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Introduction

Port Alberni is situated on the West Coast of Vancouver Island with approximately 18,000 residents. Port Alberni has adopted Alberni Valley Community Stakeholders Initiative to End Homelessness’s (AVCSI) At Home in Alberni Valley: Our Plan to End Homelessness. The Aboriginal Housing Plan Strategy is an expansion of the AVCSI community plan as it recognizes that: 

A disproportionate number of the homeless in Alberni Valley are of First Nations background. This trend is similar to the situation in other parts of the province and Canada and is attributed to the loss of cultural identity, breakdown of traditional family support systems, prejudice and racism in addition to the above noted factors that contribute to homelessness in general. The number of homeless of First Nations background is of greater significance in Alberni Valley because of the relatively high percentage of the total population that is First Nations. The unique factors that contribute to homelessness among First Nations people require that this be considered in any response initiatives. In addition, the First Nations governments must be partners in the process to ensure that First Nations peoples are At Home wherever they live in Alberni Valley. (p. 6)
My name is Tammy Webster; I am a Nuu-chah-nulth member of the Ahousaht First Nation. My parents are Thelma Webster from Ahousaht and my late father is Richard Bauman-Watts. I am employed with the KUU-US Crisis Line Society, as a Community Liaison Worker to work with Aboriginal people to develop this Housing Plan. Going through this process, I learnt things about my culture that I did not know about. From the housing programs that currently exist, none are dedicated to on-site services that have a cultural and traditional element. I am excited to see the recommendations in this report being implemented into any future development of Aboriginal housing. 

This plan focuses specifically on housing for Aboriginal people. This involved an advisory committee of the absolute homeless and those at-risk of homelessness. Once identified needs were expressed, elders were called upon to help design an infrastructure that includes cultural and traditional teachings. Local agencies were contacted who assist those that are homeless or at-risk of homelessness to get their input on what they feel Port Alberni needs in regards to housing. Only those questions where an answer was provided was compiled into this plan.

The advisory committee meetings were done weekly in office, through walk-ins at the KUU-US administration office, during activities hosted by AHRI (Aboriginal Homelessness Response Initiative), through the drop-in center operated by ACHT (Aboriginal Community Homelessness Team), and at various community gatherings. For the purpose of statistical data, input was restricted to 100 individuals into the types of housing needed. Elders were involved to adapt cultural components. To get a snapshot on services and existing housing structures, various agencies provided information.

Homelessness in Port Alberni can be described in many ways:

Types of homelessness: 

· Absolute Homelessness: where an individual or family has no housing at all or is staying in a temporary shelter.

· Crisis Sheltered: individuals or families staying in emergency shelters.

· Living on the Street: individuals or families living on the street who lack secured housing.
· Those at risk of homelessness: these are individuals who are at imminent risk of eviction from current housing. This also includes individuals who may not have may have suitable housing in place once discharged from the criminal justice system, a health facility, or youth exiting the child welfare system. 
There are many different types of housing.

Types of housing:

· Affordable Housing: housing which has been built under a government affordable housing program, this includes public, not-for-profit, co-op housing, and rent supplement units in the private sector.

· Emergency shelter: providing temporary, short-term accommodation to individuals who would otherwise be living on the street. 

· Low-income housing facilities: aimed at individuals without enough income to provide adequate housing for themselves and/or their families. These families are usually unable to purchase a home because they fail to qualify for a mortgage. 
· Multiple family oriented housing: utilities either are paid as part of the rent, or are separate. There are usually multiple members of the same family living under the same roof, usually with parents living on one floor and their adult children with their children living on another floor.

· Shared accommodations: two or more unrelated people share a house or an apartment. Usually include private sleeping quarters; the rest of the house is shared. 
· Single regular housing: rooms (including kitchen, bathroom and toilet) in a household that are behind a single door that only that household can use. This is considered independent housing.
· Supportive Housing: housing for individuals and families that includes supports and services integrated into the housing with no length of stay. Services depend on individual’s needs and are provided to help residents maintain independence and stability to promote social inclusion.

· Transitional Housing: provides services beyond basic needs and that, while not permanent, allow a longer length of stay than shelter facilities (up to three years). These facilities offer more privacy to residents and place greater emphasis on participation. It allows individuals to work through a supportive structure to eventually transition to independent housing.
What is the root causes of homelessness?

There are several reasons why Aboriginal people are homeless or at risk of being homeless. Some of these causes include
:

Lack of Safe, Clean, and Affordable Housing (unsafe conditions): 38% people
 are concerned about the lack of safe, clean, and affordable housing in this community. The respondents explained how they would like housing that is healthy where they, their children, and family can live comfortably.

High Rental Rates: although rental rates in Port Alberni are comparably lower than other cities on Vancouver Island, the majority of individuals (84%) feel rental rates are too high for the accommodations that they get. 27% pay part of their rent from their support cheques. 

Utility Costs (i.e. heat, hydro, telephone, and cable): 45% of respondents have to pay their utilities with their support monies they receive from the Ministry of Housing and Social Development. 

Long waitlists for low-income housing: There are long waitlists for low-income housing. For example; there are approximately 100 people on the waitlist for M’akola Housing in Port Alberni. BC Housing is unable to provide a wait-list length as it changes daily. There are 18 people on the waitlist for Hupacasath First Nation housing, and there are 115 on the waitlist for Tseshaht First Nation housing.

Landlord issues: 54% of individuals reported experiencing difficulties with some landlords. Issues included (but were not limited to): damage deposits being held back without cause, lack of knowledge of the Residential Tenancy Act resulting in questionable evictions, and stereotyping/discrimination.

Historical Barriers:

· Life skills & Programs: respondents would like to learn life skills to reduce barriers (from literacy to budgeting)
· Addiction: struggling with alcoholism and drugs
· Residential Schooling: lack of cultural identity; 60% of respondents consider themselves impacted by residential school, 32% are survivors of residential school
What can we do to prevent homelessness?

Using the philosophy of housing first, all individuals should have safe, clean, and affordable housing available to them. This would include at the municipal level, community driven housing development policy where a percentage of the housing is dedicated to low-income. At a provincial and federal level, there should be regular construction of social housing where community-housing needs are reviewed on a yearly basis.

Programs and services for the homeless and at-risk of homelessness need to be adequately funded and funded on a long-term basis. These programs need to be viewed as core services and with less emphasis as pilot projects. To effectively evaluate a program using measurable outcomes, projects should be a minimum of three years.

Alberni Valley Agency Statistics

Bread of Life:  

How many clients did you serve in the last year: approximately 20,000 meals served

How many of those clients were of aboriginal ancestry: approximately 50%

             

What are some of the services that your agency provides for our community:

· Free: Nurse/doctor station, meals, referrals, homeless supplies, basic health needs/personal items, basic restart supplies, clothing, bedding, tents

What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: Zero-barrier, low cost.

What are some issues that you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: housing costs, barrier housing.

Are there any concerns you feel need to be addressed as far as homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: walk-in health care, lack of cost efficient housing.

Canadian Mental Health Association – Homeless Outreach: offering assistance, advocacy and support for those who are homeless or at risk of being homeless. 
KUU-US Crisis Line Society – Aboriginal Community Homelessness Team:

How many clients did you serve in the last year: 430

How many of those clients were of aboriginal ancestry: 258 (60%)

             

What are some of the services that your program provides for our community:

· helps the absolute homeless and those at-risk of homeless population by linking directly with people on the street. Free articles of clothing, household items, and food are given out. Weekend on-site drop-in center where life skill development and education occurs. This includes the distribution of awareness materials. 
What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: low cost, safe, affordable housing, with on-site support services.

What are some issues that you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: lack of money left after rent and utilities are paid, limited amount left for food and basic need items.

KUU-US Crisis Line Society – Aboriginal Housing Response Initiative:
How many different clients did you serve in the last year: 489

How many of those clients were of aboriginal ancestry: 311 (64%)

             

What are some of the services your program provides for our community:

· Advocacy help is available for personalized care-plan development, eviction prevention, housing needs, landlord/tenant issues, rental education, and applying for social assistance. 
What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: low cost, safe, affordable housing with on-site services.

What are some issues that you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: high rental costs versus low minimum wage.

Are there any concerns you feel need to be addressed as far as homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: low income assistance rate.

KUU-US Crisis Line Society

How many callers accessed crisis services in the last year: 7783

How many called regarding to financial/food/ housing/clothing: 1,759

How many of those with financial issues were of aboriginal ancestry: 756 (43%)

             

What are some of the services your agency provides for our community:

·  24 hour crisis support services (phone/outreach)
What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: low cost, safe, affordable housing with on-site services.

What are some issues that you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: difficulty maintaining independent housing, the housing need is greater than what is available.

Are there any concerns you feel need to be addressed as far as homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: lack of employment and disproportionate cost of living as a social assistance recipient.
Port Alberni Friendship Center – Drug & Alcohol Center

How many clients did you serve in the last year: 80

How many of those clients were of aboriginal ancestry: all

             

What are some of the services that your agency provides for our community:

· Assessments for drug and alcohol treatment and refer to other agencies; assist in prevention and support for a healthy lifestyle. Primary goal is to provide service for Urban First Nations People but are available for anyone in the community. 
What are some issues that you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: 37% have inadequate housing

Quu’asa, Nuu-chah-nulth Community & Human Services:

How many clients did you serve in the last year: 100

How many of those clients were of aboriginal ancestry: primarily all were Nuu-chah-nulth people.

             

What are some of the services your agency provides for our community:

· Offers support to former residential school students and their family

What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: primarily single adults or couples, housing is very difficult to find for them to find because there is no housing to address their needs; most housing available is geared to families.
What are some issues you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: majority of our clients live in shelter(s); couch surf or live in very poor housing conditions.
Salvation Army: provides food, counseling, and church services to those in need. 
Alberni Valley Aboriginal Band Statistics
Hupacasath (Murray Matchett, Housing Coordinator): made up of 5 reservations: Kleehkoot, Cous Creek, Nettle Island (inlet), Sproat Lake, and Ahahswinis.
How many band members do you currently have: 250

How many members are living on reserve: 120

How many members are living off reserve: 130

What are the criteria to apply for housing on reserve: a checklist, point system, and all applications must go through the housing committee.
How many housing units do you have: There are 13 housing units. 2 units for Elders housing (2 units), two 3-bedroom units, and nine family oriented units. 
How do you determine the rental amounts for each family: 17 yr old housing is $250 per month, housing built before 2002 the rent amount is $350 per month, and housing build after 2002 the rent amount is a set rate of $450 per month.
How many members do you have on the housing waitlist: 18 people on the wait list for housing that consists of 11 single people and 7 family oriented
Tseshaht (Sandra Rose, Housing Coordinator):
How many band members do you currently have: 1039 Tseshaht members
How many members are living on reserve: 500 living on reserve 

How many members are living off reserve: 539

What are the criteria to apply for housing on reserve: housing committee consists of 6 people. The housing policy consists of three steps. Step 1-The Housing Administration receives the application, will delegate points as per the selection criteria, Step 2-The housing applications are submitted to the Housing Committee, and Step 3-The names are attached to the priority list and the final point value is placed on the application.
How many housing units do you have: 198 privately owned homes and 51 social housing units.

How do you determine the rental amounts for each family: minimum rental is $150 per month, which includes subsidized heat, hot water, and electricity.
How many members do you have on the housing waitlist: 115 people on the wait list for housing at this time. There are 7 people seeking 1 bedrooms, 24 people are seeking a 1 or 2 bedroom, 41 people are seeking 2 or 3 bedrooms, 20 people are seeking 4 bedrooms, and 9 people are seeking 5 bedrooms.
Alberni Valley Housing Provider Statistics

BC Housing: is the main source of social housing in the community. There are 5 complexes in Port Alberni; Garden Apartments, George Dowling, Harbour View, Port Alberni Townhouses, Red Oaks Manor. For information on tenant selection: http://www.bchousing.org/applicants/Eligibility 

How many units: 65 units

· Family housing: 16-2 bedroom unit, 44-3 bedroom units, 5-4 bedroom unit

· Senior/disabled: 52-bachelor unit; 6-1 bedroom unit

Are there any units for single people: 20 single units (Cool Waters)

What type of housing do you feel is needed in our community: Aboriginal housing is important, especially affordable family housing that is safe and stable, and that has support services attached to families in difficulty. As well, affordable housing for individuals not on disability income is a gap in the housing continuum that is almost always an issue in any community. 

 

What are issues you feel your clients are facing at this time in regards to homelessness or those at risk of being homeless: joblessness, incentive to work, addictions, life skills, multiple barriers around mental health, community integration, family history, medical/health barriers
Canadian Mental Health Association: operates various housing (Kendall House, Roger Street Transition House, Port House)

Garnet House: pre/post recovery house for addiction
M’akola Housing: potential tenants must submit an application for housing. It is their responsibility to be proactive in maintaining contact with M’akola. There are 3 complexes in Port Alberni. For information on tenant selection: www.makola.bc.ca 

How many applicants do you currently have on the waitlist: 100

How many units: 41; Neil Street: 2-2 bedroom, 4-3 bedroom, 1-4 bedroom, 1-5 bedroom. Argyle Way: 6-2 bedroom, 5-3 bedroom, 3-4 bedroom, 1-5 bedroom. Bruce Street: 4-2 bedroom, 8-3 bedroom, 4-4 bedroom, 2-5 bedroom.

Phoenix House: low barrier housing with handicap access.
Port Alberni Shelter Society: 24-hour emergency shelter.

Port Alberni Transition House: 24 hour access for housing for women and children escaping the cycle of violence.
Types of Housing requested

As shown by the chart below
 66% responded that they are looking for multiple family housing with on-site services. Of those, 17% were recognized as needing transitional housing with on-site services first to acquire the skills to sustain independent housing.

43% of respondents are looking for single regular housing with on-site services. Of those, 19% were recognized as needing transitional housing with on-site services first to acquire the skills to sustain independent housing.

All of the respondents are looking for housing with on-site services. 
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Cultural Activity Recommendations

In recognizing the input from those who are homeless and at-risk of homelessness in regards to the types of housing for Aboriginal people, we would be amiss not to involve elders in the process. Their knowledge and wisdom is invaluable; this will help to incorporate cultural and traditional teachings in the development of Aboriginal Housing.

Those involved were identified through personal recommendations, contacted through Elders lunches, as well as community gatherings. Below are the results of input gathered. 

We would like to thank various Nuu-chah-nulth members for their contributions.
What do you feel Aboriginal housing should look like?

· Simplistic: there should be a room without a TV where people can sit, do some drumming, sing songs, or listen to Indian songs. 

· Clean, safe, affordable, and properly maintained

· Traditional touches: native carvings and prints, and cedar tree near the entrance of the building.
· Elder housing: easily accessible and properly equipped with handrails, bath fixtures, and bed fixtures
· Access to activities to strengthen families with cultural learning or having these automatically as on-site services
What types of support services do you feel Aboriginal people need?

Housing is important and is needed in our community. Having a place to live makes a person feel that they are safe and have somewhere to go at the end of the day. People who will be accessing the housing should have input as well to what on-site supports are available so their specific needs are met. 

There is a need for support groups for people who have alcohol and drug issues. There is also a need for skill building such as problem solving, tools to manage their lives, and cultural identity. Crisis counseling support is also needed. There should also be support groups for the elderly such as transportation to and from appointments, dinners, and shopping. People need all kinds of support services through out their lives. There should be more support services for teenagers in the homes as well.
As Aboriginal housing development increases, what elements respecting cultural and traditional should be followed? 

There should be an opening ceremony with a prayer, a welcome song, singing, drumming, dancing, and feeding the people (light snack or a feast). 

In regards to those involved in establishing this housing plan, there should be a coming together celebration. 

When is it appropriate to cleanse a house?

It is appropriate to cleanse a house first thing in the morning, the day before anyone moves in, on the day someone is moving in, after a death of a loved one who was living in the house, or when someone is going through personal difficulties.

Brushing: a traditional practice that involves a song, drum, rattle, and something from nature (i.e. cedar branch).

Smudging: a traditional practice of the plains people – a form of cleansing.

How often should a house be cleansed? 

· twice a year; cleansing is a form of protection, especially for children
What cultural and or traditional teachings would you like to see brought back to our people?

Prayers: 

· done daily in the morning or before bed

· when there is a feast, before food is served

· using a drum and rattle

· Prayers are an individual thing that is done when a person feels that they need to pray to help strengthen them emotionally, physically, mentally and spiritually)

· pray to the creator to give thanks

· thank God for a new day every day

· pray to the creator, our grandmother, grandfather, the sun, and the moon using an eagle feather

· traditionally, males and females had an individual place where they would go and pray

Bathing: 

· in the past individuals would go up the mountain; the next phase of bathing would be to bathe in the ocean (salt water) or vice versa

· done first thing in the morning and some people bathe in the evening

Language: teach new generations who have lost their language and bring back the teachings that we had growing up as children.

Strengthening communities: more community gatherings, drumming, singing, and lahal games.

Support networking: more healing circles in our community. 

Cultural events: drum making, weaving, shawl making, family history charts.
Do you have any input regarding the housing plan that you would like to bring forth?

That there be activities for everyone to join in together but it needs to be taken into account that there are times where activities need to be specifically for families with families, couples with couples, singles with singles, and elders with elders. 
Do you have any questions or concerns regarding what have been brought forth that you would like to add?

Overall, comments were that Aboriginal housing is really important and needed in our community. There is definitely a housing shortage. It is important to have these teachings within the housing itself (activities, support and cultural components as on-site services).

Conclusion
For statistical gathering, the survey conducted was restricted to one hundred people. They consisted of those living on the streets, to those who were couch surfing, and for those who live independently but are one paycheck away from being homeless. 

Thank you to those who shared personal stories on homelessness. Your experiences have helped to bring awareness as to the struggles of our people.

Thank you to all the agencies that participated; although not all were able to contribute, we thank those that provided information and statistical data.

A special thank you to the KUU-US Crisis Line Society and the partnership between the funding body of Human Resources and Skills Development Canada – Homelessness Partnering strategy. 

Thank you to the elders and local first nation housing coordinators. Your insight was very valuable and will provide great assistance while building Aboriginal housing in Port Alberni. The results of this housing plan can be utilized for anyone wishing to develop housing specific to Aboriginal people.
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Appendixes

Appendix 1: Current Housing situation
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Appendix 2: Issues with current housing
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Appendix 3: Individuals who participated in survey
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Appendix 3 (continued): individuals who participated in survey
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Appendix 4: KUU-US Crisis Line Statistics
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� Please refer to Appendix 2


� Based on the 100 homeless and at-risk of homeless Aboriginal individuals surveyed in Port Alberni


� Based on the 100 homeless and at-risk of homeless Aboriginal individuals surveyed in Port Alberni
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