THE LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT
A STUDY OF WOMEN'S
HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60

TERRITORIAL REPORT
JANUARY 2007




‘id"-i__c .

| " ] 22T Qast bALRS
—t— . ' Kabl 1
m Nunavut Status of Women Council
) Le Conseil du statut de la fernme du Nunavut
Quiliit

THE LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT
A STUDY OF WOMEN’S

HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
TERRITORIAL REPORT

Prepared for
Quilliit Nunavut Status of Women Council

January 2007






“They have a shelter here for men

but nothing for women.

It's because it was talked about,

put in the news, put out there

and they did it right away.

Women have needed stuff for so long,
but our voices are so little

they can’t hear them.”

- Research Participant -
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 2005, a pan-territorial steering committee of service providers and women’s
advocacy organizations' was set up and received funding from the National Secretariat on
Homelessness to carry out research on homelessness in Northern women. A Study of
Women'’s Homelessness North of 60, as the study was to be called, was divided into three
territorial research projects with work being carried out in the three territorial capitals:
Whitehorse, Yukon; Yellowknife, NWT; and Iqaluit, Nunavut. Funding was provided by
the National Secretariat on Homelessness, the Department of Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada - Inuit Relations Secretariat, and the Nunavut Department of Education -

Nunavut Homelessness Program. The goal of the project was:

To conduct a comprehensive research study related to women's
homelessness in the North with the potential to address several of
the barriers that currently prevent more effective action.

The study drew on the personal experiences of homeless women to examine the ways in
which gender, violence, poverty and access to housing and community services play a
major role in creating women’s homelessness. It also examined the structures, policies
and economic and social practices that contribute to homelessness for women in
Canada’s North.

The part of the study that was conducted in Nunavut by Qulliit Nunavut Status of
Women Council was completed in June 2006. This Executive Summary is based on the
territorial research report The Little Voices of Nunavut: A Study of Women’s Homelessness
North of 60. The results of the study, including the research findings and
recommendations for action, are summarized in this report. To ensure that the reality of
homelessness among Northern women and their children was reflected accurately in the
report, the voices and views of women with lived experience of homelessness remained at

the centre of this project, and are included here in italics.

! Kaushee’s Place, Whitehorse, Yukon; Yukon Status of Women Council, Whitehorse, Yukon; Qulliit Nunavut Status of
Women Council, Iqaluit, Nunavut; Qimaavik Women’s Shelter, Iqaluit, Nunavut; Yellowknife Women’s Society,
Yellowknife, NWT; YWCA of Yellowknife, Yellowknife, NWT.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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PRIMARY OBJECTIVES

e To inform and improve the services provided by the partners of this Study related
to the incidence and impact of homelessness among Northern women;

e To influence the quality of service provided by other organizations and agencies
across the North serving homeless women and those at risk of becoming

homeless;

e To inform public policy and Territorial and regional program initiatives such that
they are more effective at reducing homelessness and the negative impacts of

homeless among Northern women; and

e To stimulate community action aimed at reducing homelessness and the negative

impacts of homelessness among Northern women.

By adopting a grounded feminist theory methodology that privileges the voices of
Northern homeless women, the research process remained iterative, participatory and
action-oriented, with the focus of the research on mapping the current situation with the

aim of uncovering new possibilities for creative action.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

The study gathered data from the three primary target groups listed below:

Women who were homeless or at risk of becoming so;

2. Service providers (at the local, regional and territorial levels) working to reduce
the incidence of homelessness among women and/or to reduce its harmful
impact; and

3. Policy makers and program managers at the local, regional and territorial levels.

Data was collected through focus group sessions, individual interviews and survey
questionnaires, literature reviews and the gathering and analysis of existing data. The
transcripts of the interviews and focus groups were coded for themes under five large

categories:

Determinants of homelessness for Northern women;

2. The impact of homelessness on Northern women;
The policy and bureaucratic practice environment related to homelessness in the
North;

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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4. The service environment in the Territories designed to reduce homelessness and
to mitigate its harmful effects; and

5. Recommendations for action.

Themes linked to each category were formed and are discussed below. In total, 73 women

participated in the interviews or focus groups. Women interviewed represented 14

communities from all three regions of Nunavut, with 40% residing in its capital, Iqaluit.

As well, input was gathered from service providers. The findings and recommendations

reflect their input and analysis.

DEFINITIONS OF HOMELESSNESS FOR THIS STUDY

Visible or absolute homelessness - includes women who stay in emergency hostels
and shelters and those who sleep rough in places considered unfit for human
habitation, such as doorways, vehicles, and abandoned buildings

Relative homelessness - applies to those living in spaces that do not meet basic
health and safety standards, including protection from elements, security of tenure,

personal safety and affordability

Hidden homelessness - includes women who are temporarily staying with friends or
family or are staying with a man only in order to obtain shelter, and those living in

households where they are subject to family conflict or violence

At risk of becoming homeless - can include those who are one step away from

eviction, bankruptcy, or family separation

HIGHLIGHTS OF FINDINGS

Determinants of homelessness for Northern women

Theme #1- Every Woman is Potentially At Risk

Specific characteristics of living in the North such as a harsh climate, a high cost of
living and limited employment and housing opportunities, and high rates of social
issues such as addictions, domestic violence and intergenerational dependency on
income support interplay in creating a complex constellation of factors that
contribute to or sustain the different forms of homelessness in the North. The threat
of homelessness exists for a broad range of women, from the unemployed, to

members of the workforce who have no subsidized housing or don’t earn enough to

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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pay market rents, to employees of the Government of Nunavut who are in precarious

possession of staff housing.

Theme #2 - Partner’s Behavior and Circumstances
e The vast majority of the women interviewed have been victims of violence, or exposed
to high levels of violence when moving from place to place. Several of the women
became homeless when they made the decision to flee an abusive family member,
most often their intimate partners. When asked what they believe is causing women’s
homelessness, the interviewees have been very forthcoming in noting violence as a

serious problem requiring immediate intervention in the North.

Theme #3- Forced Eviction & Relocating to Another Community

e The predominant themes that have emerged illustrate the complications involved
when the man in a relationship lists a unit under his name, exclusive of his partner. If
the relationship ends, becomes abusive, or if the woman becomes widowed, she is
expected to evacuate her home. The vast majority of women who have shared stories

of eviction have been forced out of their homes because of their partners’ actions.

Theme #4- Lack of an Adequate Support System

e Inuit women who are homeless in Nunavut survive because of the values that are
placed on maintaining family ties and sharing. Fifty-four percent of the Inuit
population currently live in overcrowded conditions, and 38.7% of them are
considered in core need. This statistic is so high because the desperate lack of housing

options forces people to turn to friends and family.

Theme #5- Personal Wellness and Capacity

e Homeless women often find themselves suffering from physical and emotional
exhaustion, including feelings of disempowerment, which trap them in a cycle from
which they can find no respite. Being incapable of sheltering/protecting themselves
and their children, results in feelings of worthlessness, eventually taxing every other

area of their lives.

Theme #6 - Community Institutions and Structures
e Major issues include a lack of services and resources and the ineffectiveness of many
existing services, reflected, for example, in the housing situation in Nunavut - with

virtually all housing public and not privately owned and the lack of housing, the lack

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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of jobs and struggles with Income Support and the lack of homeless shelters for

women.

Theme #7 - High Cost of Living and Business Sector Practices

e The costs of living in Nunavut are very high. Apart from rent, the cost of heating,
electricity and water is so high that many residents cannot afford to maintain
accommodations without subsidy. In the case of homeless women, even if they were
given a home, they could easily become bankrupt within a short time because fuel,
water and regular maintenance are not indexed to income. Potential service

providers face the same challenge.

Theme #8 - Societal Indifference/Punitiveness towards the Homeless
e A theme that emerged here is the failure of the Nunavut Government to offer proper
resources for transition in the North, for example addiction services, and the lack of

cultural appropriateness within community institutions.

Theme #9 - Climate/weather
e Homelessness tends to be invisible in Nunavut - people are not living on the street as
you often see in southern cities, because the harsh weather prevents them from doing

SO.

The Impact of Homelessness on Women in Nunavut

Theme #1 - Physical and Mental Health

e Homelessness has an impact on the woman’s physical and mental health, such as
malnutrition, which in turn results in countless physical ailments. Without proper
resources (e.g. homeless shelters), personal hygiene is also a compromise women are
forced to make. Respiratory and communicable diseases are also pervasive for women

taking up residence in overcrowded conditions.

Theme #2 - Family Separation and Impact on Children

e Homelessness also has a devastating effect on children’s physical and emotional
wellbeing. Children suffer through constant stress, experience break up of families,
and suffer academically. Children living in overcrowded conditions have an inability

to concentrate in the classroom, no sense of security, poor nutrition, confused

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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behavior based on the absence of routine, and constant worry about where they will

be sleeping that night or how many people will share their room.

Theme #3 - Survival Sex and Criminalization

e Homeless women are often forced to engage in sexual relationships in exchange for
access to basic needs such as food or accommodation. Being without adequate shelter
will cause people to make decisions they would not have made if they had the basic

means of living.

Theme #4 - Losing all your Resources through the Vicious Cycle of Homelessness
e Alack of basic amenities, such as food and adequate shelter, deprives women of the
ability to develop self-esteem and capacity, jeopardizes their health and safety, and

infringes upon any hope of becoming stable members of the workforce.

Policy and Bureaucratic Practice Environment

Theme #1- Income Support

e Many women said they struggled with the amount of income support they received.
There seems to be a lack of consideration of the cultural norm of sharing resources,
which for women implies she often has more dependants than just her children. Also,
certain aspects of the income support policy are flawed as for example women are
obliged to engage in “productive choices” after two months of receiving IS, which
seems to disregard the reasons and situations of why a woman became homeless in

the first place.

Theme # 2 - Inuit Organizations

e All women interviewed had knowledge of the existence of the main Inuit
organizations® that might be of aid to them. However, women reported an increasing
frustration as they felt the organizations that were established to represent them were
not communicating with the public, and information gathered was not easily

accessible.

2 Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated (NTI), Qikiqtani Inuit Association (QIA), Kitikmeot Inuit Association (KIA), Kivalliq

Inuit Association, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK)

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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Theme # 3 - Government and Lack of Housing

There is no continuum of housing in Nunavut in terms of transitional housing,
affordable housing, and/or homeless shelter. Several of the interviewees have cycled
from an abusive situation in a public housing unit, into a safe shelter, and when their

term has expired, back into the same public housing unit.

Service Environment in Nunavut Designed to Reduce
Homelessness

Theme #1 - Lack of Specialized Services/Effectiveness of Existing Resources

The biggest gap in services is the absence of a homeless shelter, with six safe women’s
shelters across the territory accepting clients on the premise of abuse only. Other
existing gaps are inadequate staff training, limited program capacity, lack of
confidentiality of existing services and a flawed student housing program where
housing at the Arctic College is only available eight months during the year or is

dependent on certain programs.

Theme # 2 - Food Provision

Inconsistent and inadequate funding and lack of space make the operation of food
provision services such as soup kitchens and food banks in Nunavut a grueling
challenge. Continuation of services has also been a stumbling block, as the operation

of programs is often reliant upon a single individual.

Recommendations for “The Little Voices of Nunavut”:

1.

Immediate intervention to Address the Public Housing Crisis

The federal government must provide funding mechanisms to encourage and

support the development of low-income housing in Nunavut.

Ensure an Adequate Supply of a Variety of Low-income Housing Stock is
Available for Women and Children in Environments That Can be Kept Safe and

Secure

Nunavut must implement priority housing policies that ensure that women
living in violence or exhibiting other high needs are prioritized on access lists

held by subsidized housing providers.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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3. Establishment of Emergency Shelters for Homeless Women that also

Accommodate Children

More emergency shelters for homeless women are needed to alleviate current
issues of overcrowding and inadequate resources. Improving the quality of the
existing shelters in terms of services is needed, as well as gender and culturally

sensitive models.

4. Creation of Low-income Second-stage Transitional Housing Options

The creation of sufficient second-stage housing is needed for women leaving

shelters to ensure opportunities for healthy choices.

5. Housing Authority Policies that Remove Barriers for Women Living in Violence
and Those Who are Homeless or are at Risk of Becoming Homeless

a. A cultural and gender analysis needs to be applied to housing authority
policies;

b. Housing policies which address historic debt fairly need to be
established;

c. Ceilings on rental rates need to be established;

d. Service providers need to be encouraged to identify and develop

potential supportive housing options as new initiative proposals.

6. A National Housing Policy Inclusive of Women
a. A National Housing Policy instituted by the Federal Government

needs to be created that is inclusive of women and lives up to human
rights obligations under the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights guaranteeing a right to an adequate
standard of living and adequate housing;

b. A National Housing Policy needs to ensure that women’s housing
needs are met across their lifespan ;

c. Inuit organizations and coalitions need to be included as active

partners in the development of the National Housing Policy.

7. Poverty Reduction Strategies
a. Existing social security programs need to be improved;
b. New programs and policies that are designed to prevent and reduce

poverty need to be introduced.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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8. Overcoming Barriers to Access to Services for Homeless Women

Homeless women can experience barriers in accessing services that are

important in empowering them to overcome their homelessness.

9. The Provision of Services that Address the Full Range of Determinants of

Women’s Homelessness

a.

b.

C.

d.

Implement a continuum of care model;

Enhance capacity of service providers to work effectively with
homeless women;

Increase access to educational programs;

Increase access to affordable daycare.

10. Appropriate Funding for an Array of Front-line Services

a.

Ensure front-line services are adequately and appropriately funded to
build capacity to function effectively;
Recognize the value and contributions of service delivery through the

voluntary sector.

1. Community Wellness Strategies, especially related to Domestic Violence and

Substance Abuse Treatment and Prevention

Urgent attention needs to be given to the implementation of effective

domestic violence and substance abuse treatment and prevention strategies.

12. Collect Information and Develop Inter-agency Protocols and Tools for Tracking

Women’s Homelessness

Design and implement interagency protocols and tools for collecting,

managing and sharing accurate and relevant information as well as for

designing and tracking clear outcomes indicators;

a.

b.

Provide adequate funding to service agencies to allow them to keep
appropriate records and to access and share information;

Conduct further research.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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13. Mechanisms for Collaborative and Creative Solution Building

a. Nurture the creation of collaboratives that are dedicated to addressing
the full range of determinants of women’s homelessness and build
their capacity to function effectively;

b. Ensure that all relevant stakeholders are “at the table” when public
policy related to women’s homelessness is being developed and when

government program decisions are being made.

14. Public Awareness & Attitude Change

Create public awareness that will help change negative attitudes and make
informed decisions that address and prevent the challenges of homeless

women.

CONCLUSION

Inuit women have long been silenced, their needs ignored, and their potential as active
members in the development of a prosperous North disparaged. Overcrowding is a
national disgrace and offers no promise of a flourishing future for Nunavummiut.
Government bodies tend to require hard statistics, figures, numbers - to understand the
magnitude of northern homelessness - but this data is virtually impossible to achieve.
While we cannot offer a single dramatic statistic to depict our desperation, we hope the
candor in the words of the women who live in these horrific conditions will prove to be of

greater value.

Because Nunavut’s housing shortage is extreme coupled with elevated levels of family
violence compared to southern Canada, the situation here has become more desperate.
Nunavut currently has no services available for homeless women and the women’s
shelters that do exist are constantly forced to turn away women who are homeless. There
is a fine line in place here, when we consider why a woman is homeless in the first place.
This suggests an immediate call for action. Women across Nunavut have come together
and spoken in a single voice - they are taking a stand for their basic rights as citizens of
Canada - and it is time we listen. We can only hope this report will capture the

desperation in their stories, and hold the torch high enough to provoke change.

The future of Nunavut depends on it.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
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INTRODUCTION - ABOUT “A STUDY OF WOMEN'’S
HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60”

In the fall of 2004, the Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation (CERA) held a

consultation in Whitehorse with territorial women’s groups related to women and housing

in Canada’s North. At this meeting, key participants in the three northern territories—

Yukon Territory, Northwest Territories and Nunavut—decided to form a steering

committee to develop a submission in response to a call, released by the Homelessness

Initiative of the Federal Government, for research proposals on homelessness in the

North. These steering committee partners were:

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

women, as well as a twenty-four hour crisis line and a drop-in outreach service.

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

in Accommodation.

Qulliit Nunavut Status of Women Council, Igaluit, Nunavut — The Council was
established under the Status of Women Council Act of Nunavut on April 1, 1999 and
commenced operations April 1, 2001. The purpose of the Council is to advance the
goal of equal participation of women in society and promote changes in social, legal
and economic structures to that end. The objects of the Council are: 1) to develop
public awareness of issues affecting the status of women; 2) to promote a change in

attitudes within the community in order that women may enjoy equality of
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opportunity; 3) to encourage discussion and expression of opinion by residents of
Nunavut on issues affecting the status of women; 4) to advise the Minister on issues
that the Minister may refer to the Council for consideration; 5) to review policies and
legislation affecting women and to report its findings to the relevant government
departments or agencies; 6) to provide assistance to the Minister in promoting changes
to ensure the attainment of equality of women; and 7) to provide the appropriate
assistance to organizations and groups whose objectives promote the equality of

women.

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

Other services include a literacy program and a program for children.

Yellowknife Women’s Society, Yellowknife, NWT— The Society was incorporated as
a non-profit agency in January 1990 after an 18-month consultation process with local
women. Its mandate is to support and assist women in empowering themselves so they
can develop their goals, achieve wellness, enjoy equality and be recognized for the
contribution they make to the community. The Society operates the Centre for
Northern Families, which is deeply involved in addressing social justice issues and in
developing and implementing programs that support the health, social, cultural and
economic autonomy of Northern women. The involvement of women who access
services at the Centre in decision-making roles, the influence of Aboriginal cultural values
and traditions and a prioritization around training and mentoring young women are
reflected in programs that are gender-specific, family-focused and inclusive of men and
children. Services are innovative, unique, flexible, culturally relevant, person rather than

program directed and developed along a continuum of care.

YWCA Yellowknife, Yellowknife, NWT—YWCA Yellowknife exists to increase the
well-being and independence of people, particularly women. It is a non-profit charity
with a long history of service and program delivery in the North. Established as a

community-based association in 1966, the YWCA came to Yellowknife at the
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invitation of the Commissioner for the purpose of providing housing. The YWCA is
motivated by the motivated by the above mission statement and supported by a local
volunteer board of directors, as well as a national and international YWCA network.
YWCA Yellowknife offers a wide range of programs and services, which include:
emergency and transitional housing and support services, in-home support and
outreach programs for adults with development disabilities and for adults with mental
health issues, licensed after-school care for children and youth, a 12-bed shelter in
Yellowknife and a 6-bed shelter in Fort Smith for women and children fleeing violence,
groups for children who have witnessed violence, and workshops for teens related to

dating violence.

YWCA Yellowknife offered to serve as the lead partner and financial agent for this

consortium.

The steering committee asked Judie Bopp, Ph.D. of the Four Worlds Centre for
Development Learning to act as the study’s principal researcher. Four Worlds has a strong
track record for the conduct of national research studies, especially related to social issues
in Aboriginal communities (see, for example, Bopp, Bopp and Lane, 2003; Bopp, Bopp,
Lane and Norris, 2002; Lane, Bopp, and Bopp, 1998; and Bopp and Bopp, 1997).

A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 drew on the personal experiences of
homeless women to examine the ways in which gender, violence, poverty and access to
housing and community services play a major role in creating women’s homelessness. It
also examined the structures, policies and economic and social practices that contribute to

homelessness for women in Canada’s North.

The partners undertook A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 with a view to
making a difference. They were not interested in “just another study”, but wanted to
inform and improve the services of their own organizations and the work of their
colleagues across the territories. They also felt that it is possible to design better public
policy and territorial and regional program initiatives in order to reduce homelessness and
the negative impacts of homelessness among Northern women. They were convinced that
communities can be mobilized to work on those determinants of homelessness that cannot

be delivered through services from outside the community.
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WHY RESEARCH ON WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS IN THE
NORTH IS IMPORTANT

According to a National Anti-Poverty Association (NAPO) report (Neal, 2004), women
are among the fastest growing groups in the homeless and at-risk population. This study
of homeless women in three cities (Ottawa, Halifax and Vancouver) found that most of the
women were without adequate access to an income that could provide housing when it
was needed and were victims of violence at one time in their lives. Most of the women in
the NAPO study also had a personal history of child physical and/or sexual abuse and/or
adult abuse from intimate partners. Fleeing their homes was often a self-protection

strategy to escape from various kinds of harm.

These findings are reinforced by Wiebe and Keirstead’s 2004 study entitled Surviving on
Hope is not Enough: Women’s Health, Poverty, Justice and Income Support in Manitoba.
Twenty-six of the twenty-eight respondents in this study reported that income support
payments in that province do not provide enough resources to rent a safe or healthy place
to live.’ As a result they endure infestations of pests such as mice, lice and cockroaches;
continual sewage backup and leaky pipes; and poor air quality from mildew and other
factors. They live in buildings in which many types of violence, including homicide,
occur. They have to take money from their health care, food and clothing allowances to
make their rent payments. The seriousness of these issues is compounded by the fact that

most of these women have children in their care.

The picture of women’s homelessness presented by Canadian studies such as these, as well
as other recent reports about the situation across the country (Hightower and Hightower
2004, Seychuk 2004, Mearns 2004, Petit et al. 2005, Finton and Kramer 2005, CERA 2002,
Carter and Polevychok 2004, Jackson 2004, Bennetts and Green 2004, to cite a sample),
offers a strong counterpoint to the stereotype of the homeless as people (predominantly
men) with severe addictions and mental health challenges living rough on the streets. As
we hear from the stories shared by the women who participated in A Study of Women’s
Homelessness North of 60, homelessness can just as well be the lot of a newly separated or
divorced working woman living hand-to-mouth in a Whitehorse hotel room, or an elderly

woman living in the shelter in Yellowknife who has left her home in a small community to

* One of the other two women lived in a shelter and therefore did not make rent payments. The other lived in a home owned
by her parents, and her rent was, therefore, subsidized by them.
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escape fifty years of abuse at the hands of her partner, or a single women and her young
son sleeping in the closet of a relative’s one-bedroom apartment in Iqaluit that already

houses eight other people and is the site of frequent all-night parties.

The poignant fact that emerged from A Study of Women'’s Homelessness North of 60 is that
all women in Canada’s North are at risk of homelessness. A small change in their
circumstances can jeopardize the fragile structure of their lives that allows them to meet
their basic needs. Thousands of women and their children in the Yukon, Northwest
Territories and Nunavut are already experiencing either absolute homelessness (that is,
living on the street or in an emergency shelter) or hidden homelessness (living in a

situation that is unsafe, unhealthy and/or insecure).

Although everyone living in the North recognizes that housing is a “big problem”, few
realize the full extent of the problem as it impacts women and children. Few understand
the complex constellation of factors, many of which go well beyond the shortage of
housing stock, that conspire to maintain this state of affairs. Those who do not live in the
North have even less awareness about the despair and day-to-day suffering of these fellow

Canadians.

It is clear that no one would want this situation to continue. Efforts to make a change,
however, have generally been piecemeal and inadequate. A couple of emergency shelters,
life skills classes, craft projects, small adjustments to employment support or housing
policy, sensitivity training for police and justice personnel, while all valuable in themselves,
have proven insufficient to address an issue that continues to worsen. Those most closely
associated with women’s homelessness in the North agree that what is needed is concerted

and sustained efforts by a broad range of social actors.

A comprehensive research study related to women’s homelessness in the North has the
potential to address several of the barriers that currently prevent more effective action.
First, accurate and comprehensive information is an indispensable tool for change. Mearns
argues that “more and better information about Aboriginal homelessness, family violence,
and the gendered nature of both is needed, and urgently so” (2004:1). A clear map of the
determinants of women’s homelessness in the North (that takes into account factors in the
personal and family live of women; the social, political, cultural and economic life of their
communities; and the policy and practice environment of government and voluntary

sector services) is critical for the development of an effective theory of change and the
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resulting action. As long as critical information is isolated in bits and pieces within the
information systems of dozens of agencies and as long as it is isolated from the essential
knowledge that homeless women have about this issue, it cannot really inform effective

change.

Second, the story of women and homelessness in the North must to be told in such a way
that it will inspire political and social will for action. Information is never enough to
produce change. Hearts need to be touched. People need to be given the opportunity to
encounter the reality of homelessness among Northern women and their children so that
they can reflect on whether we can tolerate such suffering in a society that prides itself on
compassion and that values justice. Research is one way to give voice to women whose

experience has so far remained on the “margins” of society.

A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 is dedicated to achieving these aims.
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PART | - THE RESEARCH PURPOSE AND PROCESS

OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

With this background information about the importance of research related to women and

homelessness in Canada’s North in mind, the steering committee for A Study of Women'’s

Homelessness North of 60 defined the primary objectives and research questions of this Study as

follows.

1. Toinform and improve the services provided by the partners of this Study related to

the incidence and impact of homelessness among Northern women by:

a. Mapping the “determinants” of homelessness among Northern women, including the

relationship between homelessness and other determinants of wellbeing as those

identified in the population health literature:

L
II.

III.

What are the conditions in a woman’s life that may cause her to become homeless?
What are the social, economic, political and cultural factors in communities that
contribute to women losing their homes?

Are there specific determinants of homelessness among Aboriginal populations in the
North?

b. Mapping the impacts of homelessness among Northern women

i

ii.

iii.

iv.

V.

How does homelessness impact the personal wellbeing of women?

How does homelessness among women affect their families?

What is the impact of homelessness among women on the communities from which
these women come and to which they travel?

What is the impact of homelessness among women on society at large and on societal
institutions?

Does the experience of Aboriginal women differ in any way from that of others?

c. Mapping the policy and bureaucratic practice environment related to homelessness in

particular, to the determinants of homelessness, and to the impact of homelessness on the

lives of women, their families and their communities

i

il.

iii.

1v.

on the local community level,
on the regional level,
on the territorial level, and

as they impact Aboriginal women, their families and their communities.
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d. Mapping the service environment designed to reduce homelessness and to mitigate its

harmful impact for women and their families in the Territories:

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

ii. Which services exist to assist communities to work on the determinants of
homelessness such that fewer women are becoming homeless?

iii. Which services specifically target Aboriginal peoples?

iv. What is the difference in service level from remote communities to the larger
settlements?

v. What is working about these services?

vi. What is needed to make them better?

e. Compiling lessons from best practice in the Territories, in the rest of Canada and

internationally.

i. related to effective public policy and bureaucratic practice,
ii. related to effective front-line service delivery, and

iii. related to effective community mobilization.

2. To influence the quality of service provided by other organizations and agencies

across the North serving homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless by:

a. including them as active participants in the study, and

b. sharing the results with them.

3. Toinform public policy and territorial and regional program initiatives such that they
are more effective at reducing homelessness and the negative impacts of

homelessness among Northern women by:

a. including policy makers and program leaders as active participants in the study, and

b. sharing the results with them.

4. To stimulate community action aimed at reducing homelessness and the negative

impacts of homelessness among Northern women by:

a. broadly sharing the results of the Study on Homelessness throughout the North, and
b. including the community determinants and impacts of homelessness among women as a

focus of the Study.
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METHODOLOGY

A naturalistic research method (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), which draws on feminist and
grounded theory, was chosen as the most appropriate approach for this study.
Naturalistic research relies primarily on qualitative data, which provides a rich
description of the central problem under investigation, and fits well with this research’s
purpose of mapping the factors that contribute to homelessness among women in
Canada’s North and the impacts of this phenomenon, as well as the policy and

bureaucratic practice environment within which it exists.

Grounded theory begins with the data itself, rather than with a hypothesis or theory
(Glaser 1965, 1978, 1992). The data is examined using constant comparison strategies. In
this approach, the data is mined for themes that speak to the research questions. These
themes are constantly refined as more data is processed. In other words, theme categories
are collapsed, are arranged in a hierarchy of themes and sub-themes, or are broadened
from the specific to the more abstract. In this way a “theory” related to the research

question gradually emerges and is elaborated.

As Leipert and Reutter point out, “feminist research seeks information that has been
undervalued, overlooked, or ignored; privileges women’s knowledge; acknowledges the
importance of agency, structure, and context in women’s lives; and provides rich
descriptions and explanations of processes that support health” (2005:50). In this way,

this Study is giving voice to homeless Northern women.

Although much of the data gathered in this Study was qualitative (generated through
interviews and focus group sessions), some quantitative data was also compiled about the
number of women seeking asylum in a variety of shelters and other emergency housing
options, and their demographic characteristics. The Study will also seek to synthesize

such data as may have been gathered in other studies and reports.

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

By adopting a grounded theory methodology that privileges the voices of Northern
homeless women, the research process remained iterative, participatory and action-

oriented.
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1.

Iterative - The research process and partners remained flexible. The partners in A
Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 already have a great deal of experience
working directly with homeless women, with collaborating with other service
providers and with working with government policy makers and program managers.
They believed that this Study would uncover new knowledge and highlight important
linkages between homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless, public
policy, service delivery, and community action. The research tools (such as focus
group and interview guiding questions as outlined below) were designed to be flexible
and to be able to further explore emergent outcomes without losing their validity.

The process also incorporated new focus groups and interview targets when it became

clear that these groups had an important perspective to contribute to the findings.

Participatory - The partners of A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60 were
not merely formal signatories of this proposal. They were fully involved in every
aspect of the data gathering and analysis process. They ensured that the Study took
into account the different circumstances, opportunities and needs of all three
Territories and that the results of the study would be relevant for each of them.
Furthermore, all stakeholders in the results of the study were consulted about the final
design of the research tools, and the findings and observations have been produced in
such a way that they are accessible to everyone, from community people to service
providers to policy makers. The focus group and interview process were designed to
stimulate reflection, generate new ideas and mobilize action. In this way, the Study
was not merely a prelude to change, but actually catalyzed change, since those who

participated in the study felt a sense of ownership and felt truly heard.

Action-oriented - As stated above, the partners in A Study of Women’s Homelessness
North of 60 are already active change agents in their communities. They took on this
Study because they believed that something can and must be done to improve the
situation for homeless women (and especially Aboriginal women) in the Territories
and to reduce the likelihood that others could be forced to live without their basic
need for shelter being met in a dignified way. For this reason, the focus of the
research was on mapping the current situation with the aim of uncovering new
possibilities for creative action. As well, it was hoped that the participatory nature of
the research process would, in itself, stimulate new action on the part of policy

makers, service providers and community-based agencies and individuals. Finally,
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this research process, described in a later section, was carried out in two phases. The
first of “mapped the territory”, so to speak, and the second engaged policy makers,
service providers and communities in a consultative process aimed at discovering new

pathways for action.

DATA GATHERING TARGET GROUPS AND TECHNIQUES

This Study gathered data from the three primary target groups listed below:

1. women who are homeless or at risk of becoming so;

2. service providers (at the local, regional and territorial levels) who are trying to
reduce the incidence of homelessness among women and/or to reduce its harmful
impact; and

3. policy makers and program managers at the local, regional and territorial levels.

The following data gathering techniques were used:

e focus group sessions and interviews with policy makers and program managers at

the local, regional and territorial levels;

e focus group sessions with service providers working with homeless women and

their families as well as those at risk of becoming homeless;

e focus group sessions with women living in shelters as well as in other types of

emergency and transition housing;

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

relatives, identified by service providers);

e individual interviews with those women in the above categories who are more

comfortable with this data-gathering process than focus group sessions;

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

workers);

e synthesis of existing reports and studies related to homelessness among women in

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

and on Northern and Aboriginal women in particular); and

territorial consultative meeting to explore the implications for action arising from

the focus groups, interviews and survey data.

“PRODUCTS"” OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The information generated through these data gathering techniques produced the

following tools that can be used to inform and stimulate change efforts:

case study stories of homelessness among Northern women that illustrate the

personal, family and societal determinants of homelessness;

a “state-of-the-Territories” descriptive analysis of the determinants of

homelessness and their interrelationship;

a demographic analysis of Northern women currently using services related to

homelessness;

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

mobilization; and

findings and recommendations related to policy and community action related to
positive action on the determinants of homelessness among Northern women,

with specific attention to Aboriginal women.

PHASES OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The research was carried out in two main stages:

1.

Mapping the Terrain - The purpose of the first phase was to a generate a clearer

picture of the determinants and impacts of homelessness among women in the North

(with particular attention to Aboriginal women), of the services that are currently

being offered to assist these women or those who are at risk of becoming homeless, of

the public policy environment that impacts levels of homelessness among Northern

women, and of best practice related to preventing homelessness among women and

to supporting those who find themselves in that unfortunate circumstance. As
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already outlined above, this phase used focus group sessions and interviews with
homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless; service providers working
with homeless women and those at risk of becoming homeless; and policy makers
and territorial and regional program managers and/or funders. A literature and
document review synthesized what is already known about homelessness among
women in the North and about best practice related to public policy, service delivery
and community mobilization in the North, in Canada and internationally. This
information was used as a point of comparison and to provide context for the

findings of the present Study.

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

recommendations into viable solutions.

MAINTAINING RESEARCH TRUSTWORTHINESS

This Study maintained trustworthiness through establishing credibility, transferability,

dependability and confirmability. A little background on each of these is provided here.

1.

Credibility — This criterion was met through “triangulating” data from a variety of
sources (e.g. at least sixty women in each of the three territories and from service
providers at different levels) and by verifying our information against whatever
quantitative data is available and against the literature on homelessness, including

any other relevant studies we can find.

Transferability — This criterion was addressed by getting input from as many

communities as possible and by preparing rich theme composite statements so as to
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give the readers of our research findings enough background information that they
will be able to judge for themselves whether their own circumstances are similar

enough that they can transfer our findings to their context.

Dependability -Using more than one data source (triangulation) helped establish
dependability, just as it did credibility. Participatory methodologies ensured that
those women who best know the experience of homelessness and those who are
struggling to impact the policy and structural barriers that contribute to

homelessness provided a valuable check on every step of the research process.

Confirmability - The requirement of confirmability was met by being very clear in
about the Study’s objectives and methodology, and by including samples of the raw
data and the data reduction and analysis products so that anyone who wants to do an

“audit” can easily see what was done and why.

MAINTAINING ETHICAL STANDARDS

There are three areas of ethical responsibility that are especially important for this study:

openness and honesty, doing no harm, and giving something back.

1.

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

to instances of abuse.
Doing no harm —Several considerations were important here.

a. Ensuring confidentiality for all participants
Cultural sensitivity, especially in view of the fact that many homeless women in
the North are Aboriginal and come from small communities

c. Sensitivity related to individuals who have suffered trauma by using interview

and focus group processes that do not re-traumatize people

Giving something back - in recognition of the substantial contribution that
informants are making to this Study, they were offered helpful information about
resources, a small cash honorarium, and a small gift package (e.g. coupons from local

merchants and personal care items).
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS AS IT UNFOLDED

In all three Territories, at least sixty women who are experiencing or have experienced
homelessness were contacted to enlist their participation in the Study through interviews
or focus group sessions.* They were contacted through shelters, transitional housing
units, referrals from community service providers and word of mouth. In some

instances, posters were also put up in places that homelessness women might frequent.

A consent form and orientation sheet was distributed to each woman who participated in
an interview or focus group. This sheet also collected basic demographic information. In
those instances where an interview was conducted on the phone, the form was read to the
informant and verbal consent was obtained. (The consent form/ orientation sheet that

was used in Nunavut is attached in Appendix A.)

The guiding questions that were used for the interviews and focus groups mirror those
listed in the section on Objectives and Research Questions above. The sessions with
homeless women focused on mapping the determinants (personal, social, economic,
political, cultural, service and policy environment) and impacts of their homelessness on
themselves, their families, and their communities). Interviewers also asked about the
insights the women had into what is needed to change those determinants and mitigate
the impacts. The guiding questions for the service providers focused on their insights

about the same questions.

Especially with the homeless women, the research questions were used as a guide during
an exchange that was kept as much like a natural conversation as possible. This enabled
the women to share in a way that felt comfortable to them, and allowed the needed
information to emerge in that context with the aid of supportive questions. One of the

community researchers vividly described her experience as follows.

Virtually every woman I have talked with is in a state of overwhelming stress. They
are not only homeless, or periodically homeless, they are trying to cope with a wide
range of additional problems. Almost all have long-term unsatisfactory, and often
conflictual, relationships with income support, child welfare, legal aid, housing
authorities, landlords, etc. Many have children in temporary or permanent care...
All the women | have talked with have symptoms of chronic traumatization. These

*73 women who are currently homeless or who have experienced homelessness served as informants in Nunavut, 65 in the Yukon, and
64 in the Northwest Territories.

LITTLE VOICES OF NUNAVUT: A STUDY OF WOMEN'S HOMELESSNESS NORTH OF 60
- 25 -



QULLIIT NUNAVUT STATUS OF WOMEN COUNCIL

include, but are not limited to ... anxiety, panic attacks, chronic depression, grief
reactions...and a pervasive sense of hopelessness...

When interviewees are extremely traumatized, as many will likely be, they need to
tell their story in many different ways and from many different perspectives. It may
sound like repetition but it isn’t from their perspectives. Those things they talk
about over and over again are the experiences that have the greatest emotional
impact on them and about which they feel the most helpless, guilty, grief stricken,
alone and angry. | don’t stop people when they do this or try to ‘focus’ them on my
agenda... | listen... When I later gather together everything they have said I find
that the questions we are asking are answered. In short, the interviews I’'m doing
aren’t driven by the questions | have in
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The content of these guided dialogues with the homeless women and with the service
providers was either recorded on audiotape or by means of notes taken by the
interviewer. The goal was to capture the women’s contributions as close to verbatim as
possible. Since the chosen research methodology was grounded research, it was very
important not to inadvertently begin analyzing the data during the collection process by
taking summary rather than verbatim notes. (A sample interview transcript in attached

as Appendix B.)

Once all the data was collected, the demographic characteristics of the homeless (or
previously homeless) women was collated by ethnic background, age, educational level,
number of children in their own or someone else’s care, and major health issues. The
results of these tabulations are presented in Part IV — The Demographics and Incidence of
Homelessness for Northern Women. This section also contains the data collected through
an initial mapping exercise involving a cross-section of service providers in each Territory
about their pooled knowledge of the demographics and incidence of homelessness in the
North.

The transcripts (or notes, as the case may be) of the interviews and focus groups were
coded for themes under five large categories: a) the determinants of homelessness for
Northern women, b) the impact of homelessness on women in Canada’s North, c) the
policy and bureaucratic practice environment related to homelessness among women in
Canada’s North, d) the service environment in the Territories designed to reduce

homelessness and to mitigate its harmful effects, and e) recommendations for action.

As the material was processed, themes emerged related to each category. For example,
the first category, “the determinants of homelessness for Northern women”, generated

the following nine themes from the Nunavut data:

1. Every woman is potentially at-risk 6. Community institutions and structures
Partner’s behaviour and circumstances 7. Cost of living and business sector
3. Forced eviction from home & relocation practices (including sexism)
to another community 8. Societal indifference/punitiveness
4. Lack of a support system toward the homeless (including racism)
5. Personal wellness and capacity 9. Climate/weather
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Each idea of each interview received a code related to the category and theme. For
example, if a women was speaking about how physical abuse that she experienced at the
hands of her intimate partner forced her to leave her home, that comment would be
coded “A” for the category “the determinants of homelessness for Northern women” and
“2” for the theme “partner’s behaviour and circumstances”. A section might receive
several codes. To use another example, if a woman described how her partner damaged
their home during a drinking party and this caused them to be evicted from their home,
this section of the interview would be coded “A2” and A3”. The section might also be
coded “A6” if the community institutions (such as the local housing board) held her
accountable for the damage and denied her access to other housing, even though she was

not responsible for the damage.

Research data related to the other categories listed above was similarly coded by theme. A
list of the themes that emerged under each category is included in the relevant section of

this report.

Once all the data was coded, all the material related to each theme was compiled. In other
words, every comment that was coded as “A2” was gathered in one place. This material
was then studied to determine the “story” that it told. An anthology was prepared of this
material, which wove together the contributions from all the informants in a way that
would present a coherent picture, while protecting the confidentiality of the participating
women. These anthologies provide the major content for the Findings sections of this
report (Parts V to VIII).

While this data gathering and analysis work was being done, a literature review was also
being conducted. The relevant information from this review was organized according to
the same categories as this research study. A summary of this information is included at
the beginning of Parts II to X of this report. The literature provides a useful point of
comparison for this Study’s findings and also adds perspectives to enrich its contribution
to the field.
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PART Il - DEFINING HOMELESSNESS

There is broad consensus in the literature that homelessness in general, and among
women in particular, represents a continuum of circumstances. These include living on
the street, seeking refuge in shelters, sleeping in the homes of friends or relatives,
accepting shelter in return for sexual favors, remaining in households in which they
and/or their children are subjected to various types of abuse, staying in accommodation
that is unsafe and/or overcrowded, and paying for accommodation at the expense of

other livelihood needs (such as food, clothing and health care).

The terms used to describe different aspects of this continuum vary, but most encompass,
in some way, the circumstances listed above. All the studies we reviewed distinguished
between “visible” (or “absolute”) and “relative” (or “hidden”) homelessness (see, for
example, Seychuk, 2004; Kappel Ramji Consulting Group, 2002, Petit et al., 2004; Mearns,
2004). Some demarcated between “relative” and “hidden” homelessness (Petit et al.,
2004, for example). Seychuk (2004) noted that many women are “at risk of
homelessness” for a period of time before they be come either “absolutely” or “relatively”

homeless. Representative definitions for each of these terms are presented below.

e Visible or absolute homelessness - “...includes women who stay in emergency
hostels and shelters and those who sleep rough in places considered unfit for human
habitation, such as parks and ravines, doorways, vehicles, and abandoned buildings”
(Seychuk, 2004:1).

e Relative homelessness - “applies to those living in spaces that do not meet basic
health and safety standards, including protection from the elements, security of

tenure, personal safety and affordability” (Petit et al., 2004: no page number).

¢ Hidden homelessness - “includes women who are temporarily staying with friends
or family or are staying with a man only in order to obtain shelter, and those living in
households where they are subject to family conflict or violence” (Kappel Ramji
Consulting Group, 2002:1).

o Atrisk of becoming homeless - “can include those who are one step away from
eviction, bankruptcy, or family separation” (Seychuk, 2004:1) Reference is also made
in the literature (e.g. CMHA, 2004) to “core housing need”, which is generally defined

as follows:.
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e Core housing need - a household whose accommodation does not meet one of the
following standards: affordable (housing costs, including utilities, do not exceed 30%
of before-tax household income); adequate (in condition and does not require major
repair); or suitable (sufficiently large, with enough bedrooms, to appropriately
accommodate the household) (Ibid:8).

CERA (Centre for Equality Rights in Accommodation), in their March 2002 report
entitled “Women and Housing in Canada: Barriers to Equality”, underscores the
importance of including the full continuum described above in any discussion of
women’s homelessness, but also cautions that traditional definitions of homelessness are
inadequate to represent the complex and inter-related factors that contribute to women’s

homelessness.’

Although the number of women living on the street is increasing in many parts of
Canada,’® street homelessness is not representative of most women’s experiences.
Definitions that focus on “absolute” or “visible” homelessness therefore leave most
homeless women, especially those with children, out of homelessness counts and media

portrayals of the issue. For these women,

...living on the street is an impossible option that is almost certain to mean losing
their children. For single women, increased vulnerability to violence and sexual
assault make street life something to be avoided at all costs. Existing shelter surveys
indicate dramatic increases in the use of shelters by both single women and women
with children, particularly Aboriginal women and Black women. But living in a
shelter is also considered a last resort... (CERA, 2002:1)

At the same time, CERA notes, definitions that focus on “affordability” and “adequacy”
criteria (critical elements in definitions of “relative” or “hidden” homelessness or for

identifying women “at risk of homelessness”)” tend to simplify the ways in which

® The “unique challenges in women’s lives in relation to income stability, daycare, transportation, dependents with disabilities,
personal security and the needs of children define the complex interdependencies behind women’s homelessness” Ibid:7).

¢ For example, CERA reports, “recent data suggests that in cities like Toronto, as many as one in four people living on the street may be
women” (2002:1).

7 A standard indicator of “affordability” is generally a household that spends less than 50% of it income on housing.
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government and private sector policy and practices are discriminatory toward women.
Women are more likely than men to be single parents, to work in low paying and non-
permanent employment, to take on care-giving roles when family members become
incapacitated, to suffer a dramatic decrease (averaging 33%) in household income in the
case of separation or divorce. As well, domestic violence creates a need for housing that
cannot be anticipated months in advance. In other words, women are dramatically
impacted by “short-term changes and transitions which are often not captured by general
affordability or adequacy measures” and are therefore “often overlooked in programmatic

responses to homelessness” (Ibid: 6-7).2

The literature also notes that many women can often cycle through the various stages of
homelessness described above.® For example, 2.2 million adult women in Canada could
be defined as at risk of homelessness because of poverty.'” All it takes is a small change in
their circumstances (e.g. losing their employment, becoming ill) to throw them into
hidden homelessness (i.e. staying with friends or family or anyone who will provide
shelter). If this situation becomes untenable (e.g. they are no longer welcome, they are
experiencing abuse), they can end up in a shelter if one is available or on the streets
(absolute homelessness). If they return to an abusive situation, simply in order to have
shelter for themselves and their children, they are then back in a hidden homelessness
situation. Or, if they are able to access appropriate and sufficient resources, they may be
able to find accommodation again, but will remain at risk of homelessness. The stories
that the homeless women interviewed in A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60,
and other studies such as Neal (2004) provide many different examples of how women

move in and out of the various stages of homelessness.

Other researchers (e.g. Neal, 2004, Hightower and Hightower, 2004) point out that none
of the standard definitions capture the essence of homelessness. For the homeless women
who participated in The National Anti-Poverty Organization’s study on homelessness,
Voices: Women, Poverty and Homelessness in Canada, “...a home is more than a roof over

one’s head. It is also a place where they, as women, can be safe and secure and have a

8 For example, linking child tax credits, employment insurance supplementary benefits or rent subsidies to a previous year’s annual
income do not assist women in meeting transitional needs.

° Finton and Kramer for example, describe homelessness as “the result of a developmental path. Often this process is not a straight
line, but is circular, with episodes of returning to the family home, sharing housing with friends, and living without shelter.” (2005:6)
10 Neal (2004:24) reports that, according to Statistics Canada’s “low-income cutoff” measures, the percentage of poor women in
Canada has steadily increased to almost 19 percent of all adult women.
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little privacy and control over their living spaces.” (Neal, 2004: 3) Hightower and
Hightower echo this sentiment when they write, “Everyone, even the homeless, knows the
meaning of home’. Home is where you are always welcome, where you are safe, and
where you live alone or with the people closest to you, people you love and who love
you.” (2004: 1)
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PART Il - CHARACTERISTICS OF CANADA'’S NORTH,
AND NUNAVUT IN PARTICULAR, THAT CONTRIBUTE
TO WOMEN’S HOMELESSNESS

Canada’s North has special characteristics that contribute to high rates of homelessness in
general, as well as among women in particular. Although each territory has its own
unique expression of these characteristics, they all share:

e remote geography,

e aharsh climate,

e asmall population base,

o the lack of accessible and affordable transportation systems,

e underdeveloped infrastructure,

e a high cost of living and limited employment opportunities,

e inadequate access to appropriate social services,

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

e high rates of social issues such as addictions, domestic violence and

intergenerational dependency on income support.

Comprehensive reports that span all these factors are difficult to find. One of the aims of
the research process undertaken through A Study of Women’s Homelessness North of 60
