
5. Survival sex and criminalization
Although the wording used to categorize the impacts of homelessness differ somewhat from that used
in the literature, the correlation between these two lists is striking. The chart below compares the five
theme headings as they evolved in this Northern study with the themes that emerged from our
literature review.
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Theme Headings for the Impacts of Women’s Homelessness
Literature Review

Pan-Territorial Study

Criminalization

•

Survival sex and criminalization

Stigmatization; loss of dignity,
self-respect, self-esteem

•

Physical and mental health

Loss of a community support system,
opportunities to gain skills and access
to information

•

Loss of resources through the vicious cycle
of homelessness
Family separation
Children’s wellbeing

•
•

Increase in risks related to health
and safety

•
•
•

Survival sex and criminalization
Loss of resources through the vicious cycle
of homelessness
Physical and mental health

Loss of resources needed to meet
basic needs

•

Loss of resources through the vicious cycle
of homelessness

Impact on children

•
•

Family separation
Children’s wellbeing

The material below includes representative theme anthologies (composite statements) for each of the
categories discussed by homeless women in the North in the context of their participation in this Study.

THEME #1 – FAMILY SEPARATION
Isn’t that a joke? I need to get a place so I can have my kids, but I can’t get a place because I
don’t have my kids.
Summary: The separation of family, whether it is partner relationships, parent-child relationships and/or
sibling relationships, is a common challenge associated with homelessness. Partners often
separate as a result of family violence, youth may be ousted from their homes by parents and
children may be apprehended by child welfare authorities from parents who are homeless or
are living in violent situations. Often a temporary separation leads to a larger breakdown of
the family structure, which then results in permanent parent-child separation as well as family
members living apart from the support of extended families and communities.

Voices of Homeless Women
I was out on the street because my common-law was hitting me every time he drank. When my
youngest boy, who was only three years old, started hitting me too, I knew I had to do something, so I
reported my common-law to the cops. They threw him into jail for beating me up. I was happy because
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I wasn’t scared once he was out of the house, but I was sad too because me and the kids really missed
him. I was lonely and the kids were whining about him not being there. I got tired just listening to it
and I felt guilty because they blamed me, and so did he. He is nice when he is sober and I need his help.
After my common-law went to jail, I ended up not being able to pay the rent. Income Support wouldn’t
help me because they counted the money my common-law made in the month before he went to jail as
income, even though I didn’t get any of it. On top of that, I found out he hadn’t paid the rent for two
months. The landlord gave me a note to get out in ten days, so I ended up on the street.
The first place I went to was a shelter for battered women. They said I couldn’t stay there because I was
just homeless and not in danger. Even if I could have stayed there, they said my oldest son, who is
seventeen years old, couldn’t because be is too old. He would have to stay somewhere else. They didn’t
know where. Can you imagine me going into a shelter, leaving my oldest son with no place to go? That
just isn’t going to happen. He had such a hard time and he has always been there for me. I am not going
to desert him.
Child welfare said they would put the kids into foster care until I could find a place to live. It just broke
my heart. My kids cried and screamed at me. They weren’t even in the same house together. I went to
housing right away, but they told me there was a huge waiting list. Then they said I couldn’t even get on
the waiting list because my kids weren’t with me so I didn’t qualify. Isn’t that a joke? I need to get a place
so I can have my kids, but I can’t get a place because I don’t have my kids. I went three months without
seeing my kids, and without having a place to live. I just couldn’t face them.
Then because my mother-in-law is a social worker, she heard her grandkid was in foster care. Not all
my kids have the same dad, and she only wanted the one that was related to her. I agreed because it was
better than having my baby live with a stranger, but the whole time I was scared I wouldn’t get my baby
back even when I found a place because she is a social worker. She would know how to keep my baby.
My friends have problems like this too. One has her kids with her dad in her home community and
another one has her kids at the in-laws because she has no housing. There is even a woman at the shelter
who has one of her twins with her, but the other one is at her sister’s, and her other kids are in care. This
is happening to a lot of us. Our kids aren’t with us and are living all over the place.
After my common-law got out of jail, I got back together with him so that my mother-in-law would give
my baby back. We still didn’t have a place though, and it became even harder trying to find a place with
my partner. I stayed at the homeless shelter for single women even though my common-law and I were
back together. The kids stayed in care, scattered with foster parents and relatives, and my partner stayed
at the Sally Ann.
Finally my partner got a job up at the camps, so we got a place. But we had to have roommates because
renting was so expensive. It was just like when he was in jail, though. He was gone most of the time, and
when he came home he spent the whole time in the bar. My mother-in-law said she wouldn’t give me
my baby back until she was two years old. She said it was to give us time to get our shit together, but I
just want my kids back so that we can be a family again.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers agree that homelessness has a devastating impact on family unity and subsequently
on the mental health of women who have lost their children, often permanently to the “system”. The
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women they deal with have high levels of family breakdown and crisis. Women’s advocates in the
Northwest Territories are particularly concerned that in this jurisdiction, child apprehension rates seem
to be going up, and more children are being sent to southern placements.
Women living with violence feel temporary relief when their partners are removed from the home or
are incarcerated, but it is often short-lived. Guilt, isolation, poverty, serving as the lone parent of
children who are sometimes out of control and angry with their mother for the loss of their other
parent, and, in fact, violence itself pose significant challenges for women. Women cannot bring their
older sons into battered women’s shelters and there is no established resource to respond to that need.
If they can, homeless women disperse their children among various relatives and friends to avoid
contact with child welfare authorities. But, service providers say, the support of extended family
members is short term, or not an available option, either because women have had to leave their home
community or because families are facing insurmountable challenges themselves.
Service providers point out that some women have been directed to place their children in care until
they can get a place, but this leads to a downward spiral. Women need housing to regain custody of their
children from child welfare authorities, and women need to have custody of their children to qualify for
subsidized housing! On occasion, child welfare authorities have helped teens that are new moms with
damage deposits or rent so they can keep their babies and establish a home. As service providers point
out, “It is disheartening to see the number of women who are in this constant cycle”. They also fear the
permanent apprehension of Aboriginal children is on the rise, in part due to high rates of homelessness
among their mothers.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #2 – CHILDREN’S WELLBEING
For a period of time she was acting up in school, experimenting with sniffing and alcohol and
stuff, but she’s also been going through a period of depression for a short period of time.
Summary: One of the most difficult aspects of being homeless for women is seeing how the life they lead
is affecting their children. The women who participated in this research project were eager to
talk about their struggles to keep their children safe, healthy and happy. They spoke about the
impact of poverty on body and spirit; of the inappropriate, over-priced and inadequate
housing they are forced to accept so that their children will have a place to sleep; and of how
the restrictions imposed by landlords and other tenants place unreasonable demands on
family life. They also spoke about how their relationships with their children’s fathers were
shaped by their homelessness. They anguished about the teasing their children have to endure
and the things their children worry about that other, more fortunate, children would not even
understand. They see their children acting out and losing self-esteem.

Voices of Homeless Women
When you have children, you can’t just live on the street. But I only get $1,200 a month from Welfare.
Child tax is another $250, but after I pay $950 for rent, I only have $500 left for food, clothing, medicine,
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insurance, recreation and gas. That’s just not enough. I’m lucky that my landlord is a friend, because I
haven’t been able to pay him the full rent for the past six months.
The only other option for a place to live would be Yukon Housing, but I won’t put my children in danger
like that. Some of my friends live in Yukon Housing, and I’ve heard so many horror stories. One of my
girlfriends found a bag of crack in her hallway. Neighbours are constantly yelling and screaming. I
would rather not eat than have my kids stay in a place like that.
I think those kind of buildings should be condemned. They’re so filthy. There’s always moisture on the
walls, and children are always sick with colds and stuffiness. Apartments don’t have their own
thermostats, and so you can’t control the heat. You have to get baseboard heaters just to be able to keep
warm, but that makes the electricity bill really go up. This one place that I’ve seen had garbage all over
the yard and blowing down the alley. The fence was broken, so people would park their vehicles all over
the yard, leaving oil spills the only place that children can play.
We had to get rid of our cat when we moved into this place, and this made the kids really sad. But the
worse thing is always trying to keep the kids quiet. Kids are noisy. They talk loudly. They jump up and
down. Unless you are in a basement apartment, someone is always yelling at you. We live in a culture
where kids are supposed to be quiet. Yet there are no sound barriers in the walls and ceilings of these
apartment blocks. You’re packed on top of each other and everyone is supposed to sit there and do
nothing. It’s not possible. That’s not what real life is about. And people who are poor actually have less
ability to have the skills to be perfectly silent like some of the more wealthy people can be. I mean I don’t
have all those video games and toys to give my kids to keep them quiet, or baby sitters or nannies when
I go out. I can’t afford all those sports programs that tire kids out and then they’re quiet when they’re
at home.
I guess that’s one of the reasons the apartments all have carpet, to keep things quieter, but it’s so hard
keeping the carpet clean. My children like to help me cook and when they play with crayons or paints,
there’s always a mess. If I don’t keep the carpet spotless, I’ll lose my damage deposit. Then I won’t be
able to get another place, because I’ve never got enough money to cover the rent, much less to put down
another damage deposit.
I remember when we stayed with my sister for a few months after I left my partner. I didn’t have any
money to rent a place, but I just couldn’t handle the drinking and abuse anymore. Of course I’m grateful
that she let us live with her, but it was really tough. My kids and I slept in the living room, and so we
had to roll up all the bedding and put it behind the couch every morning. There was constant tension
about things that got broken because my kids played with their cousins’ toys or dropped a glass.
Everything was always upside down, with so many of us in one little space. We had no privacy and my
nerves were constantly on edge. I was always yelling at the kids, but it wasn’t really their fault. They were
just being kids.
It’s no wonder my kids are having a hard time in school. They have so much stress, and they get teased
all the time. “You’re a welfare kid! You’re a welfare kid!” That’s what they hear at recess. They have to wear
secondhand clothes while everyone else has brand names. My son wants to play hockey, but it’s almost
impossible to get the equipment he needs. Sometimes you can find used stuff, but secondhand skates
are often in really bad shape.
I know my daughter worries about me. She sees that I’m always upset and stressed out. She still
remembers the things that people said about me when we left her father, the way my name was
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slandered all over the community. She’s only ten years old. She shouldn’t have to think about things
like that.
But at least we are still together. One of my friends is having a lot more problems with her kids. Her
daughter had to go stay with relatives when they lost their home. She’s acting up in school,
experimenting with sniffing and alcohol. My friend tries to keep in touch with her every day. There’s a
computer at the shelter where she’s staying and so she uses email. But this girl needs her mom. She needs
to have a place where her roots can grow, that she can call home.
I heard that if you go to those transition home places, they won’t let your sons stay here if they are more
than fourteen years old. I don’t think that is right. Sure, a lot of those boys get into trouble. They’ve been
moved around so much, and they get hard from being bullied and teased. But families need to
stay together.
Lots of women leave their children with their fathers, even if it’s not safe, because at least their children
have food and shelter. Sometimes things are just more than a woman can handle. I know this one
woman who just found out that her daughter is being physically abused by her father. But she had a
mental health problem and was in the hospital. She lost her home, her car, her dog, everything. Now
she and her daughter stay with a guy in another community. Even though they fight all the time, she
keeps going back to this guy, so that she and her daughter can stay together.
It’s amazing to me how resilient my kids are, with everything that they have experienced. I don’t know
how they do it. They’re generally happy, through all our troubles. They want to stay with me, and they’re
trying to do well in school. They keep bouncing through it. I don’t know; it’s like a triumph.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers were very concerned about the impact that homelessness has on families and
children. Their concerns ranged from the instability for children, the lack of safety in low-income
housing, the effect of mould on children’s health and the number of children in care due to women’s
homelessness. They talked about homeless women with children couch surfing and being afraid that
their children will be taken into state care.
If they don’t have enough safe housing, they can’t take care of their houses or raise their children. Here’s
a stat for you. One in ten First Nations child is in Canada’s care which is more than all of the First
Nations that were in residential schools.
This is a shocking statistic. It is a cause for concern that most foster care is provided by non-First Nation
people. Once in care, the children receive material goods and recreational opportunities that their
mothers cannot provide when the children are returned, creating more problems for the family. Some
service providers are concerned that state care of First Nation children is continuing the damage done
by residential schools to First Nation children and culture. “I mean we have kids in care in the group
homes–fifth generation. That’s what your life is. You don’t know anything else.” This dynamic creates
another generation of homeless women.
If women do not have enough income to provide safe housing, they usually don’t have enough to feed
their children adequately. This has an adverse effect on children’s health and ability to function well in
school. Living in unsafe environments has an adverse effect on children’s morale as well as physical
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health. The teasing children are subject to at school has a negative impact on their self-esteem. Service
providers talked about seeing kids out on the streets at all hours of the night and realizing that this is
where they spend eighty percent of their time. Women’s homelessness creates youth homelessness,
which is a problem in itself. As one worker said,
With children, it makes it tough. Decreases children’s self esteem. How can kids learn if they are living
in a vehicle and have an empty stomach? Kids so disillusioned, disempowered, it leads to drug abuse.

THEME #3 – LOSS OF RESOURCES THROUGH THE VICIOUS CYCLE
OF HOMELESSNESS
I want to pay my own bills and rent my own place. I know that I could, but I just don’t have
that little bit of help that I need to get my life on track.
Summary: Homeless women suffer a myriad of losses. Lack of stability in housing and poverty create a
cyclical maze of dead ends for homeless women, who, once they are in that situation, fear and
plan for when it will happen again. The lack of amenities creates a physical appearance for
women that acts as a barrier to employment, employment being the most cited way that
women try to improve their personal circumstances and gain a home.

Voices of Homeless Women
Getting jobs is really hard when you have nowhere to live, or you live at a friend’s place. I want to graduate
and get my diploma and take a computer course too. I want to live in a place with my whole family where
we can be together without anyone bothering us. I want to pay my own bills and rent my own place. I
know that I could, but I just don’t have that little bit of help that I need to get my life on track.
When I first lost my place, I was working at the hotel. I missed a few shifts because I was trying to find
a place to crash and store some of my stuff. I needed to find a babysitter too. I phoned everyone I know,
but by the time I found a place and someone to watch my kid, I had missed too much work. My boss
was pretty understanding at first, but after things at my friend’s house didn’t work out, I was in the same
situation again. My boss said he understood that I was having personal problems, but if I couldn’t be
relied on that he would have to find somebody else.
I was upset to lose my job. I understand why I was fired. When I was couch surfing with my kid I would
be tired because people would be partying and then I would be late, or not be able to come in at all. But,
after I lost my job I couldn’t get a place at all, and my friends got sick of having me around all the time.
On top of that Income Support told me they wouldn’t help me for two months because I had been fired.
One summer I decided to camp. It was nice outside, and I figured at least I would have a place to go to
every night. I thought that I could get a summer job and be able to afford a place by the fall. I had
nowhere to shower so I stunk and all my clothes were dirty and wrinkled. When people saw me like
that, they reported me to child welfare and they took my kid away. And because I looked so bad, no one
wanted to hire me. I eventually got a job though, and with my daughter away I could work a lot so I
could get a place and get her back.
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When fall came I couldn’t quite afford a place, but I met a guy so I moved in with him. Things started
to look up for me. I stayed at my job and eventually got enough money to buy nicer clothes. Because I
looked better, I got a job at a restaurant as a waitress and I even got good tips. I got my daughter back.
It was hard to find babysitters for my late nights, but I managed.
After I got my daughter back, I got knocked up again. My boyfriend and I moved into Housing. We
lived there for five years when one night I came home and found him with my best friend. Housing said
I had to move out because I was White. I still don’t understand. My kids are Native and I needed the
house for them.
I left and everything started all over again. I didn’t get tipped as much at my job because I looked more
raggedy. I had nowhere to do laundry, no steady place to sleep and shower. After my kids went to school
dirty and late too many times they were taken again, and after I missed too many shifts I lost my job again.
I’ve given up now. Even if I wrote a resume, people have no way to get a hold of me. Even if they did get
a hold of me, who would hire a dirty street person?
Some people have it better. I knew of some girls with mothers who came and stayed with them to watch
the kids while the girls worked. With no sitters and no transportation, life is really hard. Even girls who
have help, suffer. I know of a couple that used to work for the airlines, but with no way out to the airport
they had to take lower paying jobs closer to town.
Everything goes around and around all the time. We all end up at the shelter or in housing, but the
places are never ours and never guaranteed.

Voices of Service Providers
There are more homeless women than we realize because many women and their children are “couch
surfing”. In terms of personal support, smaller communities have larger extended family support
systems, but few support services. In Yellowknife and other larger communities, there are fewer family
supports, but a greater number of public resources. Service providers believe homeless women are in
jeopardy in both types of communities, but for different reasons.
One of the most harrowing impacts of homelessness for women is the loss of their children, whether it
is temporary or permanent. Once child welfare is aware a woman is homeless, there is a good chance
her children will be apprehended and placed into care, sometimes out of the community. As a result,
homeless women go to great lengths to hide their situation from authorities in an effort to keep their
children with them.
Services other members of the community take for granted are not easily available to homeless women.
Childcare providers often refuse to accept parents who depend on daycare subsidies into their programs
and landlords don’t want to rent to women on income support, because payment from this source isn’t
reliable. Service providers have spent inordinate amounts of time over many years trying to get the
changes to the Income Support policies that would better serve women and children. So far, the benefitcost ratio has been discouraging. A high cost of time and energy has yielded low benefits for homeless
and poverty-stricken women.
Economic stability is difficult to achieve if you’ve no place to wash yourself or your clothes. Some
service providers offer shower and laundry facilities to non-residents of shelters to help women.
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However, this is just a stopgap measure to make do until stable housing can be a reality for women.
When so much effort is spent just trying to keep your person presentable, women end up tired and
discouraged, and wondering if their lives will ever change.
Women end up thinking that the emergency shelter is a home rather than what it is – emergency
housing. Despair leads to drinking and partying, which can further lessen housing options for women
who are caught in the cycle of poverty and homelessness. Anyone who thinks living on Income Support
is a walk in the park should sign themselves up for a month! Service providers report it is more
rewarding, although it has limited impact, to organize donation drives of food, clothing and toys for
Christmas and other special events. At least you see some benefits.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #4 – PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH
We are in crisis. We are in an emergency situation now. Where there’s homeless people, people
are committing suicides, getting health problems, lots of overcrowding, lots of sickness!
Summary: One of the most detrimental consequences of homelessness is the impact it has on a woman’s
physical and mental health. An obvious result of poverty is malnutrition. Women are often
forced to go days without sustenance for their already weary bodies. Poor nutrition results in
countless physical ailments, which further complicate the capacity of these women to better
their position. Without proper resources (e.g. homeless shelters), personal hygiene is also a
compromise women are forced to make.
Illness is also pervasive for women taking up residence in overcrowded conditions. Nunavut’s
dire overcrowding issue, combined with building design flaws, contributes to a variety of
respiratory and communicable diseases. Overcrowded homes are breeding grounds for
illnesses, as basic individual needs for wellness cannot be met.
Continued feelings of worthlessness also affect a woman’s mental health. Many women cite
depression as a common emotional response to their unfavorable situations. Several also
admitted to feeling suicidal. Women with children were particularly hard on themselves.
Feeling as though they had failed at motherhood was the most painful emotion they endured
and often led them into severe depression.

Voices of Homeless Women
Living in a tent in the summer is no problem, but in the winter I have to send my partner to the men’s
shelter, and I stay at a friends house. Living in a tent is still hard though, especially not having a
bathroom to wash up.
It’s hard when there’s no food. I come from the old days when you were shy and embarrassed to ask for
help or for money or food, so I can’t even ask my son. I have one child and he’s twenty-eight and I’m
embarrassed to ask him for food. I sometimes sneak in a hint and say, “Oh, I haven’t had anything to eat.”
Sometimes you can go to relatives and have a little bit of bannock and some tea and that’s great but, how
long can you live like that? There are some days you just can’t get through. I haven’t eaten a meal in over
a week. I just feel so uncomfortable to do that at my relative’s.
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I have tried to get help from housing. My family lives with another family. It’s really overcrowded and
that’s bad enough, but now we have mould growing everywhere. I called Housing so many times to get
it checked because it’s making us all sick, especially my kids.
Just because you’re homeless, it doesn’t mean you’re an unfit parent. You just happen to be in a bad
situation. The fastest thing they do is take your child away. That’s the fastest solution. They have money
to do this and that, take your kids and then you are really left with nothing. They’ll take the only thing
good in your life. Oh well, your child should be going to school but if they don’t have a place to sleep,
if you use all your energy going around all day looking for a place to rest, how can they have a good
night’s sleep and go to school and function all day!
Just because I’m homeless it made me feel worthless, like I’m not a good provider I’m not a good mother.
I’m not doing my kids any good by keeping them. It stresses them out. I feel like I wish I never had kids
because we just stand outside in the cold. I feel they wish for a better mom.
Emotionally it really hurts your mind trying to understand why this happened to you. You have no
place to go. Not being able to trust anyone. It’s emotionally draining. How am I ever going to get a good
night’s sleep? I can’t think when I’m at work, I’m tired. I’m stressed out. Depressed.
We are in crisis. We are in an emergency situation now. Where there’s homeless people, people are
committing suicides, getting health problems, lots of overcrowding, lots of sickness! There are a lot of
health problems associated with our conditions. Not just physical stuff but mental health as well, with
the depression and suicide rates.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #5 – SURVIVAL SEX AND CRIMINALIZATION
You can always turn to men. They will always give a place to sleep for sex.
Summary: Poverty-stricken people are often forced to prostitute themselves in a variety of ways to meet
the basic needs for survival. Women are abused in different ways than men, as women are
often forced to engage in sexual relationships in exchange for accommodation. A community
pastor expressed his concern by saying, “One girl told me she’s been prostituting herself since
she was a teenager. There are young girls coming up learning this same thing and will
eventually take her place. I’m really heartbroken for them. I see what they are forced to do to
provide for themselves.”

Voices of Homeless Women
Safety is a big issue when you’re homeless, and you’re more vulnerable to violence. There are a lot of
men that rape babies to grannies. That’s one of the worst things in this town is rape. The men think we
are only here for them. The main thing for me is that I’m safe and my kids are okay. But it’s hard to be
safe when you’re on the street. Finding a safe place to sleep. It’s scary being a woman. You can be
violated so easy. You are vulnerable to any kind of abuse in another person’s house, vulnerable to any
man out there on the street.
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When you’re desperate, you go with this man even though you don’t want to. You don’t love him, you
don’t like him, but he has a bed to sleep on. You have no choice but to follow him because you need a
place. You get kicked out when the bars close, so you go to sleep in an alcoholic’s house. But, if you’re
not willing to have sex, you get kicked out of there too.
It’s easy to be tempted into a fast relationship just to get out of an abusive situation. I’ve gone back to
abuse just to have a home, and I’m sure lots of women are in the same situation. You can always turn to
men. They will always give a place to sleep for sex. That’s the way we live. Most of us are turning to
illegal options. If I was doing it – prostituting myself or selling drugs – I would have money. I admit I’ve
thought about it.

Voices of Service Providers
Being without adequate shelter will cause people to make decisions they would not have made if they
had the basic means of living. Desperate situations often cause women to choose desperate measures,
whether it is engaging in unhealthy sexual relationships, or committing criminal offenses to assure the
survival of their families. Women also turn to illegal substances to have a sense of reprieve from the
anguish of daily life. There is a close correlation between substance abuse and unsafe sex. Rates of
sexually transmitted disease infection are extremely high and suggest that the entire sexually active
population is at high risk. Making choices that are not positive will therefore affect all members within
the small, isolated communities in which Northerners reside.
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WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS
The literature that was reviewed for this study was consistently critical of the role that the policy and
bureaucratic practice environment at the municipal, provincial/ territorial and federal levels plays in
creating the conditions that make it difficult for so many women to maintain adequate, safe and
affordable housing. The key themes that emerged from this review can be summarized under the
following nine categories.

1. Income Support Policy and Practice – Income support rates are not sufficient to cover the cost
of increasing market rental rates (e.g. Kothari, 2006; Craig, 2005; Bennetts and Green, 2004; Kerr,
Frost and Bignell, 2004; Townson, 2000; The Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006). The policy
of clawing back Child Tax Benefits from women on social assistance keeps them in poverty (e.g.
Craig, 2005). Rates as low as twenty-eight percent of the poverty line21 result in overcrowding,
women having to forego food and utilities to maintain housing, children being excluded from
school field trips, recreation, etc. Policy direction is aimed at removing recipients from welfare lists
(e.g. Savarese and Morton, 2005). Damage deposits are limited to one per lifetime (e.g. Craig, 2005).
Employment insurance is unavailable for women who have only been able to find temporary and/or
part-time work or, if they do receive benefits, the levels are inadequate to meet basic needs.

2. Municipal government policies – Urban renewal projects often displace people without
ensuring that adequate replacement housing alternatives exist (e.g. Kothari, 2006). Federal housing
policy leaves municipal governments without the resources to respond to social housing needs (e.g.
Connors, 2005).

3. Child Protection Services – Using uninhabitable or unsafe housing (e.g. in situations of
domestic violence) as a justification to remove children from the custody of their mothers is
essentially punitive and discriminatory (e.g. Kothari, 2006).

4. Landlord/tenant regulations and their enforcement – The lack of protection for tenants
makes it easy for landlords to discriminate against women on the basis of their gender, family status,
race and income and for landlords to evict tenants. Social assistance recipients are often forced to
accept housing that is unsafe and unhealthy (e.g. Kothari, 2006; Craig 2005).

5. Public housing policy – Canada has one of the smallest social housing sectors of any Western
nation (e.g. Hulchanski, 2002) with a small portfolio and the lack of integrated policy that binds
federal and provincial jurisdictions to a continuum of program actions (e.g. Carter and Polevychok,
2004; Craig, 2005; Connors, 2005; CMHA, 2004; Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004; The Social Planning
Council of Toronto, 2006). This policy direction is producing wait lists as long as ten years (e.g.
Kothari, 2006). The twenty-five percent rule (i.e. public housing tenants must pay twenty-five
percent of their income on rent) makes it hard to get out of the poverty trap (e.g. Bennetts and
Green, 2004). Wage exemptions for low-income workers who are also receiving social assistance
can end up being a disincentive for working, and the red tape involved in getting social assistance
cheques wears people down (e.g. Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004).
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6. Policies around support for people with disabilities – Income assistance for women with
disabilities is out of step with daily living needs and their capacity to function, and workers are
misinformed about these realities (e.g. Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004).

7. Policies related to the provision of addictions and personal development services –
There is a consistent lack of support for vocational and education opportunities that could lead to
independence and self-improvement. The lack of childcare, transportation and training funds that
would allow women access to existing programs creates additional barriers (e.g. Wiebe and
Keirstead, 2004; Bennetts and Green, 2004; Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004). Services for addictions,
health and mental health issues are inadequate (e.g. CMHA, 2004).

8. Bureaucratic climate – Homeless women complain about their inability to get information
about how to access programs and how to appeal unfair rulings, about the inaccessibility of
workers, and about a lack of understanding and respect and a climate of suspicion within
government programs (e.g. Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Bennetts and Green, 2004; Kerr, Frost and
Bignell, 2004). Workers need to be allowed to develop services creatively (e.g. Craig, 2005; Bennetts
and Green, 2004).

9. Minimum wage rates – Even a $10/hour job is not sufficient to meet basic needs (e.g. Jackson,
2004; Craig, 2005).

THE FINDINGS OF “A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS
NORTH OF 60”
When the interview and focus group data from pan-Territorial study was coded and compiled, fifteen
themes emerged:
1.

Income support policies and services

2. Jurisdictional issues
3. Lack of support for 16 – 18 year olds
4. Child protection policies and programs
5. Other support services
6. Public housing policies and programs
7. Landlord and tenant act
8. Addictions treatment services
9. Aboriginal government services
10. Inuit organizations
11. Municipal government policies & services
12. Limited resources and cuts to the voluntary sector
13. Minimum wage policies
14. Justice system
15. Bureaucratic indifference
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A comparison between these themes and the findings of the literature review is presented in the
following table.

Theme Headings for the Policy and Bureaucratic Practice Environment
related to Homelessness Among Women in Canada’s North
Literature Review

Pan-Territorial Study

Income Support Policy and Practice

•
•

Income support policies and services
Jurisdictional issues

Municipal government policies

•
•
•

Aboriginal government services
Inuit organizations
Municipal government policies and services

Child Protection Services

•
•

Child protection policies and programs
Jurisdictional issues

Landlord/tenant regulations and
their enforcement

•
•

Municipal government policies and services
Justice system

Public housing policy

•
•
•
•
•

Public housing policies and programs
Aboriginal government services
Inuit organizations
Jurisdictional issues
Justice system

Policies around support for people
with disabilities

•
•
•

Income support policies and services
Cuts to the voluntary sector
Jurisdictional issues

Policies related to the provision
of addictions and personal
development services

•
•
•

Addictions treatment services
Cuts to the voluntary sector
Jurisdictional issues

Bureaucratic climate

•

Bureaucratic indifference

Minimum wage rates

•

Minimum wage policies

THEME ANTHOLOGY #1 – INCOME SUPPORT POLICIES AND SERVICES
Income Support makes me beg and beg. I have given up on Income Support and I don’t go there
any more looking for help.
Summary: The homeless women interviewed all expressed frustration, confusion, despair and anger with
the policies and bureaucratic practices of the services allegedly at their disposal. In general the
respondents do not perceive that these agencies, and their employees, are interested in helping
them or will do anything other than make their already difficult lives more unbearable.
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The women interviewed for this Study were particularly distressed about their interactions with
Income Support programs. They feel the rules that guide these programs are punitive, onerous
and opaque. Waiting times are too long, and have to be restarted every time someone reapplies.
Even when women do manage to qualify for support, the level of their benefits is not sufficient
to cover basic living expenses. For instance, food money often only lasts for two weeks.
Women feel that they can’t break the cycle of homelessness. For example, many homeless
women have lost their housing because of rental arrears, and income support policies make it
difficult to get caught up, or to access enough money at any one time to cover a damage deposit
and the first month’s rent. Women who are living in a shelter cannot receive income support,
and they may face a waiting period when they leave, so how can they make the transition from
the shelter to rental accommodation, they ask? Women also complain about the attitudes and
actions of income support workers, who seem to care more about the rules than people and
who sometimes intrude into what women consider their personal lives.
Service providers who work outside the system are no less critical of the Income Support program,
which they describe as inadequate, unresponsive, unprofessional, unethical and irresponsible.
In the final analysis, service providers wonder to whom Income Support is accountable.

Voices of Homeless Women
Income Support does not help at all. When you have kids the money is just too small, and if you don’t
go by their rules, they cut you off. No good. Oh yeah, and they deduct everything! Even if you get
money from your relatives, they deduct that too. Bingo earnings even!
Income Support can only help a little with food, but it wasn’t enough. I can’t live on $200 a month. What
we need is income support on different levels like they have in the South. What we get is not even close
to enough. They don’t help like they should.
Social Services kicked me out when they found out I was living with someone and he refused to pay half
the rent. Shouldn’t they at least provide some housing while we are figuring things out? Where did they
expect me to go?
When you live in [the women’s shelter] you aren’t allowed to have social assistance. That’s not much
help. I’m a victim of abuse and now there’s no way for me to get ahead. Housing and Social Services—
just no good. No help at all.
I approached Social Services for help and they said I had to give up my kids. When I went to them for
help, that was their idea of help, to take my kids. I might be homeless but we are still a family. It was
very hard to get help, of any kind.
We have it so technical now that they say, “Oh, it’s not on my job description so we can’t do it”. It’s so hard
to get help. I mean, I have nothing. I am looking for work. I went to training even though I know I won’t
receive any assistance. I live off hand-outs from my parents and it’s really depressing. I can’t go on
income support because I’m in a home where they can provide for me because they say my basic needs
are being met. I feel like a little kid that I’m living with my parents at age thirty-four. I can’t go to the
system because I’m under their guidelines.
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People in high positions, like people in Income Support, are very quick to jump on your back. There is
hardly anybody to lift you up. There are more people trying to push you down. People in those positions
take advantage of us, where we are at in our lives. The people making our decisions don’t know anything
about us.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers in the Northwest Territories describe their perception of the impact of the policies
and bureaucratic practice of income support programs in graphic terms. For a start, the Government
sees income support as short-term despite people’s issues and problems, which are chronic and longterm. The following common occurrences are examples of a system that seems to many service
providers to be deliberately punitive. Many service providers commented that Income Support seemed
to work better when it was under the Department of Health and Social Services.
•

Income Support will take money off payments if a woman gets donated pampers.

•

Women in Alison McAteer House or the Women’s Centre aren’t eligible for income support.

•

No childcare facility will take Income Support parents because Income Support pays late or doesn’t
pay at all.

•

A single mother with one child gets $175/month for food (and they have to get pads, diapers,
hygiene products and cleaning supplies out of this amount).

•

Income Support deducts a portion of the client’s child tax credit and families are only allowed to
earn up to $400 per family per month in wages before deductions are made.

•

Income Support is month-to-month and they assume what you earned in one month goes toward
the next month’s expenses. Most people live pay cheque to pay cheque. It also means if you are cut
off and have arrears you can’t rent.

•

A person can get income support while in school, but after they finish, they have to have a job or
they get cut off.

•

Income Support has a middle of the month cut-off date.

•

If a women’s job or school effort fails she is cut off.

•

Women are told to make a “productive choice” by Income Support, but there is no childcare
available, and Income Support cuts the woman off after two months if her productive choice doesn’t
work out.

•

Income Support wants people to pick the “work” option and will give them the childcare subsidy
for only this option.

•

Income support amounts are determined by finance officers and a computer program (the CMAS
system). These officers and the computer program do not understand what women need and what
will work for them

•

No social work is done with these women. They use a technical financial formula to determine
their lives.
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•

Income Support won’t help a woman whose husband has taken off with the family money.

•

Income Support won’t give women the damage deposit to get an apartment and there is no furniture
allotment.

•

On income support a single women only get $115 per month for food, and that also has to cover
hygiene products, including tampons and pads.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #2 – JURISDICTIONAL ISSUES
I always give up. Everyone has too many rules and it gets confusing.
Summary: Despite all the challenges of living in a large centre, many women continue to move to
Yellowknife from smaller communities in the Northwest Territories and from Nunavut. In
these two territories, women migrate to flee intolerable situations and to access services they
need. Relocating from one community to another can leave women in a jurisdictional “no
man’s land”. For example, Aboriginal women who leave their home communities in the NWT
or Nunavut often lose the support of their own Bands, and they do not qualify for support
from the Band Government in their new community. Women from Nunavut are not eligible
for some services in the Northwest Territories unless specific funding agreements are in place
between these two jurisdictions. These women also have a hard time understanding the
different policies and rules that may be in effect in their new communities. The cost of
traveling within the North means that women who leave their communities have a very
difficult time returning home.
Service providers cited the following example of the kind of situations that arise because of
jurisdictional issues. Nunavut sometimes sends women to NWT on shared services
agreements. In other cases Nunavut women are hired to baby-sit in Yellowknife, but end up
drinking and on the street. Yellowknife Health and Social Services will pay emergency rent
only for these women and the women themselves have to find a place.

Voices of Homeless Women
I’m from a small community in Nunavut, but I came to Yellowknife to get help with my addictions. I
brought my kids with me. I just couldn’t leave them behind. I’d just miss them too much, and besides,
I don’t trust anyone else to take care of them.
Well, I found out things aren’t easy in Yellowknife. I couldn’t get help from Income Support, and I
couldn’t find anywhere to live. I stayed at the Women’s Centre for a while, but you can’t live there
forever. The waiting lists for all the housing are a mile long! I’m at the bottom of the list anyway, because
I’m from Nunavut. Everyone says I should get help from the Nunavut Government, but they didn’t help
me when I lived in the community, so they sure won’t help me now that I’m in Yellowknife. I just don’t
understand the rules. How can I get the help I need?
My best friend here is from Nunavut too. Her husband had their kids because she was away working.
Then he gave the kids to his mom in Yellowknife, so my friend came here too. His mother wants to keep
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the kids. She used to be a social worker in Nunavut, so she knows all the rules. My friend doesn’t know
how to get her kids back.

Voices of Service Providers
For a few years it was possible to access Government of Northwest Territory resources to help women
travel back to their home communities, especially in the winter, so that crowding in the shelters could
be avoided. But it is catch-as-catch-can. Jurisdictional issues are a big challenge for service providers,
both in terms of helping women access resources in the city and in getting back home. Sometimes
women are given a one-way ticket, and some service providers have refused to accept that practice, but
it is slow to be relinquished by those regions that have depended on it.
The split of the NWT into two territories in 1999 seems to have created a situation unlike anywhere else.
The perception is that Nunavut is “sponging” off the resources of the NWT rather than developing their
own resources for women. So a condition of funding for some services is that they report usage every
month by Nunavut women, so that the Nunavut Government can be billed per diem costs for these
services. Women are caught in the middle, and either denied access to critical services, or they cannot
get back home if their presenting problems are not adequately resolved in a short period of time. (To
illustrate this point, it should be noted that twenty-three of the fifty-seven women [or forty percent]
who gave the name of their home community for this study come from one of the settlements in
Nunavut.) Other women, who come from southern Canada with or without spouses, can also face
challenges in accessing services that might prevent them from ending up homeless.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #3 – LACK OF SUPPORT FOR 16 TO 18 YEAR OLDS
My son is now homeless because he is seventeen and no one will look after him. Everyday I
worry about him committing suicide.
Summary: Young people between the ages of sixteen and eighteen don’t quite fit the criteria for most
programs. In some cases they are too young to access services. They are still considered
“children”, and are therefore not eligible for services geared towards adults. If they leave home
because of abuse or other family problems, they are expected to go into a foster care situation
and receive services in that way. On the other hand, they may be considered too old to be
eligible for some services. If they have “graduated” from foster care, they do not get services
under Child Protection programs, but are still too young for Income Support benefits. As well,
many other programs designed to assist homeless people (e.g. the Salvation Army) will not
serve them. Some informants indicated that some local hotels don’t ask teenage girls for
identification, making it possible for these girls to use their premises for prostitution and drugs.

Voices of Homeless Women
I was very rebellious when I was young. I ran away from home and I didn’t have a stable home for a
while. Once I went from the cops to the Women’s Centre and then back into foster care. When I turned
sixteen, I was too old to be in foster care and too young for welfare. My friend’s mom let me stay with
them. She didn’t receive any money for helping me. She just did it out of the kindness of her heart.
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Now I have a teenage son who doesn’t want to stay at home because my partner is so violent. I really
worry about him. He has nowhere at all to live, and no one will look after him. He told me that some
men have been giving him money and are driving him around in their trucks. That really scares me to
death! Everyday I worry about him committing suicide. I meet him uptown everyday and bring him
food. Everyday he looks worse and worse. The Salvation Army says he’s too young, and the social
worker only looks after kids up to sixteen. Nobody wants him. He’s living in a truck now. I’d like to leave
my partner and take him out of Yellowknife, but I have no money and no one will help us.

Voices of Service Providers
One service provider estimated that there are between sixty and ninety girls living on Yellowknife
streets at any one time. Some teenage girls use local hotels for prostitution and/or drugs. Substance
abuse is a major problem with most of these young people. Service providers also indicated their
concern for young men, who are excluded from shelter services like the Salvation Army.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #4 – CHILD PROTECTION POLICIES
AND PROGRAMS
My son is under Social Services. His social worker is the same social worker I had as a kid.
Summary: For some women, child protection has played a role all through their lives. They have been in
government care as children and now their own children are in care or have been.
Women who are homeless can have their children apprehended by Child Protection Services.
Women who are living in unsafe housing situations, staying with relatives or friends or in
substandard housing, live in fear that their children will be apprehended. They do not feel the
child welfare system is there to help them. It is one more stress for women trying to keep their
families together and a roof over their heads.

Voices of Homeless Women
I was taken away from my parents when I was a baby. They were drinking a lot. I was in and out of
group homes, probably twenty group homes before I was five. Then I got adopted and life started from
there. That’s when I realized I am loved and cared for. But I was a rebellious teenager and tried out life
on the street. I couldn’t take care of myself so I went back home. Friends would try and help me but it
was pretty scary.
I have a lot of mental health problems and that’s why I have housing problems. They took my son away
from me and put me in the hospital. Once we get back together, we celebrate because we beat the
Government. You can’t keep us apart.
Before I got so sick, my son and I had a little apartment. Family and Children’s Services said I had to
have a phone in my house because of my son’s health condition. If anything ever happens, I need to be
able to pick up the phone and call an ambulance. Social Assistance won’t help me with that even though
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it’s for health and safety purposes. I don’t understand that at all. Then I worry about the neighbors. They
can phone Child and Family Services on you. Then they check it out and can end up taking my son if I
don’t have enough food or the place isn’t clean enough. The phone is expensive, $40.00 a month that I
take out of my food money. Just another thing for me to worry about.

Voices of Service Providers:
Service providers work with homeless women who are in fear of the Child Welfare system. They report
women are afraid their children will be apprehended and afraid that they will not be able to get them back
if they are in care. They may lose their housing because their SA rates go down and not be able to have
their children returned due to inadequate housing. When children are in care, they get a lot of material
goods that the parents can’t afford, setting the parents up for failure in the eyes of their children. They had
concerns with children placed with elders or grandparents who may not be doing so well themselves,
creating more stress and homelessness. Service providers had concerns about foster care. “Life’s hard.
Foster homes are difficult too. Who says foster homes are better or safer? Lots of those foster parents need to
be trained (e.g. in dynamics of FASD). I don’t believe that the kids would be any worse off staying in their
birth families with mandated in-home support. The cost would be about the same.”
Service providers were concerned with the lack of support young, single mothers receive when they grow
out of the Child Welfare system. “The support is not the same as when they were young.” They praised the
Healthy Families program and the Healthy Mom, Healthy Babies programs and want to see them
expanded. “Child Welfare needs to look at the whole family and not just take one or two kids into care.”
Once children have passed the cute and cuddly stage, it is very difficult to find foster homes. So they
remain in care until they are old enough leave the system. There are not enough foster homes and social
workers are frustrated and live with a sense of failing the children they want to help.
On the flip side, some workers had positive stories to tell. “I had to debrief with one of them the other
day and he gave me some feedback on a client that was in care and what happened for them. He believed
that if it wasn’t for the kids being in a structured facility that he probably would have been in jail. So I think
there are aspects of it that work well.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #5 – OTHER SUPPORT SERVICES
Change service providers’ requirements.
Summary: Homeless women access many support services with varying degrees of success. Some services
are helpful and some seem to contribute to their problems. Most women interviewed found the
rules and regulations that govern service provision to be inflexible, particularly in government
agencies. This inflexibility prevents sympathetic workers from giving women the kinds of
support that would enable them to climb out of homelessness. Employment Insurance is not
helpful for women who are self-employed or under-employed in part-time, contract, seasonal
and low-wage work. Women feel discouraged and further marginalized when services they
turn to for help do not. Women with disabilities have fewer options and can feel frustrated and
constrained by the services meant to assist them. When support services work for women, they
can make their lives and their children’s lives easier and their poverty seem less demeaning.
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Voices of Homeless Women
I had a minimum wage job in a big retail store. I didn’t have a job description and was at the mercy of
whomever as supervisor. I had a really good supervisor who left for a better job and then the trouble
started. I got a miserable supervisor who made my life miserable at work. Well, I thought, I’ll go to the
union. I got myself a shop steward and she didn’t get back to me. She is paid for meeting with me and
with supervisors and managers. She can leave her post to talk about the issues. Yet I’m saying; Can we
go for coffee somewhere? She is not getting back to me. She is the one I asked to be present when I got
called up before the boss and she was there as my support. But the issues just kept on. So I went out to
her till to say there are more issues and I need help, etc. She was wearing a shop steward button. She
took it right off in front of me and quit. That’s exactly what happened. So I got no help from the union
at all really. And I have a few years yet before I can get my Canada Pension. It’s not a lot, but I hope I
can live on it.
My health was really suffering. I have a chronic condition that gets worse with stress. I tried to stick it
out, but that supervisor just wouldn’t let me be and I was feeling much worse. And as I said, the union
wasn’t helping me. My doctor was worried about me so in the end, I quit. So that’s why I wasn’t eligible
for Employment Insurance (EI). But I was able to go on medical EI for fifteen weeks, but that was it.
Now, I have no income. I could have appealed it, but don’t even have a witness to say I was forced into
quitting, that I was pushed and goaded, because she would just say that she did no such thing. So I
pretty much shot myself in the foot, but at least my health is better now. Thank heaven for the Chronic
Disease program. They pay for my drugs and all that. If that shop steward had done her job, I would
probably still be working.
I went to Employment Central a couple of days ago and they did a work action thing, to get back to
work, some kind of forms. They helped me apply for a job. They’re pretty good there. I hope they can
help me find a job. I was counting on my income tax refund. I went to the income tax building and got
a volunteer there to do my taxes. Then when I went to see him a month or six weeks later, they told me
this guy who did it is gone and it hadn’t been filed.
My neighbor is having a hard time too. The last place she was in, she was evicted because she was asking
for repairs; happens all the time. He kept her damage deposit too. Anyhow, the landlord has a reputation
as a real scam artist. My neighbor went to the Human Rights Commission because there were some
discrimination issues as well, but nothing ever happened. Then she went to see the Landlord and Tenant
people, but they said there was nothing they could do because he gave her a timely notice. What kind
of use are they? We don’t seem to have any rights.
And that’s just the latest installment in her story. She came from another country with her husband.
When they arrived, they wanted to go up North somewhere. That’s why they had come, for the wideopen spaces. They had been on a farm. They weren’t city people. But they were advised by Immigration
not to, to stay in the city. They were told they’d hate it, she said. It’s taken her ten years to get up here,
but she did. She had a terrible time. She left her husband because he abused her, and she had her four
kids. She couldn’t find decent, affordable childcare so she had a hard time working. Did some pretty
dodgy things by the sounds of it. This country is supposed to have a good childcare system but it
doesn’t. Cost you an arm and a leg for that many kids. So that was no help to her.
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She still has one child with her. One good thing that’s happened to her is the Kid’s Recreation Fund has
given her $300.00 for her child’s recreation activities and she can put her name into a draw for a bike.
She was really happy about that.
My daughter is having a hard time with my granddaughter. She put her in these special youth camps.
My granddaughter complained that the youth workers weren’t doing anything and couldn’t grasp the
kids’ attention. There were not enough games that interested her, so the kids just sat in the back and
smoked. She says the kids just want to talk to someone that’s been there, in trouble or on the streets.
They’re very rebellious.
And she’s in trouble with student loans, I mean my daughter. She got penalized for missing payments.
She was making $7.00 an hour and trying to get topped up from Welfare. It was just totally impossible
but she had to pay it off. She’s going to pay it off but she feels like she paid off other people’s delinquent
loans. If she was thirty seconds late, they were phoning her. She ended up missing some payments. Then
she went for a loan for a car and found out they put it on the credit bureau. They only put that she had
reneged on her student loan and that’s it. They don’t put that for eleven years, she only missed two
payments, which to me is pretty incredible. It makes me mad. Seems like you just can’t win.

Voices of Service Providers
Homeless women access many support services trying to get housing and help for themselves. Service
providers thought that many services were useful such as the Outreach Van, a joint project between
Yukon College, Kwanlin Dun Health Services and Yukon Family Services Association. It provides
sanitary supplies, food, safe injection kits, safe crack pipes and nonjudgmental, caring support.
Homelessness has a negative impact on women’s health and they go to the hospital that has good social
workers. Women access the services of Employment Central, although there is no service specifically
for youth. There is a demand for counseling services from the Women’s Advocate at the Victoria
Faulkner Women’s Centre, Yukon Family Services Association, Victim Services, Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome Society of Yukon, Skookum Jim Friendship Centre and the First Nations.
Women can seek legal help for criminal and some civil matters from the Legal Aid Services. However,
“If a woman has her name as joint owner of a house and there is financial abuse, she actually doesn’t have
a penny of her own. She can’t get legal aid if she is a property owner on paper.”
Service providers were not happy with Environmental Health in cases of women living in rental units
with black mould. They could not see why Environmental Health was not forcing them to clean up the
buildings. Another cited the case of a client living in a rented trailer with cat feces underneath that were
causing health problems. Nothing was done and the woman had to find somewhere else to live. Like
homeless women, workers were frustrated with the inflexibility of rules and regulations that are meant
to help, but actually hinder.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #6 – PUBLIC HOUSING POLICIES AND PROGRAMS
I heard that YK Housing is only for families and there is a three-year wait if you’re single. Some
of us just give up and live at the Women’s Centre.
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Summary: Many of the women interviewed despair of ever getting a place to live. Some of them can’t
qualify for subsidized housing because they have rental arrears or debts for damages to their
former housing hanging over their heads. The fact that in most cases the arrears and damages
were the result of their partners’ behaviour doesn’t matter. They are still accountable for these
debts and will not be assigned another unit until they clear up these charges. If the women are
single, they are placed so low on the housing lists compared with families they know their turn
will never come. The waiting lists for all subsidized accommodation are just too long. Women
also feel that the housing authorities in some communities are not impartial. Women get
denied housing as a punishment for leaving a man from an influential family, even if he
abuses them or if he gets violent and damages property or for speaking out about the injustices
they perceive in the system.
Service providers also expressed a good deal of frustration with Housing Authority policies.
The Yellowknife Housing Authority says prospective tenants have to be back on the street after
staying at the Transitional Housing Program (THP) before they can be admitted to social
housing. The Housing Authority works on a points system. Women only get points if they are
homeless. Staying at THP doesn’t count as homeless to the Housing Authority. According to
service providers, this policy does not help anyone.

Voices of Homeless Women
It is really impossible to get a place to live in Yellowknife. I have applied to Yellowknife Housing three
or four times to get an apartment or something. Right now I am living in an emergency unit at the
YWCA Transitional Housing Program. But I can’t get points with YK Housing and move up on their
list if I live at THP because then they say I already have a place, so they don’t care. But you can only stay
at THP for a year and then what? I heard that YK Housing is only for families and there is a three-year
wait if you’re single.
I also tried to get into North Slave Housing, but I didn’t qualify because I don’t have an income. It seems
like at North Slave only their friends get housing. How come in Simpson, Hay River and Resolution
there are apartments, and the singles there pay only thirty-two dollars a month? Some women can go
straight from Alison McAteer House right to THP. YK Housing says they can’t really help me ‘til I’m
homeless. When I’m homeless I always end up going back to my ex, even though he drinks, and when
he drinks he gets violent. I took off from him several times, but I went back each time because I couldn’t
find anywhere to live.
My grandmother tried to get housing too, but she was told she had to be sixty to get anything. She tried
to get housing in her hometown, but the Housing Authority there told her she made false statements.
It’s really because her ex-husband’s family is influential and they won’t let her have her own place.
My cousin can’t get a place either because she has rent arrears in Deline and here. Once she had a good
place with YK Housing but now she has too many arrears and they won’t take her back. And her friend
got told by YK Housing that she has to leave the Sissons housing complex in five days. So she has to
miss work to pack. Some of us just give up and live at the Women’s Centre.
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers noted that some Housing program staff work hard to ensure that their policies
support the needs of women. They encourage women to put the lease in their own names, rather than
that of their partners, and say that they will take the man’s name off the lease if requested. This way, they
reason, women will still have shelter, even if their partners become abusive.
Other service providers felt that Housing program policies are harsh. People must live in a community
for nine months before they can even apply for housing. One Housing Authority will only give threemonth leases until renters can prove they are good tenants. Women, many of whom are illiterate, are
forced into the Supreme Court in order for them to challenge an eviction, an action that is far beyond
their capacity. Furthermore, the Housing Authority has changed locks on units without telling people.
Many women lose their housing because of rent arrears and debts incurred because of damage to
housing units, even when the damage was done by their partners or other family members. Few women
have a way of clearing up these debts, and therefore remain ineligible for housing. The selection policies
of some Housing Authorities mean that women have to go back on the street after they have spent time
in a transitional housing program (even if they have been very successful tenants) because they can only
get enough points to qualify for Housing if they are homeless. Apparently living in transitional housing
does not count as being homeless.
Policies such as these mean women and children literally have to be on the street before they will get a
place. In fact, women who are unable to pay market rent are sometimes told to give notices to their
landlords and move in with friends, so they can stand a chance of getting a housing unit.
Still other service providers complained about the lack of coordination between their programs and
Housing Authority staff. For example, shelter staff only find out about the problems their clients have
had with Housing Authorities (with respect to rental arrears, debts, etc.) long after the women is
admitted. This makes their work of developing a life plan with the woman much more difficult.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #7 – THE LANDLORD AND TENANT ACT
I phoned that place where you can go about your landlord and they say they have the right to
do that, to kick you out in the dead of winter.
Summary: The Landlord and Tenant Act in the Yukon is an antiquated piece of legislation created in the
1970s and never updated. It has virtually no protection for tenants. Landlords have the right
to evict a tenant with two weeks notice any time of the year with no cause. The Act does
nothing to protect a tenant’s basic human right to adequate, safe shelter, especially in the
winter. This leads to abuses by landlords who refuse to make repairs and can evict
“troublesome” tenants without fear of repercussion. Women will stay in unsafe and substandard housing for fear of eviction. Many women live without leases on a month-to-month
agreement with the landlord, so there is no protection there for them. The Act has a direct
influence on women’s absolute and relative homelessness. The Act needs to be updated to
create a fair balance between the rights of landlords and the rights of tenants. It is a stumbling
block impeding positive change for women in low-income housing.
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Voices of Homeless Women
Up here the landlords can kick you out in the winter, in the dead of winter. They have that right and
that shouldn’t be allowed. I went to see the Landlord and Tenant people after my landlord gave me
notice, but they said there was nothing they could do because she gave me a timely notice. I went to the
Neighborhood Law Centre too, and they couldn’t do anything for me either.
I don’t understand why there aren’t rules for the landlord. Like they’re getting all this money from the
Government from Social Assistance (SA) for rent and they don’t spend even $20.00 to fix anything.
There was a previous tenant in that building who put in a complaint to the Human Rights Commission
but nothing ever happened. Women are homeless because of this system. We need a better law that
doesn’t give the landlord all the rights and power.

Voices of Service Providers
The situation in the Yukon related to the Landlord and Tenant Act is illustrative. It needs to be updated
and reformed to give tenants protection under the law. Advocates were frustrated with their inability to
help clients evicted without cause or whose landlords who did not want to do repairs. Legal Aid is only
able to get additional time in a residence before eviction, not prevent it. Service providers cited systemic
discrimination by landlords for which there is no recourse and noted that “the Landlord and Tenant Act
provides no protection if the landlord then wants to terminate you.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #8 – ADDICTIONS TREATMENT SERVICES
We are so used to being abused, it’s normal now.
Summary: The theme of addictions as a determinant of homelessness has already been discussed in a
previous section of this report. When women try to work on this issue, however, they face a lot
of challenges. There is a drastic shortage of appropriate addictions treatment programs for
women in the North. Small communities may have almost no services beyond a wellness worker
who is not trained to provide counseling and can only offer referral services. There are almost no
programs, even in larger centres, to refer women to, and there is one residential addictions
treatment program in the Northwest Territories, but it is co-ed. Some women commented that
the program in High Level was a help to them in the past, but that this option is no longer
available. Another challenge that they face is that, if they place their children in care while they
are undergoing treatment, they could have a hard time regaining custody. Women also cannot
receive income support if they are in a residential program, and so cannot maintain a household
to support their children or to come back to once they finish the program.

Voices of Homeless Women
I know I have a problem with alcohol. It seems like I have been battling addictions all my life. There was
alcohol all around me when I was growing up. I saw my dad drunk pretty much every weekend, and the
114

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

114

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

PART VII – FINDINGS: THE POLICY AND BUREAUCRATIC PRACTICE ENVIRONMENT
RELATED TO HOMELESSNESS AMONG WOMEN IN CANADA’S NORTH
house would be a non-stop party. Sometimes my brothers and sisters and I would go stay at our Auntie’s
just to get away from the drinking and fighting. A few times, if it was summer, we just slept huddled
together under the porch. Then, when I was about fourteen, I started drinking too. I did it to be part of
the gang and I thought it would give me some relief from my problems at home. I got pregnant when I
was sixteen, and then my boyfriend didn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore. Sure, there
was a NNADAP22 worker in my community. He kept trying to get me to come in for counseling, but
there’s just no privacy in a small community. Besides, my problems were a lot deeper than just the
drinking. I was sexually abused by my uncle during some of those weekend parties. I don’t understand
why my parents didn’t protect me. They must have known.
Anyway, I just had to get away. I moved to Yellowknife, and I guess you’d have to say I hit bottom there.
I lost custody of my kid because of my drinking. I couldn’t keep a place to live because I constantly got
behind in the rent and the neighbours complained about the parties at my place. I ended up on the
streets. I was living rough, going from one man to another, just to get a place to sleep once in awhile. I
don’t know how many times I got beaten up or abused in some other way. We are so used to being
abused, it’s normal now.
Finally, I got some help. I got sent to the treatment program in High Level. It’s a great program, and for
a while I stayed sober. But I guess I haven’t dealt with all the issues underneath the drinking. I haven’t
really healed from the sexual abuse and from all the violence and stuff I witnessed as a kid. I’m also
grieving for the loss of my child and for all the deaths in my family because of substance abuse. I wanted
to go back to the High Level program, but for some reason they won’t send us there anymore. There just
doesn’t seem to be much help for someone like me.

Voices of Service Providers
Addictions programs in the North traditionally don’t take a trauma-based approach, nor do they apply
promising practice approaches to women’s addiction treatment services. Women are forced to go to
Alcoholic Anonymous as part of plans of care instituted by Child Welfare authorities, and they have
been victimized in co-ed treatment programs, sometimes attending the same programs as the men who
have abused them.
Service providers noted that several years ago there was a community-based program in Yellowknife to
help women deal with the underlying issue of trauma that in so many cases precipitated addictive
behaviours23. This program was not funded past the five-year pilot phase, although an extensive
evaluation led to many recommendations to improve the program. It was one of the few gender-specific
programs available in the Northwest Territories. Much time and energy of two service agencies was
dedicated to the seven years of development and implementation of this groundbreaking program,
which then ended, with no other option in sight.

22

National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program

23

The program’s stated mission/goal was to promote the health and well being of women and their families using a holistic approach to healing and an
empowerment model of service delivery by providing an empowering therapeutic experience for women who had experienced trauma and increasing women’s
ability to make choices, changes and take control of their lives.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #9 – ABORIGINAL GOVERNMENT SERVICES
When I left the community, they took my house and gave it to the Chief ’s niece. They didn’t
even tell me.
Summary: Aboriginal women interviewed had mixed experiences trying to get help from their First
Nation governments. Some were happy with the help they had received such as housing,
employment or funding for training. Once women are out of their home communities, they
often lose that source of support. Other women complained that services run by their Band
offices are open to corruption. Powerful families control the programs, and if, for some reason,
you are out of favour, you are also out of luck. These women complain of favouritism and a
lack of transparency in the administration of benefits. Women who are living in the home
community of their partners but are not members of that Band, often lose their housing if they
leave that relationship. A major problem for women who move from their home community
is that First Nation governments do not provide any housing off settlement lands. Women
were quick to point out that the First Nation still receives funding for women who have
relocated out of the community. Public housing in capital cities that targets First Nation
women does not have enough units and has a long waiting list. It is possible to transfer
membership to another First Nation in another community in order to gain services and
benefits. However, this is not a solution to women’s homelessness in rural communities.

Voices of Homeless Women
Some women say it is easier to get money out of the Band office than the Federal or Territorial
Governments. You just make an application. That wasn’t my experience, especially once I left the
community and moved to the city.
I did own a house in my community, but I had to move to Yellowknife because I had a disability. The
doctor said I should be near a hospital. I moved into an apartment in the beginning. It was really
expensive, and I had to go to Income Support to get them to pay for some of the rent. Later on I got a
unit with the housing authority, so my rent was less. It was good for a while, but when my son came to
live with me, I was evicted because they said he caused problems.
When I left the community, the Band took my house and gave it to the Chief ’s niece. They didn’t even
tell me. I asked the Band to get me a house in Yellowknife because I have to live there. I can’t move back.
I told them, “If I lived at home, you would have to help me. I could own my house, and I wouldn’t be living
poor and on the street.”
My Band gets lots of money from impact benefit agreements, but they won’t help me. They don’t care
about me. They say Yellowknife is responsible to take care of me because I live here now. They forget the
hard work I did all those years in the community, and I am mad that I live as a beggar in my own land.

Voices of Service Providers
Some women say they are not given a house and are denied job opportunities and services because they
are not related to the leadership in the community. Especially if their partner is an important person in
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the community, women who leave their partners say they end up kicked out of their homes with
nothing. And if their husband is related to the Income Support worker, they can’t get any help from that
source either. Women who leave their communities and move to the city often do not receive any
support from their home Band.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #10 – INUIT ORGANIZATIONS
I’ve called NTI24 and told them they should be straightening up their policies to better serve
their people, and why are so many non-Inuit getting this and that. They told me they would
look into it but that was over ten years ago. But I remember.
Summary: In 1993, the Inuit, the Government of Canada and the Government of the Northwest
Territories signed the largest Aboriginal land claim agreement in Canadian history. At the
same time, legislation was passed leading to the creation of the new territory of Nunavut on
April 1, 1999. The new territory was to have a public government serving both Inuit and nonInuit (NTI website, 2005).
Various private corporations were founded to guarantee that the land claim agreement was
upheld, and the rights of all Inuit persons preserved. The major corporations serving the Inuit
people of Nunavut are the following. The Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated (NTI) represents
the 21,000 Inuit of Nunavut (NTI website, 2005). Nunavut is subdivided into three regions,
each having a standing Inuit organization under the NTI umbrella: The Qikiqtani Inuit
Association (QIA), representing the interests of the Inuit of the Baffin Region, the High Arctic
and the Belcher Islands; Kitikmeot Inuit Association (KIA); and Kivalliq Inuit Association
representing those regions respectively. The Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), a Canadian-wide
body, represents the four Inuit regions of Canada and has at heart the interests of the Inuit at
the national level. All organizations have as their objective to work to improve living
conditions, both socially and economically, for all Canadian Inuit.
All women interviewed had knowledge of the existence of the above-mentioned organizations.
While there seemed to be no problem with awareness, cynicism was an issue for the majority.
Several women felt the organizations that were established to represent them were not
communicating with the public, and information gathered was not easily accessible. The
women expressed an increasing frustration with Inuit associations and felt racism was taking
place against their own people. Their thoughts are depicted below.

Voices of Homeless Women
All these non-Natives are getting all kinds of benefits. I’ve called NTI and told them they should be
straightening up their policies to better serve their people, and why are so many non-Inuit getting this
and that. They told me they would look into it but that was over ten years ago. But I remember.

24

Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated
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Students get housing right away, people coming in, government employees coming in. They keep those
houses open, even if they don’t have staff to put in them. It’s always the people that are from here that
are homeless.
All we want to do is voice our concerns without being judged upon. People on the boards do tend to
look down on you. They judge you as a person and not as a member of our community that has real
concerns. The same people are on every board and they are the ones that go to NTI meetings and they
are drinking and you hear about them all over Nunavut and it’s so embarrassing and these are the men
that are making our decisions for us!
I was in a relationship for ten years where he had the attitude that, “Well, she’s Inuk. I can get anything
now. I can live with her and this is my house.” Our own Inuit organizations are the ones protecting the
non-Inuit.
Homelessness has been a problem ever since we’ve been here. It’s been a problem for fifty years and it’s
gonna be a problem. Why don’t they have a group working on this? Brainstorming is the best and we
could find solutions! A place where everyone can go and look after the number one concern of
everyone: homelessness!
I find it frustrating too that we are members of this community and when we write letters and voice our
concerns, we know not to expect a response for at the very least two months, and we’re lucky to get one
at all.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #11 – MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT POLICIES
AND SERVICES
And it’s kind of harsh taking the bus downtown and back up and stuff, so rough.
Summary: The Yukon has one city, Whitehorse, which is not directly involved in providing services to
homeless people. However, the City has directly contributed to homelessness by the demolition
of the cabins in the Shipyards area of Whitehorse. People living there as a “lifestyle choice”
managed to find other places to live, but people with fewer options have not fared so well. One
First Nation elder had camped on the banks of the river for many years in the summer. This
was a traditional practice, not a lifestyle choice, which is no longer open to her. The city’s plan
for gentrification of riverside property did not take into consideration the poor and
inadvertently created homelessness.
The City of Whitehorse has a bylaw prohibiting living in tents within city limits. This has
forced out homeless women who see this as a viable option during the warmer months. Living
in a tent is a chance to live within their means and within social assistance rates. As noted
above, it is a traditional practice for First Nation people. However, women who want to do this
are forced outside city limits that are quite large. This creates further problems such as
transportation and safety.
The City’s transportation system creates problems for all those who rely upon public
transportation, including the Handibus that serves disabled people and seniors. There is no
service at night and limited service on the weekends. The Handibus seems anything but handy
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with a myriad of rules and limited service for those in wheelchairs. In 2002 the number of people
using wheelchairs in Whitehorse was estimated at fifty-seven but there are only two spaces on
the Handibus for wheelchairs and this is a population that has no other affordable option. The
city’s bus system has been the object of extensive studies and many recommendations have been
made for improvements, however, nothing seems to change. As usual, it is the poor who continue
to need public transportation and whose lives are constricted by the lack of service.

Voices of Homeless Women
A lot of the Yukon Housing houses are out of town. You take someone like myself, someone starting
with nothing; I mean myself I’ve never learned how to drive. I’ve never had a vehicle and the transit
system, well that’s a big question mark in my mind. I’ll tell you that right now, a huge question mark.
I’m the kind of person who could rent a cabin for $50 a month in the bush with no running water, no
electricity and I would be fine. I know how to do all of those things. I could grow a garden but how do
I travel? You have to have a vehicle. You can’t rely on the bus system. I would go live in a tent, but you
can’t do that in Whitehorse. I’ve learned that you have to go outside the City of Whitehorse, and then
you’re no longer safe. I could afford to live on my income then. You can’t win either way.
My girlfriend helps me but she’s driving her car illegally, no insurance and no registration. She can’t
afford it. She’s living outside the downtown core in low-cost housing with two little kids nowhere near
the bus system. The closest thing for her would be to walk about a mile by the trailer park to the bus
stop. She doesn’t even feel safe walking there because of a stabbing in the trailer park a while back. It’s
kind of harsh taking the bus downtown and back up, so rough. People have been trying to get the bus
system more convenient and affordable, but it’s not working. And the lousy system is forcing her to do
something illegal.
Well, at least you can walk to the bus stop. I can’t. I have to rely on the Handibus. That is really rough
and really inconvenient. I have been told that some people are unreasonable and want to use the
Handibus because they want to go out everyday. Like I want to go to college everyday and on Saturdays.
And occasionally, I want to go back downtown after I’m done at school; go to the bank, see my
grandchildren like other normal people do. But I am told that that is treating the Handibus as my own
personal taxi. How many other people use the bus system as their own taxi and get on and off as many
times as they want? But because it is the Handibus, I should be happy with seven trips a week. What if
I were working every day? I am supposed to organize my work schedule around the Handibus schedule
and not get me to work whenever I am hired to work. Well, the bus can get you there at 10:00 or 9:00
or 11:30 or not at all.
Tomorrow, I have an appointment downtown at 12:30. They phoned to tell me that they’re going to pick
me up at 8:50 instead of 11:45 so I’ll be four hours early. We are expected to go earlier or forfeit our run.
At least they phoned this time. One time they showed up a week early and the bus driver was yelling at
me, why aren’t you ready? I wasn’t even dressed. Occasionally they decide to shut down early because
they have no passengers and I have waited and waited out in the cold. This is how it ties in with housing
‘cause it comes out of our housing money, our grocery money. If I want to go down and see my
grandkids in a Christmas concert, then I would have to pay a taxi both ways and the only way I am
going to do that, is take it out of my grocery or to have my hydro cut off, and I think I’m kind of partial
to the hydro. It’s kind of boring in the dark.
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Then they have a rule that my attendants have to get on and off at the same place. Like if I have
somebody to go shopping with me to reach the stuff on the shelves, they have to come all the way up to
my place, get on the bus with me and after shopping, go all the way back with me on the bus. Then they
have told people in wheelchairs that they cannot ride because there are too many able-bodied people
on the bus. These people use canes or walkers or they are mentally handicapped, but they can still climb
up the steps of a bus. But I can’t go because they already have their quota of people.
Also, there’s the pain issue. They do this mass collection and drop off and I figure it is unreasonable to
have to be that long on the bus. I have pain issues and I asked if I could be the first one off and they
wouldn’t even allow me that. I complain and am told I have no reason to complain. If we complain, we
are ignored or we get suspended. I am tired of being treated like a little moron that should be grateful
for whatever services I can get from an able-bodied system.

Voice of Service Providers
Service providers challenged the City of Whitehorse to become part of the solution to homelessness,
rather than creating it. They want them to start building affordable housing. There is nothing for the
people being displaced with development. “They talk about beautification of the waterfront. Oh there’ll
be coffee shops and strollers sipping their lattes and all these funky art things, which will be lovely. But we
keep saying, what about the people that you will displace? This is traditional land. Where will they go?”
However, the City does not have a mandate to address housing.
“In the 1940s and 50s, there were no places to rent. Women were living in cars. In the 50s, at now Rotary
Park, the City bulldozed shacks and women had no place to go. It’s an old problem.” And this process of
displacement continued when the City bulldozed homes in Shipyards Park in the 1990s. “If you look at
the whole history of the waterfront, from what I understand, that is traditional (First Nation) territory…
But there’s nothing there that reflects First Nation usage of that land and that valuable property is going.”
Service providers felt that the City is more interested in tourists than its low-income citizens.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #12 – LIMITED RESOURCES
AND CUTS TO VOLUNTARY SECTOR
There hasn’t been any meat at the Women’s Centre for two months now. No one has made any
donations of meat.
Summary: Government support for voluntary sector services that so many homeless women depend on for
help with many aspects of their lives is limited and becoming scarcer. Programs are trying to meet
the needs of an ever-growing population of women who are either on the street or who are
staying in intolerable situations, just to have a roof over their heads. Some of these women have
severe mental and physical health issues. Existing services cannot afford staff with the right
qualifications to serve these women. Shelters are overcrowded and understaffed. They may even
run out of the basic commodities they need, like food, hygiene products, and furnishings.
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Voices of Women
There hasn’t been any meat at the Women’s Centre for two months now. No one has made any donations
of meat. There never seems to be enough food or anything else and Income Support doesn’t give us any
money as long as we are living at the Centre.

Voices of Service Providers
Working in a shelter is one of the hardest and most dangerous jobs in the city. Shelter staff deal with
people that professional agencies like the hospital and correctional services say they can’t handle. At the
Women’s Centre, only one staff person is on shift at a time, and it is risky for employees and for the
women that stay there.
Without providing core funding and adequate yearly budgets to the voluntary sector, which provides
many of the services on which homeless women depend, the Government hamstrings these programs.
Government wages and benefit packages are much higher than those that can be offered by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which are sometimes insufficient to cover the high cost of
accommodation in the North, and so good staff ultimately leave front-line service for government jobs.
Some service providers felt that the Government is using the NGO sector as a provider of essential
services, but is not willing to fund these programs to the same level that they would be funded if the
Government were offering these services directly. One provider reported that her staff have been
recruited by the NWT Government at almost twice what the agency can pay in wages, even though the
agency is contracted by the Government of the Northwest Territories (GNWT) to provide the services!
So, even if your funding isn’t cut, it might as well be if it doesn’t increase enough to keep up with the
rising cost of labour.
Other service providers noted that it is much easier for government workers to refer clients to services
like the Yellowknife Women’s Centre than to deal with the complex and challenging issues that working
intimately with the clients of this program demands. On the other hand, the NGOs cannot afford the
highly trained staff that are required to do this work effectively. As well, because of the high staff turn
over in the North, the NGO sector feels that it is constantly briefing new trainees in government - time
that they do not get reimbursed for and which takes resources for direct service delivery.

THEME ANTHOLOGY #13 – MINIMUM WAGE POLICIES
Six dollars an hour job is not enough to live on. That is the minimum wage.
Summary: Homeless women are very impacted by the low minimum wage in the Territories. They cannot
afford even a small apartment at market rental rates without holding down several jobs that
pay more than minimum wage.

Voices of Homeless Women
Lots of women in the Northwest Territories are homeless because they have no skills to get work. The
cost of living is so high and the wages are so low.
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I really wish someone would please help me. I make $6 per hour at a job and it is not enough to live on.
It is the minimum wage and I can’t make it on that. It would be a lot easier if I had a place to stay so I
could make more money. My sister has three jobs, and she is raising her grandson too. It still isn’t
enough, and she’s afraid Yellowknife Housing will evict her because she is sometimes short on the rent.

Voices of Service Providers
These statements sum up what service providers had to say on the topic of minimum wage.
“Well, imagine being single mom making minimum wage. How do you live? What a high stress life!
You’re forced on a daily basis to choose between eating and paying your rent, let alone getting to and from
work. You just have to do without stuff.”
“Low wages and skill levels are a determinant of homelessness. Eating versus paying the rent equals high
stress which equals addiction.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #14 – THE JUSTICE SYSTEM
The entire policing and judicial system, they belittle the problem.
Summary: Homeless women do not feel that the judicial system is there to help them. Encounters with the
system have proved negative for most women interviewed. Women do not know how to
navigate around the justice system. Whether in matters of separation, child custody, damage
deposits, disputes with landlords or First Nations justice systems, women feel powerless and
without the necessary resources to represent their interests. They found the Neighborhood Law
Centre staff helpful but bound by the legislation. Women have lost faith in our justice system.

Voices of Homeless Women
The entire policing and judicial system, everyone along that line, from system resistance to lack of
respect, they belittle the problem. Things are complicated, like with landlord and tenant agreements and
they can place you in risky situations. They are unwilling to help until something happens. There is even
physical and emotional abuse from the RCMP in this city. I am sure it is everywhere; it’s really bad here.
It’s all just lowering women’s self esteem. The RCMP doesn’t do anything about the handibus drivers not
hooking us in properly in our wheelchairs. I don’t want to be flying around. The cops should stop the
bus every time and check if the wheelchairs are belted in properly. It’s just everything makes us feel at
the bottom of the heap.
My son’s already in the young offenders and probably because of the way it’s been with housing all our
lives. I’ve been a single parent mostly all my life and I have five kids. I have disabilities too. I couldn’t
find help when he got in trouble.
And then the people that rent out here, they don’t give you back your damage deposit. They rip you off.
You argue with them; it doesn’t do any good. People should take them to court, but even that is not
going to help. That Neighborhood Law Centre tries to help but they can’t. If those lawyers can’t help us,
then we don’t stand a chance.
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Then back in my community, they’re going back to traditional laws. That scares me. It’s who has power
in the community and who doesn’t. It’s harsh. Some communities have circle sentencing and some have
traditional justice. That’s not so bad. But I don’t think a homeless woman gets much help from any
justice system. I knew a woman who was trying to get her property rights in her community and they
were just siding with the husband. She was left with nothing and there wasn’t a thing she could do about
it. The man has all the rights.
But then my little cousin has fetal alcohol syndrome and she’s on the streets. She gets into drinking too
much. Actually the RCMP do a good job of watching over the drunks and putting them in the drunk
tank so they don’t hurt themselves or freeze to death. She has been in the drunk tank a few times, which
wasn’t pleasant, but at least she’s still alive to this day. But mostly, I try and stay away from the law.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers discussed the barriers in the justice system for homeless women. Most distrust it with
good cause. “I mean she wasn’t a model tenant, but it wasn’t a problem until she complained… But yet,
when you go into court, the judge focuses on that type of thing… I think you come in as a tenant with a
bias against you.” Service providers talked about RCMP with racist attitudes who are not seen as a
resource by homeless women. They wondered why offenders are not removed from communities as
opposed to women. They posed questions about the lack of resources for perpetrators when released
from jail. “Perverts out of jail, what happens to them? Should they be in the community? What does the
community do with them? Where do they live? With other perverts?” They also wondered why more
resources were not provided for preventative programs to keep people form becoming involved with the
justice system. “$106,000 a year for a kid to stay at Whitehorse Correctional Centre. For $106,000 a year
you can hire a lot of staff.”
Service providers were curious why there is no halfway house for women leaving the Whitehorse
Correctional Centre (WCC) while there is one for men. The court tries to use Kaushee’s Place, but they
can only take them if they fit their mandate and do not have the ability to do the monitoring the court
wants. One service provider said, “Because there is no job and they don’t like living house to house, they
commit something that will put them in jail for the winter. They go to jail because you get fed and a warm
bed.” Service providers wondered about the priorities of a society that would rather drive homeless
people into the jail than address issues such as illiteracy, addictions or build them affordable housing.
“If we don’t give people their basic supports, then it costs a lot more money in the end providing jails and
other make-up services. It’s more expensive in the end.”

THEME #15 – BUREAUCRATIC INDIFFERENCE
If there was a face instead of a high corporation or government agency, it would be more
approachable and helpful.
Summary: Whether women are trying to get help with finding accommodation, with securing adequate
income support to meet basic needs, with caring effectively for their children or regaining
custody if they have been apprehended, with dealing with legal issues, with getting out of an
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abusive situation, with accessing educational opportunities, or with healing around physical
and mental health issues, they have to deal with program officers of some sort. Homeless
women or those at risk of homelessness report that this experience is often frustrating and
disempowering because of the bureaucratic nature of these interactions. It feels to them that
they are dealing with a “system” rather than with another human being who could understand
their particular circumstances and find a solution that would meet actual needs. They feel
that if they could get the right help at the right time, they might be able to move out of the
often destructive patterns of life that they now find themselves in to a better life. Instead, the
system just seems to keep pushing them down.

Voices of Women
Lately I’ve been having a really hard time getting the support I need. Basically I just go to the same
supports, just updating my application with them or trying to get faxing to other programs done through
them. It doesn’t matter if I’m dealing with the Housing people, Income Support or whatever. I know I have
been on the waiting list for both Yellowknife and North Slave Housing for a couple of years now, and I
know I have been getting the run around from them, because I was just at their offices last week.
Even if you do get housing, your problems aren’t over. My sister and her husband finally got an
apartment. He was always beating her up, though. The last time he almost killed her. She has tried to
kick him out, but he keeps coming back and she can’t stop him. She tried to get Housing to change the
locks, so she could feel safe at night. Because his name is on the lease, they said she had to get a legal
separation or a divorce before they could force him out. It just doesn’t make sense that a rule should put
her life in danger.
Here I am trying to get a business going. You’d think they’d be glad that I’m trying to better myself and
do everything they can to help. After all, it’s better than me being on the streets. If I can really get this
business going, I will be able to support myself. It takes so much time and effort and stuff to get a part
of the start-up cash I need. I find it difficult to enter a system I don’t know anything about. After trying
for months, I just can’t be bothered. There is no one tracking who does what. No one comes to check
on how my business is doing, and to tell me what I qualify for. Usually new businesses contribute to the
community, so there should be an officer or something to check in and help. If there was a face instead
of a huge corporation or government agency, it would be more approachable and helpful.

Voices of Service Providers
Advocacy can be a hit-or-miss proposition for women depending upon who is available when you need
help. There is no holistic strategy for helping women prevent homelessness or improve their access to
stable, affordable housing. Service providers were hoping to achieve this goal when they formed the
Homelessness Coalition, but women have been relegated to the end of the line for resources at this point.
Men are getting the next big resource, and now the Federal Government is cutting homelessness funding.

124

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

124

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

PART VIII – FINDINGS: THE SERVICE ENVIRONMENT IN
THE TERRITORIES DESIGNED TO REDUCE HOMELESSNESS
AND TO MITIGATE ITS HARMFUL IMPACTS
WHAT THE LITERATURE SAYS
It is not always easy to draw a line between the policy and bureaucratic environment and the services that
are their visible expression. There is, therefore, some overlap between this section and the previous one.
For example, the central role that the inadequate level of income support payments in creating
homelessness and its many harmful impacts is largely dealt with in the previous section on policy and
bureaucratic practice, although the attitude of Income Support workers is brought forward in this section.
Some clear trends were evident in the literature related to the effectiveness of the services that have an
aim of reducing homelessness among women, preventing women at risk of homelessness from losing
their homes and reducing the harm experienced by homeless women. The findings of the sources
reviewed for this study can be organized into the following categories.

1. Inadequate stock of adequate and affordable housing – The retreat of governments from
active involvement in social housing and dramatically increasing private market rental rates are
producing a critical and growing shortage of housing, especially for low-income individuals and
families (e.g. CMHC, 2003; CMHA, 2004; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; The Community
Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004; Bennetts and Green, 2004;
Jackson, 2004; Kothari, 2006; Connors, 2005; Carter and Polevchuk, 2004; Craig, 2005; Neal, 2004).

2. Inadequate or inappropriate services for homeless women and families as well as
those at risk of becoming homeless – Available services for Legal Aid, counseling, life skills
training, parenting support, support for refugees and other recent immigrants, culture-specific
services, mental health, physical health, fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD), addictions, etc. are
not adequate (e.g. CMHC, 2003; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; CERA, 2002; The
Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, 2006; Wiebe and Keirstead, 2004; Bennetts and
Green, 2004; Craig, 2005). Services are more geared toward women living on the streets or in
shelters than women experiencing “hidden” homelessness. Services may be difficult to access
(because of location, hours, a lack of accommodation for individuals with disabilities, etc.). (e.g.
Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002) Girls and young women have few resources targeting their
needs (e.g. Seychuk, 2004; McCormick, 2004; CERA, 2002; Kothari, 2006; Finton and Kramer,
2005; McDowell and Madsen, 2001).

3. Inadequate funding for shelters and other types of services – Just meeting the basic
health and safety needs of clients can use the whole budget, leaving nothing for support services,
even though many clients have moderate to serious psychiatric, mental health and addictions issues
(e.g. Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002).

4. Emergency and transitional housing are not adequate – Shelters are generally geared
exclusively to women fleeing abuse. Women who have been evicted or have lost their homes for
other reasons have no place to go. Services in shelters and emergency hostels are not adequate to
meet the varied and complex needs of homeless women. Women are often required to leave shelters
and hostels after a prescribed period of time, even though no suitable housing may be available.
Shelters and hostels may not be able to provide adequate nutrition, safety or hygiene. (e.g. Kappel
Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Kothari, 2006).
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5. Lack of coordinated service delivery – Individualized, client-centered approaches are needed,
but are rarely available. These approaches require well-trained staff, adequate funding and
interagency cooperation. There are often gaps for women being discharged from hospital or
moving out of shelters (e.g. Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Finton and Kramer, 2005).

6. Judgmental attitudes and discriminatory behaviour on the part of service providers –
Homeless women report that they sometimes do not feel respected or listened to, that rules related
to access to services seem arbitrary and punitive and that services do not always match needs (e.g.
Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002; Kerr, Frost and Bignell, 2004; Savarese and Morton, 2005).

THE FINDINGS OF “A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS
NORTH OF 60”
When the interview and focus group transcripts for this study of homelessness among Northern women
was completed, the following five overarching themes emerged.
1.

Physical environment of housing services

2

Service effectiveness

3. Lack of housing options
4. Food security
5. Lack of specialized services for women
These themes can be correlated to the categories derived from the literature review as depicted in the
following table.

Theme Headings for the Service Environment in the Territories
Designed to Reduce Homelessness and to Mitigate its Harmful Impacts
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Literature Review

Pan-Territorial Study

Inadequate stock of adequate and
affordable housing

•
•

Lack of housing options
Physical environment of housing services

Inadequate or inappropriate services for
homeless women and families as well as
those at risk of becoming homeless

•
•

Lack of specialized services for women
Service effectiveness

Inadequate funding for shelters and
other types of services

•
•
•
•

Lack of specialized services for women
Physical environment of housing services
Food security
Lack of housing options

Emergency and transitional housing are
not adequate

•
•
•

Physical environment of housing services
Service effectiveness
Food security

Lack of coordinated service delivery

•

Service effectiveness

Judgmental attitudes and discriminatory
behaviour on the part of service providers

•

Service effectiveness
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #1 – PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
OF HOUSING SERVICES
The areas that you live in low-cost housing would be full of alcohol and drugs. That’s another
big problem; they have a lot of mould.
Summary: The physical environment of low-cost housing appears to be largely sub-standard. There were
very few women interviewed who were satisfied with their housing. Stories of mould, leaky
windows that do not lock, dirt, mice, thin walls, inadequate heat and poor maintenance were
abundant. Women living in low-income housing and social housing related that their
neighborhoods were rife with drugs and alcohol and they did not feel safe. Some women found
used needles and drugs in the hallways and yards of their buildings and were worried about
their children’s safety. These conditions applied to social housing and private rentals alike.
Homeless women and their children are forced to live in unsafe, unhealthy sub-standard
housing because there is not enough decent, affordable social housing in the North.
There are few wheelchair units in Whitehorse Housing. The units women in wheelchairs live
in are not fully wheelchair adapted, creating unsafe and inconvenient living conditions.
Decent housing for all women is a basic human right. However, social housing units cannot
be properly maintained and repaired unless governments are willing to make this a priority
and expend adequate funds. In the private rental market, low-income housing is not
maintained because it is not seen as profitable and there are always enough poor people to fill
vacancies. As for women in desperate need of emergency housing, the only emergency shelter
is overcrowded. Three out of ten beds are reserved for women, and women do not feel safe
there. Until governments acknowledge the right to decent housing, women and children will
continue to live in conditions that most northerners would not tolerate.

Voices of Homeless Women
I just can’t seem to find a decent place to live that’s affordable in this town. The first place I spent a
winter in was unbelievable. The furnace broke down and it went to minus forty. It was really cold and
the room started to ice up. The landlord didn’t do anything. The TV and everything started to freeze.
Then I moved into a bachelor place. It was like a big room with a bed and fridge. It was a nasty, stinky
place with the bathroom and kitchen down the hall. And it was smoky in there. If the neighbors
smoked, it came into my apartment. It stinks up the place and it’s not healthy, that second- hand smoke.
So then I tried another place that should have been torn down because there was black mould all over
the place. I was getting really discouraged. Then, I had people break into it because the windows did
not lock. Pretty bad, eh? It was cold in there a lot of the time. The landlords are too cheap to heat the
place. I told the landlord about the moisture on the walls, the living room window and everything and
he told me that if I didn’t like it, I could move out. He was what you’d call a slumlord.
By that time I was pretty fed up so I thought I’d scrimp on the groceries and go for a better place. I
rented a place up in Riverdale until October. Then I had to move out because it was cold too. There was
too much space under the front door. When I came home, there were leaves all over my front carpet.
And my side door, you could push on it and it would open. The tap was always dripping constantly and
you could hear it from the other room. And for one month, my toilet wouldn’t flush because the pump
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was broken or something. I had to have a bucket in my bathroom to pour water down it to flush the
toilet. I told my landlady and she wanted me to find someone to fix it. I told her that was her problem
and they never did fix it. It was supposed to be a furnished place for $725 and it had nothing in it. I
thought it would be too cold in the winter so I moved out.
Finally I got a place in social housing. It wasn’t in a good neighborhood, lots of drugs and fighting going
on, but I thought it would be better. The place was twenty-five years old or older. Well, same old story.
It hadn’t been maintained. When it was cold, we had to put plastic on the windows. You could feel the
cold air, it was always cold. The smoke alarm didn’t work. The light is on so the battery was good; it just
plain didn’t work. I told housing about it and they said the light was on so it was good. Oh yeah, the
light is on but nobody is home. My kitchen sink would freeze up or it would leak downstairs. The water
would not go down the drain. It would go down and then come right back up and my basement was
flooded every morning. Then there was mould. I started feeling sick a lot. They were supposed to rip
out the walls and everything and fix it but they didn’t. It was a big disappointment. When you start
complaining about the houses, they do something to evict you. I’m tired of staying in dumps, but what
can I do? Some of the houses are nice but I didn’t get a nice one. The places are nicer in Porter Creek.
Maybe I should try for one. I did feel better once I was out of there.
My girlfriend lives downtown. Her place has a lot of garbage in the yard because there is no fence. She
got all her recycling stolen. She and her little girl had saved up for ages and they needed that money.
Lots of disorderly people through her yard too. The stairways outside are all rotten wood and I’m afraid
she’s going to get hurt. Very poor upkeep and mice too. Women shouldn’t have to live in run-down,
mouse-infested shacks. Cops always around the place because of the drugs and fighting. Actually, all
those run-down buildings downtown should be condemned. They’re so filthy, it’s ridiculous. Do you
think kids should be walking through those hallways every day and stay healthy? Not likely.
I have a friend that’s in a wheelchair. Her side door won’t lock. Someone tried to kick the door in, but
it’s a steel door so the wood around it just splintered and the door bent. One of the locks was still
working for a while but not anymore. They won’t fix it and she doesn’t have the money to have it fixed.
What’s she supposed to do if someone else tries to break in? She can’t make a run for it. Her kitchen
counter and cupboards are too high, the stove too. But it’s better than the apartment she was in before.
It was just wheelchair accessible, not a real wheelchair apartment either. It was so noisy she could hear
the conversations of the people upstairs and the lady next door smacking her kids and calling them
names. She hated it. Her friend has a great place that is real wheelchair housing. She has an accessible
stove, sink and washer and dryer and the cupboards are down low. Only the bathroom is too small to
turn around in a wheelchair. She’s lucky she had someone advocate for her to get all those adaptations.
I wish my friend could get the same service.
I think the Government should build more low-cost housing. Not those houses that they’re building
where the insulation is so poor, the flooring is so poor that the heating costs are outrageous. Nobody
can actually afford to live there unless they turn off the heat. It’s got to be reasonable too. Just because
you are poor doesn’t mean you should have to live in unsafe neighborhoods in unhealthy, belowstandard housing. I’d like to see a few of the Government people live in those places for a few months.
Then we’d see some progress.
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Voices of Service Providers
Service providers had the same concerns as homeless women. They spoke of women living in tents and
converted buses or vehicles. They talked about the unsafe, unhealthy housing conditions that their
clients live in. Safety issues ranged from no locks on doors, drugs and drug paraphernalia lying about,
no water, no heat and no repairs. “There are huge health and safety issues with repairs. I mean, they’re not
just what you’d think of as little repairs, they are huge. Like I said, this woman had mould everywhere and
when she complained she got a notice to terminate her place.” Many cited low welfare rates that do not
reflect rental costs forcing women to live in substandard, unsafe housing.
Housing officials spoke of the double bind they are in. Funders want their houses to be well maintained
but in the next breath, say they are spending too much on repairs and maintenance. Repairs and
maintenance costs are higher in the North. Skilled labour is in short supply and materials are expensive.
These higher costs must be factored in to social housing budgets.
The only emergency shelter is too small to accommodate all those needing shelter, and as said earlier,
women do not want to use the service. Overcrowding at the shelter creates more problems. “If it’s full,
they have to sleep at the tables or on the floor. There are predators in there. So when people are asleep, the
predators molest them. Most of them have been molested when they were kids and they don’t want to
continue to be molested. There are lots of fights outside the Salvation Army, so that is scary for people.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #2 – SERVICE EFFECTIVENESS
They had a safe house for so many years, and it was so safe that no one knew where it was.
Summary: There are a number of services in Whitehorse and rural communities that homeless women
access. All have policies and requirements determining who can use the service, how long the
service can be used and length of stay for shelters. Women interviewed related both positive
and negative comments for most services. Many found regulations restrictive and not
responsive to their needs. The lack of emergency shelter for women in Whitehorse puts the
Women’s Transition Home and Detox in the position of having to turn away women who are
seeking shelter but do not fit their mandate. Both services are usually operating at capacity
and do not have room for flexibility. There is very limited second-stage housing for women
leaving the Transition house. Emergency shelter for youth outside Child and Family Services
facilities is non-existent.
The majority of services regarded as helpful were non-governmental organizations. Most
negative comments were the result of lack of funding for the agency to adequately meet the
needs. The Salvation Army only has ten emergency shelter beds on a first come, first serve
basis. There are no beds for women with children. Men usually get there first and women feel
intimidated. When beds are full, people can sit in the dining area. They can lay their heads on
the tables and sleep. The Salvation Army is unable to offer day programming or a regular food
bank. Services such as the Women’s Advocate at the Victoria Faulkner Women’s Centre
(VFWC), the Fetal Alcohol Society of the Yukon (FASSY) and the Committee on Abuse in
Residential Schools Society (CAIRS) are able to provide more flexible services and were
consistently found helpful.
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Voices of Homeless Women
I’ve been homeless a couple of times. Actually, it seems to keep happening to me. I pick the wrong guys
or lose my job or start drinking or something. So I have experience with the different places in town
that you can go to for help and I’ve met lots of other women in my shoes. I had to come to Whitehorse
when I left my husband because he was beating me and my kids. I met lots of other rural women at the
transition house. Either there isn’t one in their community, or it doesn’t have the money to get going, or
it’s just not safe to stay in the community. I feel safe at Kaushee’s Place.
The only bad things about it are you can only stay thirty days and that’s not enough time for most
women. You go off and then you can come back just so you can stay another month and feel safe. Like,
it’s okay for me to go to sleep and not worry that something’s going to happen. There isn’t much for
housing afterwards. They only have limited second-stage housing. They do help women get a place with
Yukon Housing though.
I used to go live at Mary House when I had nowhere to go, but now they don’t have that open. One time
I went to Kaushee’s, but I wasn’t being abused that time, didn’t have a boyfriend, so they kicked me out.
That was really bad that time. I know some women don’t like it there because they can’t bring their boys
there if they are fourteen years old. I don’t think that is right. It’s just separating your family again and
that is supposed to be where you go to get help. They should have a place where you can take your
family. Also, you can’t be drunk or stoned when you go there. One time I went there and it was full.
They got me an emergency twenty-four hour hotel room but I had to fend for myself after I left there.
Usually I go to Detox if I don’t have place to stay and I’ve been drinking. They have lot of rules about
how drunk you are and how many times you can come and stay. You can’t just go there when you’re not
and want help. It’s too small and sometimes there’s no room. But at least it’s somewhere else I can go.
One time I had a place and the landlord kept the damage deposit. I didn’t do any damage and I didn’t
have money for another one. Someone told me to go to the Neighborhood Law Centre and they would
help me. The lawyer was really good, but she couldn’t do anything for me because of the way the laws
are set up.
When I stayed in Grey Mountain housing, I did write them a letter and asked them if I could stay in
their house even after my kids got out of school and they told me no. They’re supposed to have a
support person, but he’s not a support person. Cause I went to him and asked him and he knew my
situation. So I don’t even like Grey Mountain housing because they’re there to help First Nation people
but they don’t.
There’s no emergency housing for us women. The Salvation Army is overcrowded. That time I got
kicked out of Kaushee’s, I stayed there for three nights but I was getting frightened by the guys so I don’t
want to go back there. You can’t take your kids to the Sally Ann and their hours are bad–not open
during the day or on the weekend. They don’t let you in if you’re drunk or stoned either. You have to
get up by seven and be out by eight in the morning. Then you can go back for the hot lunch. But it’s
hard wandering around in the cold. Actually, I tried to get in there last week because it was so cold
outside and every time I went there, the place was full. It’s a popular place; too many homeless people.
Their thrift store has gotten really expensive too. But I am thankful for the food and friendship.
I go to FASSY and to CAIRS. They’re open during the day, which is good for when the Sally Ann is
closed. FASSY has helped me and the kids a lot. They’ll give me a worker if I keep going there. The
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Women’s Advocate at the VFWC is really cool. She’s helped me a lot. They have volunteers come and do
taxes for free. Another place that is good is Victim Services. I went there when I got beat up bad and
the cops came. They took me there.
I have a friend in a wheelchair. She told me that some of those women that work in those fields with
disabled people seem to think that men need more help than ladies. And the men know it. So they wrap
these old geezers around their little finger. She has to work her butt off and get told she’s a loudmouth.
The teenagers I’ve met on the street say the Blue Feather is a good place for them. They like it because
they say the workers there really care and understand them. They don’t have much use for workers who
haven’t been there themselves. Yukon Learn is good too, for youth and adults.
My girlfriend has been dealing very heavily with mental health and she went to the Second Opinion
Society in the past. She liked it but she’s taking medication now so thinks she can’t go there anymore. She
has a car so we go to the free store at the dump and at Raven Recycling. It’s wonderful; I shop there for my
friends. The clothes bin at welfare is great for people downtown. I can’t afford to shop any place else.
The main thing is, I got a drinking problem and it’s hard to get help. The services have too many
requirements. If I’m drunk, I have to sleep on the streets or worse. I guess it’s okay if us drunks freeze
to death. It’s hard to find help.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers are frustrated at their inability to meet the need and by the lack of core funding for
non-governmental agencies. They acknowledged there are more services available in Whitehorse than
in rural communities. Government services were critiqued for inflexible rules and hours of operation.
“People are homeless for a reason and then you expect them to fill out all the forms and make the phone
calls. Well how do you do that without a home?” Some service providers thought that problems lie with
middle management being out of touch with the realities of the frontline. Workers’ attitudes are
reflected in the quality of service. “The system is not always offering appropriate help, culturally
appropriate or supportive. I have been to so many appointments with women where they are condescended
to… They have to fit themselves into this little box.” Women with mental health difficulties find
themselves without service if they forget appointments. “For our clients, chaos is all around, so to
remember that you have an appointment at 8:30 Monday morning is pretty difficult.”
Service providers all agreed that social assistance rates are woefully inadequate. “If we don’t give people
their basic supports, and housing is a basic support, then it costs a lot more money in the end providing
jails and other make-up services, so it’s more expensive in the end.” Most service providers did not think
the two-schedule system of income assistance is effective. They believe that women should be given the
most assistance initially, enabling them to get off the system, not become poorer in the process.
Department of Indian Affairs social assistance is not as effective or comprehensive a service as that
offered by Yukon Territorial Government. “I think the Government is mandated to meet the service needs
of Yukoners and they’re not doing it.”
Most non-governmental agencies were seen as helpful and effective. However, there are not a lot of
places for women to go for housing-specific issues and help. Agencies such as women’s transition
houses, CAIRS, the No Fixed Address Van, FASSY and Options for Independence and Skookum Jim
Friendship Centre all had positive comments. For youth, CATS, the Youth Achievement Centre and the
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Blue Feather Society were seen as helpful and effective. However, Options for Independence serves
people with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder only. There is no supportive housing for women with other
cognitive challenges. Workers thought all agencies would be more effective given secure, long-term
funding and the ability to expand and respond to perceived needs such as a place to go to during the
day. “I think there could be more support for the vulnerable people in our community.”
Services specific to women are needed. “Co-ed places like the Adult Resource Centre for people released
from jail, Detox and the Salvation Army are not structured well for women. For instance, Detox has to
separate clients by their length of stay, so sometimes there’s no room for women.” One worker outlined a
problem immigrant women have being understood correctly when seeking services from an agency.
The number of immigrants to the North is growing and more comprehensive services, including
translation and social services that are culturally sensitive, will be needed as the population grows.
Service providers agreed that the Salvation Army is providing an essential service above capacity with
limited resources. They also agreed that it needs expansion to serve men and a separate facility for
women and women with children. “It’s just top dogs that get to go to the Sally Ann for the most part.”
Another service provider outlined the situation as follows. “I ask them where do you guys go if you can’t
get a room or a bed. We just have to find somewhere else to sleep under the trailers here. Across the parking
lot here there is a trailer and they sleep under that too. They [Salvation Army staff] know they sleep there
too so they send the staff out there checking on them. Got no room they said. Wherever they can find to
sleep. It is a struggle for a lot of them every night; if they are not the first ten in line, they lose out again.”
There is a plus in being small and northern. “I think what works well in a community the size of the Yukon
and Whitehorse because it’s smaller is, I think the service agency workers can communicate together very
well… I think it’s easier for us to solve big problems here or to work on them together because it’s smaller.”

THEME ANTHOLOGY #3 – LACK OF HOUSING OPTIONS
We need more people who can help like the shelter where I got to stay safe and now I have a job.
Summary: There is a critical lack of affordable housing in the North. This means that for some women
the emergency shelter has, in fact, become their permanent home. One obvious gap is that
there are few apartments for single people. The lack of affordable housing has a devastating
impact on women with children. If they are only getting rent from Income Support for a single
room, as they do if for any reason their children are not in their care for a period of time, they
cannot get their children back because Child Welfare policies stipulate that the mother has to
have adequate accommodation (i.e., an apartment).

Voices of Homeless Women
What we need most is more housing. There is no housing in my home community. I had to live with
my three kids at my boyfriend’s sister’s place. But I might have to go back there because there is nowhere
in Yellowknife for me to live and Income Support won’t help me.
So far I’ve waited a year and a half to get a place in Yellowknife. Northern United Place is always full.
I’m twelfth on the list at Yellowknife Housing. They told me it will take three to four more months to
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get me a place, so I don’t know where to go. I’m staying with my boyfriend, but it’s no good for me and
the kids. He’s so violent. Every time I take off from my boyfriend, I have to go back because I can’t find
anywhere else to live.
Maybe I’ll have to move into the Women’s Centre, but that scares me too. I have a friend who has been
living at the Women’s Centre for five years now. And I have another friend who has lived there on and
off for three years. I think there must be about 500 homeless people in Yellowknife right now.
Any housing around Yellowknife is crowded. If I had money I’d get an apartment building and help the
other women who are homeless. There are no apartments for singles. We need places for single women
that are cheap to rent. And we need two- or three-bedroom places with a back door. We used to live in
a place with no back door so when my ex got violent, I had to get myself and the kids out a back window.
And we need places where women can get one-to-one counseling.
I’ve thought about going to stay at those places out on the highways outside Yellowknife for a few days
– just for a break from the stress in town. There are about eighteen places on the road to Rae and ten
on the road to Prelude. But I’ve heard about what you need to do to stay there, and I ask myself if I’m
ready to go that far.
I’m so scared that Welfare is going to take my kids if they find out I don’t have a safe place to live. Then
I’ll never get them back. They won’t give you your kids back unless you can find a place, but all the
apartments here are a lot of money.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers echoed the concern of the women interviewed for this Study about the fact that
women often lose their housing when the man’s name is on the lease, and he does damage or has arrears.
The Yellowknife Housing Authority indicated that they try to put the women on the lease so she will
have a place when the man gets abusive. This issue is still a problem, however. Damage to property and
arrears continue to be big obstacles, whether these acts are the result of a woman’s own behaviour or
that of a partner. Once women are in this situation, it is very difficult for them to extricate themselves.
In the opinion of one service provider there is more that Housing Authorities and Income Support need
to do to help women escape homelessness.
The housing authority people charge tenants for everything and most of the women have lots of arrears
and damages… That means they can never get a place from them and they go back home again to
the violence.
On the other hand, one service agency felt that the NWT Rental Act is too client-oriented. As a result,
clients know they can stay in units for months and do damages with impunity.
According to service providers, women don’t want to stay at Ptarmigan and Shaganappy (low-cost
apartment buildings in Yellowknife) because of drug dealers, noise and violence. However, they report
that the private rental market is opening up. This may not help many of the women who are currently
homeless, because landlords are raising rents by a significant amount per month.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #4 – FOOD SECURITY
It’s hard when you can’t even eat for a couple of days. I am scared all the time trying to get
enough food, especially with a kid on the way.
Summary: The provision of food is one of the biggest challenges faced by the homeless. With little income,
it is a constant daily struggle to find their next meal. The only obvious difference to these
women between a healthy and unhealthy choice is the price, and food with no nutritional
value provides a greater quantity at a lesser cost. A poor diet inevitably leads to various health
complications, which further hinders a woman’s capacity. A woman often has many mouths
to feed. She will go hungry herself to feed her children. The feelings of disempowerment
experienced by these women when they continually fail to feed their children and themselves
are captured in their sentiments below.

Voices of Homeless Women
It’s hard when food is scarce. I come from a time when you were not supposed to ask for money or food
so I can’t even ask my family. I sometimes sneak in a hint and they’ll give me a little bannock and tea
and it’s generous but I can’t live like that for long. It’s hard when you can’t even eat for a couple of days.
I am scared all the time trying to get enough food, especially with a kid on the way.
I use Social Services and the soup kitchen to eat mostly. Going to your sisters or your brothers and
collecting a little bit of food from them helps too. [My children] don’t want to go to school anymore because
they don’t get any sleep and they don’t want to go hungry. Feeding our children is the biggest challenge.

Voices of Service Providers
Inconsistent and inadequate funding makes the operation of food security services in Nunavut a
grueling challenge. Continuation of services has also been a stumbling block, as the operation of
programs is often reliant upon a single individual. There is inadequate support for programs such as
soup kitchens and food banks. The turnover rate in services offered creates a problem with awareness.
Women often do not know which resources are available to them. If they get comfortable utilizing a
particular program, and it is eventually withdrawn, they are less likely to make use of another.
Although programs to assist women to become more self-reliant exist, they are often underutilized. An
Income Support worker explained the situation as follows. “We have all kinds of training programs that
are sponsored, not only by the Federal Government but by the Department of Education and Income Support,
but we’re not getting the numbers. Very few women are taking advantage of it.” The problem may well be
that women have lost all hope in the system that was allegedly built to assist them. If the Government
is willing to offer various training programs, they must recognize that until a woman is appropriately
housed and fed, she simply cannot avail herself of these opportunities.
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THEME ANTHOLOGY #5 – LACK OF SPECIALIZED SERVICES
FOR WOMEN
They do things there like go fishing and do other men-type activities.
Summary: Some women talked about a lot of services being geared largely towards homeless men. Service
providers also point out that there are no specific services targeting homeless Aboriginal and
Inuit women. Day programming for homeless women is also an issue because some shelters
close during the day and the women do not necessarily know about or want to go to other
programming. This is because the women find some day programs “too white” and/or not
advocacy-oriented.

Voices of Homeless Women
The New Horizons Centre is really geared for men. They do things there like go fishing and do other
men-type activities. But there is food there and you can sleep there during the day and they help with
resumes too.

Voices of Service Providers
Service providers who work with women agree that most services target males. Men with mental health
issues have their own residential and day programs. Men are the next recipients of transitional housing.
Women are at the bottom of the list for resources, which is nothing new, but it is depressing.
Service providers point out that there are no specific services targeting homeless Aboriginal and Inuit
women. Day programming for homeless women is also an issue, because some shelters close during the
day, and the women do not necessarily know about or want to go to other programming. This is because
the women find some day programs “too white” and/or not advocacy-oriented.

135

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

135

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

136

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

136

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

PART IX – FINDINGS: RELEVANT BEST PRACTICE
BEST PRACTICE FEATURES IDENTIFIED IN THE LITERATURE
Although there are no “best practice” case studies or literature references for Canada’s North, the
features of best practice case studies from other parts of Canada are informative. The following sources
were particularly helpful in compiling this information: CMHC, 1997; CMHC, 1999a; CMHC, 1999b;
CMHC, 1999c; CMHC, 2002a; CMHC, 2002b; CMHC, 2003a; CMHC, 2003b; CMHC, 2004; Connors,
2005; Callaghan, 2005; CMHA, 2004.
This section categorizes the features of the best practice program initiatives reviewed for this study that
are aimed at reducing homelessness, especially for women and their children. Please note that there is
some repetition in the categories listed here, since a feature such as flexible housing, for example, is
relevant to the category that discusses housing options as well as the one that addresses the needs of
special populations.
The eleven broad categories of features of best practice program initiatives are listed below. More
information about each of them is provided in the material that follows.
1.

Best practice offers appropriate housing options.

2. Best practice offers adequate and appropriate emergency shelter.
3. Best practice offers a variety of supported housing options.
4. Best practice offers transitional housing as part of the continuum of housing options.
5. Best practice ensures access to the services to which the homeless are entitled.
6. Best practice facilitates appropriate support for homeless women and their children.
7. Best practice uses an integrated services model.
8. Best practice involves the homeless in the decisions that affect them.
9. Best practice reduces poverty.
10. Best practice addresses immediate needs while also working toward systemic change.
11. Best practice engages the broader community in finding long-term solutions.
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1. Best Practice Offers Appropriate Housing Options
a. Housing quality – Like other people, the homeless value choice, privacy, safety, autonomy and
control. Most prefer to live alone or with their immediate family in a house or multi-room
apartment. Housing must be affordable, well maintained, healthy, adequate in size and safe.
b. Access to community services – Housing options should provide good access to the
community in a safe area with a range of services and amenities such as public transportation
and shopping.
c. Part of the neighbourhood – Housing should fit into the neighbourhood to avoid the stigma
of “special” housing.
d. Clear information – People feel empowered and secure when there is clear communication
about how they can act on their rights as tenants, when they understand the rules and
regulations that affect them and when they understand any changes in the arrangements that
affect them.
e. Flexibility – Housing options need enough flexibility so that they can accommodate changing
needs, abilities and preferences. Options must also be able to accommodate people with
disabilities and other special needs.

2. Best Practice Offers Adequate and Appropriate Emergency Shelter
a. Low-demand respite shelters are needed for chronically homeless women (who often suffer
from addictions, intergenerational trauma, domestic violence and perhaps mental illness).
b. Respond to all types of crises – Emergency shelters need to be available to all women in crisis,
not just those fleeing current domestic violence.
c. Gender and culture-sensitive (especially for Aboriginal women) models are needed.
d. More shelters – Enough shelters are needed to alleviate current overcrowding.
e. Adequate funding – Shelters need to have enough funding to provide safe, healthy care and
provide adequate support services (e.g. counselling, respite childcare, referrals, life planning).

3. Best Practice Offers a Variety of Supported Housing Options
a. Best option for some sub-groups – The needs of some groups are best met through supported
housing options (e.g. serious mental illness, a range of disabilities, those experiencing catastrophic
crisis, those suffering from extreme intergenerational trauma). Some individuals within these
groups may never be able to live completely independently. Supported housing can maximize
independence and reduce homelessness, hospitalization and reliance on other services.
b. Not-for-profit housing – This option can create a variety of housing options (from rooms to
detached homes) through the establishment of housing corporations. Besides creating
accommodations, these corporations can provide services such as group and home insurance
and accounting, group purchasing and social services.
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4. Best Practice Offers Transitional Housing as Part of the Continuum of Housing Options
a. Sub-groups who benefit most from transitional housing include many of those with the
characteristics of the homeless women population:
•

those recovering from trauma

•

those with a background of multi-generational poverty and the lack of a supportive
social network

•

young mothers and pregnant teenagers

•

those who are leaving institutions with little or no independent living experience

•

immigrants

•

those needing education and job skills

•

those who have on-going service needs because of mental or physical health problems,
disabilities, addictions or HIV-positive status

b. Characteristics of effective transitional housing programs – They should provide a safe,
supportive environment where residents can overcome trauma, begin to address the issues that
led to homelessness or kept them homeless and begin to rebuild their supportive network. They
are more long-term, service-intensive and private than emergency shelters, but still have a time
limit of somewhere between three months and one year.
c. Service goals include obtaining employment or upgrading educational skills, improvements in
parenting and household management skills, psychological wellbeing, social skills, family
relationships, reduced hospitalizations and maintaining sobriety.
d. Complement permanent housing options – transitional housing programs can only be
successful when there are permanent options to move into.
e. Gender and culture-sensitive (especially for Aboriginal women) models are needed – Sexual
harassment can be a problem in mixed-sex buildings and many women prefer having other
women for neighbours.
f.

Child friendly – Children who have experienced homelessness need services and support.
Housing options need to take into account the needs of children.

5. Best Practice Ensures Access to the Services to which the Homeless are Entitled
a. Access to information – Since homeless people often have very limited access to the information
they need to access services or to demand their rights (e.g. they may not have telephones or
email/internet access, they may have barriers to literacy, they may have conflictual relationships
with service providers), they miss opportunities that could improve their situation or get taken
advantage of.
b. Access and maintenance of benefits to which people are entitled – The homeless and those
at risk of homelessness face other barriers to accessing services besides lack of information

139

PAN-TERRITORIAL REPORT

139

A STUDY OF WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

PART IX – FINDINGS: RELEVANT BEST PRACTICE
(e.g. lack of transportation, lack of an address to which information and benefits can be sent,
discriminatory or disrespectful attitudes on the part of service providers) that need to be addressed.
c. Minimum barriers to services – Many current government policies are unrealistic and trap
women in homelessness (e.g. only covering a damage deposit once for any one client, not
providing childcare and transportation allowances for up to six months after a client begins to
receive social assistance, providing accommodation allowances that are lower than market
rates, designating eighteen year olds as independent). Programs need the flexibility to support
women in their efforts to get and maintain adequate shelter. They also need tolerance for a
range of behaviour, because many homeless people do not fit in very well in some contexts.

6. Best Practice Facilitates Appropriate Support for Homeless Women and their Children
a. Case management – The individual needs of clients are addressed through trusting relationships
with case managers and other professionals (Income Support workers, mental health
professionals, medical professionals, legal aid workers, etc.). Support is flexible and targets specific
needs rather than following rigid program criteria.
b. Peer support – People who share specific experiences and challenges can often help each other
in ways that professionals cannot. Peer support can be informal and can also be organized
through such activities as self-help initiatives, drop-in programs or recreational, educational
and volunteer programs.
c. Support from family and friends – Aboriginal women who move into urban areas often lose
their extended family network. This is certainly the case for many women in Canada’s North
where many women move to urban areas to escape abuse, access services or take advantage of
employment opportunities. In doing so, they often leave their support system of family and
friends behind. Once they become trapped in the viscous cycle of homelessness in the city, they
have no way back. As well, in some instances this support system has to be rebuilt as the
circumstances that bring a woman to homelessness often include the fracturing of supportive and
healthy family relationships and friendships (e.g. domestic abuse, addictions, mental illness).
d. Community networks – Bridging social capital (i.e., creating links between marginalized
members of society and those with more resources) has proven to be a strong strategy for creating
the opportunities that the poor need to change their circumstances (e.g. find appropriate housing
or secure employment). Best practice housing projects have high community involvement and
buy-in.

7. Best Practice Uses an Integrated Services Model
a. Continuum of care – Effective support is essential to enable homeless persons to move along
the service spectrum from high need to greater independence (from emergency support, to
long-term, supportive and structured living, to independent living, to after-care services). This
care needs to be holistic and individualized. The flexibility to create innovative services where
gaps exist is an important aspect of this approach.
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b. Women with serious addictions should be offered assistance in harm reduction or residential
treatment facilities and receive follow-up care, including supportive housing options.
c. Women being discharged from institutions (such as hospitals and jails) need a choice of
supportive housing to prevent them from ending up in emergency shelters.
d. Range of services – Examples of useful services include one-on-one support; referrals to
community resources (e.g. housing, food, clothing, free furniture, counselling and advocacy);
referrals to self-help and support groups; addictions support services on site; discussion groups
focused on life skills issues; visits and presentations from relevant community agencies; medical
services on site; daily meals, access to computers and training in how to use them.
e. Flexibility to address emerging needs – For example, if criminal activity is targeting girls and
young women, early intervention is important to keep these young people from ending up on
the streets or with serious addictions or other mental health issues.

8. Best Practice Involves the Homeless in the Decisions that Affect Them
a. Housing program management and conflict resolution – Opportunities to participate in the
management of housing and the resolution of problems and/or conflicts when they arise need
to be offered to tenants.
b. Respectful caring and client engagement encourages people to grow and change and
encourages hope in the face of feeling overwhelmed.
c. Volunteer involvement is a very successful model for building life and employment skills
among homeless women. Serving on the Board, on-going committees or ad hoc working
groups are options. Supporting research and evaluation activities also provides useful avenues
for upward social mobility, as they help develop a range of useful skills for community work.
d. Regular input – Town hall or house meetings offer an effective model for client involvement.
e. Employment opportunities – Work is a very motivating form of involvement, especially if it
is matched with client interests and capacities. Work within the housing/service agency is more
likely to be successful than work in the wider community, since the agency has greater control
over internal jobs. Some of these jobs can focus on building design, construction and
renovation. Training and mentorship are important components of this approach.
f.

Creative activities – These tend to work best when they are linked to concrete action in the
community or to advocacy.

g. Flexibility in the face of changing needs – The needs of women change as they receive support
to develop and pursue life plans. Accommodating these changes requires constant dialogue
and engagement.

9. Best Practice Reduces Poverty
a. Rental supplements – This is a cost-effective way to assist low-income women to access and
maintain shelter. It is demonstrated to be a significantly less expensive and more satisfactory
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strategy than providing services to women through shelters. Rental supplements can provide
quick support to those in greatest need and shorten public housing wait lists, since the
supplements allow women to access private market accommodation.
b. Adequate income support levels – A great deal has already been said in this report about the
contribution that inadequate levels of income support payments have on homelessness among
women. Many women begin their journey toward homelessness by doing without food or other
necessities in order to cover the rent, and then finally missing enough rent payments to be
evicted. Other women are simply unable to find any accommodation that they can afford. Still
others cannot scrape together the damage deposit and the first month’s rent.
c. Help when women face an unanticipated crisis – Divorce, separation, losing a partner, loss
of a job, their own serious illness or that of a family member—all these can lead to women
losing their homes and entering the cycle of homelessness from which it gets increasingly
difficult to escape.
d. Economic development initiatives – Some programs link economic development with
housing programs (e.g. gardens, convenience stores, catering, etc.).
e. Minimum wage levels that can cover basic costs.
f.

Employment Insurance criteria that take into account the part-time and contract work that
many women are forced to accept.

g. Guaranteed livable income – A growing advocacy movement on women’s affairs is calling for
a guaranteed livable (or basic) income policy. This is an unconditional and universal income,
administered by federal governments to ensure that no person’s income falls below what is
necessary for health, life and dignity.

10. Best Practice Addresses Immediate Needs while also Working Toward Systemic Change
a. Addressing community, institutional and policy determinants – Many of the determinants of
homelessness among women are outside their direct control. They can only be addressed at the
level of government policy, community institutions and norms and service delivery practices.

11. Best Practice Engages the Broader Community in Finding Long-Term Solutions
a. Builds partnerships between government, the private sector, the not-for-profit sector
and ordinary citizens – These partnerships focus on immediate, practical steps (e.g. allocating
underutilized buildings for use as housing), raising funds and mobilizing the political will for
policy change. They help leverage resources that any one stakeholder may not have, but that
combine to make a difference.
b. Educates the public about the realities of homelessness – This strategy can help tap into
philanthropy (time, goods and money), can decrease the stigmatization and discrimination that
homeless people face, and decrease “not-in-my-backyard” opposition to public housing
developments and other service centers.
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SUMMARY OF BEST PRACTICE FEATURES
The recommendations in Part X have been developed to assist all three Territories to take the most
urgent steps toward meeting the best practice benchmarks just described.
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The following recommendations were developed by the research partners after a careful review of the
findings of the study carried out in all three Territories and are applicable to all.

Recommendation #1 – Create a national housing policy that takes into account the
special circumstances and needs of vulnerable women
a. Creation of a National Housing Policy instituted by the Federal Government that is
inclusive of women and lives up to human rights obligations under the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights guaranteeing a right to an adequate
standard of living and adequate housing
A National Housing Policy, such as Canada had prior to 1995, would ensure that the Federal
Government establishes and maintains a strong role in guaranteeing that international human
rights obligations are met with respect to housing. As the lived experiences of women in this
report demonstrate, housing cannot be left solely to the private sector. A National Housing
Policy would establish national standards for the design, implementation, monitoring and
enforcement of laws, policies and strategies for housing support programs that meet the specific
needs of women. The National Housing Policy would need to allocate base funding to regions
of Canada according to “needs” rather than on a per capita basis to respond to the
overwhelming housing needs of women in the North. Formal methods of accountability within
a National Housing Policy would ensure that Territorial, Municipal and First Nation
Governments meet established standards.
b. Ensure that women’s housing needs across their lifespan are met
Women’s housing needs change as their life circumstances shift and as they age. A National
Housing Policy would enable the spectrum of needs to be met by ensuring there is an adequate
supply of affordable housing available for women according to principles of equality and nondiscrimination. A National Housing Policy would comply with principles of best practice and
offer a continuum of housing services responsive to changing needs and circumstances, from
emergency shelter, to supported housing, to housing for women and children and for seniors
and elders. To incorporate another principle of best practice, homeless women would be
included in the development of such a National Housing Policy.

Recommendation #2 – Increase the supply of decent, safe low-income housing
a. Ensure an adequate supply of a variety of low-income housing stock is available for
women and children in environments that can be kept safe and secure
Women, with or without dependent children or grandchildren in their care, need secure, safe
and decent housing geared to those with modest or minimal incomes. This need for lowincome housing far outstrips the current supply of such housing. Without increasing the supply
of decent low-income housing, women cannot establish homes free from abuse, cannot
adequately provide for their dependents and cannot act to prevent their own homelessness. We
are specifically recommending an increase in low-income housing stock, as affordable housing
in the northern context can be far too expensive for women with modest incomes. This
recommendation will assist the working poor to find and keep housing, which will in turn help
the northern Territories increase the supply of resident wage earners for jobs suited to their
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education and skill levels. As the service industry is struggling to compete for staff, helping
women retain their ability to be and remain employed is simply good social policy. Women
need security of person, a place to call their own and have their possessions, a place to make a
life. Without this option, what is there to hope for or to work for? Some options could include:
•

For single women, bachelor apartment units or dormitory style housing, in places
throughout the community, with rent geared to income.

•

For women or couples with dependent children, existing or new housing stock can be used
with rent-geared-to-income approaches.

•

Encouragement for new forms of low-income housing, such as non-profit or social
housing, would help to increase the supply of low-income housing and also spread the
work involved with this housing option to those groups.

•

Subsidies could be attached to the person needing the housing rather than to the housing stock.

•

Existing homelessness coalitions in the Territories could explore additional ways of
providing low-income housing by participating in Canada-wide housing discussions.

b. The Federal Government must provide funding mechanisms to encourage and support
the development of low-income housing in the Territories
Women living in the three Territories have been seriously disadvantaged by the decision to
reduce federal social housing dollars to all jurisdictions. In the Territories, there is a cumulative
impact, as per capita funding mechanisms further limit the Territories’ ability to address critical
housing needs. When these are mixed with increasing demand for housing due to growing
populations and booming economies, the people paying the price are those who are most
disadvantaged; these are the “little voices”25 no one hears.

Recommendation #3 – Increase supportive housing options
a. Implement a continuum of supportive housing options
The impact of homelessness can be reduced for specific at-risk target populations by increasing
the amount and variety of supportive housing options. Individuals or groups who are at most
risk of homelessness can be successfully accommodated in housing programs that are tailored
to best meet their specific needs. These housing options will have differing levels of staff
support, depending upon the needs of the client group, and can range from on-site, full-time
support to outreach support offered on a periodic basis to maintain a level of stability.
Supportive housing can also range from short-term, temporary situations to long-term
(possibly even life-long) options. Examples of the types of supportive housing options that are
required include:
•

25

An apartment complex with transitional units for families who are unable to access market
housing due to poor tenancy skills - Staff of this program would assist tenants to develop
better tenancy skills, rebuild damage deposits and pay off arrears to other housing

The Nunavut Territorial report for A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 has been entitled “The Little Voices of Nunavut”. As one of the participants
in the research process from Nunavut said, “They have a shelter here for men but nothing for women. It’s because it was talked about, put in the news, put out
there and they did it right away. Women have needed stuff for so long, but our voices are so little they can’t hear them.”
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providers, and provide life skills teaching around budgeting, goal setting and parenting
issues. Families could stay in transitional housing up to one year to accomplish their goals
and find market-housing options. The facility could be self-sustaining, as staffing costs can
be covered through tenant rents and the building can be a charity lease through the
Government. Housing units can be completely furnished and supplied through donations
of goods from the community.
•

Group living situations for persons with developmental disabilities with staff support attached to
them - The clients, who are on income support, can share in paying rent on their apartment,
and staff support can be funded through the local Health and Social Services Authority. The
level of staff support varies with the needs of the adults living in the apartment.

•

Outreach support for persons with mental health needs - This minimal but important
support allows adults to maintain a degree of independence as well as reduce the time spent
in hospital. These adults usually have their own apartments (not shared with others), and
receive support for medication administration, budgeting, food shopping, and general
problem solving. This also works well for young adults with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder
(FASD), regardless of where they are living (e.g. independently or with agencies like the
Salvation Army).

b. Encourage service providers to identify and develop potential supportive housing
options as new initiative proposals
Service providers have no mechanism through which to identify and develop proposals to
address the needs of certain groups of at-risk or homeless women. By encouraging new
initiative proposals, the creativity of the non-profit sector could be unleashed to address
homelessness in ways that build on the strengths of each provider, or to develop joint proposals
to better serve marginalized women.

Recommendation #4 – Increase the number of emergency shelters
There is a significant lack of homeless shelters for women across the North. More emergency shelters
for homeless women are needed to alleviate current issues of overcrowding and inadequate resources.
Improving the quality of the existing shelters in terms of services is needed, as well as gender and
culturally sensitive models, as existing services are not adequate to meet the varied and complex needs
of homeless women in the North. Women are often required to leave shelters after a prescribed period
of time, even though no suitable housing may be available. Shelters may not be able to provide adequate
nutrition, safety or hygiene. Shelters should also be able to respond to all types of crises–currently, many
shelters across the Territories fill up their bed count with women fleeing from domestic abuse. This
means some women who are homeless are turned away. Emergency shelters need to be available to all
women in crisis, not just those fleeing current domestic violence. Apart from this, more low-demand
respite shelters are needed for chronically homeless women suffering from an array of issues such as
addictions, intergenerational trauma, domestic violence and mental illness.
Services can only be effective if funding is secure. Funding to the voluntary sector is often inconsistent and
unstable. Shelters need to have enough funding to provide safe, healthy care and provide adequate support
services (e.g. counseling, respite childcare, referrals, life planning). A twenty-four hour shelter is
recommended, in combination with the intense involvement of mental health and Social Services on a
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consistent basis to help women address the issues that have resulted in their homelessness and to support
them to re-enter society. Individual program planning is ideal, helping women gain life readiness skills to
address all the determinants of their homelessness. Childcare should be made available at all shelters.
These services and resources require well-trained staff and adequate funding. Ongoing staff training is
required, to ensure quality of skills of the staff. Apart from this, capacity needs to be built in order to
ensure continuation of the service if the operating staff relocate or change occupations.

Recommendation #5 – Increase second-stage housing options
The early to mid-nineties was a period of intense activity for constructing facilities for second-stage
housing for women and their children leaving family violence shelters. Thanks to funding through
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), many communities in southern Canada were
able to acquire second-stage housing, as long as the groups who operated them could find funding to
hire staff and cover expenses.
In the North, second-stage housing is a rare occurrence. Yet women need time in addition to their
limited stays in family violence shelters to make the transition to living on their own free of violence. In
second-stage housing, women and their children can typically stay for between nine to eighteen months
so they have an opportunity to plan for the future. Women entering these programs usually have
identified a need for on-going support and safety, and are committed to living in a violence-free
environment and to ending violence in their lives. Programs within second-stage housing can help
women better understand the impacts of violence on themselves and their children, develop long-term
safety plans, build supportive social networks, assess their options for the future, and build the skills for
living on their own.
Because violence is high in the North, many women spend time in shelters at some point in their lives.
Because their options are few, women cycle through shelters year after year, with little hope of breaking
out of violence. Although CMHC identifies their Shelter Enhancement Program as a funding source for
acquiring or building second-stage housing (as well as for repairing or improving existing shelters), the
amount of funds allocated to the northern Territories is not adequate for this purpose.

Recommendation #6 – Implement housing authority policies that remove barriers for
women living in violence and those who are homeless or are at risk of becoming homeless
a. Apply a cultural and gender analysis to housing authority policies to ensure human rights
obligations and the needs of homeless women are met in a way that is measurable and
makes the agencies accountable.
Housing policies developed by Housing Corporations in all three Territories are implemented
through local housing authorities and associations. Applying a cultural and gender analysis to
housing policies at both levels of government is a significant step toward identifying and
removing barriers that contribute to women’s homelessness in the North, particularly as they
affect Aboriginal women. Programs and services aimed at meeting the needs of women who are
homeless, at risk of becoming homeless or living in violence need to be accountable with
respect to measuring service impact and effectiveness.
Housing policies that address historic debt, especially if it was incurred as a result of damages
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perpetrated by violent partners, need to be established so women are not thrust into permanent
homelessness because of indebtedness to subsidized housing providers, who are often the only
option in small, northern communities. An amnesty, a waiver or a “forgiveness” of debt process
similar to that offered within a corporate context, particularly in instances where housing
providers failed to actively pursue debt collection over a 5-year period, would offer an immediate,
short-term solution for many homeless women in the North. For women re-qualifying for
subsidized housing, a repayment plan for historic debt would involve low risk for the housing
authority. Such a plan should involve partial forgiveness of the debt and be administered in a way
that makes it possible for women to repay without undue financial hardship. As the anthologies
in this report demonstrate, women would like to have the option of returning to subsidized
housing and would be willing to repay historic debt at a fair rate over time.
Policies that limit rent allocations in financial assistance programs to subsidized housing rates
for women who have been evicted from subsidized housing units and are now required to pay
market rent must end to prevent permanent homelessness. Likewise, policies that immediately
cap rent at “single” rates for women in relationship transition must be changed so that their
actual costs are covered to prevent them from becoming homeless and their children
apprehended due to inadequate housing.
A ceiling on rental rates must be applied, even in circumstances where income rises for a few
months, because many women obtain seasonal work and by the time the increased income is
assessed, the earnings have already been spent and their income has decreased.
b. Create priority-housing policies for women leaving abusive relationships
All three Territories must implement priority housing policies that ensure that women living in
violence or exhibiting other high needs are prioritized on access lists held by subsidized
housing providers. Women living in violent situations must also be in a position to retain access
to their home and have their partner removed from the lease. As this report illustrates, with the
low availability of affordable housing, women’s choices are few—return to their abusive
relationships or become homeless. This is not acceptable and is easily remedied by
implementing a priority housing policy.

Recommendation #7 – Address landlord and tenant issues
a. Reform Territorial Landlord and Tenant Acts to include the rights of tenants, offering
protection from abuses and a mechanism for redress
Housing is a basic human right. Canada is signatory to two human rights conventions that
guarantee safe, affordable and decent housing: the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women. In the Territories, this human right is breached by landlords who evict women
without cause, refuse to repair unsafe houses and evict women and children in the dead of
winter. Landlord and Tenant Acts are outdated and offer few protections to the tenant.
Governments must live up to the International Covenants they are party to and reform the
Landlord and Tenant Acts to protect the human rights of tenants. Women’s stories were full of
examples of landlords exceeding their rights or denying tenants theirs without consequences.
Without changes to the Acts, legal redress is not possible. There is no recourse open or
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mechanisms available to tenants and agencies working to assist them. Governments must move
swiftly to enact legislation protecting the rights of all citizens, especially those most vulnerable,
the poor, homeless and marginalized.

Recommendation #8 – Implement poverty reduction strategies
a. Improve existing social security programs
Poverty reduction strategies could begin with improvements to existing programs. As detailed
in participants’ stories, existing social security programs are woefully inadequate. Rates do not
correspond with the high cost of living in the North, are not indexed to inflation and have not
been raised in many years. Policies need to be redrawn to prevent women from becoming
hopelessly entrenched in the poverty cycle. Access to benefits must be equitable, nondiscriminatory and preventative in nature. All women and their children need transportation,
personal care items, household cleaning items, furniture and clean laundry. Claw-backs related
to the Child Tax Benefit, bingo winnings and gifts must end. Social assistance rates need to be
raised and indexed to inflation. A shelter allowance must be provided to women and indexed
to inflation and changes in the private rental market. Food security must be guaranteed, ending
the dilemma women face of whether to pay the rent or eat.
b. Introduce new programs and policies that are designed to prevent and reduce poverty
The depth of women’s poverty is not decreasing despite the social safety nets created by
Government and civil society. Bold and creative approaches are needed to address this complex
social issue. As women related, poorly paid seasonal and part-time work does not provide an
adequate income, nor does Social Assistance. It is time to look at other ideas. A guaranteed
livable income would provide dignity and economic security for women and families. It would
replace the existing safety net that seems to be full of holes. A livable wage policy would assist
women in being self-supporting and would be cost efficient in terms of reducing the need for
social assistance. To reduce the poverty of the “working poor”, employers should be required to
provide benefits for all employees. Funds for rent and food would not need to be diverted for
other essentials such as dental work and prescription medicines.
Financial services for low-income people are needed across the North. Mainstream financial
institutions do not work for people without addresses and those with little income. People
living in poverty often resort to pawnshops and payday loan companies to obtain funds in a
crisis, entering into a cycle of debt that is difficult to end. Or worse, they participate in criminal
activities where they are further victimized. Financial services designed to meet the needs of
the poor could offer a range of tailored options to women including check cashing and microcredit programs. This would eliminate bad debt to housing authorities and the criminalization
of women, as well as endless cycles of debt.
Rent supplements are a key component in successful housing strategies. With rental rates
increasing in the North, low-income women are increasingly unable to afford private rental
housing. However, as the stories illustrate, the amount of available social housing is inadequate.
Portable rent supplements that are not tied to a particular location and do not require landlords
to designate particular rent supplement units would help address the critical need for housing.
A rent supplement program would also decrease the power landlords have over tenants and
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could prevent evictions due to tenant complaints. The program has the advantage of being able
to prioritize those in greatest need and respond quickly to women in crisis.

Recommendation #9 – Provide services that address the full range of determinants of
women’s homelessness
a. Implement a continuum of care model
As pointed out in the Best Practice section of this report, many types of support are needed to
enable homeless women to move along the service spectrum from high need to greater
independence (i.e., from emergency support to long-term, supportive and structured living, to
independent living and finally to after-care services). This support needs to be holistic and
individualized. Service providers need the flexibility to create innovative new services where
gaps exist. Besides the range of housing, learning and poverty reduction services described in
other recommendations above, critically needed services include addictions treatment; mental
health services; advocacy support for dealing with legal, financial and access to service issues;
and specialized programs for the children of homeless women (including support for school
success, issue-based therapy, support to enhance social inclusion, etc.). The current state of
such services in the North is woefully piecemeal and inadequate, especially in communities
outside the capital cities of each Territory. Those services that do exist generally work in
isolation from each other. An integrated service model that provides a continuum of care is
essential to breaking the vicious cycle of homelessness within which far too many women find
themselves trapped.
b. Enhance the capacity of service providers to work effectively with homeless women
Many of the homeless women who participated in A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of
60 reported feeling misunderstood, judged, belittled and depersonalized by service providers,
especially in the government sector. Special attention needs to be paid to building the capacity
of service providers (especially in the North where staff turn over in many programs tends to
be frequent) to work effectively with this population, whose needs are often overwhelming
and complex.

Recommendation #10 – Reduce barriers to accessing services for homeless women
Homeless women can experience barriers in accessing services that are important in empowering them
to overcome their homelessness, such as employment, educational and social services. The barriers can
exist in information accessing, with critical information often isolated in bits and pieces within the
information system of dozens of agencies and isolated from the target group. Since homeless women
often have very limited access to the information they need to access services or to demand their rights
(e.g. they may not have telephones or email/internet access, they may have barriers to literacy, they may
have conflictual relationships with service providers), they miss opportunities that could improve their
situation. Homeless women and those at risk of homelessness face other barriers to accessing services
besides lack of information, such as lack of transportation, lack of an address to which information and
benefits can be sent and discriminatory or disrespectful attitudes on the part of service providers. Also,
conditions and circumstances in the lives of homeless women, such as alcohol dependence or mental
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illness, make it difficult for them to use existing services effectively. Awareness of and a mapping out of
these barriers to homeless women are essential in order to improve access to services and resources needed
by homeless women. Efforts need to be made to ensure that women know where to obtain needed
services; the services should be easily accessible and affordable or free. It is recommended that
prolonged contact with outreach workers is available to facilitate access to services and help overcome
related barriers, such as mental illness. Also, adequate funding for making these services available in
shelters and related centers is needed.
Public policy and government bureaucratic practice help shape available resources and services. Many
current government policies contribute to barriers to these services by creating programs that are
inflexible and have little tolerance (e.g. not providing childcare and transportation allowances for up to six
months after a client begins to receive social assistance, providing accommodation allowances that are
lower than market rates or having no systematic approach to allocating affordable housing to homeless
women). Programs should be more flexible in supporting women in their efforts to get and maintain
adequate shelter and to access services that will improve their likelihood of overcoming their homelessness.
In terms of access to and maintenance of benefits, rather than reinforcing the division between “being in
receipt of social assistance” and “working”, new benefit programs must be designed to address the complex
inter-connections of various programs and benefits to ensure the availability for working women of a
shelter allowance or housing subsidy adjusted to family size and housing costs. As far as barriers to
accessing low-income or second-stage housing are concerned, the use of a housing registry is
recommended, including a database with listings of affordable accommodations, information and links to
resources and services and a liaise between tenants and landlords. Homeless women should receive priority
status for second-stage or affordable social housing. Additional concerns that need to be addressed relate
to discriminatory practices that exist in both non-profit and private housing. There are rarely internal
policies and procedures requiring social housing providers to address discrimination in tenant selection,
even when these decisions affect both access to housing and access to much needed subsidy.

Recommendation #11 – Ensure appropriate funding for a range of front-line services
a. Ensure front-line services are adequately and appropriately funded to build capacity to
function effectively
Delivering services in an environment without recognition of normal cost increases for
operation of facilities or insurance, without the means to evaluate and monitor performance,
without the ability to give cost of living increases to staff, and without adequate infrastructure
to support those services is a strong deterrent to excellence in outcomes. Other ‘cost
containment’ deterrents to service excellence and positive outcomes for women include high
ratios of clients to staff, no funds for staff training and development and little recognition of
staff needs for support such as coaching and debriefing in high stress environments. Front-line
services are the key delivery mechanism for a wide variety of critical interventions for at-risk
people. If interventions are to be effective, front-line services must be adequately and
appropriately funded and supported. This holds true regardless of the mode of delivery - nonprofit voluntary agency or government agency.
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b. Recognize the value and contributions of service delivery through the voluntary sector
There is no long-term benefit of having all front-line services delivered by government
agencies. Non-profit societies are positioned to recognize emerging and unmet needs and to
respond quickly and appropriately to those needs to lessen the chance of women falling
through the cracks in the delivery system. Government service delivery is a more expensive
option, as government salaries are generally higher than non-profit salaries and benefits are
more extensive. Non-profit societies also have the advantage of being able to access other
sources of funding, such as foundations, United Way or other individual and corporate donors,
and can bring these resources to the table in addressing key social issues. Non-profit societies
engage the community in their work, through boards of directors and through various
fundraising activities, and as volunteer workers. Thus, non-profits can add value to services in
ways that the Government cannot. Diversity of service deliverers is an indication of strength in
a community, as a healthy voluntary sector adds vibrancy and creativity to meeting a
community’s needs.

Recommendation #12 – Enhance access to education and training programs
a. Increase access to educational programs.
Homeless women want to be self-determining and self-supporting. To do this, access to
educational programs and support to follow through on employment is needed. Women need
literacy programs, adult basic education, pre-employment skills and life skills training services.
Workplace diversity programs need to be developed and where existing, reinforced and
publicized. Options for training such as job shadowing need to be made available. In the
Territories, where skilled trades people are in great demand, trades training and training in
non-traditional occupations would provide women with a sustainable occupation and fill a
need in Northern communities.
b. Increase access to affordable daycare.
Critical to any educational and training programs is the availability of affordable, subsidized
daycare. Currently there are not enough daycare spaces available to fill the need. More spaces
need to be funded so women with children can take advantage of training opportunities and
end the cycle of poverty and homelessness.

Recommendation #13 – Ensure access to childcare
One of the services that should be made easily available to homeless women in shelters and in
transitional or second-stage housing is childcare. Homeless women and their families have special
needs and homeless mothers experience barriers preventing them from accessing services they
need to overcome their homelessness. Since women with children are the fastest growing
subpopulation in the homeless community in the North, adequate services for childcare need to be
made available. Shelters and services that support homeless women should provide free support
services such as childcare to ensure women have the opportunities they need to apply for services and
programs. Adequate funding is needed to ensure shelters and additional services are able to provide
this free childcare.
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Childcare in shelters and additional services is also beneficial for the children of homeless women
themselves, as childcare can provide a safe and emotionally responsive environment for children of
all ages. Childcare in shelters should include counseling for children, information about healthy or
normal child development, and referrals and information about counseling for children available
locally. Childcare services for homeless women should be able to provide safe, nurturing,
responsive and appropriate care and activities for children while their mothers are preparing to take
steps to overcome their homelessness.

Recommendation #14 – Develop mechanisms for collaborative and creative solution building
a. Nurture the creation of collaboratives that are dedicated to addressing the full range of
determinants of women’s homelessness and build their capacity to function effectively
A social issue as complex as women’s homelessness, with its many determinants cannot be
addressed by any one agency or sector. It will require collaborative work on the part of the
public, private and voluntary sectors as well as the general public. As pointed out in the best
practice section of this report (see Part IX), the participation of homeless women in designing
and implementing solutions is also critical.
Bringing all these stakeholders together in a sustained and productive way, so that the
cumulative impact of their efforts makes a substantial and positive difference for women and
their families, will mean moving past interagency meetings or working groups. What is
required is the creation of long-term collaboratives26. These collaboratives require dedicated
resources, incentives, capacity-building and other types of support. They will not happen as a
side effort in the course of people’s already busy lives. Mechanisms need to be created that will
bring people together in a learning, planning, action and reflection process that is sustained
long enough to see real results.
These mechanisms must also ensure that partners have been given the authority to implement
projects that cross departmental or sectoral boundaries and to share and leverage resources that
any one partner may not have access to on its own, but that combine to make a real difference.
b. Ensure that all relevant stakeholders are “at the table” when public policy related to
women’s homelessness is being developed and when government program decisions are
being made
While a great deal of progress could be made through the formation of collaboratives as argued
above, there will continue to be many other consultative processes related to the shaping of
housing, social service and poverty reduction policy and programs. It is vital that voluntary
sector agencies and homeless women are consistently brought to the table for these planning
and decision-making processes.

26

Collaboration is much deeper than “communication, cooperation, and coordination” (Troxel, 1997: 107). Successful collaboratives are inclusively democratic and
consensus-driven and they have achievable action plans and a demonstrated capacity for community development and policy impact (MacArthur Foundation,
1993). Collaboratives work on both short-term responses to immediate needs and long-term initiatives to address root causes. Most successful collaboratives are
facilitated by an “outside” intermediary (or boundary-spanning) organization whose mission is to build the capacity of ordinary people, the voluntary sector,
informal community-based agencies, government and the corporate sector to work together to combat long-term systemic problems (Walsh, 1997).
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Recommendation #15 – Collect, manage and share information
a. Design and implement interagency protocols and tools for collecting, managing and
sharing accurate and relevant information as well as for designing and tracking clear
outcomes indicators
Developing effective public policy and government programs, building creative solutions to
address the determinants and impacts of homelessness, and creating viable partnerships
between the public, private and voluntary sectors to implement those solutions cannot happen
without accurate and relevant information.
Currently, information about the incidence of absolute, relative and hidden homelessness and
of the number of women and their families who are in core housing need is not available. Most
service agencies working with women in these categories keep some type of records about the
number of women accessing services, and some keep more detailed demographic data about
these women, but this data is not collated in any way between agencies. Some of the data that
is kept is not gender disaggregated and much of it does not record the ethnic background of
clients. Certainly, there is no comprehensive case management system that would make it
possible to track the history and service use of individual women and families that are homeless
or at risk of becoming homeless. Another factor that makes it difficult to get a full picture of
homelessness among women in the North is that some of them do not attempt to access
services, largely because they feel that these services (especially income support and housing
services) are punitive and judgmental, rather than supportive.
Interagency protocols and tools for collecting and sharing accurate and relevant information
are needed to address this critical gap in knowledge about the incidence and determinants of
homelessness for Northern women. Also vital are tools for developing service effectiveness
indicators and for monitoring outcomes.
b. Provide adequate funding to service agencies to allow them to keep appropriate records
and to access and share information
Most service agencies, especially those in the voluntary sector, are in a daily struggle to
maintain basic services (see Recommendation #10). They have a hard time recruiting and
maintaining well-trained staff and do not have adequate resources for up-to-date equipment. If
information collection, management and sharing are to be used as a valuable tool for
decreasing the incidence and harmful impacts of homelessness, then service agencies need the
resources (e.g. staff time and expertise, adequate technology) to carry out the information
management functions discussed in point #a above.
c. Conduct further research
Several kinds of research would be particularly helpful in building on the findings of A Study
of Women’s Homelessness North of 60: i) longitudinal studies that follow women through their
lifespan and that track the impact of women’s homelessness on the next generation, and
ii) intervention research that tracks the impact of creative pilot projects designed to reduce the
incidence of women’s homelessness by working on determinants such as those identified in
this current Study and to reduce the harm caused by homelessness in the lives of women and
their families.
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Recommendation #16 – Enhance public awareness and facilitate attitude change
Homeless women can suffer from discrimination and racism due to negative attitudes and stereotypical
conceptions of homelessness. These attitudes and conceptions do not reflect the reality of experiences
of homelessness for women and can affect homeless women on a community and broader level, in
terms of societal indifference and punitiveness. Misconceptions about causes and responsibility for
homelessness in women can negatively influence efforts to reduce homelessness in women and
adequate funding. The public needs to be educated about the realities of homelessness among women.
Public awareness can change attitudes and decrease stigmatization and discrimination that homeless
women face, e.g. the common “not-in-my-backyard” opposition to shelters, public housing
developments and other service centers for homeless women.
Public awareness will also help communities continue their efforts to reduce and alleviate homelessness
and thus allow them to increase support for homeless women and to focus on longer-term solutions
such as transitional and second-stage housing. Public awareness will also increase homeless women’s
access to the supports and interventions they need. Public awareness will help change negative attitudes
and make informed decisions that address and prevent the challenges of homeless women.
Adequate funding is needed to support activities directly focused on enhancing public awareness of
homelessness and homelessness-related issues in women. These activities could include the production
of tools and documents for public awareness and utilizing the available media.
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APPENDIX A – SAMPLE PARTICIPANT CONSENT
FORM/ORIENTATION SHEET/DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE
NWT WOMEN AND HOMELESSNESS
We have to end homelessness …
The Yellowknife YWCA and Yellowknife Women’s Centre is working with other groups, in all
3 northern territories, to learn more about how homelessness is affecting northern women.
They are hoping you will agree to share your experiences, and your ideas, so other women won’t have
such a hard time finding a place to live. We are also going to talk to the people who provide services,
like women’s shelters, to get their ideas too.
In the end we hope we have enough information, stories and ideas to convince the government, and
non-government services, to make it easier for homeless women to find decent, affordable housing.

This interview is confidential …
Everything you say in this interview is confidential. The researcher will not attach any names or
identifying information to your comments.

You will get the final report …
When this research is finished in early 2006 the Y and Women’s Centre will share the results with you.
You will see what other people had to say, and what they will try to do to make it easier for women to
get the kind of housing they need.

OK, I’ll participate in this interview …
I agree to be part of this survey (and I accept the $20 gratuity)

(Signature)

My age is
I have

children in my care.

My cultural background is
My home community is
I have these health problems

My education is
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My income is
My housing goal is

If you think of other ideas later …
You can contact the researcher anytime by calling Mary Beth Levan at 867-920-2927. If you want more
information about this research you can call Lyda Fuller, Executive Director at the YWCA Yellowknife,
at 867-920-2777, extension 310. Thank you for helping!
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APPENDIX B – SAMPLE FOCUS GROUP
AND INTERVIEW GUIDING QUESTIONS
HOMELESS WOMEN’S QUESTIONNAIRE
Introductions…
•
•
•
•

names
purpose of focus group or interview
consent and confidentiality
personal information

Telling my story…
•

talking circle format for participants to describe their personal experience with homelessness

Sentence completions…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I have been homeless because …
The hardest part of being homeless has been …
I get the most help from …
Its hard to get help from …
Women are homeless because …
Women in need of housing would really be helped by …
Despite everything I am proud that I …

-OR-

Questions…
•
•
•
•
•
•

How did you become homeless?
What has been the hardest part of being without a home?
Where have you found the most help?
Where is it hard to get help?
What are the main reasons so many NWT women become homeless?
What services are needed to improve the lives of homeless women?

Activity…
•
•
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SERVICE PROVIDER QUESTIONNAIRE
Agency Information
1.

What services do you provide for homeless women, and women at risk of homelessness,
in your community?
2. Who uses your services?
3. What are your intake criteria?
4. Where does your funding come from?

The Situation for Homeless Women
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the overall picture of homelessness in your community and/or region?
Can you estimate the number of homeless women in your community and/or region?
Do you have any statistical information about homelessness in your community and/or region?
Are Aboriginal women facing unique problems in terms of homelessness?

Determinants of Homelessness
1.

What is causing homelessness in your community and region? (Or: In your community what
are the conditions in a woman’s life that may cause her to become homeless?)
2. What lifestyle and social factors (addictions, wife assault etc) are contributing to homelessness
in your community and region?
3. What economic (e.g. employment), political (e.g. band policies) and cultural factors contribute
to women losing their homes?

The Impact of Women’s Homelessness
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What is the impact of homelessness on your community and/or region?
How is society impacted by women’s homelessness?
How does homelessness impact the personal well being of women?
How does homelessness affect women’s families?
What is the impact of homelessness on the women in your community?

Services for Homeless Women
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

What services exist in your community/region for homeless women and children?
What services specifically target Aboriginal women?
How long have these services existed?
What aspects of these services work well, and what needs improvement?
What are the main challenges faced by these service providers?
What policies and bureaucratic practices impact homelessness among women?
What is the difference in service levels from smaller and bigger communities?
What support systems exist for service providers?

Recommendations
1. What is making it hard to fix the problem?
2. What recommendations do you have for improving the situation for the homeless women in your
community and region?
3. Do you know of any best practices regarding homeless women?
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APPENDIX C – SAMPLE TRANSCRIPT OF AN
INTERVIEW WITH A HOMELESS WOMAN
What are your experiences with housing problems, with homelessness?
Right now, I’m unemployed & I’m looking for a place of my own that I can afford. The rent around here
is quite high. You’re lucky if you can get something around $700.mo. for a 1-bedroom place. Right now,
I’m living with my uncle, a relative who’s letting me stay there until I can get a place of my own. It’s ok
for now but I want a place of my own where I feel independent and my own possession, cause all my
stuff is in storage. I don’t have my daughter with me right now and I would like to have her with me.
Cause where I’m staying is not in a safe environment for her. It’s ok for me. Even then I sleep at night
with my door locked in my room just for my own security. You don’t know who comes in with him. My
uncle comes home really late at night…….. I’ve been living with him since September. Been looking
for a job since October.

How long have you been without a place of your own?
Since August. I gave it up at the end of July & I went down south to visit for a month. Then came back
& I didn’t have a place.

How did you end up in this situation, because you were saying you had had a job?
Yeah. I’m very well educated and I had a vehicle & a driver’s license. And I had a clean record. Um,
personal issues got the best of me, is what it was. I worked a very high stress job & I feel I didn’t have
the support from my employer to get things dealt with. And I made a very bad decision & I got into
drugs, cocaine and it just got the best, it just took everything. So I voluntarily gave up my position so
that’s why I wasn’t eligible for EI. But I was able to go on medical EI for 15 weeks but that was it. I could
have appealed it but I didn’t……It was a decision. I couldn’t take EI money even if I jumped through
every hoop. I don’t know, I just didn’t feel right about it. My own conscience, there’s a reason. I did it. I
got into it, it overtook me. I lost my job, my vehicle, my driver’s license for a year. Which is another
reason it’s making it hard for me to find a job…A summary conviction is like an impaired charge. Even
that is not as bad as not having job references. When it comes to jobs, I have a criminal record. Cause
it’s not a violent nature against another person. But still, a lot of the jobs require a valid Yukon license.
Now I have 10 points on my driver’s. I went from 0, a clean driving record my whole life to just
everything. This stuff is not good.

Did you go for treatment?
That’s what I was doing when I went away for a month. So that’s really helped….it’s sort of ironic, since
my whole life, I worked in the criminal justice. I worked with high risk youth, different law
enforcement. Here I was working with a youth program…..now I’m one of the people I refer people too.
It’s very humbling. It’s pretty tough. And then now, I realize that you can refer people to places and
people but it doesn’t mean that anything will happen. Now I can really say, I have experienced
it & I know what you’re going through.

Do you have any aftercare?
I do have a good support team, my relatives & good healthy friends. Every once in a while, I get emails
from friends down south. I went down totally detoxified and got everything talked out. It was just really,
really tough. But it was worth it, because like right now, I don’t even crave it. I always heard that you
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really crave it. But sometimes I will have a feeling, a craving & I look at myself & see where’s that coming
from & I address that & I deal with it & then it goes away. Constantly checking in with myself…..Like
even this is very frustrating & there’s times I feel like it but I’m not going to.

How are you meeting your basic needs?
Right now, I’m fortunate enough to be living with my uncle & he helps out as much as he can. But
mainly, I get $245 a month for my basic for a single person from SA & that’s it. I really conserve it. I
haven’t been to a movie for so long. Just the basic needs, food supplies. And every once in a while, my
daughter comes in we go to a movie. It’s definitely not enough. I’m always borrowing from relatives.
They’re very good about it. Like my brother’s fridge is always open.

This is DIA or SA?
DIA.

How have you found that experience?
I don’t like it because I’ve never been on it ever before in my life. I’ve always worked. First time there.
You get treated different, different ways by different workers. Some of them are good and some are very
judgmental, make you stand in line.

Are you from Whitehorse?
I’m under the ______ Indian band in BC. This is my home, where my people are, my biological family
but I was raised in BC. So I came back to find out who I am.

Is your First Nation helping you at all?
They helped me when I was down south. But for me to down there to live & work within my area, there’s
no work. So that’s why I came up here.

How does it work with your biological family’s First Nation?
I found out that I’m a Yukon beneficiary, but I’m not a member. But if I was ever to go to school or
training or something, I’d have to apply to my Band in BC & the these guys, I’m from ___________ ,
then they’d be able to top up. They wouldn’t be able to totally fund me for anything. That’s just the way
their agreement is. If I wanted to transfer, then it would be different. But I don’t think I’ll transfer, not
right now.

Do you think there are any special challenges to being homeless when you’re a woman?
I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve experienced any challenges yet? I’m wondering if you’d consider not
having your daughter with you right now, as a special challenge? Yeah, the safety. Yeah, locking my door
for my own personal safety.

For other women, what do you think?
I think that for other women, if they were in relationship, that’s 1 reason why those people are homeless
because they finally had the courage to leave. I know people who have done that and I’m single so..I
don’t have that added, but I’ve seen it.
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What do you think the hardest part of being homeless is?
The hardest part of being homeless for me is not having my own space, my own privacy, freedom,
independence. And most of all, not having my daughter with me.

Who do you get the most help from?
My family & relatives.

Who’s the hardest to get help from?
Well, right now I’m just trying to find places to stay. I just started looking, like Grey Mountain Housing,
like just waiting. You try different places, just have to wait. Oh another challenges of being homeless, is
not having contacts. I don’t have a phone, I have email I check every day at the public computer lab. But
that’s tough. Specially finding a job, and waiting for, and phoning places & leaving messages & usually
they phone you. But they can’t do that so.

Can’t use your uncle’s phone?
He doesn’t have a phone either. For an emergency, I can use the phone next door at my aunts. But it’s
not always convenient. It’s too uncertain in another household.
Discussion about finding computers to use email.

Are there other ways your daughter has been affected?
She’s staying with relatives right now in _________________________ ,which is good. But there are
sometimes she needs mom. For a period of time she was acting up in at school. Experimenting with
sniffing, & alcohol and stuff. But she found out she didn’t like it. She didn’t like being grounded. But
she’s also been going through a period of depression for a short period of time. She’s doing ok now.
We’re in contact almost every day through email. There’s a computer where she’s staying, so that’s good.
She needs to have place where her roots to grow, to call home. Where she’s at is not, it’s a place where
she’s boarding. It’s not home. She can go to, to call home.

Why do you think that women in the Yukon become homeless?
I don’t know. I think a lot of it’s the lack of jobs, leaving bad relationships. Because I know that a lot
of work up here is seasonal & then there’s a lot of depression & there’s a lot of increasing drinking during
the winter months. I’m sure that makes it hard on women. My first winter here was really hard. My car
ceasing up all the time; it wasn’t winterized for this weather.……other women might find themselves
homeless through addiction as well.

What services would improve the lives of homeless women? What would help you out?
1 thing that would help me out would be someone to help find something, affordable housing. Set
up meetings for people who don’t have contact numbers, could have a worker to call & say you have an
appointment set up to meet this person, look at housing, to see about income or stuff like that.
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DIA doesn’t do anything like that?
No. So if you had a service where you could register & leave your information with& have a contact
number & you could leave that number as a contact number.

Sort of like a real estate agent for people in your situation….
Yeah. The landlords around Whitehorse would know & they could say they have this 1 place available
& they could refer to this worker or something. I’m fortunate that my references are good. 1 thing f
or sure, the landlords know each other around here. So if you call 1 place they’ll say, oh I know that
person and they know what kind of tenant you are. So that’s not a problem for me in that area. It’s
just a matter of finding a place that’s affordable with my income right now.

Do you think landlords knowing each other is a good thing for homeless women?
I think that different with each individual. Not all women are the same. There are some that don’t have
good references. I always found that it worked to my benefit.

Any recommendations? Any ideas of things that might help women in Whitehorse?
I think that 1 thing would be get the awareness out. That there are homeless women here and they are
in need. And they are interested in starting again and starting fresh. It’s not easy. We need support.
It would be nice if there was a hostel. I know they have There is Kaushee’s but it’s mainly geared to
women who have experienced violence. It would be nice if there was a residence for women who are in
my situation, who haven’t experienced violence & don’t have their kids with them & need a place
to stay until they get something worked out.

An interim type of place.
A remand, a holding pen/place.

A half-way house. There are a lot of women who have experienced addiction & go on to
treatment & then it’s now what? Unfortunately, your story is common for addicted women.
You lose everything & how are you supposed to start over if you don’t have your basic needs
met? Could be supported, a duplex or whatever. With a part-time worker.
Yeah, that makes sense.
An additional thing would be to keep positive, keep going…..Just think back to when I was 13, 14 years
old, started out fresh, leaving home didn’t have nothing. Ok so I’m doing it again. Start fresh. Done it
before, I can do it again. Look at it as starting again.
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Personal Information:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

age 31
I have 2 children in my care (2 children in total)
Inuit
health problems: my child was sick 4 times in 3 months from staying
in this shelter
I have Grade 9
my income is the child tax credit and Income Support
my housing goal is to get housing and get back to work

My Story:
Coding

Data

A1
A1
A1
A2
A3
A4
A2, A5
A2, A5
B1

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I am an Inuit woman from …………
I used to be “high up” and worked as an airline ticket agent in …….
I went from high class to homeless in one step!
I know computers and have a trade skill too
right now my spouse is in jail but he is getting out tomorrow
our apartment was taken away
I went from ………. to ………. with a cop
but, later that cop took all my stuff in ……… and threw it in the dump
he was the father of my child but he dumped me and our child
I went for 3 months without my child or a place to live

Answers to questions:
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Coding

Data

B2

•

D1

•

D2

•

D3

•

B3

•

B2

•

D4

•

A6
D2 (A2)

•
•

the hardest part for me is that my child has been sick 4 times
at the shelter
and, living at the shelter is really hard cause the other women steal my
clothes and my child’s clothes and the staff blamed me and told me I had
to call the police myself
then the staff threatened to discharge me over the clothing issue… they
make me feel small and like a nobody
and, some women drop off their kids at the shelter while they
live elsewhere
also, my husband is getting out of jail and we have no where to live and
I have no more overnight passes to be with him
the kids are starting to think the shelter and foster care is a normal
way of life
there is no country food at AMH (shelter) or the Women’s Centre
(I don’t trust the food at the Women’s Centre) … my brother brings
me country food here
I can’t ask my parents for help… I have to show them I can do it myself
5 women ahead of me got a place to live, but not me
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D2
A8, A7, B2

•
•

B3
D5
C1

•
•
•

B4
A6
D5
B4

•
•
•
•

B4

•

the staff seem to help the non-Aboriginal women first… I feel forgotten
I don’t know how to discipline my child and now my child is hitting and
biting and I feel like drinking
there are no taxi coupons for visiting the jail
Northern United Place is full
Income Support said they’d help but didn’t … they didn’t come to the
meeting about helping me… I call and leave messages but they don’t
call back
I need car insurance and registration as my car is impounded
where I get help: my spouse is supportive and pays my taxi to jail
I’m 12th on the list at YK Housing
my housing goal: take courses and get a good job, like I had before and
get a place where our whole family can be together without anyone
bothering us
we might leave the north … I don’t want to go to …… There is too
much gossip there, but I would go back to ……..
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TO A RESEARCH THEME
Separation from parents
W2

And I said, well I like to drink, well everybody likes to drink once in a while ,
but you drink too much and it’s not doing you any good. But I like to have a
drink every once in a while and I can’t do that when I go home. I want to be
rebellious. You can do that now and then, but go home… Now my mom and
dad live in Vancouver, so now I just can’t go home. Home is here. I have
always lived in the Yukon, eh, I know a lot of people and have a lot of friends.

FG23-31

And DIA is saying that my dad has Alzheimer’s disease and I couldn’t take
care of my daughter. He’s just come back. He’s really skinny now. He’s
shrunken. Las time I saw him was 2003. I started crying and I saw his picture
and I said I want to go see my dad. Well how are you going to get there? I’ll
use my family allowance money and my welfare cheque. And she goes, “Oh,
that’s supposed to be for food money.” I know I’ve been homeless…because
of my family members, because of alcohol and drugs. They’re always trying
to outdo each other and I don’t like that. I was in the shelter for about a
month when I came back. You know, somewhere where I’m safe with my
kids. I miss my mom too.

W2

I know that my mom was drinking when I was in her tummy and she was an
alcoholic big time, and that is one of the reasons we got taken away, me and
my brother, because they were drinking. Which is pretty harsh, you know.

Separation from children and partner while in an emergency shelter
FG23-31

They try to fit people in their mandate if they have room. They’ve been full for
a long time. Do you think that there’s a need to have a place where any woman
can go? What about kids? What about your partner, though. My partner I
live with has a disability. If I go to a shelter, where is he going to go? To the
street? …all drinking though. There is no safe place for us
You can’t take your kids to the Sally Ann. And their hours—not open in the
day or on the weekend.

Adult-only Housing
W1

Doesn’t feel like – I don’t feel comfortable – it’s an adult building. You can’t
have children or whatever – it’s all adults – which I’ve never seen in a place.
So, you couldn’t have your son for a visit. Yeah, he’s under Social Service.
His social worker is the same social worker I had when I was a kid.

Judicial System
W46

171

Uh huh, I have friends in town. But I have a son that is ten and his dad died
in a car accident and I had to go to court. She took me to Supreme Court –
my partner’s sister. What for? For my son. Oh, for custody. And then she lost
and now she won’t allow me to stay at her place so I stay here, but he comes
down to see me and he brings me clothes.
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W55

…there himself, and he is not too happy anymore there. So he is free to go
when he wants to go, so we are just waiting for a letter from his Dad, that
they would write a letter giving him permission to stay with me, and it is
supposed to be here by now.

Separation from Children
W23

I feel like I’m going codependent on how me and my family have been
treated. I feel like I could turn to alcohol and drugs. (teary) I’ve had enough.
I’ve had enough of society. They’re jerks. They rip you off anyway they can.
My son’s already in Y, and probably because of the way it’s been with housing
all of our lives. And I’m trying to get him out of there. I don’t want him in
there. And then I’ve been a single parent mostly all my life and I have five
kids. Two are grown up and they know darn well how they hate? Since I had
them and have been trying to raise them on my own. I have disabilities too.
Work disability, and just keep my head down.

W4

The hardest part of being homeless for me is not having my own space, my
own privacy, freedom, independence. And most of all, not having my
daughter with me.

W4

Right now, I’m unemployed and I’m looking for a place of my own that I
can afford. The rent around here is quite high. You’re lucky if you can get
something around $700/month for a 1-bedroom place. Right now, I’m
staying with my uncle, a relative who’s letting me stay there until I can get a
place of my own. It’s OK for now, but I want a place of my own where I feel
independent and my own possessions, cause all my stuff is in storage. I don’t
have my daughter with me right now, and I would like to have her with me.
Cause where I’m staying is not a safe environment for her. It’s OK for me.
Even then I sleep at night with my door locked in my room just for my own
security. You don’t know who comes in with him. My uncle comes home
really late at night. I’ve been living with him since September. Been looking
for a job since October.

W36

Childcare is a big factor in all this.
Ooh yeah, I had a terrible time. That’s why they’re with Daddy. They can
have more. That’s why I put them with Daddy. This has been going on for
years. I had them for three years on my own, while he went up and down,
going screw you, look at what I can do. Then one of his little visits, I gave
him twenty days notice; you’re getting your children. Was 1st of January,
my new Year’s resolution.

W4

172

Do you think there are any special challenges to being homeless when you’re
a woman?
I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve experienced any challenges yet. I’m
wondering if you’d consider not having your daughter with you right
now, as a special challenge.
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W38

I was staying with a guy in XXX. It was his house and I had to leave when
we’d argue, had to find a place to stay. I always went back. I stayed in XXX
until the kids were old enough to stay with their father. I’m from XXX First
Nation. Went back to XXX. I was on SA.

W53

Oh yeah, I have two. They are not with me.

W47

I am staying with friends and I have four kids. My oldest is not a home
already. He has graduated, but I have three others in high school. And they
are all in high school. And they are all in different homes. Two of them with
family members and my other son stays with a friend or a friend’s friend
rather. And I have been looking for a house since August for us, and I have
not found any yet. Every time I go to rent, a place, it has already been rented…

W47

The people I stay with are really nice. We just started staying up there… I
cook and clean up… I would rather be in a place where my kids could be
with me.

W47

But yeah, it has been hard. The last time when I tried to get that place up in
Takhini, that guy said, well he rented it because that last person had straight
cash. I told my friend.. leave my kids where they are because the door gets
slammed in your face over and over again. And there’s no help.

W64

Yeah, I can’t be going out for meals every night. I’ve been looking at the
paper and asking people to keep an eye out for me too, but there is noting.
The last couple of weeks I’ve had to farm out my kids. They’ve been staying
with my brother and sister-in law and they’ve stayed with some friends until
I got this room, because I’ve had nowhere to go. I had to stay here and there.

W55

She was living in residence in grade 10 and then after that she lives with her
dad and now she moved out of the territory and she is in Alberta.

W55

Okay, I can tell you it has nothing to do with me really. He is living in XXX
in a situation that he has been there since early September. He (her son)
made the choice to move in.

Child Protection
W2
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And ______ got taken away because I gave him to my parents, you know,
cause I couldn’t look after him myself. I was working and stuff, and I was
only, what, sixteen. I was still wanting to be a teenager. I was in school and
I was young. I didn’t know how to take care of a baby. I didn’t know
anything about being a parent. I still wanted to party and I still wanted to
be young and I told my adoptive parents, please take the baby and look after
him. I didn’t realize that they were going to put him under Social Services
and that when he was taken away and when I tried to get him back, I
couldn’t because he was under Social Services and now he’s like ten and is
asking questions and wants to come home, but how can I take him here,
take him home. He’s going to school. He’s doing good. I want him to finish
school. I don’t want to drag him. He’s got a place to stay. He’s a computer
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whiz. He’s got friends. He’s healthy. Now I am just confused. I am kind of
lost. If I move here , how am I going to move and how will that place be and
we are still roughing it out, you know, still going to Mary House and the
Salvation Army, cause 225 bucks doesn’t last that long for food, nor for one
month, you know.
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