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Message
from the
president

Our stories are meant
to raise awareness and
get you thinking about
how, together, we can
be more welcoming to
the newcomers who
call Canada home.

W

hen people have a place
to call home, they’re
much more likley to feel
they fit in and therefore
more likely to participate in community
life. For immigrants and refugees, housing
has been identified as the foundation of
their social and economic integration into
the host society. While some immigrants
and refugees who come to Canada start
out with inadequate housing, improved
conditions are a welcome step forward
in their integration process. It provides
both psychological benefits and a sense of
belonging in the country.
This edition of Cultures West examines
the housing challenges and homelessness
that immigrants and refugees face. Our
feature centre-fold story sheds important
light on the shaky foundations of refugee
housing in Metro Vancouver’s housing
market. Through our collection of stories,
you will discover that lack of access to
affordable housing places them at high
risk of homelessness. The discussion
also reveals that few immigrants are
completely homeless—living in shelters or
on the street. Many refugees are hidden
homeless who are couch-surfing, staying
with friends or living in over-crowded
conditions. Other newcomers are especially
vulnerable because they spend at least 50
percent of their gross income on housing.
You’ll read one family’s personal story of
accessing housing and a case study of the
rental housing experiences of immigrant

women in Kelowna. Learn how one
community group is serving Vancouver’s
francophone African community, and
how another provides housing options
for immigrant seniors and immigrant
women fleeing domestic violence.
We’re including extracts from two
studies that cite findings and policy
recommendations for addressing this
growing issue in gateway cities as well as
mid-sized urban centres. As an example,
the City of Toronto details how it has been
meeting unmet needs with its Immigrant
and Refugee Housing Committee.
Don’t miss our regular departments.
There’s the Mind Buster Quiz to test
what you know about immigrant and
refugees housing facts, and the popular
Member Achievements with kudos to
award winning AMSSA agencies. Our
final story—Post Script—revisits the last
Cultures West theme of Multiculturalism
with an update from the 2011 census.
The hidden nature of immigrant and
refugee homelessness makes it an issue that
is easy to ignore. Our stories are meant to
raise awareness and get you thinking about
how, together, we can be more welcoming
to the newcomers who call Canada home.
Carol Wutzke, President
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Hidden
homelessness
among
refugee
new
arrivals in
BC
Chris Friesen
Jennifer Hyndman
James McLean

I

n 2006, we published the results
of research with refugees from
the Aceh region of Indonesia who
came to Vancouver in 2004. We
looked at how they fared in acquiring
housing, official language proficiency
and employment. In this short report, we
focus on the housing aspect.
A defining feature of this group is
that they are the first Indonesian refugees
to settle in Canada, so they are “new and
few” in the country. Another defining
feature of their resettlement was the
Canadian government’s decision to locate
the entire group in one city, rather than
spreading them across several cities which
is more typical. Our analysis is based
on a 2005 survey with 80 of the 104
Acehnese refugees, in addition to a series
of focus groups with 47 members of the
Acehnese community.
Homelessness has a variety of
meanings but the main one we address
here is “hidden homelessness” where a
person may not lack a roof over their
head, but overcrowding and shared
arrangements hide what might otherwise
be “on the street” homelessness.
This group of refugees initially lost
their home (Aceh, Indonesia) when they
were forced to flee to Malaysia. Once
in Malaysia they were detained by the
authorities for three to five years before
they came to Vancouver. So they were
technically and politically homeless for
years before coming to Canada.
The biggest factor that contributes
to homelessness in Vancouver is the very
high rents, among the most expensive in
the country. Resettled refugees such as
the Acehnese get the same rate of support
as those on provincial social assistance,
making renting an apartment a major
challenge for them.

Findings

Chris Friesen is the Director
of Settlement Services at Immigrant
Services Society of British Columbia.
Jennifer Hyndman is a professor
at the Centre for Refugee Studies,
York University in Toronto.
James McLean is a PhD Candidate in
Geography at York University.
All three were researchers on the project.
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In our survey we found very high
density among the refugees. This was
their strategy for stretching their money
so they could afford to pay back their
transportation loans. Transportation
loans are arranged by the Canadian
Government so that refugees can borrow
money to fly to Canada, but then have to
repay it upon arrival. After a designated
period (in this case one year), the
government begins to charge interest on
this loan. This group was eager to repay

its debts quickly for two reasons:
1. to sponsor a spouse or family members, which requires loans to be paid
off; and
2. their orthodox interpretation of Islam
makes it impossible to pay interest on
a loan.
81 percent of survey participants were
living with at least four other people in
their house or apartment, and 26% were
living with six or more people. However,
this alone does not indicate crowding.
Comparing the number of people in a
house or apartment to the number of
rooms per household (rooms other than
the kitchen and bathroom) is a more
precise measurement. By this equation,
22 percent were living with three or
more people per room. We found that
the highest ratio of people per room is
five to one, which surely suggests hidden
homelessness, as defined above. Refugees
negotiate Vancouver’s high cost rental
market by doubling and tripling up so
they can spread rental costs among more
people.
Read the complete report, “The First 365
Days: Acehnesse Refugees in Vancouver,
British Columbia,” at
http://mbc.metropolis.net/assets/
uploads/files/wp/2006/WP06-07.pdf

The biggest factor
that contributes
to homelessness in
Vancouver is the
very high rents,
among the most
expensive in the
country.

Mindbuster Quiz
1. Housing has been identified as one of the least important routes for immigrants’ and refugees’ social and economic
integration into the host society.
a. True
b. False
2. In Metro Vancouver’s 2011 Homeless Count, which ethnic group reported the largest number of homeless individuals?
a. Aboriginals
b. African-Canadians
c. European/Caucasian
d. Hispanic
e. Mixed Ancestry
3. Poverty is a contributing factor to homelessness. Which province has the highest rate of poverty in Canada?
a. British Columbia
b. Manitoba
c. Nova Scotia
d. Ontario
4. After approximately how many years in Canada do immigrants begin to overtake the Canadian-born in terms of home
ownership?
a. 5
b. 10
c. 15
d. 20
5. Recent immigrants are likely to be more affluent and to rely less on social services than their predecessors.
a. True
b. False
6. According to a recent Metropolis study, what percentage of recent immigrants/refugees experience hidden
homelessness?
a. 21%
b. 31%
c. 41%
d. 51%
7. Immigrants have a substantial impact on urban housing markets in Canada and may actually influence house prices in
Toronto and Vancouver.
a. True
b. False
8. Which class of immigrants typically have the easiest time in accessing adequate housing?
a. Refugees
b. Skilled workers/business class
c. Family class

See page 22 for answers
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Finding a
home of
their own:
immigrant
housing
experiences
in Central
Okanagan
Carlos Teixeira

Carlos Teixeira is associate professor
at the University of British Columbia
– Okanagan. His research interests
are in housing for immigrants and
refugees, urban and social geography,
with an emphasis on migration
processes, community formation,
urban neighourhood change, ethnic
entrepreneurship, and the social structure
of North American cities.

6

Cultures West

• Summer 2013

M

ost immigrants prefer
to settle in major urban
areas. Indeed, almost 95
percent of immigrants in
Canada live in urban residents, while 66.3
percent have settled in the metropolitan
areas of Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal.
Nevertheless, Census Canada data indicates
some immigrant dispersal outside major
urban centres to smaller centres.
Immigration is a key driver of housing
demand. We cannot understand housing
markets without addressing the impact of
immigration on these markets. Moreover,
for immigrants to successfully integrate
into a new society they must meet
basic needs in several areas, including:
1. access to affordable housing in a
hospitable community; 2. employment
and an adequate source of income in their
new society; 3. access to the education
system; and 4. an adequate level of social
knowledge and engagement with their
new society. Of these, access to housing
has been identified as one of the primary
routes for immigrants and refugees to
integrate socially and economically into
the host society.
While housing issues have long been
concerns in major Canadian gateway cities
such as Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal,
they are also increasingly important in
growing small and mid-sized cities such
as Vernon, Penticton, and Kelowna in
the Central Okanagan Valley of British
Columbia. The real estate market in
this region, particularly in Kelowna, is
one of the most expensive in Canada.
[…] Housing costs determine who can
afford to move to Central Okanagan and
who cannot. The fact that newcomers,
including immigrants and refugees, face
barriers in securing affordable housing
in this area has policy implications for
politicians, planners, and community
workers. The cities of the region have
developed a reputation as “tourist and
retirement communities.” Jobs are
available in the region’s service and tourist
industries, yet immigrants continue to
avoid the interior of British Columbia in
favor of Vancouver or Calgary.
Most immigrants who do settle in
Central Okanagan come to join members
of their families already established in
the region. Not surprisingly, they rely
heavily on ethnic networks in finding
temporary housing and/or a first job upon

arrival, and in their subsequent housing
searches. These findings match those of
other Canadian studies which show that
new immigrants rely heavily on their own
social networks as a coping strategy to
adapt to a new environment. Few new
immigrants relied on help from NGOs
or government agencies to find a place
to live, but those who did found their
services to be helpful. It seems to take
a while before new immigrants become
aware that such organizations exist.
Other immigrants were simply not used
to such services in their home countries
and thus ignored them. However,
personal networks may be limited in
terms of the quantity and quality of
housing information they can provide to
new immigrants in search of affordable
housing. […]
To these challenges we should also add
the limited infrastructure of immigrant
settlement and housing services to assist
newcomers. Despite limited funding,
the few NGOs or government agencies
specializing on immigrant services have
done their best to help newcomers. It
is important for service providers in the
region to coordinate their services in
order to provide better and culturally
oriented services to immigrants, including
housing services. Such service providers
can have a lasting impact on the successful
integration of immigrants into a new
society.
The high cost of housing in Central
Okanagan means that many immigrants
survive by either sharing housing with
relatives or friends to save money or by
renting a basement apartment. These
options are driven in large part by
economic necessity and may lead to
overcrowding, or to immigrants living
in illegal dwellings that may be unsafe
or in poor condition. Moreover, the
economic realities of a “landlord’s market”
has increased landlords’ power and their
tendency to “filter” who gets rental
housing and at what price, leading to
instances of discrimination in the housing
market.
Whether by funding affordable
housing construction, regulating and
cooperating with developers, facilitating
dialogue between landlords and renters,
or supporting community organizations,
it is clear that all levels of government
have an important role to play in

addressing the challenges of affordable
housing in Central Okanagan. Municipal
governments lack the resources and the
constitutional powers to deal with this
issue on their own. Intergovernmental and
intermunicipal cooperation will be needed
to meet the challenges of providing
affordable housing. Policy makers at the
municipal, regional, and provincial (as
well as federal) levels, in cooperation with
the private sector and local community
organizations, need to develop a range
of strategies to meet the challenges of
affordable housing in complex housing
markets such as those of Kelowna,
Vernon, and Penticton, and enhance
immigrant settlement and integration in
small and medium-sized cities.
The integration experiences of
immigrants present both opportunities
and challenges for smaller communities.
Policy must be directed to reducing
the challenges immigrants face in
more remote areas and to expanding
integration programs outside major
metropolises in Canada.
You can read the entire report, Finding a
Home of Their Own: Immigrant Housing
Experiences in Central Okanagan, British
Columbia, and Policy Recommendations for
Change, at the UBC website www.ubc.ca
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Cultural
Divide:

A neighbourhood
study of
immigrant rental
housing in
Vancouver
Excerpt from report by
MOSAIC and Pivot Legal Society

Editor’s note:
In 2010 the City of Vancouver adopted
a new Mount Pleasant community plan
which includes initiatives to address
homelessness and is currently engaging
residents and business owners in the
implementation of the plan. Learn more
about the plan at www.vancouver.ca
8
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N

orth Mount Pleasant
is a trendy Vancouver
neighbourhood of boutiques,
restaurants and coffee shops,
complemented by numerous new loft-style
condominium buildings recently built
to the east of Main Street. Venture a few
blocks further east from Main Street and
you’ll find another side of Mount Pleasant;
the streets are lined with old houses, dozens
of apartment blocks and many social
housing developments.
The North Mount Pleasant
neighbourhood is bordered on the north by
Great Northern Way, on the east by Clark
Drive, on the south by 12th Avenue and on
the west by Main Street. All four buildings
canvassed were low-rise residential
buildings built approximately 30 to 40
years ago. Three of the four buildings
were predominantly occupied by tenants
renting from the building owners. One
of the four buildings was a former rental
building that had been converted to a
strata building and had numerous units
rented out by the strata title holders.
Buildings in North Mount Pleasant
were selected because at that time the
City of Vancouver was anticipating a
new planning process in the area to
produce plans for the shopping areas
and neighborhoods, action plans
for pressing social concerns, and
longer-term policies to address community-wide issues. The surveying
agencies (MOSAIC and Pivot Legal
Society) felt a complete demographic picture was required to assist the
City in making responsible decisions to accommodate low-income
communities in that area, and in
particular, long-time immigrant
and refugee communities that
are strongly associated with the
neighbourhood.
Residents were canvassed in
the hopes of answering three
key questions:
1. What is the demographic
profile of the tenant
population in North
Mount Pleasant;
2. What common issues
arise for tenants in
North Mount Pleasant;
and,
3. What changes, if
any, are taking
place in the North

Mount Pleasant neighbourhood’s
demographics.
Response rates for each of the four
identified buildings were high, with over
70 percent of residents participating.
Results indicate that overcrowding is
widespread in North Mount Pleasant.
Thirty-two of the 77 participating tenants
lived in overcrowded households with
three or more people per bedroom living
in the unit. Eighty-eight percent of the
overcrowded units were occupied by firstgeneration immigrant headed households.

Seventy-five percent of overcrowded
households are families with children. The
average length of tenancy was 4.1 years in
the overcrowded units, compared to 2.25
years in the non-crowded units.
The survey also found some evidence
that significant shifts in tenant demographics are occurring in the rental housing
stock: newer residents of North Mount
Pleasant tended to be Canadian-born
singles or couples with no children, rather
than the immigrant families that defined
the longer-term residents. […] Further
study is required to determine whether this
trend indicates that fewer immigrant-headed households are moving to North Mount
Pleasant, or whether immigrant-headed
households are more likely to maintain
longer tenure than non-immigrant-headed
households. Qualitative data provided by
survey participants suggests the more likely
result is the former, and not the latter.
When rental housing is converted
to strata housing, the changes in
demographics in comparison to rental
buildings in the neighbourhood are stark.
Strata residents in buildings that are
indistinguishable in every other way from
the rental buildings surveyed are almost
exclusively Canadian-born. Further, a high
number of those residents moved to North
Mount Pleasant from higher-income
neighbourhoods in Vancouver. These
findings suggest that an emphasis on strata
over rental housing in any development
plans for North Mount Pleasant can
reasonably be expected to displace the
traditional long-term residents of the
neighbourhood. In the strata building, four
percent of residents were families headed by
first-generation immigrants who had lived
in the neighbourhood for an average of
1.5 years. In comparison, 58 percent of the
survey participants were families headed by
first-generation immigrants with an average
residency of 3.9 years. Seventy-seven
percent of the residents who lived in the
neighbourhood for more than two years
were families headed by first-generation
immigrants.
The research shows that low-income
tenants in North Mount Pleasant are threatened by development that does not include
adequate provision of lower-income rental
housing, and places a disproportionate
emphasis on strata developments. Recommendations from the authors to address the
concerns of the residents of North Mount
Pleasant are as follows:

1. Every effort must be made by all levels
of government to preserve the existing
rental housing stock of the area, to expand existing low-and middle-income
rental stock, and ensure its affordability
into the future.
2. Vancouver must take a strict “zero
displacement” approach to future development planning for the neighbourhood, with the principle of maintaining and complementing the current
demographic mix of the neighbourhood guiding any new development
proposals.
In addition to commenting on issues
surrounding their housing, many residents,
unprompted, identified concerns for personal safety during the survey. Additional
study is required to determine the source of

this concern, which may include: differential policing practices, displacement of
drug users and homeless individuals from
commercial areas by increased policing and
security crackdowns, or a lack of City-supported community improvement initiatives. The authors recommend the City of
Vancouver and Vancouver Police Department work with this neighbourhood to
address these concerns.
The study was conducted by volunteer survey
teams from MOSAIC, a multilingual nonprofit organization dedicated to addressing
issues that affect immigrants and refugees,
and Pivot Legal Society, an anti-poverty
legal advocacy group. The teams canvassed
the residents of four buildings in the
neighbourhood identified as North Mount
Pleasant by the City of Vancouver.
Cultures West
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City of
Toronto

addresses
immigrant
and refugee
housing issues
Azar Farahani

Azar Farahani is an Agency
Review Officer with the City of
Toronto and has coordinated the
Immigrant and Refugee Housing
Committee since 2002.

Did you know...
• Toronto has the
highest proportion
of newcomers of
any Canadian city
• Toronto is home
to 8% of Canada’s
population, but
24% of the nation’s
recent immigrants
(2001-06) and 20%
of all immigrants
• Half of Toronto’s
residents are foreign
born
• Almost half of
Toronto’s residents
are members of
racialized groups
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T

he City of Toronto established
the Immigrant and Refugee
Housing Committee (irhc)
in 1990, to raise the profile
of housing issues for new Canadians.
The committee comprises representatives
from community-based organizations that
work with immigrants and refugees, as
well as academics, researchers, and City
staff. The bi-monthly meetings provide
a forum in which participants develop
strategies to deal with shelter, affordable
housing, and other relevant settlement
issues faced by refugees and immigrants.
The City’s Shelter, Support and Housing
Administration staff act as the Committee’s
Staff Chair and co-ordinator.
The committee and its subcommittees
identify and develop projects to meet
specific needs. In so doing, irhc has
achieved significant progress in addressing
the unmet needs of refugees. These include:
• housing for newcomers from Africa in
partnership with Cityhome (the former
City of Toronto Non-Profit Housing
Corporation);
• the Newcomer Resource Centre at
Sojourn House which is the largest
refugee shelter in Toronto; and
• the Red Cross First Contact project
which provides support when new refugee claimants need it most – on arrival.

irhc has been involved in many
significant local and national research
projects. The City of Toronto’s Refugee
Housing Study was the first of its kind
to examine the problems associated with
housing and settlement for refugees
in Toronto. The committee plays an
important advocacy role by showing
decision-makers that refugees are at high
risk of homelessness and need better access
to housing and services. irhc meetings
continue to be a valuable information
forum that builds partnerships and
enhances the capacity of service providers.
irhc has also been involved in organizing
training workshops and various public
education initiatives, while committee
members have also presented at municipal,
national and international conferences.
For further information on the irhc,
see www.toronto.ca/housing/irhc.htm,
or contact Azar Farahani @ 416.392.0068
or afaraha@toronto.ca.

Shaky
FOUNDATIONS
Refugees in Metro Vancouver’s housing market

H
by Jenny Francis

ousing is the first and most
immediate need for newcomers
and therefore provides the
foundation upon which other
aspects of settlement are built.

A useful metaphor for understanding the crucial
role of housing in settlement and integration is
that of a cornerstone—the foundational stone laid
when constructing a building. All other stones are
set in reference to the cornerstone and as a result
it determines the position of the entire structure.
For newcomers, stable housing means that they
are better able to meet family and individual
needs, find and maintain employment, recover
from past trauma, pursue education, contribute to
their communities, and build assets. Conversely,
without adequate housing as the cornerstone, the
entire structure of settlement is at risk. The result
can be a downward spiral of marginalization and
homelessness that is difficult to break out of.
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Affordable housing?
To better understand these
processes, we wanted to know how
people who came to Canada through
the humanitarian stream (refugees)
are faring in the local housing market,
what the most important barriers
are to accessing housing, and how
individuals and households address
these challenges. We compared
refugees’ experiences to those of
immigrants who entered through the
economic/point system and family
streams. It is important to note that
we did not speak to all immigrants and
refugees, but only to those who use
settlement services. What we offer is a
snapshot of a portion of the Canadian
population that is living in persistent
core or severe housing need despite
having access to settlement services.
While many of the concerns discussed
below have been identified in previous
studies, it is necessary to continue to
draw attention to these issues until
everyone has access to a home.
We found two overarching themes
dominating the lives of many refugee
claimants and sponsored refugees:
low incomes and substandard
housing. These conditions arise out
of three intersecting variables: the
ability and willingness of landlords
to take advantage of tenants, negative
stereotypes about social assistance
(welfare) recipients, and the resources
and strategies available to newcomers.
Unfortunately, too often refugees
are forced to accept substandard,
overcrowded, and unaffordable
housing which, in turn, leads to an
increased risk of homelessness.

12
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Economic resources are perhaps the
most important ingredient in laying a
good foundation of adequate, suitable
and affordable housing. Critically,
widespread under- and unemployment
among refugees means that they are
more likely than other immigrants to
rely on social assistance. In addition
to very low rates, simply being on
social assistance is a significant barrier
because landlords avoid renting to
people on welfare due to negative
stereotypes. This was especially an
issue for refugee claimants, likely as a
result of being forced to accept social
assistance while waiting for a work
permit, and having a Social Insurance
Number that begins with a “9” (a well
known indicator of temporary status).
As well as discrimination based on
source of income, discrimination based
on skin colour, country of origin, and
ethnicity was also more commonly
reported by refugees than immigrants
in the economic or family streams.
When they arrive in Canada,
Government Assisted Refugees (gars)
receive one year of support from
the Canadian federal government
through the Resettlement Assistance
Program (rap). However, rap rates
are tied to social assistance rates and
completely inadequate to cover basic
living costs. In particular, there is
a gap between the shelter benefits
rap provides versus the cost of
housing in Metro Vancouver. There
is also a jurisdictional impasse: the
federal government selects gars
and administers rap but housing
is the responsibility of provinces
and municipalities, who lack the
resources and/or the political will
to provide sufficient affordable
housing for low-income newcomers
and Canadians. In these contexts,
there is a pressing need for better
coordination between housing and
settlement policy to enable people to
meet their housing needs.

What we offer
is a snapshot
of a portion of
the Canadian
population that is
living in persistent
core or severe
housing need
despite having
access to settlement
services.

To some extent,
these issues could
be addressed
through changes
in policy
to enhance
settlement
services provided
to refugee
claimants (which
are lacking).

On average, people with household
employment income spend more on
housing than those without, but the
amount comprises a smaller portion of
their income. Similarly, we found that
refugees pay lower average monthly
rents than economic of family class
immigrants but the amounts represent
a higher percentage of their income.
At well below the local average for
a one bedroom apartment, refugee
claimants pay the lowest average rent
at $631 per month, followed by gars
at $728 per month. Despite spending
less than the average monthly rent,
85 percent report spending over 30
percent of their income on shelter, and
60 percent spend more than half of
their income on this basic necessity.
On top of these challenges, there is
extremely limited access to subsidized
housing due to numerous restrictions
and long waiting lists.

Suitable housing?
Housing affordability is closely
linked with suitability as renters
are forced to live in overcrowded
dwellings when they cannot afford
housing that is large enough for
their family. Despite spending a
greater proportion of their income
on housing, refugees live in relatively
more crowded dwellings. gars have
both the largest households and the
smallest dwellings, resulting in an
average of two people per bedroom.
In contrast, economic or family class
immigrants have smaller households
yet enjoy the largest number of
bedrooms. Refugee claimants also
tend to have smaller households but
still experience overcrowding, likely as
a result of multiple individuals sharing
small apartments. Overcrowding
may also be an indicator of hidden
homelessness if one or more residents
are actually homeless or sofa surfing.

Adequate housing?
Given their greater access to
economic resources, economic or
family immigrants are generally
able to secure better quality housing
than refugees. In particular, refugee
claimants are the most likely to live in
housing that needs major repairs, they
report the lowest levels of satisfaction
with their dwellings, and are the most
likely to say their housing has “got
much worse” since their arrival in
Canada. At the same time, around
one third of respondents who depend
on social assistance or rap, or who cite
difficulty with language as a barrier to
accessing housing, resides in housing
that is in need of major repairs.

Homelessness
and hidden
homelessness
An important consequence of these
overlapping challenges is an increased
risk of homelessness. Worryingly,
approximately half of all respondents
reported staying with family, friends,
in a shelter, or in a place not normally
intended as a residence (e.g. church,
warehouse) because they could not
afford housing. Nearly 80 percent
of refugee claimants faced this
situation, compared with around 45
percent of gars. This likely reflects
refugee claimants’ vulnerability and
instability stemming from temporary
immigration status and family
separation in the context of poverty
and ongoing fear and uncertainty.
To some extent, these issues could
be addressed through changes in
policy to enhance settlement services
provided to refugee claimants
(which are lacking). Unfortunately,
the current denigration of refugee
claimants in the media and by
politicians seems likely to have the
opposite effect.
... continued next page
Cultures West

• Summer 2013

13

Resources and
strategies
With all the difficulties immigrants
and refugees face in the housing
market, it is useful to look at the
strategies they use to mitigate those
challenges. The strategies that work
best in the housing market depend on
resources, particularly: competency in
English, formal education, computer
literacy, community support networks
(including people who can provide
references), and good health. When
newcomers lack these resources they
are less able to use strategies. In these
contexts, one approach is to ask for
help or advice. Overall, economic/
family immigrants are more likely to
receive help from family members,
while refugees (who are less likely to

have family members in Canada) are
more likely to receive assistance from
others in their ethnic community
or an immigrant serving agency.
Although community networks are
a crucial resource, they may also be
marginalized and mis- or uninformed,
resulting in people receiving
assistance from others in similarly
difficult circumstances. On the other
hand, settlement workers may lack
information about housing issues
simply because housing falls outside
their mandate. Overall, we found
that the most common “solution” to
deal with the many difficulties people
experience is to pay a high price for
inadequate and overcrowded housing,
while making do with less for other
needs such as food, transportation,
phone/internet, clothing, and so forth.

Conclusion

This discussion raises the question
of what needs to be changed so that
people who have found relief in
Canada from persecution can achieve
what most Canadians consider a
reasonable expectation, namely, access
to decent housing. The enjoyment
of adequate and comfortable
accommodation is not only important
in people’s feeling of being included
in society; it is a critical issue for social
justice and a human right. Therefore,
our humanitarian commitment to
refugees does not end with their
arrival at the Canadian border. With
these ideas in mind, we identified a
number of critical issues for policy:
the availability of affordable rental
housing; access to subsidized housing,
including transitional housing for
refugee claimants; the need for a
centralized, reliable Housing Resource
Centre and website; the mandate of
immigrant serving agencies; monthly
rap amounts and the requirement for
refugees to repay the transportation
loan; and enhanced refugee
orientation. On a positive note,
hopefully the Immigrant Services
Society of BC Welcome House
Centre, set to open in 2015, will
address some of these issues. Refugees
and immigrants have much to offer
Canada, but they need more support,
starting with housing.

Jenny Francis is a Vancouver-based
activist, advocate, and researcher. She
is currently a doctoral candidate in the
department of Geography at the University
of British Columbia. Her research interests
include the housing experiences of
refugees in Metro Vancouver, services
for refugee youth and the experiences of
resettled refugees in the Canadian criminal
justice system.
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Member
Achievements
Congratulations to the 2013 AMSSA Diversity Awards Recipients

AMSSA is happy to announce the recipients of the 2013 Diversity Awards: The Riasat Ali Khan Diversity Award, awarded to
an outstanding member organization’s program, Service Recognition Staff Award and Service Recognition Volunteer Award to
recognize the work and commitment of a member agency’s staff member and/or volunteer.

Riasat
Service
Recognition Ali Khan
Diversity Award
Staff Award

2013

2013

Service
Recognition
Volunteer Award

2013

The 2013 Riasat Ali
Khan Diversity Award
will be presented to the

Inter-Cultural
Association
of Greater
Victoria (ica) for

Shashi Assanand, Executive

Director and founder of the Vancouver
and Lower Mainland Multicultural
Family Support Services Society (vlmfss)
will be receiving the 2013 Service
Recognition Staff Award. Shashi, who
has worked in the settlement as well as
anti-violence sector for over 35 years,
has provided strong leadership to the
organization; especially notable was
creating a culturally sensitive, safe,
supportive environment for victims of
domestic violence.

their Community
Partnership Network (cpn) program.
The cpn is a group of more than 100
agencies, businesses and institutions.
Together, the cpn builds community
relationships, and increases awareness
and knowledge of diversity and
inclusion. The cpn program delivers
a range of programs, services, and
resources offered to members in order
to realize the commitment of building
diverse, welcoming and inclusive
communities in Greater Victoria.

Staff Sergeant Douglas
Newman, a volunteer with the

Inter-Cultural Association of Greater
Victoria (ica) since 2009, will be
awarded the Service Recognition
Volunteer Award. Staff Sergeant
Douglas Newman has not only
been involved with ica’s Immigrant
Settlement programs, he has also
led numerous initiatives to build
relationships with the intention of
improving understanding of and
increasing awareness between the
Saanich police and the community.

Congratulations to the recipients of the AMSSA 2013 Diversity Awards.
The awards will be presented at AMSSA’s Annual General Meeting on
September 27, 2013 at the VanDusen Botanical Garden during a special ceremony.
For more information about AMSSA’s Diversity Awards please visit www.amssa.org.
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53,000

Newcomers have attended Health
Fairs in the last nine years

DIVERSITY
HEALTH
FAIRS

49

Family-friendly
Diversity Health
Fairs in eight BC
communities over
nine years

36 10
Years of
service

1,526

participants engaged at
settlement events per year

182

participating
organizations in
sectoral support
events

SETTLEMENT
EVENTS

22

events per year
In-person and
online events for
settlement service
providers

76

1,000

Safe Harbour certified locations

SAFE
HARBOUR

current
members

AMSSA has expanded the SAFE
HARBOUR program to Alberta,
Manitoba and Newfoundland &
Labrador

AMSSA
Staff

15

AMSSA
Board
Members

20

SAFE HARBOUR
community organizers

291

Research database
postings per year

455
users registered
to receive SetNet
Weekly Updates

SETTLEMENT INFO
MANAGEMENT

28,478

unique SetNet page views per year

AMSSA Milestones
Cultures West

• Summer 2013

17

Housing
challenges

among the
francophone
African
community
in BC
Tanniar Leba

18

Cultures West

• Summer 2013

T

here are more than 35,000
francophones living in Metro
Vancouver. La Boussole is a community, social aid, information
and orientation centre, offering services in
French to the francophone population of
Greater Vancouver. We provide services to
those members of our community who are
facing the greatest challenges.
Over the past 20 years, the proportion
of immigrants among our clientele has
grown, including many people from African countries. The search for employment
and housing are the two main challenges
that Francophone African immigrants face
when they arrive in BC. This is one of the
reasons why we decided to open a new
office in Surrey, where many francophone
Africans live.
It is important to first recognize that
this population has a distinct set of circumstances which presents unique challenges.
There is the challenge of experiencing
persecution and violence in the case of
refugees; language challenges for those

struggling in French or English; professional and educational challenges due to being
ill-prepared for a competitive job market
and education system; and the challenges
of re-creating family and friends with new
connections in a new place.
On top of those challenges, the search
for housing or for a place to call home is a
big one. Why is it so difficult?
Cost is an important factor. Families
are spending more and more of their
budget on housing. For some, the cost
of housing is 60 to 70 percent of their
budget. Families have to make a number of
sacrifices to afford a place to live.
Size of housing. Many of our clients
cannot afford to rent an apartment that
is large enough for their family. For larger
families, the challenges are even greater as
several family members may have to share
a room.
Quality of housing. Basement suites
often cost less but tend to lack natural
light and may also be poorly maintained or
even illegal. These conditions can lead to

depression and other mental and physical
problems.
Geographic location. Vancouver is
becoming more and more expensive to live
in so many francophone immigrants are
moving east to Burnaby, New Westminster
or Surrey. These cities are more affordable.
Many families are telling us that they prefer
to live in urban centres and do not want to
move to other areas of BC.
Connection with other families. It is
important for many of our clients to be
close to their community. They prefer to
send their children to the same schools, to
go to church with people from the same
country or to learn from people who were
there before in order to avoid mistakes.
Relationship with the landlord. While
there are a few francophone landlords most
landlords are from other cultures. This

makes communication difficult. Many
landlords don’t provide the minimum requirements for renting a decent accommodation and often don’t care about making
proper improvements.
The overall system of rental housing.
For people who have never rented before
or are from a rural area, the notion of
requiring a credit history and references to
qualify for some types of housing presents
significant difficulties. So does the idea of
having to leave a deposit. It is important
that newcomers have access to information
so that they can navigate the system in
their new country.
One result of all these challenges is
that people are at put at risk of becoming
homeless, and La Bouselle helps them to
deal with these difficulties. As the only
francophone organization helping home-

A place
to call home

merican psychologist Abraham
Maslow proposed what is
now a widely held belief that
personal security is one of our
most basic human needs. Most refugees
who flee persecution in their homeland
understand this basic need, and are
seeking security and stability in a new
county such as Canada. And so it was in
July 2012, when the Mohammed family
arrived in Vancouver to start their new
life. Ismail, his wife and young daughter
were Government Assisted Refugees from
Afghanistan. Upon arriving at Vancouver
International Airport, they were met by
staff from the Immigrant Services Society
of BC (ISSofBC) and escorted to the
Welcome House in Vancouver.
Welcome House provides temporary
accommodation to primarily Government
Assisted Refugees destined to British
Columbia. The facility has 12 fully
furnished one and two bedroom apartment
suites with cooking, cable TV, children’s
playground, and on-site laundry facilities.
Welcome House is located in downtown
Vancouver within walking distance to
many tourist sites and public amenities. For
sponsored refugees in the Vancouver area, it
is often the first stop on a sometimes long
and challenging journey to find suitable
accommodation in Canada.
Welcome House would become the
Mohammed’s first home in Canada; it’s
where the family lived for the first 15
days. Ismail describes the accommodation
as “very nice. Everything was good there.”

Leslyn V. Johnson

A

less people and people at risk of homelessness, we have helped to reduce homeless
francophone residents in the downtown
Eastside from 8 percent to 7 percent over a
three-year period (based on the 2008 and
2011 Homelessness Count).
As long as some people do not have
a place to rest their head and call home,
those of us at La Boussole will not be able
to sleep in peace.

Born in Kinshasa (Republic Democratic of
Congo) Tanniar Leba came to Canada
in 2004. He has been the executive
director of La Boussole since 2006, and
was honored by Immigrant Services Society
of BC in 2012 for making a significant
contribution to his community.
The atmosphere was comfortable and he
enjoyed talking with other newcomers
staying there.
The Mohammed’s next home was a
small apartment in Burnaby. “The rent
we paid was $750 for a one-bedroom
apartment,” says Ismail. The rent was
much more than they could afford on the
government support they were receiving.
The family’s experience is fairly typical
for newly arrived refugees in this second
phase of their settlement journey. Studies
show that refugees spend proportionately
higher percentages of their income
on housing. Further, much of the
accommodation they end up finding is
usually substandard and in some cases
illegal. In this case, Ismail reported that
“the apartment was on the first floor and
the building was old and it wasn’t that
clean.” And on top of that, it was cold and
very uncomfortable for his daughter and
newborn son.
With help from counselors, the
Mohammed’s were able to apply to BC
Housing and in March moved into
housing which Ismail can better afford
on his part-time job. Their new home in
Vancouver also has enough bedrooms for
the growing family. Ismail says now that
they are settled he can concentrate on his
family’s future. For starters, he is looking
for full time work and his wife is planning
to go school to acquire skills for the
Canadian job market. He’s also looking
forward to his children getting a good
solid education.
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Housing
programs
support
vulnerable
immigrant
seniors and
women
Charan Gill

Charan Gill is the founding president
of Progressive Intercultural Community
Services (PICS) Society and CEO
for the past 25 years.
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ith homelessness among
immigrants increasingly
becoming an issue,
community organizations
are stepping up to the plate with solutions.
One such organization is Progressive
Intercultural Community Services
(pics) Society. Operating since 1987,
pics provides employment, settlement,
and language programs that directly
assist women, youth, seniors, and new
immigrants in the community. We have
a hands-on approach so we’re able to
realistically identify the gaps in services
and trends the community is experiencing.
After conducting surveys, we determined
that two vulnerable groups were at high
risk of being homeless: immigrant seniors
and immigrant women fleeing domestic
violence.
Immigrant seniors face challenges
including language barriers, social isolation,
and low-income, which contribute to the
risk of them being homeless. Once we
identified these challenges and the gaps
in services and resources BC offers, we
developed our Seniors Housing programs.
These include independent living and
assisted living, which cater to immigrant
seniors’ needs such as language and
culturally sensitive care. The facilities are
designed for seniors who want to enjoy a
lifestyle filled with recreational, educational
and social activities with other seniors. We
didn’t want to provide only shelter for
seniors; we wanted to make sure they were
provided with a fulfilling lifestyle with
activities and social interactions so they feel
they are a valuable part of the community.
The two seniors housing facilities
offer an enriched lifestyle with organized
social and recreational programs as a part

of everyday activities. These include spa
amenities, exercise facilities, a clubhouse/
lounge, and a library/reading lounge.
Immigrant seniors already face difficult
circumstances. Our programs provide
them with opportunities and access to
services from which other programs in
BC would turn them away.
Another vulnerable group that pics
Society has identified to be at risk of
homelessness is immigrant women
fleeing domestic violence. Unfortunately,
studies show these women underreport
domestic abuse to police and in turn, find
themselves with no where to go after
they’ve fled their abusive spouses. These
immigrant women face language barriers,
lack of employment skills, social isolation
and systemic discrimination. To meet this
need, we founded Harmony House—a
long-term supportive housing program
for immigrant women and children
fleeing domestic violence. It provides
a secure living environment, quality
support, life-skills training, and work
opportunities to improve their lives. Our
vision is to empower women to become
independent and self-sufficient leaders of
the community. With Harmony House,
immigrant women fleeing domestic
violence have a safe space, and the support
to be empowered and gain confidence so
they become independent.
Our mission at pics is to promote
harmony and intercultural understanding
for the purpose of building a more
inclusive and mutually respectful society.
We can only start doing that by identifying
the vulnerable groups and addressing their
needs by providing them with appropriate
programs. We have to advocate for these
vulnerable groups. If not us, then who will?

“Sorry,
already
rented”

A case study of
the rental housing
experiences
of immigrant
women in the
mid-size city of
Kelowna
Francisca Karl

Excerpt from thesis by Francisca Karl
submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of Master of
Arts in the College of Graduate Studies
(Interdisciplinary Studies), University of
British Columbia, (Okanagan) in March 2013.

U

pon arrival
in Canada,
immigrants,
particularly
immigrant women, are
often faced with many
different challenges, one
of which is securing
affordable housing. This
challenge may be even
more daunting for
newcomers in smaller
and mid-size cities where
housing costs are high
and there are few longestablished immigrant
communities. Since
there is very little research on the settlement
experiences of immigrant women in
such cities, this study examines the rental
housing experiences of immigrant women
in the mid-size city of Kelowna, the heart
of the Okanagan Valley. More specifically,
it focuses on the barriers and challenges
immigrant women face when trying to find
housing in one of Canada’s most expensive
rental housing markets.
Many of the immigrant women
who participated in this study faced
major barriers due to not having enough
information about the City of Kelowna
and its job and housing markets. This
in turn resulted in other barriers and
challenges such as that of qualification,
credentials, and work experience not being
recognized, leading to underpaid jobs and
low incomes. This fundamentally affected
these immigrant womens’ settlement
experiences, hindering their searches for
jobs and affordable housing on arrival in
the city.
The top two major settlement
challenges the immigrant women
identified were finding a suitable job and
affordable, suitable housing. Having a low
income effects many areas of one’s life;
it means not being able to afford good
quality housing in a nice neighborhood
that is safe for families. The majority of
the participants resided in the lower-cost,
more crime-ridden area of Kelowna named
Rutland. Despite this, more than threequarters of the women were satisfied with
their neighborhood.
Most of the women reported their
rent was too high and unaffordable. Half
of them lacked enough information on
the rental housing laws, regulations and
procedures. In their search for a place to

live, they relied heavily on leads from the
Internet and from friends and family.
Housing affordability was a major
concern for these immigrant women, quite
understandably since three-in-five were “in
core housing need’,” paying 30 percent or
more of their income for housing. One-infour was paying a much higher proportion
of their income on housing, putting
them at risk of becoming homeless. Their
financial stress is acute.
Discrimination plays a role in
restricting their opportunities in both the
labour and housing markets. In Kelowna’s
rental housing market, the women in this
study felt discriminated against. In order
for these immigrant women to survive and
thrive in the City of Kelowna, they need to
become better informed about the labour
and housing situation.
Currently in Kelowna more
community and governmental support
is needed for these immigrant women.
Housing affordability and availability is a
major concern that needs to be addressed.
As well, more housing information should
be provided by local organizations. More
settlement agencies need to be available
and provide services that are more specific
to the needs of immigrant women. If
we all work together to change policies
and programs, we can help reduce the
numerous barriers and challenges that
immigrant women are facing in our
community. In order for these immigrant
women to survive and thrive in the City of
Kelowna, with its high cost of living, many
had to find ways to reduce their expenses
and increase their income.
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ANSWERS
1. Housing has been identified
as one of the least important
routes for immigrants’ and
refugees’ social and economic
integration into the host society.
b. False
2. In Metro Vancouver’s 2011
Homeless Count, which
ethnic group reported the
largest number of homeless
individuals?
c. European/Caucasian
3. Poverty is a contributing
factor to homelessness. Which
province has the highest rate of
poverty in Canada?.
a. British Columbia
4. After approximately how many
years in Canada do immigrants
begin to overtake the Canadianborn in terms of home
ownership ?
b. 10
5. Recent immigrants are likely to
be more affluent, and to rely
less on social services than their
predecessors.
b. False
6. According to a recent Metropolis
study, what percentage of recent
immigrants/refugees experience
hidden homelessness?
d. 51%
7. Immigrants have a substantial
impact on urban housing
markets in Canada and may
actually influence house prices
in Toronto and Vancouver.
a. True
8. Which class of immigrants
typically have the easiest time in
accessing adequate housing?
c. Family class
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Kudos

Demy McEvoy

Demy McEvoy, a Settlement Coordinator from the Cowichan Intercultural
Society, was recently recognized with the 2013 Black Tie Customer Service
Award from the Duncan Chamber of Commerce for her outstanding client
service skills. Demy became involved with the Cowichan Intercultural Society
soon after immigrating to Canada under the Live-in Caregiver program
in 1992. She was hired as the Women’s Group Coordinator in 1994, and
became the official settlement worker in 1998. She is known for her boundless
energy, compassion, and dedication to her clients, and is skilled at building
collaborative trusting relationships with people across many cultural and
language differences.

Her own lived experience as an immigrant makes her determined to create
opportunities and remove barriers for newcomers in the Cowichan community.
She participates in several inter-agency committees and is known for her
friendliness and passion for her work and community. The Cowichan Region
has increasingly more newcomers arriving every year, with many deciding
to open businesses that help the region thrive. The Chamber of Commerce
realized the importance of the Cowichan Intercultural Society, and the work
that Demy does with these newcomers, when they chose her, from more than
50 worthy nominees, to win this award.

Post Script:
Canadian
census
reveals latest
immigration
and diversity
trends

Ethnic origin

Ethnic origin is another aspect of the nation’s
ethnocultural diversity —the ethnic or
cultural origins of the respondent’s ancestors.
Respondents reported more than 200 ethnic
origins. Of these, 13 different ethnic origins
had a population of more than one million.
People reported these origins either alone or
in combination with other ethnic origins.
The ethnic origin most often reported was
Canadian, followed by English, French,
Scottish, Irish and German. The other ethnic
origins that surpassed the 1-million mark
were Italian, Chinese, First Nations (North
American Indian), Ukrainian, East Indian,
Dutch and Polish.

Statistics Canada

Visible minority population

In 2011, nearly 19 percent of
Canada’s total population identified
themselves as a member of the
visible minority population,
compared with six percent in the
previous Census. This increase was
largely because of the increasing
number of immigrants from
non-European countries. Visible
minorities accounted for 78 percent
of recent immigrants, while making
up 12 percent of immigrants who
arrived before 1971.
Combined, the three largest
visible minority groups—South
Asians, Chinese and Blacks—
accounted for 61.3 percent of the
visible minority population. They
were followed by Filipinos, Latin
Americans, Arabs, Southeast Asians,
West Asians, Koreans and Japanese.
South Asians were the largest
visible minority group representing
one-quarter of the total visible
minority population. The second
largest group was Chinese, who
made up 21 percent of the visible
minority population. Just under
15 percent of individuals identified
themselves as Blacks, the third
largest group.

Immigration

According to the 2011 Census, many of the 6.8 million
foreign-born individuals living in Canada have done so for
many years, while others were relatively new to the country.
Arriving in Canada between 2006 and 2011, these recent
immigrants made up 17 percent of the total foreign-born
population and less than four percent of the total population
in Canada.
Among the recent immigrants who arrived between
2006 and 2011, the largest share, 60 percent, came from Asia
(including the Middle East). In contrast, immigrants born
in this region accounted for nine percent of the foreign-born
population who settled in Canada prior to the 1970s.
Most of the 1.2 million immigrants who arrived
in Canada between 2006 and 2011 settled in a census
metropolitan area (cma). Just over 63 percent of them chose
to settle in the three largest cmas —Toronto, Montréal and
Vancouver. In comparison, just over one-third of Canada’s
total population lived in these three cmas.

*All percentages were rounded.
You can read the full report,
2011 National Household Survey:
Immigration, place of birth,
citizenship, ethnic origin, visible
minorities, language and religion on
the Statistics Canada website,
www.statcan.gc.ca.
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MEMBERS
PROVINCIAL
BC Human Rights Coalition (BCHRC)
BC Teachers Federation – Social Justice
Program (BCTF - SJP)
Canadian Cancer Society
Canadian Mental Health Association
(CMHA) - BC Division
Canadian Red Cross
ELSA Net
Fédération des francophones de la
Colombie-Britannique
Legal Services Society of BC (LSS)
SCOUTS Canada
Social Planning & Research Council of BC
(SPARC)
Society for Intercultural Education,
Training & Research (SIETAR BC)
Tenant’s Resource & Advisory Council
(TRAC)
The Association of BC Teachers of English
as an Additional Language (BC TEAL)
The People’s Law School: Public Legal
Education Society
Westcoast Child Care Resource Centre
NORTH
Fort St. John Literacy Society
Immigrant & Multicultural Services Society
(IMSS)
Kitimat Multicultural Society
Multicultural Heritage Society of Prince
George
Skeena Diversity Society
Terrace & District Multicultural
Association (TDMA)
VANCOUVER ISLAND
Central Vancouver Island Multicultural
Society (CVIMS)
Community Adult Learning and Literacy
Society (CALLS)
Cowichan Intercultural Society (CIS)
Inter-Cultural Association of Greater
Victoria (ICA)

Literacy Central Vancouver Island
Multicultural & Immigrant Services
Association of North Vancouver Island
(MISA)
South Island Dispute Resolution Centre
(SIDRC)
Victoria Immigrant and Refugee Centre
Society (VIRCS)
FRASER VALLEY
Abbotsford Community Services (ACS)
Chilliwack Community Services (CCS)
DIVERSEcity Community Resources
Society (DCRS)
Langley Community Services
Society (LCSS)
Mission Community Services Society
(MCSS)
Options Community Services Society
Progressive Intercultural Community
Services Society (PICS)
Umoja Operation Compassion Society
INTERIOR
Kamloops Cariboo Regional Immigrant
Society (KIS)
Kamloops Multicultural Society
Kelowna Community Resources Society
(KCRS)
Nelson Community Services Centre
(NCSC)
Shuswap Settlement Services Society
South Okanagan Immigrant and
Community Services (SOICS)
Vernon & District Immigrant Services
Society (VDISS)
LOWER MAINLAND
Association of Neighbourhood Houses
British Columbia (ANHBC)
Burnaby Family Life Institute
CHIMO Crisis Services
Collingwood Neighbourhood House
(CNH)

Summer 2013

Family Education and Support Centre
Family Services of Greater Vancouver
(FSGV)
Family Services of the North Shore (FSNS)
Immigrant Services Society of BC
(ISSofBC)
Inland Refugee Society of BC (IRS)
Jewish Family Service Agency ( JFSA)
Kiwassa Neighbourhood Services
Association
Little Mountain Neighbourhood House
Society (LMNHS)
MOSAIC
Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House
(MPNH)
Multicultural Helping House Society
(MHHS)
Multifaith Action Society (MAS)
North Shore Multicultural Society (NSMS)
Pacific Community Resources Society
(PCRS)
Pacific Immigrant Resources Society (PIRS)
REACH Multicultural Family Centre
Richmond Multicultural Community
Services (RMCS)
Settlement Orientation Services (SOS)
South Vancouver Neighbourhood House
(SVNH)
S.U.C.C.E.S.S.
Supporting Women’s Alternative Network
(SWAN)
Vancouver & Lower Mainland
Multicultural Family Support Services
(VLMFSS)
Vancouver Association for Survivors of
Torture (VAST)
Vancouver Multicultural Society (VMS)
Westcoast Family Centres Society (WFC)
Women Against Violence Against Women
/ Rape Crisis Centre (WAVAW)
YMCA of Greater Vancouver
YWCA Metro Vancouver

