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It’s a routine Tuesday night at Carroll

Barrett's.   

Dinner is on the table by 7, the earliest

she can get it there after the 75-minute

commute from her job at York University

to her apartment in Scarborough, with a

loop to pick up her two girls at daycare.   

The girls, 5 and 2, sit at the dining

room table poking at the spicy chicken

and rice on their purple plates, crudely

bargaining for juice in exchange for eat-

ing another mouthful of dinner, their

squeaky hardball negotiations frequently

drowned out by the sound of Home

Improvement in the small apartment.   

It's warm; a pleasant night for the kids

to play outside. But packing them up and

making the trip down from the ninth

floor and out to a playground is more

than Carroll can face after a day's work.   

The older girl, who started the evening

giggly, throws a post-dinner fit and goes

off to the room she shares with her moth-

er and sister to sob herself angrily to

sleep.   

By 9, when Carroll's mother comes

over, everything is quiet at last.     

It's all a lifetime away from last fall,

when Carroll found herself doing some-

thing she had never imagined could hap-

pen to someone like her: She called

Toronto's family-shelter department to

tell them she and her daughters would be

homeless as of Oct. 6, and would need a

place to live.    

In the world of housing troubles,

Carroll is in the upper class.   

A clerical employee at York for the

past nine years, the product of a solidly

working-class family, she teeters on the

border between the many house-comfort-

able Canadians and those who struggle to

maintain a secure place to live.   

As she said five months after her call

to family-shelter services, in a voice that

still carries traces of English precision

and accent: “I make about $31,000 a year

so I'm not quite on the breadline.”   

But Carroll illustrates just how far the

floodwaters of Canada's housing prob-

lem have risen: They've inundated those

living on sidewalks and in shelters; now

they're threatening even those like her,

who not so long ago would have been

happily settled in good apartments or

even their own homes.   

The problems are well-known.

Housing and homelessness have been

declared a crisis here. But we're not

doing well with solutions. This week-

long series will look at some being devel-

oped in other cities, provinces and coun-

tries.   

If Carroll lived in the right place else-

where, her government would be looking

at how to invest in her. 

• In Miami, she might be in the office of a

community housing agency getting

coached on how to buy her own house

with the help of an interest-free mortgage,

the equivalent of $45,000, provided by

Florida's housing trust. 

• In Amsterdam, she'd likely be paying

about $600 a month to rent a three-bed-

room townhouse from a non-profit hous-

ing group, something much nicer than she

has now. 

• In Hong Kong, where the government

calculates that rents at 8 per cent of gross

income are a sound target for the more

than 2 million households living there in

social housing, she'd be paying closer to

$200 for a high-rise apartment in one of

the new towns. 

• If she lived in one of several American

suburbs that demand developers include

affordable housing in their projects, she'd

probably be paying what she is now —

about one-third of her gross income —

but she'd have a three-bedroom town-

house that blends in with the houses
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around her in a comfortable neighbour-

hood.   

All these places and more are trying to

maintain old programs or create new ones

that can head off a worrisome new social

phenomenon — people in prosperous

industrialized nations tumbling down the

housing ladder.   

They're people like Carroll, who, a

generation ago, could probably have

bought a house but now find themselves

subsisting in apartments that aren't quite

slums. One financial crisis is enough to

loosen their hold on even that precarious

security.

Or, down the housing scale, they're peo-

ple who have less than Carroll but will

only enter a shelter if pushed there by the

most dire emergency. On welfare, or

working for minimum wage, they hang on

to a place at whatever cost, even if it's just

a converted convenience store or dark one-

room basement; and even if it means

cramming eight people into a two-bed-

room suite, or paying their entire income

for rent and feeding themselves in food

banks.

It's a world where parents sleep on mats

in the living room; where they wash laun-

dry in the sink and dry it on the balcony to

save $10 a week; where the best-known

form of animal life is the cockroach; and

where the landlord has the power to give

them peace or miserable stress.  

Still further down are those in shelters,

a constantly shifting mass of several

groups: people whose hold on the econo-

my is so precarious that the smallest

bump sends them to a shelter for a quick

stay; those who circulate constantly

between shelters, friends' couches and

cheap rooms; the least functional, who

used to find a niche in rooming houses

and cheap hotels but now find themselves

shuttling between shelters and the street. 

Carroll's problems started May 14,

1998, the day her common-law husband

moved out and back to his parents, leaving

behind a newborn and a 3-year-old, and a

pile of debts.   

She spent the summer alternating

between depression and thinking about

which bills she couldn't pay.   

She got help from her mother, but it

wasn't enough. Credit counsellors told

her to declare bankruptcy.   

Then her car breathed its last and she

had to buy another used one to get to her

job. As a result, she missed her $754.96

rent payment in August. She couldn't

catch up and in late September, her land-

lord ordered her to be out by Oct. 6.   

By then, she was so drained, she start-

ed to think it might be  easier just to give

up, to go straight to the last resort — one

of the Kingston Road motels that have

become Toronto's emergency shelter sys-

tem for families.   

But Family Services suggested she

call Nicole Seguin, a contact for the

experimental rent bank being at tried by

Toronto's shelter, housing and support

division, running out of the Regent Park

Community Health Centre and nearby

Neighbourhood Information Post.   

Few knew about it. Its director, Susan

Bacque, had suggested the interest-free,

revolving-loan program be a ”shadow

project” — it wasn't advertised, but
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agency people would be told in case they

had someone who seemed right for it.   

”Carroll was who we thought would

be the typical person we could help,” says

Seguin. ”Most of the cases we got, they

had no hope of catching up. They just

have an extreme chronic shortage of

income. We had to say, 'Even if we help

you now, we know you're going to get

evicted.' ”   

It was difficult for Carroll to ask for the

help. The way she'd always seen things,

she's not from that kind of a family. Her

mother and father have both worked hard

their whole lives at the kinds of jobs that

aren't glamorous, but keep cities running,

just like Carroll's. The three girls in the

family put themselves through college

and university.     

”I'd never accepted a penny of govern-

ment help. So it was humbling. But not

humiliating.”   

Carroll got a $778 loan to cover her

rent arrears, and started repaying $77 a

month. In August, the debt was clear.

And, feeling as though the tides of chaos

were receding a little, she started to think

about finding another place to live —

where her girls could run outside on a lit-

tle patch of lawn while she made dinner;

the ceiling isn't sagging, and people don't

pee in the elevator.   

Carroll got help because Toronto is

starting to do what American govern-

ments did a decade ago — recognize that

the epidemic of homelessness and hous-

ing instability is not a temporary down-

turn but a persistent condition that needs

new strategies of prevention and treat-

ment. But she has little chance of getting

enough assistance to eventually live in

something beyond her small, dilapidated

apartment. The province and country she

lives in hold adamantly to the position that

they cannot get back into the business of

providing large-scale housing help to

people like her, and to those further down

the economic ladder.  

All First World countries pumped hard

on the brakes of their housing programs

in the late 1980s and early '90s, as deficit-

cutting and the move to smaller govern-

ment prevailed.   

In Canada, the federal Liberals ended

funding for new housing- supply pro-

grams as of 1993 and started passing

responsibility for housing to the

provinces. They also started steering the

Canada Mortgage and Housing

Corporation away from one of its long-

standing goals — developing housing

that acted as a social program, meant to

help the poorest and integrate communi-

ties — and toward a corporate role.   

Ontario, in a profound conservative

backlash from its previous NDP govern-

ment, went further. Not only did Mike

Harris' government cancel all new hous-

ing programs, but it also: 

• Introduced a ”tenant-protection act” that

made evictions easier; 

• Eased rent control, through the same

act, by letting landlords raise rents when

a tenant vacates;

• Eliminated legislation that made base-

ment suites legal everywhere in the

province; 

• Dumped the requirement that munici-

palities ensure 25 per cent of new housing

is affordable; 

• Downloaded housing to municipali-

ties and forced many to amalgamate, pro-

ducing confusion that robbed cities of

energy for innovative housing solutions.   

Few other governments went as far as

Ottawa or Ontario, and many are rethink-

ing their retreat.

When journalist Linda McQuaig wrote

her Atkinson Fellowship series in 1992

about the assault on equality by those

pushing a more American-style system,

she illustrated the perilous path Canada

was heading down by visiting Anacostia,

a poor, black suburb across the Potomac

River from Washington, D.C.   

On her tour, she observed ”block after

block of dirty, low- rising housing pro-

jects, with walls smeared with graffiti and

broken windows covered by wire mesh.”   

It was a nightmarish vision of

American slums, a universe away from

Canadian cities where two decades of

government-funded housing programs

had produced vibrant city communities

with a mix of social and market housing,

like Toronto's St. Lawrence neighbour-

hood.   

Last fall, I visited Anacostia with

James Banks. Banks was born in

Anacostia when it was farm country and

grew up there in the '40s as it filled with

housing for soldiers.   

He worked in, then managed, local

public housing projects,and later was a

consultant to U.S. President Bill Clinton's

first housing secretary, Henry Cisneros.

Now retired, Banks — one of the few

whites who venture into Anacostia — is a

volunteer with community groups trying

to salvage the area.   

He sees hope where there was none.   

As he circles through Anacostia, he

shows off the changes: parks, the site of a

planned community centre, townhouses

built by private developers on their own

or with some government subsidy. Most

important, he points out, is the vacant

hillside where a notorious public housing

project is being replaced with a mix of

market and social housing, funded by a

new federal program and one of the key

hous ing intermediary agencies in the

United States, the Enterprise Foundation. 

Anacostia has become an example of

determination to use housing reform to

create a more integrated and equal soci-

ety; meanwhile, Canada has eliminated

most housing programs.   

And Anacostia is just a small part of
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what is happening in the United States.

Congress began allocating money to anti-

homelessness initiatives in 1987. The

U.S. Housing and Urban Development

Department is tearing down the worst

public-housing projects and replacing

them with mixed-income developments

— a policy that used to be a Canadian

success story.   

More recently, HUD triumphantly

announced that it is ”back in  business”

with a budget that's the equivalent of $37

billion for the 1999 fiscal year and $42

billion for the year after.   

The HUD budget is about double what

the Canadian government spends per

capita on housing. Ottawa is holding its

spending at $1.8 billion to subsidize and

maintain the 650,000 units in place as of

1993, when money for new building

stopped. But the direct U.S. government

funding is just the base. There's also a

tax-credit program that puts another $2.7

billion into lower- income housing and

involves developers and investors.   

Even some Canadian provinces are re-

inventing their housing programs.   

But the two most significant political

bodies in Canada — the federal govern-

ment and Ontario — are paralyzed.   

“There are probably three provinces

still doing something — Quebec, B.C.,

and Saskatchewan,” says Tom Carter, a

University of Winnipeg geography pro-

fessor who is regarded as the dean of

housing-policy analysts in Canada, and is

completing a survey of Canadian housing

policy and activity. “But Ontario is just

marking time. And the federal govern-

ment is only providing nominal amounts

of money.”   

For Ontario, it's a question of ideology.

The Tory government will not acknowl-

edge that homelessness is caused in any

way by some malfunction in the housing

market. This year, it put $10 million into

projects to prevent homelessness. It also

provided $24 million for supportive

housing, but that's coming from the

health ministry and it's restricted to single

people with a “serious mental illness” —

consistent with the view that housing

problems are caused only by people's

failings.   

There is no money to actually produce

housing for lower-income people.   

For the federal government, housing is

a political problem.   

It's not a middle-class issue, like child

care. It's not even a national issue. No one

else has the problems Toronto and some

Ontario cities do. And it's one of those

jurisdictions that's in limbo between the

provinces and the federal government.

The provinces, even Quebec, want

Ottawa to collect and distribute money

for housing, but they don't want federal

programs or control. Ottawa doesn't like

giving money with no controls.   

And, like Ontario, the federal govern-

ment is not willing to accept that there is

a larger housing problem, and that it

involves those who will never be in shel-

ters or on the street.   

Many Canadians are also skeptical:

Four-fiths of us have a decent, affordable

place to live. Two-thirds own our own

houses. Half of the houseowners don't

even have a mortgage.     

So many find it hard to believe there

are people in Canada who don't have the

money for even a downpayment on a

condo. People like Carroll.   

Carroll has a small chance to improve

her housing situation. Canada still has

650,000 units of government-assisted

housing where more than a million peo-

ple live.   

There are also “market rate” apart-

ments in the mixed-income co-ops and

social housing built in the last two

decades that are cheaper and nicer than

what's available in privately owned

buildings. In the game of musical hous-

es, there's always a chance Carroll can

get in to one of those.   

She accepts that's the way the system

works. So do many. But it's a world that

strikes others as deeply unfair.   

Peter Dreier, former housing director

for Boston, one of America's most pro-

gressive cities, has studied housing in the

U.S. and Canada. He admired the old

Canada and held it up as a model the

U.S. should emulate.   

But in Canada, particularly the new

one, he says, the same problem exists as

in the U.S. ”For the middle class and the

rich, housing is an entitlement. For the

poor, it's a lottery.”   

SUCCESS STORY: Washington's Anacostia housing project has come a long way

since James Banks grew up here in the 1940s. It's an example of how American

determination can create a more integrated and equal society.



I met Margo Lincoln in Vancouver in

April, just after she had given notice she

was going to move. She was optimistic,

then, that everything would work out.

That was, I discovered, typical of Margo.

No matter what happened in the time I

knew her — falling off her bike and injur-

ing her leg; travelling hours a day on

buses with as many as three toddlers; dis-

covering that someone had let her down

yet again —  she was relentlessly cheer-

ful. She would tell me stories about her

day —  the fights with her ex-husband,

the house she looked at but didn't get, the

terrible night she had when her kids threw

up with food poisoning, the hours on the

bus going to the hospital or the food bank.

Then she'd laugh. Margo isn't among the

worst-off among Canadians facing a

housing crisis. Still, she has many strikes

against her, and her story illustrates the

barriers facing many people and what's

needed to lower them. She had moved

from Prince Rupert, B.C., in the fall of

1997 and was still startled at how hard

life in the city could be. She was living in

a three-bedroom fourplex in Ladner, a

sprawling suburb south of Vancouver.

The place was okay —  big kitchen,

clean rooms, only the bathroom wall

crumbling in one place —  but, at $900 a

month, too expensive.   

Margo gets $1,059 per month in wel-

fare payments, $420 in B.C. family bene-

fits and $409 in federal child tax credits,

for herself and her four kids —  13-year-

old Lance, who is his mother's mainstay

and primary helper with the younger kids,

Tyler, 5, Sarah, 4, and baby Travis.  

It's $432 more than a woman in her sit-

uation would get in Ontario. Still, her

total income is $1,888 and the rent takes

nearly half. 

But Margo knows how to get stuff

from the system.  

She knows which food banks are on

the computer system designed to prevent

people from using them more than once a

week, and which aren't. Sometimes she

gets more than the regular ration because

food bank staff like her. She gets bus tick-

ets from her social worker. She can some-

times talk her ex-husband into buying

diapers or the asthma medicine her kids

need.  

She's also the kind of person people

like giving to. She's friendly and cheerful

and pretty, with thick, dark, curly hair,

younger looking than the 37 she is. Her

kids are teddy-bear cute.  

Like many of the energetic poor, she's

furnished her place in a passable imita-

tion of the middle class with their cast

offs. She has a couch, a console TV,

lamps, plants. Still, $988 a month doesn't

go far for five people, not with cable,

phone, diapers, asthma medicine, a

teenage boy who needs clothes that aren't

from the thrift store and $30-a-month

In search of a home:  
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allowance, taxis to bring the groceries

home, laundry money, food.  

Also, Lance has to bus 1 1/2 hours to

school in east Vancouver. She was trying

to keep him at one school, no matter

where they lived, because the teachers

had said he'd already fallen behind

because of so many other moves. 

And finally, her neighbour smoked —

a problem when three of your four chil-

dren have serious asthma. She'd fought

with the landlord about it and he was

unsympathetic.  

Still, she wouldn't have left without an

alternative. In March, she had found a

house in Vancouver for only $850. So,

she'd given her notice.  

Three days later, the landlord at the

new house called and said he was going

to rent the place to someone else, a work-

ing family. Margo tried to retract her

notice at the Ladner townhouse, but the

landlord said no.  

So, she started looking. She usually

took the bus, trying to do it on the two

weekdays her social worker had arranged

day care, or on weekends, when she could

get her ex-husband to babysit some of the

kids.   

The first time we went out looking was

Easter Sunday. Margo thought she might

have a better chance at getting a place

because other people would stay home.

She has moved four times in the past two

years so she's learned a few things about

looking for housing.  

She saw two basement suites that day.  

One was in New Westminster, a sub-

urb east of Vancouver. If I hadn't driven

her, the trip would have taken at least two

hours.  

The small living room didn't have a

window, true. There was no washer and

dryer. And New Westminster is just as far

as Ladner from her son's school.  

But it was clean. The kitchen had just

been redone. Most of the rooms were big.

The owner, a young man who lived

upstairs with his wife, two children, a

brother and a nephew, said he didn't mind

children. And it was only $700 a month

plus the phone.  

Margo launched into what I came to

recognize as her standard sales pitch: “I

don't drink, I don't smoke, I don't do

drugs, I have good references. I'm a clean

person.”  

It seemed over the top, desperate, but

the landlord warmed up slightly: ”I look

for good tenants,” he said.  

It was the beginning of the month and

she was feeling  confident, so she told

him directly: ”I'm on social assistance. Is

that a problem for you?”  

There was a long silence. He didn't say

yes or no, just looked away.  

At the end of the visit, he said another

couple of families were coming to look at

the suite. He'd get back to her. 

The second place, in central

Vancouver, was in the basement of one of

the huge, rectangular boxes that have

become the city's housing of choice for

poor immigrants. It had the look of a

1960s rec room: a bar and mirror in the

living room; a bedroom with thick, gold

curtains; and a kitchen at the back next to

the suite's only entrance, a small door at

the bottom of concrete steps.  

Margo loved that place, too. Lance's

school would be only 20 minutes away.

This time, she didn't say she was on wel-

fare. But the application form asked for a

work number.  

Neither landlord called her.

Margo is and isn't the face of Canada's

housing dilemma.  

Some — those most likely to end up in

shelters or the street — are much worse

off than her, slipping and falling constant-

ly  into the despair of their own sense of

inadequacy, made all the worse by drugs

or drinking or fragile mental health.  

Others are better off. They've had a

head start in life, and they've got the

resilience, friend-and-family network,

and disciplined optimism that come with

that.  

I think of some refugee, welfare-depen-

dent families I've met; people from the

middle class of Iran or Somalia whose

apartments, even in depressing towers, are

scrupulously orderly; their children move

steadily through school to college and uni-

versity. 

But many are much like Margo; they

were born behind the eight ball and

remain there.  

After spending a year talking to people

in shelters and basement suites, social

housing and anonymous apartments

across Canada, I've concluded you don't

have a housing problem as long as: 

• You don't get sick. 

• You don't get divorced. 

• Your husband doesn't leave with all of

your possessions and the car you just

bought in your name; your wife, who did

everything for you, doesn't die. • You

never move to a new country and discov-

er the skills you  accumulated in 40 years

are worth nothing because you don't

speak English well. 

• You never have a nervous breakdown. 

• You're not on old-age pension. 

• You don't have mental problems that

require medication. 

• You're not native or a new immigrant. 

• You're not on welfare. 

• You're not young. 

• You're not deaf, in a wheelchair or men-

tally handicapped. 

• You've never run into debt. 

• You never find yourself alone, without a

friend or relative to lend you a little cash

or a hand. 

• You don't have too many children. You

didn't drop out of school. You're not a sin-

gle mother. 

• You're not working part-time or for min-

imum wage.  

Margo has many of those strikes

against her. She's a single mother, on wel-

fare. Her only education past high school

is a half-completed bookkeeping course.

Her main job experience has been as a net

mender, which paid $25 an hour when

fishing was good in B.C. But it's not a

booming business.  

Last year, for the first time, her moth-

er, who runs the business, had no work

and told her not to bother coming up for

the summer. 

One more thing. Margo's an Indian. 

Margo and her kids are typical of

Canada's native people. Most live in

cities. Many are in single-parent families.

And two- thirds of all off-reserve, lone-

parent families in Canada are in Margo's
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position — living in housing that's

crowded, in bad repair or takes up than 30

per cent of their income. 

In comparison, the two other groups

with the worst housing problems —

seniors and single parents in general —

seem to be doing well. Only a fifth and a

third of them, respectively, are  classified

as dangerously poor and badly housed. 

The second time I go out with Margo,

it feels as though we have slipped unno-

ticed to a lower category of accommoda-

tion. 

The first place we look at is in the

basement of a small house on one of

Vancouver's most heavily travelled truck

routes, Clark Rd. As we walk to the door

under the back deck, we hear the washing

machine — in a shed attached to the rear

of the house — its motor thumping wild-

ly. 

Two teenagers show us the suite,

telling us their parents will make the deci-

sion about who rents. They're Chinese,

typical for Vancouver where a vast num-

ber of the landlords of basement suites

and rooming houses are immigrants

themselves, Chinese, Indo-Canadians,

Greek. 

It's a quiet place because their parents

work and they, the kids, attend college. At

the moment, three unrelated people live

in the basement. Two of the bedrooms are

locked while the tenants sleep in their off-

shift hours. 

As she does at every place, Margo

jumps in early to make the point that she's

clean, doesn't smoke, doesn't do drugs. 

The second place, the basement of a

sprawling older house across the street

from a warehouse surrounded by freight

trucks, is the most dispiriting we've seen

so far. The current tenants show us the

place. They're a Croatian family — man,

woman, several kids, with huge, packed

suitcases crammed into the hallways and

tiny bedrooms. The parents are sitting on

the floor with a new fax machine, intent-

ly reading the instruction booklet. 

The woman tells us they are leaving at

the end of the month. Going? ”Back to

Europe,” she says briefly, looking up

from the fax, in a tone that expresses a

wealth of disgust with Canada. 

She warns Margo the landlord likely

won't fix anything. He hasn't in the three

years they've been here. The ceilings are

low and there is only a patch of unkempt

grass behind the towering house where

children might play. 

The worst features are the smell, the

stains and the mold. The bathroom door

is covered with a grayish shadow of

mold, while the tub, stained orange and

green inside, is black around the edges.

The suite is $800 a month. 

Even Margo won't consider this. And

she never hears from the parents at the

first place. 

Margo has a way of talking — a con-

tinuous, compulsive, commentary on her

life's ups and downs — that often made

me think she wasn't aware I was there.

Not that she talked incessantly. She was

silent for long periods as we drove around

or looked through houses, though it

seemed I could always hear her brain

churning. 

But if I asked a question, she respond-

ed like an open tap — a steady flow of

light, bubbling, clear words. 

I found out details of her past only by

accident, though, like falling through a

trapdoor. One afternoon, when I suggest-

ed she and her kids go to a nearby swim-

ming pool, she waffled, saying she hadn't

been in a bathing suit in years and talking

about how much junk food she'd been

eating. 

Finally, she added: ”Well, and I hate to

because I have these scars on my legs and

all over my back, you know, being hit

with branches and belt buckles. And scars

from the sores on my skin. We all have

them, I guess because we were so

neglected.” 

Another night, while we were talking

about her children and how much time

she spends with them without a break,

she paused, then said: ”I don't want to be

like my mother and my auntie. They were

always drinking and gambling and leav-

ing their kids alone.” 

She grew up mostly with her two sets

of grandparents in northern B.C., her

dad's Nisga'a parents in Prince Rupert

and her mother's Gitskan parents at the

village of Kitwancool, 200 kilometres

north of Rupert. When she was 13, she

started hitch- hiking regularly between

the two places. 

”Our parents never raised us. I was

physically abused by my mom,” is

Margo's brief description of her early

childhood. Her mother had disappeared

early on, the seven kids distributed

among other family and friends, not to

reappear until Margo was much older. 

Her father was often out fishing, but

around enough to get the kids taken away

and put somewhere safer. 

She holds herself a little apart from

people now -- except for her children,

whom she's made the centre of her life.

She talks often about wanting just one

more baby, another girl, as if, like so

many from unhappy pasts, she wants to

create the love- filled, happy childhood

she never had and mother the little girl

she once was. 

It terrifies her when there's any hint of

her mother appearing. Lance was taken

away for six months when he was 3

because Margo hit him so hard on the

mouth she had to check him and herself

into a hospital. Nothing like that has hap-

pened again, but, with me and with the

counsellor who is helping her sort

through the emotional debris of her child-

hood, she talks frequently about how to

be a better parent. 

As the month goes on, Margo sounds

more harried and nothing seems to click.

One day, she travels by bus to a place

near Burnaby, another 1 1/2-hour ride,

but the landlord who'd said he'd meet her

didn't show up. 

A house in the country, by the Fraser

River, was available, but she couldn't get

a ride from her sister-in-law until it was

too late. 

She has applied for a place with an

urban native-housing association, called

Kekinow, one of the organizations man-

aging the housing built under Canada's

urban-native housing program, before it

was ended in 1993. 

Its buildings are in Surrey, a suburb

even further from downtown than her

current home, but she was willing to go

there because she'd save $300 a month.

Gordon Philips, Kekinow's housing

director, tells her he's also seeing two

other families. A few days later, he calls

to say he's given the unit to one of them. 

Margo can't understand that. She's a

week away from having to move out and

has no place to go. Who could be more

desperate than that? 

Philips tells me later that he always

interviews three  families. One had been
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on the waiting list since 1993, one since

1994. Margo didn't have much of a

chance to begin with, because her senior-

ity was so low. 

And the family waiting since 1993 was

also living in a basement suite that had

raw sewage coming out of a pipe running

across the ceiling. 

A week before the end of the month,

Margo has decided she's probably going

to have to move to Helping Spirit, a

native-run transition house in Vancouver.

She's been there twice in the last two

years. 

The first time was when she arrived in

Vancouver, right after she left Prince

Rupert and her husband because she

couldn't stand the drinking and fighting. 

She stayed for two months, until she

found the small two- bedroom house in

east Vancouver where she and the three

kids lived for 18 months until Travis was

born. 

She was there again in September,

1998, after she'd left the little house for a

much larger townhouse in Coquitlam, a

special complex of transition housing for

single women. It was her dream house,

the place she says is the nicest she ever

lived in. But she was thrown out after her

ex-husband showed up, in violation of the

rule forbidding boyfriends and husbands

near the premises. She says now she was-

n't ready to separate from him that com-

pletely — but it was hard to leave. 

This time, Helping Spirits has said it

has a room for her and the kids, but she

should come immediately if she wants to

make sure she has it. But Margo can't see

how she could live at the transition house

and travel out to Ladner every day to pack

up her belongings. So she stays on, taking

the chance they'll still have room at the

end of the month. 

Margo's problem is that she's compet-

ing with a lot of people for a commodity

that's in short supply. 

In the United States, housing

researchers point out the simple arith-

metic: In 1970, there were two low-

priced units for every low-income house-

hold. In 1983, there were two poor house-

holds for each unit. 

No similar statistics are available in

Canada. But a recent study on gentrifica-

tion in Canadian cities paints a detailed

picture of the march of the prosperous

into territory that used to be held by the

poor in cities like Vancouver, Toronto and

Halifax. 

In his recently published book, The

New Middle Class and the Remaking of

the Central City, the way particular

Canadian cities — those with expanding

service economies — in the '70s and '80s

became prime sites for a ”new middle

class” — people working in the arts,

media, teaching, social services, and

other public and non-profit sectors, who

didn't want to live in suburban communi-

ties. 

Their efforts — fixing up old houses,

voting for municipal politicians who

believed, as they did, in ”livable cities,”

and campaigning tirelessly against

destructive redevelopment — made cen-

tral cities into attractive, urban-festival

places. 

Once the livable-city crowd got things

going, real-estate agents and developers

found it relatively easy to sell inner- city

READY TO GO: After battles with the landlord of their former home south of Vancouver, Margo Lincoln and her four kids have

their boxes packed in case they find a new place.
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housing to more conservative buyers. As

they moved in, they pushed prices up,

forcing the less-prosperous ”new middle

class” to find inexpensive but hip places

to live. It's what's happening today, for

example, in the Parkdale area of Toronto. 

For people like Margo, that means

fewer cheap apartments, old houses and

basement suites. Worse, they're compet-

ing to rent what's left with the lower

fringes of the middle class, people who

are saving to move up in the real-estate

market. 

And those people can get a far better

deal on rent than someone perceived as

from among the shiftless poor. 

York University of Toronto professor

Michael Ornstein's report for the Centre

for Equality Rights in Accommodation

made note of that that paradox: The poor-

er you are, the more you pay; the better-

off you are, the more likely you'll get the

great deal. 

In Toronto last winter, many people

found that rents were zooming up as they

were released from rent control; but some

held a better hand. 

“We've gotten every place we've

looked at. We're two well- dressed attrac-

tive ladies so it's pretty easy for us,” says

Lisa Lawrence, a graduate student who

shares a place downtown with a room-

mate working in public relations. “We've

turned down three places. The last one

had a hot tub but no deck.” 

They had been renting a two-bedroom

apartment for $880, an “unbelievable

find,” that they'd gotten by showing up

with reference letters and cheques in

hand. 

Out hunting again last May because

their landlord wanted to use the apart-

ment himself, Lawrence and her room-

mate were shocked to discover that land-

lords were raising rents substantially as

tenants turned over. But they were still

able to negotiate. 

“A couple of places we've looked at,

they started at $1,350 plus hydro, but then

they said, 'let's talk.' ” 

By April 27, Margo is oscillating more

wildly between her “can do” voice and

doom. “Everything's going downhill.

Anybody that'll take me, I'll go for it.” 

She says several times that she's just

drained. But then she switches directions

“We'll find a way to make it.” 

And she says she's going to look at

another place, one that she has assessed,

in some extrasensory way, that she has a

fair chance of getting, probably because

it's still available at this late point in the

month. 

The next day, we meet to look at the

house on a leafy street near Kingsway, a

busy, fast-food and motel strip that cuts

diagonally through Vancouver. 

This time, it's the main floor of the

house that's for rent. 

The landlord, who lives in the base-

ment, isn't home and the woman who

answers the door says Margo can't see the

suite because the current tenant is in. 

But Margo is so enthusiastic that she

goes back again later that night by bus,

sits outside on the sidewalk until the land-

lord gets home, and begs to have it. He

agrees. They have a deal. She still hasn't
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seen the inside of the house.

Lance takes a couple of days off school

to help Margo pack. On May 1, a

Saturday, they load everything they can

into a moving van. Margo's ex-husband

and his brother help move the rest of the

stuff. 

They arrive at the new place to discov-

er the landlord having a screaming match

with the departing tenant, a young

Vietnamese woman. 

That's bad enough. But then Margo

mentions that she's on the waiting list for

social housing so she might be moving at

some point. 

So the landlord flips out again. He's

not going to paint for her, he's not going

to rent to her if that's the case. 

Eventually, everything calms down

and she gets her things moved in, only to

discover cockroaches everywhere. She

stacks her boxes of food and kitchen sup-

plies in a corner of the living room until

she figures out what to do about that. But

the place seems nice. 

It's an older house, stucco on the out-

side. Inside, the fridge is leaking and

there's a piece of metal sticking out from

one of the heating panels in the living

room. 

But the rooms are big, the hardwood

floors gleam, there are trees outside the

front window, the bathroom is clean,

there are three bedrooms. Many of the

poor live in places like this: reasonably

clean, reasonably livable. 

Invariably, these places have cock-

roaches and some mold, sometimes poor

insulation, cracked windows, and a few

decades of do-it-yourself repair jobs.

Many are simply in old working-class

neighbourhoods, though increasingly the

poor are getting concentrated into dense

pockets of poverty. 

In fast-growth cities like Toronto and

Vancouver, the poor are forced into a dif-

ficult choice: live in the central city,

where rents are high, or move to the older

apartments in the suburbs, where rents are

a little cheaper but you're miles from any-

where. 

Housing issues for the poor are also

complicated by the same economic and

social pressures that the rest of us grapple

with: They get caught up in consumerism.

It's the rare family in Canada, no matter

how poor, that doesn't have a huge televi-

sion set. 

And everyone is under more housing

pressure because people refuse to share

homes the way they used to.

Contemporary culture values indepen-

dence and privacy, and everyone's got the

bug. 

In the past year, I met a 35-year-old ex-

computer programmer who preferred to

live on disability and food banks rather

than move back to her parents' house in

Calgary after her husband disappeared

and she lost her job; a 70-year-old woman

who was living in a transitional house for

street people with mental health problems

rather than move into the spare bedroom

at her daughter's; and several brothers

who left their sisters' houses to live in

shelters rather than impose on them any

longer. 

Finally, everyone wants more space

and something nicer. 

All of that is a problem for those who

like or try to make black-and-white cases.

Housing advocates often focus on

extreme cases, the appalling rooming

houses and the visible homeless, in order

to make the case for the larger, but less

dramatic and more complex problem. 

That entices conservatives into coun-

tering that housing problems in Canada

aren't really that bad. They question how

many homeless there really are and why

they're homeless. 

They point out that Canadian poor are

relatively poor — they just don't have as

much as the well-off — not absolutely

poor like people in Third World countries

who don't have the money to get them-

selves even the basics of life: enough

food to be healthy, clothing, and any kind

of roof over their heads. Those conserva-

tive critics score points with the general

public because, in some ways, they're

right. 

After all, Margo gets nearly $1,900 a

month to support herself and her children.

They get free medical and dental care.

She sees a counsellor, at government

expense. Her band, with money from the

federal government, will pay for her

schooling if she decides to go back to col-

lege. 

When she needs help, she can go to

government-assisted agencies: food

banks, transition houses, a Vancouver

group offering a Head Start-style program

to her children. 

And her housing situation isn't life-

threatening, it's just cruddy, very costly

for someone with her income, and always

precarious — which means it undermines

the other expensive social services she's

getting. 

On top of that, it probably contributes

to the aches and pains that Margo and her

kids always have. 

Health research suggests that people

suffer stress and, consequently, illness,

not just from absolute poverty but also

from relative poverty — their knowledge

that they are at the bottom of the social

hierarchy. But when gaps in wealth

appear and societies lose their cohesive-

ness, those at the bottom of the pile get

sicker. 

Unhealthy Societies, a book by

English researcher Richard Wilkinson

that summarizes some of those studies,

details the correlation between job or

housing insecurity and illness. When peo-

ple feel unsure of their jobs and finances,

they get sick. When they feel their hous-

ing is threatened, their trips to the doctor

increase. 

The difficult debate in Canada is not

about eradicating slums, tackling home-

lessness, or finding decent places to live

for the mentally ill or dysfunctional.

Those are the no-brainers. 

Even the landlords and developers

who led the campaign that killed social

housing in Ontario say using tax money

for supportive housing for the hardest to

house is the right thing to do. 

What's far more difficult is deciding

what people like Margo — poor but func-

tional, capable but foundering — should

get as a minimum of help from the rest of

us. And that depends on what we think of

people who are poor and the way they act
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— and on that there is no agreement. 

We could assume, as some liberals do,

that the poor are never going to get an

even break, so we should support them

and build them places to live because it's

the least this wealthy society can do. We

could also assume that many of the poor,

like anyone else, can move on to a better

life if given a boost by having a stable

place to live. 

On the other hand, we could argue, as

conservatives do, that Canada can't afford

to house such a large group and, in any

case, subsidized housing just encourages

them to be lazy and dependent. 

We could also assume that the poor

need to be prodded and poked, rewarded

and punished. We could argue that if peo-

ple live in unpleasant, unstable housing,

then maybe it's what they deserve. Or,

more charitably, it's what they need to

propel them off their butts. 

William Kelso's Poverty And The

Underclass makes the case that the poor

no longer have the values and culture

necessary to engage in productive work-

ing lives. They need to be re-molded into

responsible citizens, through rewards for

good behaviour. 

Howard Husock makes a similar argu-

ment in his essay, ”The Housing Ladder,”

published in the Journal Of American

Citizenship. We should go back to unsub-

sidized housing, which could mean

slums, he writes. 

Slums, especially if unfettered by gov-

ernment regulations that raise construc-

tion and maintenance costs, provide

cheap housing for those content to stay at

the bottom, he says. For those who aren't,

”The price of housing serves to separate

those among the poor with good work

habits and strong family bonds from

those who lack them.”

In the end, Husock argues, the hierar-

chy of bad to good neighbourhoods

encourages the poor to struggle to move

up the housing ladder. 

Maybe that's what will happen with

Margo, but it seems unlikely. What seems

more probable is that she will stay off bal-

ance for a long time. 

Shortly after Margo moved in to her

new place in the Kingsway area of

Vancouver, the landlord told her she

would have to pay the lion's share of the

hydro bill since there were five people

in her suite and only two in his. That's

$65 more a month than she was plan-

ning on. 

And when she asked the landlord,

two weeks after moving in, to fix the

fridge, he got angry again. 

At the end of the fight, the landlord

told her she was a pain and had to move

out by the end of the month. He didn't

follow through on that threat, but the

situation put Margo on edge. As the

summer wore on, she seemed to be even

shorter on money than before. 

She's had to cut Lance's allowance to

$20 a month. The fridge still leaks, and

she's started to fray over the noise from

below. 

In August, Red Door, a social-hous-

ing agency with a housing project back

in Ladner, called to say she had a good

chance at a three-bedroom subsidized

unit. But the man doing the interviews

quizzed her intensively about her person-

al life, asking how often her ex-husband

would be visiting, whether he could

phone Lance's school for information

about the boy's behaviour, and whether

PLAY TIME: Margo  Lincoln and her children, from left, Sarah, 4, baby Travis, Tyler, 5, and Lance, 13, in their former home in

Ladner, south of Vancouver. 
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he could ask Margo's counsellor, Audrey

Cook, about her treatment. 

The counsellor later told the inter-

viewer at Red Door that Margo's ex-

husband has been violent in the past. A

few days later, Red Door told Margo

they were giving the place to someone

with three small children. She wonders

if they rejected her because of what the

counsellor said. 

Her experience isn't uncommon. As

housing advocates and legal aid lawyers

observe, social-housing operators can

be as unwelcoming of people with prob-

lems as any private landlord. 

Margo thought about getting a job

this fall. She also registered at

Vancouver Community College to try to

finish the bookkeeping course she start-

ed there in 1995. But she decided she

couldn't do it, between having no day

care and not knowing where she's going

to be living. 

Now, most of her conversations are

taken up with fretting over what she

should do next. 

She constantly looks at rental ads in

the newspapers. She regularly calls the

several housing agencies she's regis-

tered with. 

In the meantime, she's poised for

flight. There's a pile of boxes in her bed-

room — full. She's decided not to

unpack anything she doesn't absolutely

need so she can be ready to move again.
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The demonstartion house at the

Clagett Farm subdivision, an hour's drive

from Washington, D.C., doesn't leave out

a single detail of the North American

housing fantasy.

The master bedroom, with an attached

sitting room, walk-in closet and opulent

bathroom, takes up half the second floor.

Each of the children's rooms has its

own bathroom.

The basement includes a wine cellar

cum breakfast nook; there's a glassed-in

media room next to the pool table, as well

as a den, a vast family room and a formal

dining room. The house is worth the

equivalent of $750,000. And it's set in the

kind of rural, horsey region beloved of

style magazines.

Clagett Farm shows every sign of

being the kind of segregated, upper-end

neighbourhood that has become a fixture

of North American suburbs.

But it's not.

During the past 25 years, Montgomery

County, one of the wealthiest suburbs in

the United States, has found a way to

make room for its poorer households. It's

called "fair share housing" or inclusion-

ary zoning, and it's one of many solutions

to be examined in this week-long series

on housing and homelessness.

The policy requires every developer of

a subdivision with more than 50 houses to

include some to be sold to low-income

families or housing agencies at a set low

price.

Since 1974, the policy has resulted in

the construction of 10,000 lower-income

housing units in Montgomery County.

Inclusionary zoning now exists in about

200, mostly suburban, U.S. municipali-

ties. But hardly anyone talks about inclu-

sionary zoning in Canada.

It has been tried here. Ten years ago,

David Peterson's Liberal government

required that community plans across

Ontario include 25 per cent affordable

housing in all new developments.

But it was a pale imitation of the U.S.

policy and died unnoticed in 1996 after

Mike Harris' government was elected.

Only British Columbia now shows

interest.

Yet, American housing reformers and

urban planners rave about inclusionary

zoning. They say it: 

• Provides good homes for low-income

families without endless government sub-

sidies. 

• Promotes integration, cutting the dis-

tance between income groups and letting

them get to know each other. 

• Reduces concentrations of poverty that

intensify the difficulties poor families

have. 

• Has been grudgingly accepted by devel-

opers, since it treats them all the same. 

• Is an idea the public more or less sup-

ports. People might be grumpy, but

they're willing to live with it, even in a

place like Clagett Farm.

“These policies represent a win-win

solution all the way around,” says David

Rusk, an American urban analyst who is

a fan of the 

Montgomery County model.

Inclusionary zoning works by setting

rules that create housing that must be

made available at a set price to those who

need it most.

That's in striking contrast to what's

going on in Ontario these days. The pri-

vate-sector solutions proposed here over

the last year would merely reduce fees

and taxes paid by developers but with no

guarantees they'd pass along any savings

to the buyers or renters and no guarantees

that those who need low-cost housing the

most would get it.

At Clagett Farm, inclusionary zoning

Are Trojan houses the answer? 
Settling poorer families in rich subdivisions 

draws grumpy  acceptance from neighbours  

FITTING IN: Augustus and Sheila Achiampong and their three kids live in a Trojan house, a lower-income unit  in a high-price

subdivision near Washington, D.C.
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works this way:

The company behind the 170-house

development also built 12 so- called

Moderately Priced Dwelling Units. Also

know as “Trojan houses,” they fit the

expensive look of the area, but are actual-

ly duplexes that house two families

apiece, creating a total of 24 low-cost

units.

Lower-income families bought 16 of

these units for between $150,000 and

$195,000. The county's Housing

Opportunities Commission bought the

other eight and rents them out for

$1,200 a month - an incredible deal

in Montgomery County.

Greg Endress, a young science

graduate in an entry-level job as a

biologist, rents one of the HOC

duplexes with his wife, Amy

Stephens, who stays home to care

for their two toddlers.

Across the street is Augustus

Achiampong, long ago from Ghana,

now an employee at Atlantic

Medical Services in nearby

Rockville, along with his wife,

Sheila, and three children. They are one of

two black families in the subdivision.

Achiampong used to own a house, but

had to give it up when ”our financial situ-

ation changed.” He hopes to own again.

In the meantime, it's a relief to be able

to live in a nice area and a house with

space for the same amount he paid to rent

a two-bedroom apartment in Rockville.

”It was cramped there. Here, we can run

away from the kids.”

A fair-share housing plan like at

Clagett Farm doesn't turn formerly segre-

gated enclaves of the prosperous into little

edens of harmonious diversity. 

Endress says it's odd to have such

wealth and poverty together. His wife is

the only full-time mother in the develop-

ment. “It's a little hard for her because

there are only nannies around during the

day.”

While the Endress' dining room is fur-

nished only with a child's table and toys,

their neighbours have three cars and a

boat in their garages.

Achiampong has noticed that there is

less socializing among neighbours than in

the less-exclusive suburb where he owned

his first house. There, the block would

have barbecues and other get-togethers.

There's nothing like that here.

But, he says, his children are part of the

development's large pack of kids. And his

neighbours, especially the man across the

street, are very nice.

A couple of gracefully curved streets

over, the atmosphere is less chummy.

An attractive 40-something woman

looks up from gardening in front of her

house - one of the largest models in the

subdivision — and launches into a well—

modulated rant about the county's policy:

“I think it stinks. I believe in subsidized

housing and I think it should be nice, but

not in the middle of five, six, seven hun-

dred thousand dollar houses. Why should

they get to move in here in their 20s and

30s? We didn't. We had to work for it. I

really resent it.”

She could have moved into a smaller

subdivision, where low-cost housing did-

n't have to be included. But she wanted to

be in a large one so her daughter, an only

child, would have lots of other children to

play with.

Her simmering but resigned hostility is

part of the reason the policy has worked. It

was mandated throughout the county and,

once in place, it didn't cause enough prob-

lems to create a backlash.

The housing commission makes it a

priority to ensure the subsidized families

blend with the neighbourhood, and pushes

developers to incorporate the low-cost

housing throughout the subdivision, rather

than lumping it in one corner.

Just as important, county staff coach

new residents on how to fit in.

“We want them to be successful. It's not

like we just drop people in the middle of

these subdivisions,” says Sandra Barnes,

senior manager of all the scattered-site

housing for the commission.

“When they don't know how to,

we go out and show them how to

pull weeds. We tell them, 'When

you get out of your car and walk to

your home, take a look at it. Do you

have torn screens, weeds in your

flower bed?' We want them to

understand that every community

has standards.”

The commission puts new

renters through an orientation pro-

gram, lends people lawnmowers

and hoses, reminds them their new

community has a low tolerance for kids

running around for hours unsupervised,

and, in the small minority of families

thatshow signs of not making it, gets a

manager and social worker directly

involved.

Inclusionary zoning doesn't work

everywhere. It grows best in booming,

new, large, and high—priced regions.

“It depends on a buoyant housing mar-

ket to capture the affordable housing,”

says Richard Drdla, a Toronto housing

researcher who has studied inclusionary

zoning in the U.S. and Canada.” All

municipalities that adopted these mea-

sures seem to share one significant char-

acteristic: They are all thriving communi-

ties that have gone through one or more

periods of strong economic growth.”

Developers are panting to get at the

land, where they're assured of a decent

profit, so they're willing and able to incor-

porate the lower-end housing as the price

of getting in.

The size of the region matters. Big

ones don't have to worry that disgruntled

developers will simply run to the next

town to build under less arduous condi-

tions. They also don't have to contend

with resident fears that their small suburb

’I think it stinks.
i believe in subsi-
dized
housing and I think
it
should be nice,but
not
in the middle of
five,
six, seven hundred



or town will be overrun with the poor

from surrounding areas if they introduce

an inclusionary-zoning policy.

More important, the program gets

political support in higher-priced areas

because in those areas it's not just the

poorwho are being shut out, it's the mid-

dle class.

It also helps to have a committed band

of advocates.

In the 1970s, Montgomery County

was becoming home to professionals who

commuted to Washington. They were a

liberal group who could see that their

salaries were raising real estate prices in

the county and turning it into a place that

regular working people — nurses, fire-

fighters, fast-food servers  — couldn't

afford.

The U.S. is especially vulnerable to the

forces of income segregation. For exam-

ple, the government lets homeowners

write off mortgage interest and property

taxes against their income tax, creating an

incentive to invest in sprawling, lavish

estates that are inevitably segregated

from the poor, who, even when they're

homeowners, benefit less from the write-

offs. 

So the Montgomery County group

campaigned for an affordable-housing

program that would keep the region inte-

grated. The county adopted the

Moderately Priced Dwelling Unit in 1974

and has kept it ever since, with relatively

few changes.

Developers must include 12.5 per cent

affordable housing in any subdivision of

more than 50 units. They can get permis-

sion to build more densely, which boosts

their profits, if they increase that to 15 per

cent.

And lower-cost homes can be bought or

rented only by those making 65 per cent or

less of the county's median household

income — currently $100,000.

Other American suburbs began pick-

ing up on the idea of inclusionary zoning

in the 1980s, as house prices and rents

shot up much faster than average

incomes, while the Reagan administra-

tion eliminated urban—renewal pro-

grams and cut funding for housing.

In Canada, inclusionary zoning is

almost invisible.

In 1989, the Liberal government in

Ontario introduced a policy requiring all

municipalities to include 25 per cent

affordable housing in their official plans.

But “affordable” was defined broadly:

It meant something that anyone in the

bottom 60 per cent of income distribution

could buy. American inclusionary zoning

policies usually define affordable as

being no more than 60 per cent of medi-

an income for the area, a lower bar.

Ontario also didn't require that those

lower-priced units go to lower-income

households. Again, unlike the American

system, there was no income-testing or

other restrictions on who could buy.

The only province with anything

remotely approaching inclusionary zon-

ing is B.C., which recently passed legisla-

tion saying community plans must

include 25 per cent affordable housing.

But it hasn't defined “affordable,” and

municipalities have barely begun to grap-

ple with the new legislation.

The city of Vancouver, under then -

mayor Gordon Campbell — now leader

of B.C.'s Liberal party — pushed for

something like inclusionary zoning with a

requirement that developers of mega—

projects set aside 20 per cent of their land

for social housing.

But the developers only had to promise

to reserve the land for social —housing

groups. They still got paid for the land and

didn't have to build anything themselves.

Why hasn't inclusionary zoning caught

on in Canada?

Drdla believes it's because Canadians

never had to come up with ways to get the

private sector involved the way the

Americans did.

“Our non—profit housing programs

removed the responsibility for cities or

states to do anything,” he says.

Linda Lapointe, a Toronto planning

consultant who helped many municipali-

ties write their housing policies when

Ontario was pushing the 25—per—cent

solution, sees two other factors behind the

American moves to inclusionary zoning:

segregation and the law.

“It all goes back to discrimination,”

she says.

Residential segregation is an unavoid-

able issue in the U.S. Poor white people

tend to get integrated into middle-class

communities. But poor blacks are much

more likely to be isolated in ghettos with

high concentrations of poverty.

Many American regions effectively

kept Hispanics and blacks, who were also

poor, shut out by using “exclusionary

zoning,” which prohibited smaller and,

therefore, less expensive kinds of hous-

ing, like apartments and townhouses.

But the U.S. does have the Fair

Housing Act that allows people to chal-

lenge any policy that has the effect of dis-

criminating against particular groups.

Housing-dvocacy groups use it all the

time to challenge municipalities that

seem to be trying to pull up the draw-

bridge to keep the poor out.

Canada doesn't have the poor-equals-

black situation the U.S. and it doesn't

have a law, which has left municipalities

relatively free of any social pressure to be

more integrated.  The two dark-brown

brick houses on Munro St. in Toronto's

south Riverdale sat forlornly empty for

12 years. They were  silent testimony to

the power of people's militant hostility to

having the poor entrenched as their

neighbours — a power that builders and

social-service groups say is the biggest

barrier to  low-income housing. The City

of Toronto bought the large, L-shaped

property in 1987 for social housing. For

the next four  years, a local group that

wanted to build the project and  residents

fiercely opposed to it slugged it out. The

group,  WoodGreen Community

Housing, won the battle at the Ontario

Municipal Board. But WoodGreen and all

other Ontario housing  groups lost the

war when Mike Harris' government was

elected in  1995 and axed all social-hous-

ing projects. 

But this week, after months of quiet

negotiations with the  Munro St. neigh-

bours, city staff and a Toronto housing

agency called Ecuhome will sign a 15-
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year lease. The new residents — four

women on one side of the house, a mix on

the other — are  to move in next week. 

The neighbours chose Ecuhome from

among five social service  agencies. The

issues they were most worried about were

written into the lease: Nothing edible will

be grown in the garden,  because of con-

cerns about toxic soil; residents get to

review  tenants' incomes once a year, to

ensure they really need low-  cost hous-

ing. The city also agreed to leave the

verandah on  the house and do some land-

scaping. And Ecuhome has agreed to

meet with them once a year. 

“I'm still kind of anxious deep down,”

says Linda Bourgeois,  the head of the

residents' committee that negotiated the

settlement. “I hope they chose good peo-

ple.” 

Some on the street are livid about the

agreement but most are  cautiously will-

ing to go along. 

This is no revolutionary breakthrough.

It's just eight people  in two houses, a

much smaller project than the 33 units

WoodGreen had planned. And there was-

n't even a legal requirement  to consult

anyone, since current zoning allows four

unrelated  people to live communally in a

dwelling. 

But in a city where there were pitched

battles over shelter  sites last winter and

spring, the Munro St. solution offers hope

of rational solutions to the deeply emo-

tional subject of housing  the poor. 

The answer wasn't traditional public

meetings, where moderates usually get

sidelined while those who are fiercely

opposed butt heads with the groups try-

ing to present projects. 

Instead, the dispute was resolved

through thoughtful  discussions, made

possible by the use of an independent

mediator, as well as by giving neigh-

bours some control over the  project,

and confining the detailed negotiations

to a committed group of them who

became strong defenders of the project. 

While offering hope, the solution

also produces a thicket of  thorny ques-

tions:  

• Why should neighbours get to have

this much control over poor people's

lives?  

• How much information should resi-

dents have and when does it  become

an invasion of privacy?  

• What happens to the people no neigh-

bourhood wants?  

• Did the Munro St. solution work only

because the new project  looked small

compared with WoodGreen's original

proposal?  

• Most important, can this process be

replicated or did it depend on unique
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circumstances? 

The answers are crucial for Toronto,

because this promises to be a nasty,

confrontational winter for people on

the street, and for politicians, housing

groups, and residents battling it out

over where to put housing for the poor

and homeless. 

The city says it needs new shelter

spaces that are spread throughout the

city; it also says shelters are needed so

desperately that it cannot afford to sit

around listening to fearful neighbours. 

At the same time, the provincial

health ministry has announced the first

$24 million round of grants for sup-

portive housing for the seriously men-

tally ill. Another $21 million is to be

announced later this year. Toronto

agencies are to get well over half of

that money, and they're combing the

city, looking for  sites. 

Some new beds will be in estab-

lished rooming houses, but others must

go into buildings that weren't used for

low-cost housing before. “Listen for

the opposition,” says Peggy  Birnberg,

the director of Houselink, one of the

groups rejected by the Munro St. resi-

dents. It has been awarded contracts to

provide supportive housing for 100 of

the 800 Toronto people  that the first

$24 million is to cover. It has leased 50

spaces in existing buildings, but needs

to acquire and renovate other buildings

for the remaining 50. 

Other agencies have been going

through the same process. “We're

going to hear a lot of yelling and scream-

ing when  these proposals are

announced,” Birnberg says. 

The public's resistance to every form

of housing for the poor — shelters,

basement suites, group homes, trailers,

even private apartments and townhous-

es, but especially social housing - has

become the most worrisome problem

facing those trying to create  housing

for low-income people. San Francisco-

based consultant Debra Stein, a special-

ist in finding ways to get neighbour-

hoods to accept projects that usually

bring out crowds of opponents.  All

things considered, she says, it's easier

to get a neighbourhood to accept an oil

refinery than a building where  poor

people might live. 

The opposition is increasing, Stein

says. 

“In the last 15 years, we have seen a

tremendous increase in  the level of

civic activism against change. People

have more time. There is more value

placed on personal happiness, and they

put personal interest ahead of social

needs. People are no  longer willing to

make individual sacrifices for the good

of  society.” 

Sometimes, the opposition is

through ground-level resistance  to

individual projects: formation of

ratepayer associations to oppose pro-

jects; loud resistance at public meet-

ings; petitions; pleas to local council-

lors and, in Ontario, appeals to the

OMB. 

But it appears in more subtle ways,

too, often in the form of rules that don't

explicitly go after the poor but succeed

at  excluding them — measures like

zoning that stipulates such large lot

sizes that only a certain income class

can buy; arbitrary restrictions on town-

houses, duplexes, trailers, accessory

apartments or group homes; building

codes that make it impossible to build

places like rooming houses or residen-

tial hotels. 

Irate citizens can also simply vote

out politicians they see as pushing the

poor into their neighbourhoods. 

Voters in Vail, Colo., dumped every

member of council who supported

affordable housing for the ski resort's

lower-paid workers. Politicians in

Whistler, B.C., who this year backed three

projects to produce low-cost housing for

workers in that resort town, could suffer

the same fate in elections next month, says

councillor Nancy Wilhelm-Morden. 

In Ontario, the 1990-'95 NDP govern-

ment's aggressive support for affordable

housing — a continuation and expansion

of the previous Liberal policy — created

a groundswell of resentment that con-

tributed strongly to the NDP's defeat in

1995. 

The legislation permitted basement

suites everywhere in the province. Such

suites are contentious, especially in the

suburbs of expensive cities, where people

moved to get away from urban problems,

but where the poor are moving as central

cities get  gentrified. 

And a requirement that new develop-

ments include 25 per cent affordable

housing forced some reluctant communi-

ties to accept high-density apartment

complexes and townhouses built by pri-

vate developers. 

Between 1989 and 1995, 67,000 units

were built in an unprecedented social-

housing boom. It set off brushfires of

opposition across the province, in big

cities and smaller towns. 

The battles cost housing groups hun-

dreds of thousands of dollars in a process
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that seemed designed to drive them into a

frenzy of frustration. The Riverdale

Housing Action Group, for example —

doing small projects for families and

mental-health patients in the same neigh-

bourhood where Wood-Green was work-

ing — ended up spending $1.4 million to

create a fourplex of three- bedroom apart-

ments for single mothers in an upper

Beaches neighbourhood. 

The project was attacked in 1993 by

Conservative Leader Mike Harris - then

in opposition — as a prime example of

government bungling. But $400,000 of

the price tag came from dealing with

community opposition that got some sup-

port from Councillor Tom Jakobek. 

After a series of increasingly con-

frontational meetings, the group had had

to abandon its plan to tear down and

rebuild — which would have required

council approval and a legal fight — and,

instead, renovated the existing houses,

one of which had come off its foundation.

That was far more expensive, but didn't

need council approval. 

In dozens of other cases, housing

groups and residents ended up in vitriolic

and costly legal battles at the municipal

board, Ontario's court of development

wars. 

There, resident groups were stunning-

ly unsuccessful — which contributed to

the resentment and antagonism over gov-

ernment- funded housing. In 1991, for

example, they went to the board to try to

stop 36 projects that would create well

over 3,000 units of social housing. Only

three were rejected outright. 

Some resident groups were turned

down because they came with such

unvarnished arguments about their neigh-

bourhoods being unsuitable for “those

kinds of people.” Others with more

sophisticated arguments about parking,

environmental and planning problems,

were occasionally more successful. They

got some projects reduced. 

Adding to the sense of confrontation in

those years, opposition groups usually

faced a Housing Advocacy Task Force,

made up of staff from the housing min-

istry designated to argue at board hear-

ings in favour of affordable housing. And

board panels almost invariably referred to

the ministry's desire and policy to create

affordable housing as they made their

decisions. 

So when the Conservatives attacked

social housing and NDP housing policy,

many were prepared to listen. 

There have been threats that the same

backlash will happen again to the current,

far more modest, series of projects. 

Enraged residents from an area a cou-

ple of kilometres east of Munro St.

showed up at city council in March to

object to a women's shelter in their neigh-

bourhood. They expressed fears  about

having mentally ill people living near

their children and lowering property val-

ues, and several warned councillors they

could end up paying a political price. 

What happened on Munro St.? 

The two-block street is a mix of demo-

graphic groups. 

An older generation has lived there for

20 years or more: It includes people like

Art Rouleau, a retired mill worker who

bought his small red-brick rowhouse in

1953. 

In the last decade, Chinese and

Vietnamese immigrants, many of  whom

don't speak much English, arrived. 

And professionals — an advertising

agency owner, a musician, the owner of a

computer business, a teacher - have

moved in because they like the diversity

and the price was right for a neighbour-

hood so close to central Toronto. 

Tightly packed rowhouses and a few

detached houses line the street. A two-

storey loft/condo complex has emerged

from a former bedding factory and there's

a small complex of new townhouses. 

At the south end of the street, a dilapi-

dated string of rowhouses owned by a

single landlord includes one burned-out

and boarded-up unit. At the north end, the

unmistakeable signs of the indigent - tat-

tered curtains and blankets hung across

windows - are visible in a few houses.

And squatters camped out in the city

houses for awhile. 

The street, “conveniently located

between the Mercedes dealership and the

Toronto Jail,” as loft resident George

Walton puts it, is heavily travelled by

“real crook type” strangers cutting

between Dundas and Gerrard Sts. Some

think they're people on the way from the

streetcar line on Dundas to the jail to visit

their friends. Others are convinced they're

residents of the Don Mount social-hous-

ing complex to the south on their  way to

a fast-food outlet to the north. 

Either way, they give people on the

street an uneasy feeling, especially when

cars are broken into or houses vandalized. 

To older residents, the changes of the

last couple of decades have been unset-

tling. They have little sympathy with the

people they believe are the primary resi-

dents of social housing: "unmarried

mothers," "welfare bums," drop-outs and

jailbirds. 

"I worked 40 years in a paper mill, I

did shift work, I worked weekends. I

earned what I got. Why give it to them?"

says Rouleau, an inexhaustible source of

aphorisms, home-made jokes, and stories

of life on Munro St., whose name heads

the municipal board file from the

WoodGreen fight. 

To the newer residents, many of whom

hoped the neighbourhood would

improve, any indication it's tipping away

from slow gentrification is equally alarm-

ing. 

Bourgeois, who does maintenance

work at Pearson Airport and moved to

Munro four years ago, is frank about why

she cares so much who lives in the city

houses. 

"This would be people who live across

the street from me, thank you very much.

And this house is the most I've ever spent

my money on. Like, this is my pension.

This is what I work lousy hours for and

slave over." 

That makes her typical. 

Buying a house is the biggest financial

investment most people make, and one

they're told repeatedly means the differ-

ence between security and ruin. 

Houses are also seen as more than just

a savings account after the spectacular

real estate increases of the 1970s and

'80s. 

Robert Goodman, an American acade-

mic who studies gambling, has observed

that everyone gambles, but in different

ways. The rich gamble on the stock mar-

ket, the poor gamble on lotteries and the

middle class gamble on real estate - the

only way they can hope to better their

salary-bound lot in life. 

The problem is that in any city, the

likeliest places to make that real estate

gamble are lower-value, slightly scruffy

areas with potential for gentrification. 
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Those are also the areas social-hous-

ing groups prefer. Like everyone else,

they seek out what they can afford. 

They're also looking for residential

areas where many of their potential

clients live and that can provide models

of stable life for people trying to get

away from drinking, drugs, or life on the

street. 

"Part of the experience of our housing

is to be part of a normal community," said

Barrie Ralph, the program manager for

Ecuhome, during the months of negotia-

tion over the Munro St. houses. "That's

part of the healing for the homeless." 

As Toronto struggled last fall to find

immediate and practical ways of coping

with the escalating number of homeless

people, housing groups in the city asked

to be allowed to use empty city houses. 

In the meantime, the federal govern-

ment, in one of the most practical moves

it has made in the last six years to

increase the supply of low-end housing,

had dramatically loosened the rules on

how its small pool of rehabilitation

money could be used. That meant the city

was free to put it into renovating build-

ings to create housing. 

The still-empty Munro St. houses

were obvious candidates. The only prob-

lems: The people who lived on the street

had shown they were capable of fero-

cious resistance to social housing. And

the neighbourhood, like many in

Riverdale, was feeling rubbed raw

already after the city had opened one of

its "emergency" shelters there over the

winter and then announced that it would

be permanent. 

The Broadview men's shelter, in an old

Salvation Army building only two blocks

away from Munro, generated even more

local resentment than usual because the

main public space for the  residents was

the parking lot and sidewalk on the street. 

Rumours were rampant about someone

getting punched because he'd asked a man

not to pee in his front yard. 

Added to all that, the president of the

local residents' association said she had

found a private buyer interested in the

houses even though the city had never

expressed an interest in selling. 

City housing-program manager Rob

Cressman didn't want to throw any match-

es into the area, already smouldering from

previous battles: "If we had just walked in

there and done it, there would be signifi-

cant repercussions. And councillors

would then be more concerned about

other things we're trying to do." 

So he went to Councillor Pam

McConnell, who had helped in long but

successful negotiations a couple of years

before over another housing project. 

Councillors tend to be of two shades

when it comes to housing issues: Some

side with residents in fighting projects;

others tell residents they have to take

them whether they like it or not, for the

good of society.

McConnell takes the middle ground:

"We need it but you get to have a say in

how it works." 

But when she asked a handful of

Riverdale Area Residents  Association 

representatives to come to her office this

spring, things didn't look promising. 

Her message was gentle but strict: The

city was in the middle of a housing crisis

and it had an official policy, not to men-

tion a moral obligation, to use any proper-

ty it had to help out. But she also told the

group that the city would consult them

about which agency got the contract to

use the houses. 

REACHED AGREEMENT: From left, resident Michael McCraw, Councillor Pam McConnell, residents' committee chair  

Linda Bourgeois and mediator Nancy Hawly in front of the Munro Street duplex that will be managed as supportive

housing for eight people by a church-affiliated agency 



21

Association president Mary Kelly, in

the words of one participant, "went ballis-

tic" when she heard that. She sat for the

rest of the meeting with her hands

clenched so tightly that the knuckles were

white. Bourgeois and the four other resi-

dents there weren't feeling much better. 

"We were really skeptical and anxious

and angry. But Pam introduced this

woman to us. She was clear-headed and

kind of defused everything." 

The woman was Nancy Hawley. Her

official job is community liaison at

Riverdale Hospital, three blocks away.

But she has a long history of working on

housing, especially for the mentally ill.

She also grew up a few streets from

Munro. 

The hospital agreed Hawley could act

as an independent mediator between the

city and residents as long as things weren't

too fractious: "If it got ugly and unproduc-

tive, I would  withdraw." 

Hawley couldn't convince Kelly to take

part in the process, but did get her to agree

that Bourgeois should head a committee

to talk to the city about its plans.

Bourgeois picked three neighbours to be

in her group. 

Before they would let the agencies

make presentations, though, they wanted

to see their other housing projects. 

This is the trickest part for many who

negotiate with communities: How do you

describe the people you're helping, how

much do you ask them to participate,

and how much information do you

offer? 

Consultants like Stein say surveys

show the project developers most effec-

tive at winning over neighbours are

those who can point to successful pro-

jects and who really tell a story. 

“The most important, valuable tool is

the truth. Nothing can convey that bet-

ter than the personal story so people

start thinking, not about the statistics,

but the senior citizen who contributed

so much to the community or the young

person who might in the future.” 

That's what Sabrina Wood did in

East York when she was pitching a

youth shelter to the community there. 

“We always had a resident speak to

the groups we were talking  to,” says 

Wood, now executive director of the

Touchstone youth shelter on Pape Ave. 

But Marilyn Wilcoxen, who made

the presentation for Riverdale Housing

Action Group to the Munro St. resi-

dents, said she'd never do that. “I don't

exploit people that way.” 

Even if a housing group's residents

don't make an appearance, however, the

group still has to describe who is going

to live there. Again, some groups feel

it's an invasion of privacy to give any

information: Alcoholics and depressed

people who live in regular houses aren't

required to justify themselves to every-

one on the street. 

The other side of the argument: If

you don't give residents some informa-

tion, they'll spread wild rumours and

accuse you later of being sneaky. 

One agency worker says that at pub-

lic meetings she deliberately uses old-

fashioned, non-clinical words, such as

nervous breakdown and depressed, to

describe mental-health problems so that

people don't get so alarmed. She also

makes a point of describing the poten-

tial residents as “the closest  thing to

cuddly seniors” as she can get. 

It's not guaranteed that people will

be more willing to accept seniors — the

muncipal board's files contain records

of many battles over seniors' housing

complexes - but it can be the case. 

In late June, Hawley drove the resi-

dents' group on a tour of other houses run

by the agencies hoping to use the Munro

St. houses. 

They looked at how the houses were

kept up and, since they were already lean-

ing toward L'Arche and Ecuhome on the

basis of friends-of-friends' recommenda-

tions, they talked to neighbors at a couple

of Ecuhome residences. The worst they

heard was that sometimes the lawn wasn't

mowed. Other neighbours said they had-

n't even realized there was a group home

on the street. 

The group even made unannounced

visits at some of the houses, again, one of

them run by Ecuhome. They checked the

basements and attics, and talked to the

staff and residents. 

Ralph told them Ecuhome's residents

follow trends. For a few years, they were

mainly people with drug addictions;

recently, they tend to be mentally ill.

Some have been released from jail.

Bourgeois said they were reassured when

he told them "the difficult cases would be

kicked out of the house." 

Two days later, everyone got together

in a Riverdale Hospital meeting room.

Staff from the five agencies stood up one

after another - some with slide presenta-

tions, one with a current  resident - to

answer questions, and talked about who

they would house if they got the build-

ings. 

In stark contrast to other meetings

about social housing, this was quiet and

civil. Bourgeois and her group mostly lis-

tened. When they spoke, it was to ask

questions, not hurl accusations. 

They had outlines of the proposals,

which listed who would live at the hous-

es, where their money would come from,

their experience in housing, their letters

of support, and their group's history. 

The youth shelter was out; the neigh-

bourhood group absolutely didn't want

more young kids hanging around. 

The Riverdale Housing Action Group

proposal, for eight older single women,

made them nervous because the group

also houses single-parent families. 

"The families kind of scared us away,"

said Bourgeois. 

The group was also wary of

Houselink's proposal to house eight

women with mental illness. Even though

Ecuhome has people with mental-health

problems, too, Houselink's seemed

worse, said Bourgeois. 

‘People should ow n
their properties
not rent them.
Upkeep of properties
is not the same if
renters are allow ed.
People in highrises
will not mix with
local
people.they are
couch
potatoes and will
stay
in their own build-
ings.
No community spirit‘
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Houselink said a supervisor would be

at the house all the time. But Ecuhome

would have someone come by just "every

so often, so we figured it was not that

severe," she said. 

L'Arche wasn't ready to go ahead with

a project. 

But the group liked Ecuhome, a

church-affiliated organization born in

1984 to find housing for homeless people

and patients being released from what

was then the Queen St. Mental Health

Centre. Its clients live independently in

group homes, which typically don't need

approvals from the city, and where staff

visit regularly. Its 54 homes around the

city house 300 people. 

"We picked Ecuhome because they

were the least trouble. We like that they

were with adults, there was no police

stuff," says Bourgeois. 

That raises another difficult issue about

negotiations with communities: What if

there are groups no neighbourhood wants? 

Houselink director Birnberg says the

Munro St. process was as good as some-

thing like that can be. "But no one wants

quote crazy people living next to them." 

Young people, recovering drug addicts,

recovering alcoholics, women with poten-

tially violent ex-husbands, and single

mothers with children also typically gen-

erate resistance from neighbours. 

But Hawley doesn't think that means

the situation is impossible for those

groups. "You could have gotten there with

the other groups. Every one of those

groups had various degrees  of acceptance

in the community." 

She even believes the community

would have accepted a larger project, also

with patient negotiation and work. Others

involved in successful community cam-

paigns believe that, too. 

McConnell has now taken her negotia-

tion strategy to rooming houses in her

ward, where she's put together a group of

owners, rooming-house residents, neigh-

bours and agencies to talk about how to

reduce hostilities. 

"This allows people to put their fears on

the table and resolve them." 

She sees the Munro St. strategy as ulti-

mately transferrable. 

Sabrina Wood also agrees. Wood was on

the campaign to create the 23-bed

Touchstone youth shelter in East York in the

late 1980s, when Metro Toronto decided that

there should be an emergency youth shelter

in every municipality. 

Other groups doing the same thing in

Scarborough and York had phenomenal

battles. East York, too, was no oasis of lib-

eralism. 

"This was one of the most majorly

opposed neighbourhoods to open up an

emergency shelter," says Wood, a stylish-

ly dressed woman who radiates public-

relations skill. 

A coaliton of support made it happen,

she says. 

"We recognized that if the Greek com-

munity did not accept us,  we would have

a problem." 

The board enlisted church leaders,

police, schools, and local politicians to

campaign for them. The project wasn't an

easy sell. But it never went to the munici-

pal board. 

Once Touchstone opened, shelter staff

made it a rule that young residents could-

n't hang around out front. They invited

seniors to volunteer at the shelter. And,

through a city-funded program, they got

kids out to shovel sidewalks and mow

lawns in the neighbourhood. 

Two years ago, Touchstone decided to

apply to increase the number of beds to

30. They went doorknocking. They got

neighbours to sign letters of support. They

invited people to come and visit. There

was no opposition. 

Marius Lapointe lives across the street

from Touchstone. Standing in his yard on

a warm evening, he can hear the sound of

the boys playing basketball at the back of

the shelter. Like Rouleau on Munro St.,

Lapointe is a retired mill worker. He has

lived in his small bungalow for 35 years. 

It was funny, he mentions tactfully, that

when the shelter opened, it was all white

kids and now it's a real mix, quite different

from the neighbourhood. But the kids are

all right, he says. 

"When they started, I thought it would

be worse than that. Oh, we see lots of kids

walk around. But it's not too bad. I got

nothing to complain about." 

Looking at the public battles to create

and integrate housing for the poor in the

United States, some American commenta-

tors have observed that trying to create

change through legal processes invites

public backlash. 

Change comes, instead, through orga-

nized social movements that work at the

grassroots level on "the slow process of

changing people's hearts and minds,"

argued John Atlas, president of the

National Housing Institute, in a 1997 article

that criticized the enthusiasm among hous-

ing advocates for using litigation to pro-

duce housing integration. 

In provinces other than Ontario, social-

housing groups don't have a choice about

strategy. They have nothing like the

municipal board to go to, so they must sell

their projects to the local residents or, at

least, their politicians. 

This can produce frustrations for hous-

ing groups, if a council is dead set against

low-cost housing. It can also create a wall

of support. 

Vancouver councils, through progres-

sive and conservative eras alike, have

turned down only two group-home sites in

‘Each residential
house
here is built of
brick,
not stucco as sug-
gested
for this project.
The Phelam Park
D evelopment nearby
has serious prob-
lems
with a youth gang
controlling the
building
and its grounds.
There
is already enough
social housing in
the
area and they do
not
need any more.The
neighbourhood is
already absorbing
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the last 10  years and have consistently

supported the integration of social hous-

ing in the city. 

Local housing groups and planners

there have done an effective job of con-

vincing politicians of all stripes that these

are solutions that work. 

So when Vancouver Mayor Philip

Owen, the kind of mayor who  thinks the

Charter of Rights gives criminals a break

and should be tightened up, comes out

supporting social housing, it creates the

kind of public relations that no court deci-

sion can achieve. 

"I have a philosophical belief that these

things should be resolved at the local

community level," says Alice Sundberg,

president of the B.C. Non-Profit Housing

Association. "When you get senior gov-

ernments and courts telling people how

they should run their communities, you

get more resistance." 

She likes the idea of a having a court of

last resort, like Ontario's municipal board,

but only as a truly last resort. 

The board system makes it very simple

for either side to proceed to a battle. 

Residents need only a $125 filing fee to

start a case. 

For those on the other side, the price

tag is around $100,000, as high as

$500,000 in extreme cases. Even so, if the

opposition is rabid enough, a costly legal

fight can look like the more  appealing

option. 

"I'd rather have a good dialogue with

the community," says Mark Guslits, an

architect who has done private and social-

housing projects, many without board

hearings. "But when I'm in a community

that's off the wall, I almost don't pay atten-

tion to them. I see the OMB as the main

place I'm going to go. 

"If the board's going to be fair, and gen-

erally it is, why pay attention to a difficult

community?" 

Housing for the poor is "so emotional,"

says Stein. "You're talking pure racism,

classism, fear of the unknown." 

Constant change in North American

communities has made people value the

status quo far more than anything new,

even something that will ultimately bene-

fit them. And there's a profound value

conflict, she says. 

"Our Protestant work ethic tells us that

through hard work, we can pull ourselves

up by our bootstraps, we can succeed, we

can achieve, and if you are homeless, and

if you are poor, or if you are disempow-

ered, it's your own damn fault. You're a

lazy bum. 

"But our Judeo-Christian values say

the opposite: If you are poor, if you are

homeless, if you are disempowered, it's

not your fault, it's society's fault. Society

hasn't provided you, for example, afford-

able housing, alcohol-treatment facilities

or job training. So, for people who have

this value system, opposing affordable

housing would be morally wrong." 

That means opponents and supporters

end up feeling guilty, emotional and

angry, as they violate one value system or

another, says Stein. That's why, along with

all the other advice she gives about nego-

tiating with communities, she also says:

Don't invest a lot of energy in trying to

win over determined opponents, as agen-

cies often do in a desperate attempt to

have everyone like them. They'll never be

convinced. 

And don't hold unstructured public

meetings where the virulently opposed

will come to dominate the discussion. 

Instead, go out and find your support-

ers, says Stein. They're the people who

think that improving the situation for

homeless and poor people will improve

the image or the economic health of their

community. They're people who think it’s

the right thing  to do. 

"There are people with a moral com-

mitment," says Stein. "These people his-

torically have not been involved and they

have allowed their 'Just Say No' neigh-

bours to take the stage." 

But they are out there.
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PORTLAND, Ore. 

When Tasha  Harmon gives speeches

about affordable housing, she doesn't talk

about why people should house the

homeless and poor in their communities.

And she doesn't bother talking about our

moral obligation in a wealthy society to

help the poor. She knows she won't get

anywhere with those lines. 

People think the homeless and poor are

bums and losers, and they're sick of moral

obligations.  

Instead, she asks: If your children

wanted to buy houses in this part of town,

could they? If the person who does your

drycleaning or takes care of your children

at a day-care centre    wanted to live in

this part of town, could they?  

By the end of the meeting, she usually

has her audience nodding in agreement. 

“The model I work with is that you

start with people's self-interest. The issue

is how do we get people to see housing

affordability as their issue. If they can't

see that, they're going to resist. Why

shouldn't they?" 

Harmon grew up with activism; her

father was a community organizer in

Chicago. She heads the Community

Development Network in Portland - an

agency pushing local municipal and

regional councils to develop affordable-

housing policies. 

Portland is viewed as one of the most

progressive cities in the U.S. for incorpo-

rating housing for the homeless and poor

into regional planning and local neigh-

bourhoods. 

Harmon's strategy is the same one that

every successful American and Canadian

housing advocate has used - talk about

finding a place to live for hard-working

food store clerks,    kindergarten teachers,

auto-body workers, secretaries, or people

who'd take on those jobs if they had a sta-

ble place to live.  

“Suddenly, it's not about welfare

queens," says Harmon.” It's about what it

means for the stability of our families or

whether you want low-income workers to

spend time doing homework with their

kids or commuting two hours a day.” 

In San Diego, Calif., a far more con-

servative city, that kind of message is also

backed up by the money argument. 

A video the San Diego Housing

Commission shows to business

groups and chambers of commerce

stresses the economic benefits of pro-

viding housing that the lower-paid can

afford. 

“The economic vitality of this region

depends on housing for all levels of

employees,” warns professor Mark

Riedy of the University of San Diego's

department of finance as the video

opens. The city is in trouble, he says,

“if an employer thinking about coming

to San Diego says, ‘I can take care of

my engineers and my scientists but if

the people making $10 to $15 an hour

that I need equally desperately can't

afford housing, I don't think I'll come to

San Diego; I'll go to North Carolina or

somewhere else.”  

That message is the basic first step in

gaining public acceptance for low-cost

housing. 

Portland has gone a long way to inte-

grate shelters and affordable housing

into residential neighbourhoods

throughout the city - not just in the

core.  

The regional government requires

developers to include  affordable housing

in their plans. 

The region's zoning rules allow base-

ment suites anywhere in the city. They

also set out locations for multi-family

buildings (along main streets); row hous-

Don't rely on 
morality to sway housing foes  

Activists say urging hostile neighbours 
to 'do the right thing' is futile.  

But appeals to self-interest often do the trick  

LESSONS LEARNED: Portland housing activist Tasha Harmon says she asks people:

"If your children wanted to buy in this part of town, could they?" 
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es (on streets one in from main    streets);

and duplexes (on any corner in residential

neighbourhoods.)      

The city has introduced Good

Neighbourhood Agreements, which

require social-service agencies to negoti-

ate a contract with local residents before

start-up about how a new shelter or hous-

ing project will be operated.

It is also experimenting with a media-

tion system to help social-service agen-

cies talk to residents. 

Mediator Judith Mowry has observed

that housing groups often    want to tell

local residents as little as possible, partly

to protect their clients, but partly because

they think residents    are so unreasonable

that there's no point. 

But, she says, resident associations

also don't always tell their neighbours

what's going on. As a result, project

developers who thought they had negoti-

ated agreements with a local association

often find the battle erupting all over

again as others emerge from the wood-

work, claiming they didn't know what

was going on.      

It takes changes in attitudes and prac-

tices from both sides to make negotiation

possible, Mowry says. 

"The process works best when people

feel they have some choices besides

'you're for it' or 'you're against it.' When

it turns into that kind of fight, neighbour-

hoods feel like they only win when they

don't have the facility there."   

GOING UPSCALE: Devon Lane works on his aging trailer in Merritt, B.C. He couldn't afford improvements required by one park

and had a tough time finding a new pad.

The bottom rung rises out of reach  

Merritt, B.C.  

If there was ever a place in North

America that might have seemed safe

from gentrification, it would be the trailer

park — the bottom rung of the housing

ladder. 

Unfortunately for Devon Lane —

sometime carpenter and single father of

two — and the rest of the poor living in

them, that's less and less true. 

Trailer parks are moving upscale.       

As cities and towns swell, they engulf

formerly rural trailer parks and their do-it-

yourself plywood additions, rusting metal

and 1970s-style trailer architecture. 

And trailers, now called manufactured

homes, have become increasingly popu-

lar options for older people and young

amilies. 

In the U.S., they account for 30 per

cent of the new single-family housing

market. In Canada, the rush to them has-

n't been as pronounced. They're rare in

Ontario, but popular and getting more so
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in the West and the Maritimes.  

New models have an almost house feel

"I have my own entrance, my own

piece of grass, and I don't share walls,"

says Edith Grainger, a 72-year-old retired

community nurse and former city coun-

cillor in Chilliwack, a rural area on the

outer fringe of Vancouver.       

Manufactured homes are, for people

like her, relatively cheap.     

Six years ago, she paid $45,000 for her

new one l six years ago and $10,000 to

get it set up on a pad. Now, she pays $405

a month in pad rent.  

But what's affordable to Grainger is

out of reach for many traditional trailer-

park residents, who find themselves

being asked to meet higher standards if

they want to move in or stay. 

In Merritt, a few hours north of

Chilliwack, the 25-year-old Lane lived

most of last year at Diamond Vale Mobile

Home Park, one of the half-dozen trailer

parks in the small town.       

Like many of the poor, he moves back

and worth between work and welfare. In

good months, he makes $1,400. In bad

months, he lives on welfare of $1,175.

His income for 1997 clocked in at just

under $20,000. He gave up cable TV last

March and gets around on a bicycle with

a little trailer attached for his tools. 

He bought his house trailer, already

parked at Diamond Vale, from his step-

mother last summer for $12,500. He cal-

culated that mortgage payments plus pad

rent would be no higher than the rent he'd

been paying for other trailers and base-

ment suites.  

But a few days after he moved in, the

park landlord told Lane he had to put in a

brick driveway and six trees — total cost:

$2,300. Lane spent most of this year

fighting that request, which was followed

by an eviction order. 

Lane would have preferred to relocate

immediately rather than deal with a land-

lord who wanted him out.  

But his trailer was built in 1974 and no

other parks would take one that old.

When he was finally evicted from

Diamond Vale during the summer, he got

one of three pads his former mother-in-

law had opened for older trailers in anoth-

er part of Merritt. 

Lane is not the only person in Merritt

with the problem. At     age 51, Jim

George was forced out of one park and

found that no one else would take his old

trailer.  

He abandoned the trailer and moved to

a rundown motel, where he lived for four

years before getting into Merritt's first

social-housing complex.       It used to be

that people could always count on Indian

bands to take in trailers, no matter how

decrepit. But as the bands have become

more entrepreneurial, that option has van-

ished, too.       

They and other trailer-park operators

often have agreements with manufac-

tured-home companies requiring new res-

idents to buy a trailer from that company

to get in. Some companies, as an incen-

tive for the operators to deal with them,

even help to pay the rent on empty pads.

Janet Smith saw the trailer situation

and swung into action. 

An indomitable local activist, she con-

vinced the council of this lumber-mill-

and-cowboy town to support a social-

housing project. It's now perched on the

hill above the town's only McDonald's,

filled with people, like George, who had

been living in basements and trailers. 

Now, she and local legal aid lawyer

Cliff Thorstenson are cooking up a plan

to set up a park specifically for old trail-

ers, with a repair shop on site.       For

Smith, it's a logical move in the march for

affordable housing. 

“As soon as you get out of a park, your

trailer isn't worth much and then you've

got nothing.” 

That was the situation for hundreds of

trailer park residents near Toronto in the

'70s and '80s, when gentrification didn't

so much squeeze out older trailers as

squeeze out trailer parks     altogether. 

“The biggest problem here was the

closure of parks for redevelopment,” says

Dennis Bailey, a lawyer with Georgina

Legal Services, who dealt with many of

the people facing eviction     orders and

with nowhere to go. 

“There were none left in Toronto by

1981. And between 1981 and 1993, the

last remaining trailer parks were wiped

out north of Toronto."  

The problem was worst in Simcoe

County, which had the highest concentra-

tion of trailer parks in southern

Ontario.“People were offered $2,000 to

$3,000 for trailers they'd paid 20 or 30

thousand for a few years before,” says

Bailey. “It was devastating to a lot of peo-

ple whose nest egg was their trailer

home.” 

Ontario brought in minor protection

for trailer park residents in the late '80s,

but it depended on getting support from

local councils. 

"Councils have never been a big fan of

parks. Unless you could mount a big dis-

play of widows and orphans, you didn't

stand much of a chance," says Bailey. 

Across Ontario, factory-builts account

for only 3 per cent of the new-home mar-

ket. And it's difficult to find new places to

put them, since municipalities typically

ignore trailer parks in     their official

plans, and applications to create parks

invariably bring out the neighbours in

opposition. 

To make it even tougher, the province's

new home warranty program doesn't

include manufactured houses. Cliff

Youdale, director of the Canadian

Manufactured House     Institute, says his

group spends a lot of time trying to per-

suade municipalities and provinces to see

the value of     manufactured homes. 

“In terms of affordable housing, these

are more attractive than stacked town-

houses. But it was never part of the main-

stream in Ontario.”  

’People were
offered
$2,000 to $3,000 for
trailers they’d paid 
$20,000 or $30,000
for
a few years before.
It was devastating
to a 
lot of people whose
nest egg was their
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PRINCE ALBERT, SASK.

The group in the back room of

Grainfield's looks and sounds unremark-

able. In this "family-style restaurant" on

the boundary between Prince Albert and

the open prairie, the gathering — four

men, a woman and one baby at a table

with french fries and      coffee — is full

of practical talk:  

Do you think Lisa's house will ever be

finished? Whose baby are you taking care

of now? Did you hear someone got hurt at

work today?        

But the adults have undergone a trans-

formation they couldn't have imagined

just two years ago: Despite limited

finances, they have become homeowners. 

The group: 

• Garth Gamble, a corrections officer at

the Prince Albert Penitentiary whose bad

debts from his youth made him a no-go

for a mortgage from any bank. 

• Don Abramyk, a school janitor who

found that the cost of raising three kids

and running a car in need of frequent

repairs made it impossible to pull togeth-

er a down payment.  

• Sid Burns, who has a lifetime of tempo-

rary-contract maintenance work under his

belt. 

• Lyle Franson, unemployed since the gas

station he worked at closed three years

earlier. 

• Diane Bilquist, single mother of three,

living on a disability cheque and the

small amount she gets for fostering chil-

dren. She once spent four months in a tent

with her ex-husband and      children to

save on rent.        

Becoming homeowners has opened

other doors. Burns got a full- time job

and formed a workers co-op that has, in

turn, given Franson full-time work.

Franson is also a member of the city's

economic development commission.        

All of that has sprung from a unique

Saskatchewan home-ownership program

— kicked off by this Prince Albert group

and taken up with enthusiasm in

Saskatoon — in which the city and

province contribute down payments to

co-ops buying and renovating homes. 

Governments for years have had pro-

grams to boost home ownership among

the middle class. But now many around

the world — seeking alternatives to

putting up buildings and paying subsi-

dies — are experimenting with plans that

reach down to lower-income groups.  

Home-ownership programs are partic-

ularly popular in cities with deteriorating

cores: the South Bronx in New York,

Miami, Baltimore. 

In Canada, they're at the sprouting

stage. 

In Winnipeg, local groups are promot-

ing it as a way to stabilize the dangerous-

ly declining north- and west-end neigh-

bourhoods.  

Saskatchewan is trying home owner-

ship to regenerate parts of Regina,

Saskatoon and Prince Albert. Even gov-

ernments without inner-city problems are

trying it out. 

The Northwest Territories spent $20

million last year to help 650 poor fami-

lies buy their own houses, while New

Brunswick puts n $1.6 million a year to

cover 20 to 30 per cent of the cost of a

house for low-income home buyers. 

Even some Ontario cities, including

Windsor and Thunder Bay, have run the

odd program to give lower-income people

a boost into home ownership by offering to

sell them city-owned houses but deferring

payment for the land until the building is

paid for. 

"It meets a whole range of community

economic development initiatives," says

Len Usiskin, manager of the Quint, a com-

munity economic development group.

The name is derived from the group's

work with the five poorest neighbour-

hoods in Sask-atoon. 

Be they ever so humble...
Poor want to own homes, too, and in Saskatchewan  

co-ops give them a chance  

HOME SWEET HOME: Michelle Lee

and daughter Erica enjoy their new house.

At left, Russell Mawby,

Saskatoon’s housing facilitator.
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“Instead of money flowing out of the

community to absentee landlords, it

stays here. It stabilizes the communi-

ty.”  

For governments, the attraction is

that, unlike conventional social hous-

ing, home ownership means they pro-

vide money at the beginning, then

they're out. The spending can even gen-

erate revenue, if someone moves on to

a vacant lot and starts paying taxes. 

But critics worry that such programs

contribute to a system already skewed

toward home ownership, which they

see as a root cause of contemporary

housing problems. 

The North American tendency to

give tax breaks, incentives and social

approval to homeowners has created a

world where renters are increasingly

seen as second-class citizens and,

therefore, not worthy of protection or

respect. It has also produced a system

in which the poor, and even the not-so-

poor, are forced to compete in real

estate speculation for access to a

fundamental necessity of life, and anx-

iety over property values causes home-

owners to attack any plan to bring the

poor into their neighbourhoods.  

Dutch housing professor Hugo

Priemus says systems biased toward

home ownership don't take into account

the fact thatevery country needs rental

stock, especially in the contemporary

economy, which demands a more

mobile workforce. In a recent article,

Andrew Oswald, an economics profes-

sor at Warwick University in Britain,

argues unemployment is highest where

home ownership is highest. He says

houses and mortgages can tie people to

jobless regions. Then governments are

forced to support them through unem-

ployment insurance and welfare.  

But others say the poor deserve a

chance to acquire equity when home

ownership is not only the norm but also

one of the great wealth creators in

North America.  

"The main thing that separates the

classes in the U.S. is inherited wealth,"

says Yoel Camayd-Freixas, a former

urban-planning professor who manages

Miami-Dade Neigh-bourhood Housing

Services in south Florida. "Finding a

way for the poor to own houses is one

way of redistributing wealth and it's a

way that is much more palatable."  

In Saskatoon, the city's housing

facilitator, Russell Mawby, says it's

simply unrealistic to tell the poor they

shouldn't have any part in the housing

system. “The fact is that the North

American ideal is to own your own

home, and to tell people they shouldn't

want that is pointless.” 

Talk to any of the people in

Saskatoon or Prince Albert who have

benefited from the co-op program and

they'll mention first how much having a

place of their own has changed their

status in the community.  Franson used

to live in a fourplex in Prince Albert.

He now owns a small house on a street

that's showing signs of deterioration.

But he still sees it as a step up. “It's bet-

ter for the kids. T hey bring kids home

now, where they didn't with the apart-

ment. What's changed for me is the

independence. You can do whatever

you want. There's a lot more space; all

my daughters have their own rooms

now.”  

But home ownership for people liv-

ing close to the economic edge is not

the same proposition as it is for those

who are slightly better off. 

Some programs have had significant

failure rates. One attempt in Nova

Scotia to move people on welfare from

renting to owning their own trailers

ended up in many defaults. 

For people on welfare, pensions or

very low incomes, the smallest change

— a roof repair, a slight rise in taxes -

means an instant difference between

making it or not every month.

Unlike middle-class people, they

can't go into debt on the assumption

they'll have more money later.  

That's why Saskatchewan opted for a

co-op model, with group support.

Saskatoon operates the province's most

successful housing co-op.

The Quint advertised for families

interested in buying through a co-op.

Applicants needed to have a family

income of less than $30,000, slightly

higher for larger families. 

The applicants must be willing to

buy in one of the five depressed neigh-

bourhoods in the city, which are

plagued with absentee landlords. A

selection committee chooses 10 fami-

lies living in the neighbourhoods, or

apparently able to be contributing

members of he community. 

In the first co-op, that was an advan-

tage for several single mothers on wel-

fare, such as Michelle Lee and Cindy

Talock, since they were already well-

known school volunteers and commu-

nity safety campaigners. 

The committee looked for a mix of

people, so it also chose Julie and Trent

Untereiner, a couple with three young

girls and a single $1,700-a-month

salary from Trent's job. 

Once people are chosen, they're

given a choice of about five houses,

maximum price $45,000. The family

gets a loan from the province worth 25

per cent of the house's value, up to

$12,500. It doesn't have to be repaid if

the family stays in the house       for five

years. The city grants 5 per cent of the

value, up to $2,500.

The co-op takes out a mortgage on

behalf of the family, which must com-

mit to stay with the co-op for five

years. Mortgage payments range from

$383 to $410 a month.

The Saskatoon co-op has worked, so

far. The original 10 families still live in

the project and are thriving. Seven were

on welfare; two have left it. The Quint

is working on two more co-ops of 10

families apiece.  

Members of the first co-op say

they're on a mission to prove the idea

can work. 

“We want it to succeed for future

families,” says single mother Michelle

Lee, who still feels a shock of pleasure

when she wakes up every day in a

house that is hers, where the roof  does-

n't leak and the electrical system does-

n't short out

MIAMI

People still talk about how bad it

was in Miami 10 years ago. 

Thousands lived under the freeways

leading downtown, their cardboard

boxes and mattresses laid edge to edge.

Central city parks had become shanty-

towns.

“It equalled anything you could see

in any Third World housing,” says

Lynn Summers, then an assistant dis-

trict attorney.
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In a nation where homelessness had

reached crisis levels, Miami managed

to achieve worst-case status.

This was partly the result of a suc-

cessful American Civil Liberties

Union lawsuit, in which a court ruled

Miami police couldn't arrest a home-

less person unless the city could prove

it had a place for that person to go.

Since the city couldn't, it was ordered

to create safe areas — under the free-

ways and in Bicentennial Park —

where the homeless could go. They

went, by the thousands.

Today, Miami is like any large

North American city. In Miami Beach

or rougher parts of the downtown, it's

not unusual to see someone stretched

out asleep. In the morning, stragglers

emerge from under the freeways. In the

evening, they camp out along the

beach.

But Miami is no longer like the

Third World.  

“They've done an amazing job in

turning things around,” says Fred

Karnas, former executive director of

the National Coalition for the

Homeless, now deputy assistant secre-

tary for economic development with

the U.S. Housing and Urban

Development Department.

How was it done?

To start, the head of one of Miami's

most prominent business dynasties,

Alvah Chapman of the Knight Ridder

newspaper chain, decided to make it

his retirement project to end homeless-

ness.

The business community and social-

service groups joined forces and lob-

bied the state to allow Miami-Dade

County to create a unique source of

funding — a 1 per cent "homeless tax"

on all large restaurants that serve

liquor. It has produced $7 million a

year for the new Miami Homeless

Trust.

On top of that, Summers has spent

the past six years in the roughest

neighbourhood in Miami, running

Community Partners for Homeless Inc.

The non-profit company was created to

raise private money for the homeless

trust — $20 million to date — and to

operate two supershelters that house

350 people each and act  as one-stop

shopping centres, intended to move

people from  homelessness to some

form of stability in 60 days.  

One of the giant Miami Homeless

Assistance Centres is just  north of

downtown, near the freeway underworld

of the homeless. An hour south, on a for-

mer air force base, is the Homestead

compound.  

Both have the air of pleasant, mini-

mum-security jails. Everyone entering

passes through an airport-style metal

detector. Single men, single women and

families live in separate buildings. And

there are rules: no admittance after 7

p.m.  without a special pass; all kids in

bed by 8:30 p.m. sharp;  single people in

bed by 9 p.m.; wake-up call at 5:30 a.m.,

breakfast at 6, everyone out of the dorm

by 8.

The compounds include day cares and

cafeterias, playgrounds and laundries,

life-skills classrooms and after-school

study areas, buses to the local elementary

school where needed, and  offices for

agencies that deal with issues like veter-

ans' affairs, drug rehabilitation and wel-

fare.  

The megashelter did the job it was

supposed to do for Ron Jordan.  

On a Monday afternoon last May, he

was doing what he does many  Mondays

— giving free haircuts in the courtyard of

the men's dorm.  

“I used to sleep right in that dorm up

there," Jordan says,  lifting his hand from

the bristly head getting a close shave.  

He came to the HAC three years ago

straight from jail, one of  countless trips

he'd made between jail, Miami's regular

shelters  and the streets, in a life focused

on smoking crack.  

“Most of my life, I was just a street

kid, I was just out  there rippin' and run-

nin' the streets, just getting' into  trouble.”  

Jordan was referred to the shelter by

prison authorities.  

How Miami tackled homelessness 
Leadership, source of 

money, and a plan add up to supershelters  

NEW SKILLS: Ron Jordan, a former resident at the Miami Homeless Shelter, now

gives haircuts there.  



Everyone has to be referred by an

agency; the shelter doesn't take walk-ins

because of concerns about admitting

pedophiles or the seriously unmanage-

able.  

This shelter was different from those

Jordan had been in.  

First, he was assigned a caseworker,

who had 60 days to figure out what would

prevent him from continuing in the home-

less cycle.  

He had to spend two weeks in a life-

skills class, where he was urged — by

former addicts and street people — to

stop blaming everyone else and take

responsibility for his life.  

After that, Jordan and his caseworker

decided he needed a skill that would qual-

ify him to work. So he registered to study

barbering at a nearby school.  He stayed

at the shelter until he finished. When he

was ready to move out, his caseworker

helped find him a job.  

He now rents a chair at a barbershop,

clearing as much as the  equivalent of

$1,000 Canadian some weeks.  

Many people who come to the shelters

are nowhere near able to work, and some

never will be. Caseworkers must figure

out what will keep them off the street. For

some, that means getting them the wel-

fare cheques, disability or pensions

they're entitled to.  

For those with  mental-health prob-

lems, caseworkers try to  find a commu-

nity agency that can help and a place to

live.  

That was the solution for John Bester,

60, who lived on the street after a child-

hood in foster care, until he had a nervous

breakdown and then a heart attack. He

went to the central compound in May,

1998. The following month, he left for a

room in a renovated hotel in Miami

Beach that has been converted to a resi-

dence for mental-health patients.  

The now irrepressibly cheerful

Bester, a small man with graying, curly

hair, works in the cafe on the hotel's

ground floor and collects videos.  

About 55 per cent of the 11,653 peo-

ple who had entered the Miami shelters

as of last June are now off the streets.

That's a strong record in a business

where 25 per cent is considered a suc-

cess.  

But it would be wrong to see the super-

shelters as the magic  solution.  

The real innovation in Miami is the

identification of three essentials to tack-

ling homelessness: leadership, a dedicated

source of money, and a plan.  

Because Chapman, who could com-

mand the help of the business  communi-

ty, became the chair of Community

Partners for the  Homeless Inc., the com-

pany raised $20 million from the private

sector.  

Because Miami created a special

stream of tax money for the homeless

trust, it encouraged private donors to give.  

And it was able to get some of the new

federal money earmarked for cities that

have created plans to provide all the gra-

dations of housing and support needed to

move people to a stable home.  

The supershelters operate on the same

basic principles as any successful home-

less service: First, get people what they

need — addiction treatment, job training,

mental-health support or  housing.

Second, set rules and treat people like

extended  family, not statistics.  

“Frankly, it's all about having a place to

move people off the street,” says Steve

Holloway, head of sociology at Miami's

Barrie University.  

Holloway's basic point is that Miami

has chosen to focus more on shelter and

counselling than housing and support.  

Some communities working seriously

at homelessness issues, including

Portland and San Diego, have commit-

ted themselves to more than shelters:

They have adopted zoning changes and

guidelines that let affordable housing

and shelters spread out from the down-

town core; policies that encourage

developers to build new residential

hotels; housing trusts that provide

money for transitional and low-cost per-

manent housing.  

In Miami, “we are at risk of losing

transitional programs because so much

money is going into the shelters,” says

Olga  

Golik, who works with the homeless

mentally ill.  

Golik, a social worker by training,

became a housing developer by default

when her clients started losing places to

live as  

Miami Beach gentrified. Her agency

patched together money to create the

42-unit residence where Bester lives.

However, 42 rooms are nothing when

she looks at the rising tide around her.  

“What's happening in this country is

that we almost have a homelessness fac-

tory,“ Golik says. “But our ability to do

new projects is closing up.”  

Chapman and Summers acknowl-

edge that Miami's anti-homelessness

ship will have to alter its course. Staff

are seeing breakdowns in the system.

Some people they thought they had suc-

cessfully placed are coming back - more

than once. Or simply dropping out and

disappearing.  

The 55 per cent success rate is start-

ing to wobble as the centres find them-

selves taking on the hard-core home-

less, people who didn't come voluntari-

ly but were brought by police.  

About 30 per cent of the residents

don't leave after 60 days, in part

because they have nowhere to go. That's

the most serious sign of trouble.  

The third planned supershelter is on

hold, and trust directors are looking at

spending money on housing stages

beyond emergency shelters.  

"The centres," Summer points out,

"are only as successful as the back

door."  
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AMSTERDAM

When the Dutch government decided

to pour money  into social housing at the

end of World War II, it didn't do so out of

a noble desire to assure equality and digni-

ty for all its citizens.    

After pulling itself up out of the rubble

of six years of war, it wanted to compete

on the world market. With few resources,

it would have to capitalize on the one thing

it did have: people. To make Dutch com-

panies competitive, workers would have

to accept low wages. One way to guaran-

tee they'd do that was to give them cheap

housing.    

The result: The Netherlands has the

highest level of social housing in Europe,

with 40 per cent of its households in apart-

ments owned by non-profit housing cor-

porations. Many pay  rents that would be

considered laughable in major North

American cities.    

The existence of that very comfortable

social program makes it difficult to under-

stand why people like Ruud Block and

Dennis van der Corput are doing what

they're doing.    

Block is the paid manager of a cafe for

the homeless, run by a  non-profit agency.

He wants to leave his $600-a-month town-

house with double-size garden in east

Amsterdam and buy a house in an ultra-

modern development being built at the

edge of the city.    

And, despite all the housing, van der

Corput — who volunteers  at the cafe —

lives in a shelter for the homeless after

being  arrested sleeping in a park almost

four years ago.    

A homelessness wave hit Amster-dam

— and all of Europe — in the early '90s.

The Netherlands had always had its old

“wanderers” — drunks and shipworkers.

Now came the new wanderers — mental

patients who appeared after psychiatric

institutions were closed, drug addicts,

compulsive gamblers and the dropouts —

people like van der Corput.   

Like many other young people on the

streets, he is adrift. Both his parents remar-

ried when he was a teenager and had more

children. In his eyes, they had no room for

him.    

Van der Corput graduated from high

school, then did menial  jobs. He took off

for Israel at 18 to work on a kibbutz and

lived there off and on for several years.    

After returning to Amsterdam, he spent

three years living in squats, making money

by collecting flowers or working in youth

clubs - the happiest time in his life.    

After the electricity was cut off in his

last squat, he went  to a shelter, then slept

in the park — in a tent, as is the  custom

here. Within two days, police arrested him.   

Here, the story takes a Dutch turn.

Amsterdam has two major non-profit

social-service groups that provide home-

less services, with funding from the

national  government.    

The Institute of Shelter for the

Homeless, or HVO, and the Salvation

Army used to deal with alcoholics or resi-

dential  hotels for men who worked on

ships.    

Now, both have developed very orderly

shelter systems with   graduated steps

intended to move homeless people slowly

off the  streets and into independent living.   

When van der Corput was arrested, his

father got him placed in  HVO's

Walenburg shelter division. He started at

Walenburg 1, an  imposing old building

near the city centre. Once a long-term  res-

idence for the old wanderers, it's now

Stage One in the  homelessness-to-housed

plan.    

“People learn to take care of them-

selves, the basic skills, to clean them-

selves,” says Elly Bens, a Walenburg man-

ager.    

Van der Corput had a bad time there at

first.

“I was afraid. I was afraid of dying and

I didn't speak to people. I was just  staring.

Not looking around but just staring.”    

Slowly, with the help of a psychiatrist

and medication, he  came out of it. In

November, 1998, he moved to Walen-burg

2, where the atmosphere is different.    

It's a 20-minute walk from Walen-burg

1 in a much more run-down area. But the

dining room on the main floor has the feel

of a small, friendly, neighbourhood bar,

with dark wood panelling, lace curtains

and low-hanging lamps.    

Van der Corput, 29, has a room big

enough for a couch, TV and bed. There are

fewer people here with behaviour prob-

lems, so   it's quieter and more social than

Walenburg I. He's started to  think about

having a normal life for the first time: "I'm

sick  of all the trouble; I don't want to stay

on the street."    

For now, his dreams are small:

“Now in this period, I want to  get my

own house, a job in a supermarket, you

know, putting  things on shelves.”    

His next move will be to Walenburg 3,

a small scattering of  apartments in the

social housing blocks near Walenburg 2.

Its residents still drop in there whenever

they want and see a counsellor regularly.    

And gradually, if they want, they

move on to Walenburg 4 and 5 —

apartments that are farther away and

where they live almost  independently.    

They can move backward in the sys-

tem if they need to.    

This being Amsterdam, both

Walenburg 1 and 2 have bars where  peo-

ple can have a drink at night. “They can

use soft drugs here  in their rooms; they

can smoke a joint,” says Bens. “Hard

drugs, it's forbidden.”    

Walen-burg also has specialized shel-

ters intended just to keep people alive. No
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Europe's capital of low-cost housing has elaborate  
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one asks that they make progress.    

That's the operating principle for Theo

Maijer's shelter for drug addicts in

Amsterdam's notorious Bijlmermeer.     

The area is a collection of social hous-

ing projects that started in the 1960s as a

modernist vision of well-spaced towers

but became the city's equivalent of New

York's South Bronx at  its worst.    

“I keep them alive only,” says Maijer,

a 30-year veteran at Walenburg and for-

mer philosophy student. "From this

group, this is hopeless. They are too long

drug users. In two years, I have seen two

people kick drugs of about 160 people

who came here."    

Walenburg 1 even has a small room

where a select group of 20  hard-drug

users can come in at certain times to do

their drugs in a clean, safe place. Rubber

gloves, showers and needles are free.    

On a Friday afternoon, Dennis

McDonald knocks on the door of the drug

room for his regular visit. While a

licensed practical  nurse looks on, he sits

at a small table, lays out his drugs — a pile

of white powder in one piece of tin foil,

small brownish rocks of heroin in another

— and does several hits.    

McDonald, 47, who came from

Surinam in 1966, sleeps in a shelter at

night.    

“I've been using 25, 30 years,” he says,

talking in free-association bursts. “First

thing is, don't let them use the  dope. But

if you get inside, this is the best way. 

SHELTERED: Dennis van der 

Corput, above, is homeless in

Amsterdam, a city full of low-cost  

housing. Dennis McDonald, left, can

use drugs at a special daytime shelter.

Below, the Dutch government is  

trying to rehabilitate dilapidated 

housing projects.  
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“Before, I was walking around like a

rat. But a year ago, I started staying at a

shelter. And I come here every day.”    

The homeless cafe where van der

Corput and Block work operates on the

same principle.    

"We are not social workers," says

Block, as he tidies up. “We  just give them

a place to come during the day.”    

The next day, Block is out looking at

solutions to his own housing problem. He,

his wife Hanny Schutz, and their daughter

Juna head to one of the major public

events of the weekend: a festival to pro-

mote a massive housing project that sig-

nals Amsterdam of the future.    

On the island of Zeeburg, a quick trip

on a ring road from the  city centre, a

patch of dirt has been transformed into a

mini-  carnival with pony rides and boat

tours. In tents, people  earnestly explain

the transportation links, water systems

and  street plans for a vast new housing

development that will be built on an island

to be constructed nearby.    

About 6,000 people will come during

the day to indulge in the new Dutch pas-

sion — dreaming of getting out of social

housing  and buying a house.    

At the moment, Dutch banks are offer-

ing mortgages with nothing  down and 4

per cent interest. The rents in social hous-

ing are increasing — Block and Schutz

just got notice that their rent is going up

from the equivalent of $592 to $618 for

their two-storey townhouse. To someone

from Toronto or Vancouver, it seems like

a price from the past. To them, the increas-

es are a  rude shock. When they moved in

11 years ago, they paid $360.    

Schutz would rather stay in the city

than commute. But Block is tempted by

the idea of acquiring equity, the freedom

to knock down walls or repaint in whatev-

er colour he likes, and the new social

approval that comes to those who buy.    

In another Dutch twist, social-housing

organizations are  promoting the new

developments. Of the 18,000 units to be

built on the island, 70 per cent will be sold

to private buyers and the rest will become

social, subsidized housing.    

It's part of a national plan to change the

housing market. The aim is to create high-

end housing while maintaining the  diver-

sity that's a valued feature of central

Amsterdam and producing social-housing

organizations that can build on their own

assets to create whatever new housing is

needed.    

With those organizations running

under their own steam, the  national gov-

ernment plans to direct its attention to a

problem  it sees as more critical — the

rundown ghettos of social housing built in

the 1950s and '60s, like Bijlmermeer,

home of the drug   addicts, where towers

are being replaced with row houses.    

The hope is that between pulling in

middle-class buyers there, and creating

mixed-income communities like the new

island, social problems that have appeared

over the last two decades  will be diluted.

People in Holland will likely continue

to support integration through housing

because of their strong, Japanese-like con-

cern for consensus and harmony.

Owning a home
becoming the new

Hobo hotels make room for homeless
San Diego's underclass finds hope  

for future in old-style housing  
SAN DIEGO, Calif

It’s a warm Saturday afternoon in the

industrial flats near downtown San Diego,

and dozens of homeless people are accu-

mulating on sidewalks, in parking lots, in

alleys.

A few have the energy to push shop-

ping baskets or pull grocerycarts down the

road in the July heat, but most are nap-

ping,reading or talking in small groups,

their bedrolls and plastic bags of clothes

gathered around them. Lunch at the St.

Vincentde Paul mission is over and dinner

is hours away.

Rocky Louis Sandy could have been

one of those people, hesuspects.

At 39, with more than 20 years of jail

and drug addictionbehind him, a family

that was no good, a diagnosis ofschizo-

phrenia and only one legal job in his life-

time, it's notfarfetched for Sandy to see

himself among those stretched out onthe

sidewalk.

He might also have been relegated to

some rundown hotel orrooming house -

one step from anarchy and a sure route

back toprison.

Instead, he is several blocks away, sit-

ting under a largepatio umbrella in the

wind-cooled inner courtyard of the

TrolleyCourt residential hotel, studying

the newspaper with thepleasure natural to

a person who has only discovered the

powerof reading in the past three years.

Trolley Court and a small group of sim-

ilar hotels in SanDiego, all built in the late

1980s, are famous among people wholook

for housing solutions —including plan-

ners in Toronto and Vancouver. They're

examples of the new residential hotel:

dense, tightly design-ed, 200- to 300-unit

blocks aimed at recreating the cheap hous-

ing of a previous era.

Sandy has been living at Trolley Court

since March 5, when hewas released from

prison. The San Diego pardons board

found theroom for him and provided a

few weeks' rent until his disabilitycheque
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came through.

The room - big enough for a bed and

a wall of storage — coststhe equivalent

of $630 (Cdn.) a month, about two-thirds

of hischeque. But it comes with cable

TV, a microwave, phone and toilet.

And it's a significant improvement

over what is available fortoo many oth-

ers.“What you got here,” Sandy says, “is

a perfectplace for people who are willing

to try.”

Thousands of single men - temporari-

ly employed, seasonalworkers and hobos

- used to live in residential hotels.

Many of the hotels were demolished in

the urban-renewal bingeof the 1960s, and

nobody thought much about them again

until thetides of the visible homeless

started washing into cities in the'80s.

In San Diego, the point was driven

home when people living atone of the

remaining hotels due to be torn down

chainedthemselves to radiators, saying

they had nowhere else to go.

The result: A small group of develop-

ers, the city and the city's housing com-

mission devised a way to start building

newresidential hotels.

The hotels are seen as an acceptable

solution in an imperfectworld — a way to

build cheap housing for low-income peo-

ple witha minimum of government

investment and a maximum of buy-in by

developers — not an easy task given

today's zoning rules andpolitical and

financial climate.

In Toronto and Vancouver, city plan-

ners cautiously testing thewaters have

encountered plenty of difficulties.

Housing activists aren't enthusiastic

about single-roomoccupancy hotels, or

SROs. They worry governments will

abandonany idea that the poor deserve a

space bigger than a jail cell. 

“The new SROs are inappropriate for

many and for those theymight be appro-

priate for, they're limiting,” says Bob

Yamashita,an architect and Toronto's

manager of community housinginitia-

tives. “You're taking people from open air

and puttingthem in a closed room. All

their crap happens behind littleclosed

doors. It's a political flag people are

saluting withoutknowing what they're

talking about."

The hotels usually don't fall under

existing building codes. More impor-

tant, making them work financially

always requires thecity to relax stan-

dards, typically for parking spaces and

common areas.

In San Diego, it actually happened.

The city created a special code for

SROs that allowed smallrooms and

fewer parking spaces — seen as an

unnecessary expensein housing for peo-

ple too poor to own cars. Trolley Court,

forexample, has 193 units but only 19

parking spots.

Developers like the Tom Hom Group

were willing to give thisnew building

form a try. And award-winning archi-

tect Rob Quigley, whose designs grace

many commercial projects inCalifornia,

contributed with innovative designs for

this newform.

But Will Newbern, a Tom Hom direc-

tor who is steering throughSRO projects

in Las Vegas and Phoenix, says the criti-

BARE ESSENTIALS: Rocky Louis Sandy says the Trolley Court residential hotel's

'a perfect place for people who are  willing to try.
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cal factorin making the hotels successful

is management.

“Anybody can build them, but unless

it's managed properly,everybody is going

to wish it was never built. With everybody

living in such close proximity, there are so

many opportunities for problems to devel-

op.”

His company will only put up buildings

that it also manages,and that management

is tight. It includes card-key locks,security

cameras on every floor, 24-hour front-

desk staff, andstrict rules about visitors

staying overnight. Anyone whose rent

isn't paid the day it's due finds the card key

doesn't work.

Newbern emphasizes that these hotels

are not supportivehousing, or for people

coming straight out of shelters.

"We don't think of ourselves at all as

social-serviceproviders. It's just not our

niche. We see ourselves asapartment

providers."

Most of the hotels serve a fairly narrow

band among low-income people with

housing problems — those who can live

on their ownand abide by rules. Most ten-

ants are the working poor: waitresses, stu-

dents, hotel desk clerks, gas station atten-

dants.

At the Island Inn 202, a residential

hotel with a smalllibrary and exercise

room, rents are $1,000 a month for rooms

of145 to 155 square feet.

But places like the Baltic Inn or Trolley

Court, which gotmore government money

in exchange for providing lower-

costrooms, house a broad group of people,

including some withnoticeable psychiatric

problems.

About one-third at Trolley Court are

simply the working poor.

Kyle White, 23, is one.

White, who moved to San Diego from

North Carolina three yearsago, is an auto

mechanic. He works 48 hours a week and

makesabout $1,950 a month. He could

probably afford something splashier but,

like many on the lower rungs of the econ-

omy, hewants to guard himself from the

downturn.

"It's very easy to become homeless. I

was homeless at onepoint back where I

came from. I lost my transportation,

Icouldn't get to my job, and I ended up

with no place to go. Youcan go from 60 to

0 in a jet flash," White says.

For now, he prefers to rent a 120-

square-foot room for $630 amonth, wait-

ing until he's put himself through a vehi-

cleemissions course that will get him a

better-paying job.

There are many others like White, for

whom the hotel functionsperfectly as a

place to nap between shifts and sleep the

night.

But two-thirds of those at Trolley

Court are like Sandy -straight out of jail;

living on disability cheques because

theyhave mental or physical conditions;

or subsisting on pensions.

Hotel manager Raymond Haynes

insists that his staff do notoffer any kind

of social-service help. If there's a prob-

lem,they phone the agency paying the

disability cheque.

"We're not discriminating but we're

not a mental-healthhospital. The border-

line cases, we can deal with that. But

ifwe're told they're loud, they don't take

their medications, wecan't handle that."

Many believe the homeless are so

dysfunctional they need intensive reha-

bilitation.

But San Diego assumes that the main

problem is notpersonality, but housing.

It also assumes that even people withcat-

egorizable difficulties can still make it in

a place whereyou abide by the rules or

you're tossed out.

Ontario's Ministry of Municipal

Affairs and Housing and theCity of

Toronto are trying to figure out how to

make SROs workhere without govern-

ment money.

A report to the ministry by housing

consultant Steve Pomeroyconcluded

that, even by limiting parking and com-

mon-space areasand making some

rooms as small as 120 square feet, it

would beimpossible to get the price

below $425 a month per room -

$100more than the average single per-

son gets from welfare forshelter - and

break even.

This summer, a workshop at city hall

with developers, roominghouse opera-

tors, architects, planners and social-ser-

viceagencies reached the same conclu-

sion.

"It's very hard to get rents below

$450," says Rob Cressman,the city's

manager of housing programs.

But even a building with rents at $450

to $600 built by theprivate sector is

worth developing, Cressman says.

The city has started to create the con-

ditions to make the hotels work. 

Council approved the concept in prin-

ciple in July,and asked its staff for rec-

ommendations about zoning, room size-

specifications and parking.

The city wants some residential

hotels for people who can onlypay the

$325 and may also need support ser-

vices. But that won'thappen unless a

government contributes money for men-

tal healthsupport services and comes up

with cash, land or subsidies toreduce

rents, Cressman says.

Newbern, in San Diego, says that's

the only solution, and it'sbeing adopted

in Las Vegas and Phoenix, as well as San

Diego."You could get the units down if

you got the right help: giveland, lend

money at very low interest rates or

something. Butit's going to take a lot of

government help to get it down to$325.

MODEST SOLUTIONS: Architect Rob

Quigley shows some of his small 

room designs.  
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BALTIMORE

SANDTOWN-Winchester is a perfect

picture of the decomposing inner cities of

America. Young men killing time mill

around heavily barred corner stores.

Litter drifts along the treeless streets in

front of boarded-up buildings. Weeds

wave in vacant lots.

But on this warm September day, there

are signs somethingdifferent is happen-

ing.

Outside the community centre, clus-

ters of people wearing orange T-shirts

and holding signs hand out pamphlets

that urge people to vote in the local elec-

tion. Inside, young black men study high

school basics as preparation for training

in construction jobs.

At a nearby college, people from the

community are explaining to a group of

international housing experts how they

are rebuilding the neighbourhood,

through housing, health programs, anti-

drug campaigns and job training. And,

for those adventurous enough to explore,

the apparent devastation is punctuated by

house construction and renovation.

Howard Floyd, who has lived here 35

of his 39 years, calls it a remarkable

transformation. “I have seen a lot of

change here,” says the former cook and

caterer, standing outside the community

centre.

None of it would have happened had

the residents been on their own, says

Floyd, who lives with his mother near the

centre.

Sandtown-Winchester is being

brought out of its coma thanks, in large

part, to the Enterprise Foundation, one of

the powerhouse organizations in the

United States that devote their consider-

able resources to housing and community

building.

The foundation, started in 1982 by

Baltimore-based developer Jim Rouse

and wife, Patty, joined with community

groups and churches in Sandtown-

Winchester in 1990. It has thrown itself

into reviving the neighbourhood, focus-

ing on housing for people making as little

as $16,000 a year.

“Housing is one of the areas that is so

visible, it affects the perception of the

community,” says Ed Kane, a senior direc-

tor at the foundation. “We had to start there

and score some victories.” 

Baltimore's problems seem foreign to

Canada, where the biggest housing issue

is not slums but the difficulty of finding a

home if you're poor in prosperous cities.

But foundations such as Enterprise

look like an answer to a question Canada

faces: Who besides government can we

get involved in housing for poor people

and where besides the central treasury

can we find money?

Many Canadian policy makers, politi-

cians and housing groups are looking at

what U.S.-style public-private partner-

ships — philanthropy, tax credits, hous-

ing trusts, and non-profit intermediaries

like Enterprise — could do here.

Housing analysts warn that the part-

nerships don't relievegovernments of the

need to fund housing.

“Tax credits, foundations, housing

trusts and philanthropy only work to the

extent they do in the U.S. because they're

adding layers on to a substantial core of

federal funding," totalling $37 billion this

year, says Steve Pomeroy, an Ottawa hous-

ing consultant.

But will Canadians be hearing more

about them? How do they work? And do

they work? 

INTERMEDIARIES:

Foundations like Enterprise and the

Local Initiatives Support Corp., created by

the Ford Foundation in 1979, are the

largest among 200 U.S. groups known as

intermediaries.

They don't put their money directly

into buildings. Instead, they round up

government and private money, negotiat-

ing to get grants, soliciting donations,

pulling in below-market loans, or broker-

ing tax credits that are available for low-

income housing.

In Baltimore, for example, Enterprise

helped gather $27.4 million from three

levels of government. Nationally, it has

invested $2.5 billion in low-income hous-

ing tax credits in projects since 1987.

The intermediaries do the work that

non-profits are too underfunded and

unskilled to do - acting as links between

business and non-profit housing groups.

"They talk the language of both

groups," says Richard Drdla, a Toronto-

based housing consultant. "And they do

something the private sector doesn't want

to do, which is deal with the multitude of

small non-profits they don't understand."

Besides that, they do the vital job of public

Hidden pools of money aid inner cities  
Savvy foundations get business behind non-profit housing  

OUR TOWN: Howard Floyd has seen remarkable transformation in Baltimore's

Sandtown-Winchester neighbourhood, thanks to Enterprise Foundation.  
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relations for social policy. Intermediaries

have become so important in the U.S. that

it's essentially they who research and

shape national housing policy. 

HOUSING TRUST FUNDS

In Miami, police-records clerk

Shawntia Kirkland is getting the chance to

buy a house  something she couldn't do

without a $45,000 grant from Florida's

State Housing Initiatives Program. 

In Whistler, B.C., an apartment com-

plex for lower-income workers in the

pricey resort just got built with the help of

money from the local housing trust fund.

In San Diego, the Peachtree residential

hotel houses about 300 people, 20 per cent

of them very low-income, thanks to

money from the San Diego housing trust.

Those are just three examples from the

dozens of housing trust funds on the conti-

nent -- a form of new money for housing

that Richard Drdla sees as the most

promising financing possibilites on the

horizon.

Housing trust funds exist in 37

American states, 34 cities, 39 counties, and

a handful of places in Canada.

Groups in other Canadian cities and

provinces - Montreal, New Brunswick,

Edmonton -- are lobbying for them.

Trust funds work by collecting pools of

money dedicated to housing that are fund-

ed by fees or taxes on some kind of activ-

ity.

Commercial developments are often a

prime source for those fees, since they're

seen as generating a lot of low-income

jobs.

In Boston, developers of all major

employee-generating projects commer-

cial, institutional, educational and other

facilities have to pay $81 a square metre

into the local housing trust. The city has

collected $75 million since 1983.

In Whistler, where councillors tackled

the wealthy community's problem with

affordable housing in 1991, new commer-

cial, industrial and tourist developments

have to pay $5,578 per employee into a

housing trust. That has generated $6.6

million so far.

And in Florida, $233 million was raised

last year alone. The trust, created in 1991

after a coalition of community groups

called 1000 Friends of Florida campaigned

hard for it, raises money by charging a fee

on real-estate sales, based on the value of

the property.

But again, Drdla warns that housing

trusts alone can't pay for everything - typi-

cally they're used to cover the extra

expenses that come with every construc-

tion project. 

In 1996, the American ones generated

$450 million altogether. That's better than

charities ($84 million) but still far less than

even the current reduced amount of

American federal subsidies for building

new housing -- $7.5 billion.

TAX CREDITS:  

In San Diego, one of the most expensive

cities in the U.S., limousine driver Calvin

Amis pays only $1,065 a month for a three-

bedroom, cathedral-ceilinged townhouse

in a new complex called Knox Glen. He

doesn't get a government subsidy, nor does

the San Diego Housing Commission that

owns the complex. The magic? Tax credits.

Low-income housing tax credits were cre-

ated in 1986 to encourage private investors

to provide money for affordable housing.  

The credits are not efficient or perfect

ways to finance housing. "In reality, it's an

expensive way to provide housing. Direct

appropriation would be cheaper," says

Rick Nelson, head  of the National

Association of Housing and

Redevelopment Officials. 

But their tremendous benefit is that they

get the private sector, builders and

investors involved and supportive. In the

U.S., it's not uncommon for builders to

approach housing  agencies or cities and

offer to build low-income housing with

tax-credit support.     

"The U.S. tax credit system has

become very sustainable in political

terms," Pomeroy says. "It provides an

attractive, perhaps even lucrative, invest-

ment for corporate America, who repre-

sent a very strong political lobby to main-

tain the program."  

The system is an indirect subsidy.

Investors buy credits, which cut their

taxes. The big appeal is that they get a

credit that's bigger than the amount they

invest. The money they put in   goes to

non-profits or private developers for pro-

jects. 

Projects supported by tax credits must

rent, for at least 15 years, to tenants whose

incomes are less than 60 per cent of the

median for that area, and the rent can be

no more than 30 per cent of a tenant's

income.

PHILANTHROPY. 

The Calgary Homeless Foundation is

the closest Canada gets to American-style

charitable dynamos like the McKnight

Foundation in Minneapolis, which gave

$23 million this year to create 5,000 units

of affordable housing.

The Calgary foundation got $2 million

in cash from the province of Alberta for

its first year of operation, plus two gov-

ernment employees as staff; $2 million in

land and buildings from the city of

Calgary; and $500,000 in private dona-

tions its first year.

After a year, the foundation has com-

mitted all of those resources to eight tran-

sitional housing projects, including a 15-

unit building for families coming from

shelters and a 70-unit addition to a

Salvation Army project that will combine

emergency beds with second-stage hous-

ing.

Labour Minister Claudette Brad-shaw

was so taken with the foundation’s work

when she did her tour to study homeless-

ness in the summer of 1999 that she sent

staff from more than a dozen ministries to

the foundation’s board meeting, as well

as promoting it to everyone she met

across the country.

But the foundation has found there’s a

limit to what it can do.

“This is all transitional housing. We

haven’t made a dent in low-cost perma-

nent housing,” says executive director

Sharyn Brown. “So far transitional hous-

ing has been the best bang for our buck.

But if you don't have the low-cost hous-

ing, then they just stay there.''  

All the lawyers and real estate agents

who work for the foundation have been

stymied by the same problem facing every

other housing group - how to cover the

difference between what poor people can

afford and what permanent housing costs

to build or buy.

“That's the hardest thing to do,” says

Brown. “It just has to be subsidized. We

can't bridge the gap. We've done study

after study and it can't be done.” Charities

can provide one stream of money and

they're a tremendous way of getting pub-

lic involvement and commitment. But



38

they can never come close to generating

the kind of money that governments can

commit.

“Philanthropies and charities in the

U.S. have not supported affordable hous-

ing to any significant extent. They do not

have the resources to replace government

funding,” says Drdla. “These figures

should make the point: after massive cut-

backs, the federal government in the U.S.

still continues to provide about $7.5 bil-

lion per year in subsidies for new afford-

able housing alone, while the charitable

foundations in total provide in the order of

only one per cent of that amount.''

That's in a country that has a much

stronger culture of philanthropy than

Canada. Here, it's been documented fre-

quently, both businesses and private citi-

zens rely more on government to take

care of social problems.

But even if people were inclined to

give more money to housing-focused

charities, Canadian federal rules would

limit them.

In the U.S., any organization per-

forming an activity that is also carried

on by government is considered to be

performing charitable work.  So hous-

ing people whose incomes are below

median, something that government

has traditionally done in the States, is

charitable work.

In Canada, the 19th-century laws gov-

erning charities are quite different.

Charities can give money to any number

of emergency shelters for the homeless,

the destitute or the elderly. But a housing

project in Etobicoke for people making

minimum wage - forget it.

“You can build housing for the aged.

There isn't even a means or needs test. I

saw one housing project that was upper

end but it was registered as a charity,”

says Arthur Drache, an Ottawa lawyer

specializing in charities and non-profits.

He has written a major paper advocating

that Canada change the definition of char-

ities to include anything that improves the

quality of life in communities.

“Yet if you created an operation for

families with two kids and less than

$20,000 in income, it wouldn't qualify.

They’re not poor enough.”

The present version of this article is

different than the original in The Toronto

Star.

The list in the Real Estate Foundation

of British Columbia's  report is two pages

long and covers projects in every part of

the province.    There's $200,000 for a

safe house for kids in Kamloops;

$450,000 for another in Vancouver;

$55,000 for seniors' housing in Nelson

and $30,000 in Peachland; $75,000 for a

transition  in Nelson and $30,000 in

Peachland; $75,000 for a transition

house in Cowichan Lake and $40,000 for

another in Langley. And  many more.    

All the contributions — totalling more

than $5 million in the past 11 years —

come from a little-known pool of money

that exists in every province. It's the inter-

est on deposits that  homebuyers put in

trust while they negotiate with the seller.   

The money is put to good use —

including support for housing projects —

in some parts of Canada, but not in

Ontario.    

In many real-estate deals, the deposit

is so small or held for  such a short time

that it's not worth the trouble for banks or

brokers to track and refund the interest.

Savvy buyers can  request it. But a sub-

stantial amount piles up in trust accounts.  

In Ontario, the interest accumulates in

the trust accounts of principal brokers —

companies with the statutory right to

establish such accounts — or of lawyers

who act for buyers. (It  goes to the Law

Foundation for Legal Education unless the

buyer  asks for it.)    

But in B. C., where the banks kept the

interest, the real estate industry asked for,

and got, legislation that not only put the

money in its hands but also specified it

could be used  for “good works.”

“This was money that was a windfall

for the financial institutions and it was

decided it should be used for the public,”

says Tim Pringle, the B.C. foundation's

executive director. 

In the past 10 years, the foundation has

received $660,000 to $4 million a year in

interest from accounts. It puts some in

reserve to generate more interest; the rest

goes into grants. 

Pringle says the proportion of spend-

ing on housing is rising. Last year, it was

almost half the $2 million total. 

Two other groups of Canadian realtors

have pursued similar ideas. 

Winnipeg realtors have been getting

some of the interest since 1996. They use

the money — about $400,000 over the

past three years — to buy houses in the

seriously deteriorating core. They fix

them up to sell at cost to people who are

working but poor.    

The Alberta Real Estate Foundation,

which gets about $1  million a year in

interest on deposits, is trying to follow the

B.C. model. But, because its legislation

doesn't specify good works as part of its

mandate, it's having a harder time. 

Ontario's real estate business generates

about three times as much in interest as B.

C.'s. However, using this rich pool for

housing projects is not even on the draw-

ing board. 

The Ontario Real Estate Council,

which regulates the industry, and the

Ontario Real Estate Association, the

industry group, have had discussions with

the province about establishing a fund

with the interest money. 

But Don Richardson, the association's

executive director, says things are mov-

ing slowly with the province. 

And David Higgins, who heads the

council, says it's less than a burning issue

for his group: “We've talked about these

ideas, but they have not been a big prior-

ity.”  

Money for the asking but Ontario hasn't asked  
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Vance Grausso is the sort of person

many Canadians have in  mind when they

think of homelessness — how tragic it is

and  impossible to solve. Grausso sits at

Bloor and Church Sts.  during the morn-

ing rush hour, playing his plastic recorder

and collecting enough money in a box to

buy a beer that will stop  the shakes. He's

a fixture on the corner — outgoing, a

charmer.  He waves to his regulars and

they wave back or, especially the  women,

stop to talk about whether he was cold

during the night  or how his health is. He

seems so bright and rescuable. Half-

Cree, half-Inuit, he was adopted by a New

Jersey family when  he was 5. He left at

18 and did all kinds of work: gas stations,

house painting, shrimping in South

Carolina, and “lots of  McDonald's.”

Several agencies know him well and are

trying to help. Now in his 30s, he's been

on the street for seven years, ever since he

was evicted from a room following a scuf-

fle about  welfare. He lives on what he

gets from begging.

He refuses to sleep at shelters most of

the time, stopping in at native-run Council

Fire only on the worst nights.

He can't make the break from his life

on the street, even though he knows he

should.

He's a regular visitor at local emer-

gency wards because of  seizures and

heart problems. In May, he went into an

intensive medical detox program a couple

of hours from the city. He had  plenty of

incentive to go after last winter: "A lot of

our  people were dying on the street. I ain't

gonna go out like  that."

But he's back at Bloor and Church.

Grausso is a living symbol of the

dilemma faced by people trying to figure

out what to do about homelessness —he

seems to  prove an uncomfortable reality:

There is no guaranteed cure.

Canadians care about homelessness. A

national poll conducted  last June by

Toronto-based Pollara Inc. found that it

comes in fifth, behind health, taxes, edu-

cation and the environment, as an issue

people are concerned about. But the same

poll also found they are deeply pes-

simistic about it getting better in the near

future.

The pessimism is due, in part, to dis-

couragement over  government inaction;

part is caused by the magnitude and  com-

plexity of the problem.

There isn't nearly enough money for

housing. But financing is simple com-

pared with understanding the causes of

homelessness and creating programs that

work.

The answers, and the mistakes, turn out

to be quite different  for different people.

Here are some of them:

Philip de Barros is a best-case story,

although he doesn't always think so.

Four years ago, de Barros was a mas-

sage therapist at a busy  group practice in

Toronto and, on paper, making about

$70,000 a year. But he wasn't getting all

VANCE GRAUSSO: The homeless man is a fixture at the corner of Bloor and Church Sts. 

Keeping doors open:
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the money so he hired a lawyer  to get it.

Within days of that move, in September,

1996, he was fired.

"I didn't listen to my mother's advice:

Don't quit one job  until you have anoth-

er," says de Barros, 47, who comes from

one of Toronto's many work-focused

immigrant families. His parents  are from

Guyana. His father was successful finan-

cially; his mother was once an assistant to

a Toronto councillor.

De Barros looks like the kind of man

who should be behind a  desk. In fact, he

was. He used to be a district supervisor

with Blue Cross. He has worked in sales,

in a bank, at the Workers' Compensation

Board. So when he lost his job, he was

sure he could find something else.

But he didn't. Schools are churning out

therapists like Coke  bottles these days,

and no one else was interested in him for

any other kind of job. He ran out of money

to pay the rent on his Isabella St. apart-

ment and found himself doing something

he never thought  he'd do — grabbing his

stuff and running after he got a notice

from the sheriff that he would be evicted

as of June 12, 1996,  if he didn't pay up.

He stayed with one old family friend,

then another, and discovered what many

people do when they have to lean on

acquaintances for a place to stay: It erodes

a relationship fast. “I went through some

traumatic events that destroyed those two

long-term friendships.”

He left the second friend's house on

Feb. 17, 1997, and moved into the Good

Shepherd shelter on Queen St.

With that, he entered one of the

strangest periods of his life, living in a

crowded shelter where he had to be up

and out by 8 a.m. He walked around the

city in his professional clothes looking for

work and keeping himself occupied until

5:30 p.m., when the shelter let its perma-

nent residents back in.

But he wasn't alone. He joined a

church group that sustains  him to this

day. And a social worker at Good

Shepherd started  the wheels turning to

get him into better housing.

That's when he entered the orbit of

Charles Deane at Seaton House,

Toronto's enormous men's shelter. Seaton

House is the  antithesis of a good shelter

system. It's huge, with 800 beds, and

chaotic. But amid the pandemonium,

small internal systems work. Deane is at

the centre of one.

Late in April, 1997, Deane found de

Barros a place in Jarvis House, a row of

heritage houses converted into apart-

ments. He moved in on May 9.

Twenty-four men live there, each

with a separate bedroom clustered in

fours around common kitchens and liv-

ing rooms. The houses are just half a

block from Seaton House, but they're a

world away — quiet and private, kept

that way by design and careful monitor-

ing.

Carla O'Brien, a sociology and

English graduate who started off work-

ing in women's health programs, is the

part-time staffer with Homes 

First — the group paid to manage

Jarvis House — and keeps the place on

track. She organizes monthly group

meetings as well as meals for special

events such as Thanksgiving or

Christmas.

It doesn't seem like much, but it's

part of a process to reintroduce the res-

idents to skills that have frayed after too

much time in shelters — how to get

along in a group, how to negotiate, how

to make changes.

She's also around to hear privately

the problems people don't want to bring

up in public. “You can't have a secret in

this house. The grapevine is long and

wide,” says O'Brien, who also works at

Seaton part-time.

De Barros got the tower room, giv-

ing him a huge space in a quiet, orderly

building. And he started to find work at

clinics where he could have space for

one or two days a week. Because his

rent was set at $99 a month, he didn't

have to worry how he was going to

make it financially. With each passing

month, he got a little more work.

Eventually, he asked Deane to find

him a more independent place to live.

On Sept. 9, 1998, de Barros moved

into the John Frank building a few

blocks away on Dundas St., one of the

last projects built before the

Conservatives killed social housing in

Ontario.

For $356 a month, based on his pre-

vious year's income of $18,000, he gets

a small studio apartment on the 11th

floor in a building with a rooftop patio,

and a laundry room with a view.  "I'm very

happy in my little kingdom here," he says.

His things are around him: a cookie jar

that looks like Bugs Bunny with lipstick

and a Carmen Miranda hat, coloured trop-

ical fish magnets on the fridge, an ancient

computer set up next to the kitchen

counter so he can do his billings, a wood-

en CD holder painted like a birdhouse.

AT THE PORTLAND: Mark Townsend and Liz Evans, right, and staff member

Andrea Aleong at Vancouver's Portland Hotel accept almost anyone and offer an infi-

nite number of second chances.
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On this day, he can see the downtown

skyline from his balcony and listen to his

chimes tinkling in the whisper of a warm

morning breeze.

As he does every morning, he makes

his lunch, packs his bag with towels and

oil, and heads off to work at the clinic.

He still has down times. But he's mak-

ing it.

De Barros is typical of the different

kind of people who have begun appearing

in Toronto shelters. Along with the long-

term poor, the intermittently employed,

the mentally ill and the addicted, Jarvis

House has become home to a former trav-

el agent, a former math professor from

Poland, a former insurance salesman from

the Beaches, a former architect — and

Ben Smith.

Shortly after de Barros moved out,

Smith arrived. He was a science teacher in

Toronto until he took early retirement

eight years ago. When he arrived at Jarvis

House in late October, he still looked like

a teacher with his tweed jacket, Oxford

shirts, khakis, perpetual briefcase, and

halo of white hair. Only the frayed collar,

missing button and the permanent quaver

in his voice hinted he hadn't just come

from teaching a class.

He had led a conventional life for

years: wife and kids, private schools, a

rented house in Rosedale. But when he

retired, and he and his wife split up, he

went off the rails.

"For about a year and a half, I was out

of it — a basket case."

He spent 18 months sleeping in hotel

lobbies, on park benches and in libraries

before he pulled himself together enough

to get to Seaton House. He stayed there

for 10 months while his caseworker

helped him apply for unemployment

insurance and pensions.

After another few months at a low-cost

residence that Seaton arranged, he went

to England for a few years, living on the

pension that remained after the divorce

settlement.

When he came back to Canada last

October, he stayed with his sister two

nights, looked around for a rooming

house, found them too disgusting to con-

sider, then headed back to Seaton House.

Deane was waiting and got him into

Jarvis House after only a month.

Smith is still living at Jarvis, though he

spends little time there. He's out every

morning at 8:30. He's a regular at council

meetings and libraries, where he does

research for the articles that he is always

writing: dense, complicated pieces that

will combine, say, international political

analysis, movie reviews and personal sto-

ries about life in England.

People like Smith and de Barros rarely

appear on the street: de Barros is horrified

at the thought. "The streets? That's some-

thing that terrifies me. I cannot rationalize

how people can survive. It's a very scary

level of existence. I don't even camp out."

But the two men are part of the group

that floods regularly through shelters.

Unlike the core of chronic homeless, who

alternate between shelters and the street

for years, or those who circle among shel-

ters, rooming houses and friends' couch-

es, people like de Barros are in and out as

fast as they can.

They don't need shelters or a compre-

hensive treatment system. In fact, it

would be a waste of money to force them

through the Miami-style, 60-day emer-

gency-shelter production line that focuses

on resolving personal problems.

What they need most is an inexpensive

place to live while they get back on their

feet.

Cheap housing was not the simple

answer for Jamie Saltzman. He was born

in Toronto, but his family moved back to

its original home, the Maritimes, when he

was young.

“I left home around 16, got involved

with the drugs and alcohol, made a lot of

trips to the detox, someone who'd use

anything, grass, hash, solvents, inhalants,

speed.”

He's a teddy-bearish looking man, who

looks like he'd be the life of any party.

Instead, he has the intensely self-analyti-

cal tone of someone who has spent a lot

of time with a therapist.

“I spent 2 1/2, three years on the streets

in Halifax in my late 20s. I slept in old

cars, old buildings, parking lots. I had a

few tents, I stayed out for a while in a

tent. Sometimes I stayed in rooming

houses.”

The rooming houses were sinkholes of

people like himself, drunks and users.

“I kinda got used to that kind of

‘The streets?
That‘s something
that
terrifies me.
I cannot rationalize
how people can 
survive.It’s a very
scary level of
exhistence.I don’t
even

PHILIP DE BARROS: The massage therapist got back on his feet by going through

Toronto's social housing system. 
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lifestyle because I was so  wrapped up. 

I really tried to avoid the regular kind

of people.”

He still doesn't know why he turned

out that way. His home life was fine, a

routine middle-class existence. His dad

worked for 23 years in a cannery —

Saltzman worked there with him for a

while in his 20s — and his mother did

clerical work at hospitals.

Finally, after many trips through

detox, he went to a treatment centre in

Cape Breton in 1989 where he lived for a

year and a half.

When he got out, he got lucky. A small

group in Halifax, Metro Non-Profit

Homes, had just formed to provide better

housing than the city's notorious rooming

houses.

They were opening a 16-unit apart-

ment building in Dartmouth, near a placid

hillside neighbourhood. Stewart Place is

only for alcoholics trying to stay sober

and has a strict no-drinking policy.

Saltzman has been there 10 years,

transforming himself from a man who

had nothing to one whose apartment is a

domestic shrine to knick-knacks.

But this isn't a simple success story.

Saltzman worked briefly as a caseworker

for an addiction-treatment centre, then

took an entrepreneurship course and

started his own business in home

improvement, confident that he could

take a financial chance because the apart-

ment would never cost him more than 30

per cent of his income.

Things were good enough that, at one

time, he had a car and a truck and trailer

— a novelty for a guy like him who'd had

nothing for so long.

Then, three years ago, he lost his busi-

ness through bad management and

messed up his credit rating. A year ago,

he started drinking again. After three

months, he decided to get help.

“The guilt was killing me. So I went

down and saw Carol.”

That's Carol Charlebois, executive

director of Metro Non-Profit — a former

political science professor who has

become a social-services pillar of

Halifax. Her office is a converted apart-

ment on the ground floor of Stewart

Place. People from the building use it as

a social centre, practice space for musi-

cals on homelessness, and source of occa-

sional free doughnuts.

Charlebois found Saltzman a detox

centre, drove him to it and phoned him

often during his nine-day stay.

As she puts it: “In our kind of hous-

ing, you don't just put people in. You

have to build community and you have

to put them in touch with resources.”

Saltzman came back to his apartment.

He does odd jobs around the building,

using his carpentry skills. He's seeing a

counsellor about why he keeps messing

up. He hopes things will get better again.

He's not on the streets and he's not in

one of Halifax's grim rooming houses.

Instead, he's in the kind of place consid-

ered the best solution for those trying to

go straight.

As those who work with the homeless

have observed, it's difficult for people to

leave the street or stop drinking and tak-

ing drugs because it also means leaving

the only community they know, with its

familiar pattern of sleeping at shelters,

lining up at food banks, and hanging

around with drinking or drug buddies —

people who accept you for who you are.

Successful change means not just get-

ting a stable place to live away from that

group, but also finding something to

replace it.

Saltzman's apartment is far away

from the downtown scene and he has a

web of people who help to keep him

connected in his new home — not just

Charlebois, but every recovering alco-

holic in the building.

And, he has help when he trips up,

with no worries about losing his apart-

ment.

Matthew Lee has never been a

drinker or drug user. An uncle died of

cirrhosis of the liver, an aunt killed her-

self with drugs and that was enough to

inoculate him for life.

But he's surrounded by those kinds

of people every day.

For most of his life, Lee has lived in

the heart of Vancouver's downtown east

side. He doesn't like to talk about his

childhood. In fact, he glosses it over,

saying that it was "nice" and that

Christmas was his favourite time with

his family.

The truth is that he grew up in a

room at the Cobalt Hotel with his moth-

er; he had to stay hidden because chil-

dren weren't allowed there. He's been

classified as hard to house and "border-

line intelligent."

All he knows is that he has the prob-

lems he does - slowness of language, a

tendency to pause over words or repeat

sentence sections two or three times -

because he fell down the stairs when he

was very little.

That happened before his mother,

from whom he gets his part- native,

TRYING TO STAY SOBER: For the past 10 years, James Saltzman has lived in a

Halifax apartment complex for recovering alcoholics.
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part-Chinese looks, moved him and his

sisters up from Anaheim, Calif., to

Vancouver.

Since he's been on his own, he has

rented rooms in hotels that  qualify as

the top 10 worst on city inspectors'

lists. He slept out in parks at times

when he couldn't take the rooms any

more.

He might have continued living in

bad hotels for a long time because he's

not the kind of guy who can make it

even in the area's regular social hous-

ing. He moved out after only six

months at Bruce Eriksen Place — one

of the gorgeous buildings that have

gone up in the last few years — after

repeated complaints about the gospel

music he plays at full volume and con-

cerns about all the people he invited to

his room.

He attached himself to religious

groups, who tried to house him, but it

didn't last long when they found out

he's a normal young man with an inter-

est in sex.

But he landed at the Portland Hotel,

one of the most off-beat housing pro-

jects in the country, where the basic

rule of operators Liz Evans and Mark

Townsend is: Don't evict anyone.

Evans, who trained as a psychiatric

nurse, and Townsend run a non-profit

that leases 70 rooms above an unlovely

bar next door to one of the most popu-

lar shooting-up alleys of the neighbour-

hood. They're funded by the provincial

health and housing ministries. Two-

thirds of Portland's residents are men-

tally ill; some are drug addicts or alco-

holics; many have AIDS.

It's part of the dense network of gov-

ernment-funded social housing, shel-

ters and transitional housing in the area

that complements the 6,000 private

hotel rooms and rooming houses — a

network that is one of the reasons why

Vancouver, with a population about

half of Toronto's, has only one-tenth as

many people in shelters and on the

street.

Evans, Townsend and the Portland's

staff take the residents on week-long

camping trips. Skai Fowler, an artist

who has exhibited at the McMichael

gallery in Kleinburg, runs monthly art

sessions. There are poetry classes and

massage sessions. A chic haircutting

salon sends someone a couple of times a

month to style hair. Gabor Mate, a high-

profile doctor-writer best known recently

for his book on attention-deficit disorder,

volunteers there.

Evans and Townsend make a point of

hiring non-social workers. The Portland's

young and much-pierced staffers are

more likely to play in rock bands or sup-

plement their income working at Subeez,

an alternative restaurant downtown.

Most people who have anything to do

with low-income housing say the only

way to operate a building is to have a mix

of tenants, with only one, two, or, at most,

three difficult cases.

At the Portland Hotel, almost every

resident is classified as  hard to house.

One newcomer did nothing the first

week he was there but sit in the lobby and

scream every time anyone came near

him. But Evans firmly believes, and has

made it the rule for her staff, that there is

TURNING HIS LIFE AROUND: Shawn Millar lives in a Vancouver residential hotel where he's fighting to kick his drug habit.
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no one they can't handle. They just let the

man scream as much as he wanted. In

intermittent periods, when he showed

signs of calm, someone would stop and

chat with him.

After a couple of weeks, he stopped

screaming and started to blend into the

hotel's routines.

“If people practise tolerance, then the

hard to house are not so hard. But if you

only take people who are no problem,

your threshold of tolerance goes way

down,” Evans says.

She has seen people evicted for smok-

ing in bed in a group home or peeing on

the toilet seat, while other groups will

express hesitation about taking anyone in

who might have cockroaches in his

belongings.

“They're not unmanageable or

unhousable. But if you're so rigid in the

way you manage that you can't tolerate

any difficulty, then they become that way.

Agencies become staff agencies, not resi-

dent agencies. We don't respond to peo-

ple's issues by evicting residents.”

Evans holds monthly staff meetings,

where people talk about  their difficul-

ties with particular residents. 

Her approach is so popular with

B.C.'s housing branch that it is building

a new Portland, complete with a movie

theatre and gym, down the street and

has contracted with her team to manage

two former slum hotels nearby that it

bought and renovated last year.

Residents, like Lee, are treated more

like pals than patients or cases.

When he showed up for the March

art class, the conversation between him

and staffers Chris and Pam was mainly

about the Railway Club the night

before and the other Portland Hotel

staffers who'd been there.

“Hey, you went to the Railway to see

Darwin?” Chris asks Matthew, whose

hair has been newly cropped and hen-

naed.

“Yeah, and I saw Kristin, too. She

was dancing,” he answers as he works

intently on the same thing that he does

in every art session — childlike line

drawings in black felt pen of a stick-

person self surrounded by buildings.

A couple of months later, staff

helped residents put on a talent show. Lee

was there, singing “I Saw The Light,”one

of the gospel songs he loves so much,

afterward breaking down and crying as

he talked about how much the Portland

has changed his life. He's moved in and

out several times, trying other housing.

When he comes back, he's always wel-

come.

When welfare cheques arrive at the

beginning of the month, a hotel van takes

Lee and others shopping. He can walk

over to B.C. Place to see football games,

a passion, or to the Railway,  a leftie-

alternative-media hangout.

Lee's church group meets up the street;

he participates in wrestling matches at the

local community centre.

It's a life of small and pleasurable rou-

tines that are rock solid.

Shawn Millar is working on getting to

that kind of life, too, but it's harder for

him.

He had a rough start in life: growing

up in the Skeena Terrace housing project,

getting lost in marijuana and mystical

religion in his teens. But by his 20s, life

was starting to look good. He was mar-

ried and a classical-music student at a

HOMELESS HELPER: Charles Deane works at Seaton House on Jarvis St. finding housing for the homeless.
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local college, with dreams of singing

opera.

Then he found out his wife was having

an affair. She left him.

“She said she loved me more than any-

one else, but that I'd never have any

money, I'm a bohemian,”says Millar, a

sweet, intense man who seems as though

he could spontaneously shatter  any

minute.

He ended up in hospital four times

from suicide attempts. Clinically

depressed, he bummed around Canada

for 10 years. Three years ago, he was in

Toronto, and crack cocaine was the big

thing on the streets.

“Now, I'm not depressed, but now it's

the coke that's the problem.”

When he came back to Vancouver,

Millar lived for two years at the

Balmoral, an infamous Skid Row hotel,

on a cycle of doing crack, getting his stuff

stolen from his room, trying to stave off

dealers. He went off to the Slocan Valley

in southeastern B.C. to try to go straight.

When he came back, he returned to the

Balmoral and started doing volunteer

work at the Carnegie Centre, a library,

and continuing education and social cen-

tre. Through that, he met Tom Laviolette,

a community organizer who works close-

ly with Evans and Townsend. They had

just been awarded the contract to manage

two slum hotels the provincial govern-

ment had bought and were looking for

people who wanted out of bad hotels.

Millar moved into the Sunrise Hotel

on Aug. 1, 1998, and immediately start-

ed decorating. His small room that

overlooks Hastings St. is filled with

snapshots, art and a gallery of  posters

from local environmental groups and art

galleries.

He's a favourite for visiting politicians.

Former premier Glen Clark has been to

his room. So has federal Labour Minister

Claudette Bradshaw this summer during

her crosscountry homelessness tour.

Millar's life seems eminently salvage-

able, even salvaged already. He worked

as an assistant to a photographer last year,

documenting the east side. He took dance

classes with a well- known modern

dancer last winter.

But lives don't turn around that quick-

ly.

Last February, Millar was excited and

happy, describing himself as a recovering

addict, planning strategies for welfare

day, like taking his aunt out for lunch, so

that he wouldn't be tempted to buy drugs.

A month later, he wanted to leave

town. He'd received his tax refund a few

days earlier, recovered his guitar and hot

plate from the pawn shop, and played

music for four solid days. Then the deal-

ers heard he had money, offered him

crack on credit. His friends needled him

to do some. He did one hit, then another,

then all day long for a couple of days

until all his money was gone and he had

to pawn his guitar again.

The day after the binge ended, he was

sick, restless and  jumpy, tearing 

himself up thinking about every friend

he'd borrowed money from for drugs and

trying frantically to get himself into a

rehab program for a few days.

"This is the worst thing, I'm just so

ashamed," he said over and over again.

Why doesn't he leave an area that's an

open invitation to be a junkie?

"I'm in a transition period, being on the

street, panhandling and it feels like, down

here, there's no judgment," says Millar.

Besides, even though dealers hover on

the street waiting to sell, he also has peo-

ple around him helping him through.

Evans and Townsend don't allow

drugs in common rooms but they don't

tell people what they can or can't do in

their rooms or on the street, the way

most apartments and hotels operate. So

the only comment on Millar's lapse was

that he was looking "haggard."

Shelters or residential hotels that allow

drug use, or don't kick people out for it,

inevitably get criticized if they're govern-

ment-run. But those who work in shelters

and housing say it's an option that must

be there unless we're willing to have peo-

ple out on the street.

Many who go in to shelters just need a

cheap place to live while they get back on

their feet. Others also require a small

community and support to help them stay

on track.

Others, those who've fallen the fur-

HOME SWEET HOME: Classified as hard to house, Matthew Lee lives in

Vancouver's Portland Hotel,  one of Canada's most off-beat housing projects

‘If people practise
tolerance,the the
hard to house are
not
so hard. But if you
only
take people who
are
no problem, your
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thest, need more.

"Some people have been out on the

streets for so long, that's a real barrier,"

says Joe Hester, the head of Toronto's

Street

Patrol. "So when we talk about hous-

ing, we need to have transitional housing,

a whole system, not just supported hous-

ing. There really isn't something like that

in Toronto."

He and others have seen long-time

street residents have such a difficult time

moving in to regular housing that they

sleep on the balcony or the floor for

weeks, and don't know how to store or

cook food. If they don't have lots of sup-

port, they end up leaving or being thrown

out.

So they need a network that provides

shelter, transitional housing and perma-

nent housing, and that lets people

adgrausso, fall back, try to go straight,

relapse, and keep on going.

Sometimes it works out, as it did for

Saltzman. Sometimes you just have to

hang in through the ups and downs, like

with Millar, who was back in detox for a

week this month.

But it's important to have the right

places and to keep their doors open, so

that they, Vance Grausso and all the oth-

ers like them can keep trying one more

time. 
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It was after an iron-cold night last

November that I started hearing the

echoes from my long-shelved past.   

I'd spent a couple of hours at Toronto's

Seaton House men's shelter on

Remembrance Day, hanging around the

chaotic reception area, talking to a pro-

fessional guy my age who drunkenly

explained how he'd turned into a drunk

after his wife left him for another man,

then to a young guy just out of jail who

was hoping to turn his life around with a

culinary-arts course.

Later that night, I sat out on the frozen

sidewalk at Church and Wellesley for

several more hours with Vance Grausso

and Bill McGrath and Jimmie, while they

drank and bickered and talked to me in

rambling fits and starts about how they'd

ended up on the street.

That should have been a voyage to an

exotic, unknown continent for me. But it

was curiously familiar.

Of course. My father was an alcoholic

all of his adult life. He died 19 years ago,

in a dirty room in Vancou-ver's down-

town east side, after his intestines finally

ruptured from five decades of drinking.

We all went down a few days later to

see the room, for the first time, where he'd

lived for years. I identified his body at the

morgue since I'd been the last to see him

at my grandfather's funeral a few months

earlier. That was ironic, since I had never

wanted to see him or talk to him after my

mother finally got him to leave when I

was 12.

My brothers and mother would go to

the hospital to visit when he was periodi-

cally admitted after being found

comatose on the street, or with a heart

attack or TB, or after burning himself

accidentally.

But I'd been the oldest, the one with

the clearest memories of sitting for hours

in the car with the other little ones, wait-

ing for him to get out of a bar. I was also

the one sent to get police when things got

dangerous.

So, even though I had his eyes and his

memory for numbers, I wasn't the least

interested in any kind of bonding.

Now, during a year of research for this

FAMILY LIFE: Marie Bula, with

her husband John, above right had

only a small income, but could still

afford a suitable house, above, for

her family, right.  
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Atkinson Fellowship series, I was talking

to dozens of versions of him. And every

month, some new memory would be

dredged up.

The Portland Hotel, featured in the

series, is next door to the West Hotel,

where he died. I'd go on city inspection

tours of other hotels or visit people in

rooming houses and see the same kind of

room where he'd lived, down to the stains

from various body fluids on the mattress.

I wonder where he would have ended

up if he were alive today in a city like

Toronto.

In the Vancouver of the 1970s, he'd at

least been able to live in the same place

for years and even work occasionally.

I developed a sympathy for the men

like him that I talked to, more than I'd

ever had for him. I saw the way they

struggled to be better people, how they

longed to work at something valuable and

were proud when they could.

And I felt a sense of relief when I saw

those who'd been given a home, where

they have a sense of place, and they have

people to offer the help that their too-

close, too-scarred families weren't capa-

ble of providing.

A decent place to live didn't fix their

lives. But it kept them off the street and

gave them a chance to do a little more

than survive.

It wasn't just my father I thought of

during the year.

Just as often, it was my mother who

appeared in my mind's eye.

In 1965, she was on her own with four

children, living on the $5,000 a year she

made as a beginning teacher and a small

chunk of savings.

Today, that combination would spell

disaster. Then, she was able to buy a six-

bedroom house in North Vancouver for

$16,000. The mortgage payment was $98

a month, a little less than a quarter of her

income. And it was a 10-minute drive

from where she taught, which meant she

could drive us in the morning and be back

at home shortly after we were at the end

of the day.

For 15 years, that house gave us a

sense of middle-class place. The schools

we went to were filled with a mix of kids

who became our friends: the daughters of

electricians and airline pilots; the sons of

cement-company executives and bus dri-

vers.

Our family might occasionally spend

nights in motels or — one summer, when

we were hiding from my father — in

farmworkers' shacks picking fruit. But no

one knew about that.

To the outside world, we had a life like

theirs because we had a regular house on

a regular street. And we felt the same.

Nothing marks your sense of where

you fit in society more than where you

live.

I thought of my mother many times

during the year: When I talked to the file

clerk in Mississauga, a single mother

with one child, making $21,000 a year,

already paying half her income in rent,

and panicking as she faced a rent

increase.

Or to many people struggling for hous-

ing whose single mothers, in similar cir-

cumstances a generation earlier, had been

able to buy homes and give their families

security.

I thought of her especially when I

talked to Carroll Barrett, a hard-working

administrative assistant in Toronto who

almost went to a homeless shelter with

her two young daughters after her com-

mon-law husband left. She stayed out of

the shelter, but continues to live in a place

- segregated from the well-off neighbour-

hoods nearby — that blares, “Only poor

people live here.”

Like many of those at the bottom of

this expensive city's housing market, she

has also ended up having to rent far from

work, in a suburb where she can't rely on

public transit. So, she must commute 1

1/2 hours a day and maintain a car.

We can't rely on old solutions to create

the kind of world my mother's generation

had, where people in unglamorous, low-

paying, but essential jobs felt their work

SKID ROW DAD: John Bula, above allowed alcohol to take over his life.
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was valued and had a respectable place

among those earning more, and where

their children had a sense of fitting in and,

therefore, of possibility.

Back then, although there were rich

and poor, most people were in the broad

band in the middle. And land was rela-

tively cheap. That mean the private hous-

ing market had something for almost

everyone.

The world is more complex now.

The income gap between working-

class people like Carroll and the high-

earning groups is growing. Large cities

have become the major caretakers of the

poor and immigrants. And land has

become very expensive, producing an

increasing segregation by income.

As we become segregated, we're more

fearful of groups with which we no

longer have daily contact.

It's difficult for the private housing

market to come up with solutions to hous-

ing the poor. Along with the economic

changes, it is constrained by zoning

restrictions, neighbourhood opposition,

and the cost of negotiations with city

bureaucrats. And it can't moderate hous-

ing trends, like the gentrification of for-

merly low-cost neighbourhoods, or the

downward spiral of middle-class areas.

That's why governments have had to

step in - in countries with philosophies as

different as the Netherlands and the U.S.

Opponents argue government action

doesn't work: They say there are too

many poor and governments can't afford

to build enough cheap housing for all of

them.

Such arguments are a major impedi-

ment to solutions.

First, there isn't an explosion of pover-

ty in Canada: There is less now than in

the 1950s. Today, at least four households

are doing all right for every poor one - the

same rate as 20 years ago. The change is

that the poor have become poorer in rela-

tion to everyone else, and they've flocked

to cities.

Second, good housing policy doesn't

mean building a beautiful house for every

poor household. It means, instead, work-

ing in many ways to make sure there's liv-

able, affordable housing in healthy com-

munities.

That means: 

• Support at all levels for any mechanisms

that improve the private sector's ability to

house low-income people.

More than 90 per cent of Canadians

live in private-sector housing. There are

dozens of strategies to make it work bet-

ter to produce or conserve lower-cost

housing and to foster integration. They

include tax credits for builders, new kinds

of subdivision development that produce

cheaper houses by reducing the amount

of pavement and infra- structure needed,

landlord education programs, improved

access to mortgage money, and  zoning

that allows for residential hotels. 

• Flexible systems, like those in

Amsterdam and Vancouver, that help

people move gradually from the street, or

sub-standard rooming houses, to the kind

of housing that suits them best. 

• Preservation and expansion of a core

stock of publicly-owned housing that isn't

at the mercy of the real-estate market.

That would take federal money, com-

bined with cash from city and provincial

housing trust funds, charities, and contri-

butions from non-profit groups.

The core stock is needed for two

groups:

People experiencing temporary pover-

ty, who need a secure, inexpensive base

for a few years and access to the educa-

tion, job training, language classes, fami-

ly support, and lower-cost housing that

ensures they'll move on.

Those with more chronic problems

will move on more slowly, or not at all.

That core stock is essential - and it

doesn't have to cost billions or be done by

government alone.

B.C. doesn't have a grandiose housing

program. It has plodded along the past six

years, funding 600 units of social housing

a year.

But B.C. Housing Commission chair-

man Jim O'Dea has set out an  explicit

mission: Don't just throw money around

— get the most you can from it.

Social-housing grants go largely to

groups or municipalities that put some-

thing in: land, cash, equity. That means

provincial funding for 600 units a year is

stretching to about 900.

O'Dea also tells groups, whenever pos-

sible, to buy existing buildings, rather

than building new. That not only saves

money, but it also helps preserve the

stock of cheap, old apartment buildings.

He's not against shelter allowances —

the solution that is currently the favoured,

though never acted-on, solution in

Ontario. The province gives rent supple-

ments to about 15,000 people, mainly

seniors, so they can stay in their existing

private apartments.

But, like many in the housing busi-

ness, he says shelter allowances don't

work well in expensive, low-vacancy

cities like Toronto.

As well, O'Dea says, it seems crazy

for governments to essentially pay hun-

dreds of millions of dollars toward the

mortgages of slum landlords who

house people on welfare or disability.

He takes the same view that realtors

and homeowners do: It's smarter to buy

than to rent, if you intend to stay in a

FRANCES BULA: Atkinson series has

been a reminder of her own family's  

history. 
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place for a while.

Government doesn't work alone in

B.C. The province's non-profit housing

sector is recognized as the most cre-

ative in Canada, having built more

housing without government help than

has gone up in any other region of the

country.

It also has energetic help from orga-

nizations like the B.C. Real Estate

Foundation and VanCity Credit Union.

B.C. offers a glimpse of the kind of

strategy and co- ordination it takes to

solve housing problems.

The U.S. cities profiled in this series

also have that kind of multi-pronged,

co-ordinated approach. As well,

they've done what we must do. They've

fostered intermediary organizations

that bring the business and non-profit

housing worlds together.

And they've pulled in the private

sector, not just by offering tax breaks,

but also by giving them incentives,

such as tax credits, to invest in low-

income housing.

But solving the problems of home-

lessness and lower-end housing isn't a

simple question of money. Real change

takes three other building blocks:

Public support from all of us; research

to identify new strategies that work;

and leadership to make sure the dozens

of scattered streams of housing-reform

energy in this country get channelled

and strengthened into a major force for

change.

If that leadership emerges, a lot

could change in a short time.

Calgary has shown in the past year

how quickly a community can go to

work on a problem if everyone pulls

together.

But if no one moves, things will get

worse in ways most of us haven't imag-

ined. There will be more people on the

street and in shelters, more families liv-

ing in increasingly ghetto-like slums.

Even worse is what will happen to

those of us who experience none of that

personally. At first, we are horrified

and sympathetic when we hear about

homelessness and housing problems.

Then everyone gets used to it.

The poor get used to living in run-

down neighbourhoods and stop expect-

ing anything better. The homeless get

used to the street. And the longer peo-

ple spend in that world, the harder it

gets to pull them back.

As we get used to them being there,

the public tide of sympathy starts to

ebb. Then, it's replaced by hostility. We

start to look for ways to blame the

homeless and poor for their problems.

And politicians begin looking less at

solving the problem and more at get-

ting it out of sight.

All of that would make for a differ-

ent and very ugly Canada compared to

the country we live in today, or dream

of having tomorrow


