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Overview of Workshop

On March 22 and 23/2005 individuals and 
agencies were invited to a “gathering” at 
Polish Hall to discuss issues related to Abo-

riginal homelessness in Edmonton. The workshop 
was hosted by the Edmonton Aboriginal Committee on 
Housing (EACH) and sponsored by the Edmonton Joint 
Planning Committee on Housing (EJPCOH). Métis Elder 
Alvena Strasbourg provided leadership and guidance 
over the two days.

BUDGET

Budget for rent
Budget for power
Budget for phone
Budget for cable
Budget for groceries
Budget. Budget. Budget.

Didn’t have to budget
livin’ in a
garbage
bin.

Betty Nordin
Phoenix: Hope from the Ashes (Pg. 10)

CHANGES

Got to change my ways
or I’m going to die
on the streets.
Getting too old living like this.
Getting up in some back ally,
on a river bank or a fl ea bag  hotel,
just doesn’t cut the mustard
for me anymore.
Scrounging for food, standing
in soup line, going through 
garbage bins.
There has got to be a 
better way of living.
Getting up in the morning
to see my parole offi cer or 
I’ll be in trouble again.
Never had to live with a clock before.
Now I’m always late.
Eating in the morning sure
feels good.
Especially when the food comes from
my own cupboards.
Now I’ve got clean clothes and
sheets to sleep on.

Man life is good.

Betty Nordin 
Phoenix: Hope from the Ashes (Pg. 5)
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Aboriginal Homelessness Trends

The workshop was organised against the backdrop of several notable trends which 
reveal the seriousness and complexity of Aboriginal homelessness:

1. By all accounts, the rate of homelessness is increasing in Edmonton. The Oc-
tober 2004 homeless count in Edmonton identifi ed 2192 individuals as being 
homeless. Thirty-seven percent (37%) of the individuals identifi ed were Abo-
riginal and sixty-six percent (66%) of the Aboriginal individuals were observed 
to be living on the street;

2. Aboriginal people are over-represented in the homeless population in Edmon-
ton. Aboriginal people only represent about four percent (4%) of the total 
population of the city, but they comprise about forty percent (40%) of the 
homeless population;

3. Although Aboriginals comprise only a small percentage of Edmonton’s popula-
tion, their numbers are rapidly increasing. Between 1996 and 2001, the Abo-
riginal population in Edmonton increased by twenty percent (20%), compared 
to growth of the general population of thirteen percent (13%). Edmonton has 
the second highest number of Aboriginal people of major Canadian cities, after 
Winnipeg;

4. The concentration of Native people in Edmonton is part of a larger migration 
of Aboriginal people from reserves and rural settings to urban centres. In 2001 
about fi fty-seven percent (57%) of the Aboriginal population resided in urban 
areas. Twenty-four percent (24%) lived on reserve and nineteen percent (19%) 
lived in rural off-reserve areas; and

5. In spite of the size of the urban Aboriginal population, public policy discus-
sions have focused almost exclusively on the rural reserve-based population. 
Much of this hesitancy is rooted in confl icting views about governmental re-
sponsibilities for urban Aboriginal people. Because no one level of government 
has assumed primary responsibility for urban Aboriginal people, “gaps have 
developed in the policy landscape.”

Purpose and Format of Workshop

Over the course of the two-day workshop, eighty-eight (88) participants—representing 
forty-fi ve (45) agencies and three levels of government (Federal, Provincial and Mu-
nicipal)—discussed the pressures impacting homeless Aboriginal individuals and the 
agencies that serve them. 

The workshop was structured as a series of small group refl ections which moved 
the analysis systematically from an exploration of the challenges related to the problem 
of homelessness to the identifi cation of opportunities for specifi c remedial actions.
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The format was chosen in recognition of the fact that homelessness is a multifaceted 
problem that represents a complex interaction of individual and systemic factors. The 
hope was that the workshop would help break the larger problem of Aboriginal home-
lessness into smaller issues—some of which may be actionable.

A deep appreciation of the human dimensions of homelessness was at the heart of 
the workshop—namely that homelessness can be best understood from the perspective 
of those experiencing poverty and inadequate housing. To this end, the term “pres-
sures” was used throughout the workshop to signify the specifi c and tangible nature of 
the forces bearing down on individuals and institutions. Pressures have sources. They 
can be “felt” and “named” precisely. They have human consequences.

Five key questions were explored during the workshop:

1. What are the pressures on homeless Aboriginal individuals?
2. What are the pressures on our agencies and how are these pressures impacting 

our ability to respond to homeless people?
3. What are the upstream sources of these pressures?
4. How can we start pushing back on these pressures?
5. How can we separate the problem of Aboriginal homelessness into winnable 

issues that we can act on—either alone or by co-operating with others?

Participants identifi ed a range of pressures impacting homeless Aboriginal individuals 
and the agencies that serve them. Discussions led to the frank and forthright exami-
nation of the challenges facing agencies in their efforts to cope with homelessness. 

Some of these pressures were seen as coming from outside of the agencies (exter-
nal pressures), that is, from the larger socio-economic and political system. Other 
pressures were seen as existing within agencies and between agencies. These internal 
pressures had impacts on the morale of staff as well as on the spirit of cooperation 
between agencies. As one participant said: “We’re too busy to meet…we’re not talk-
ing.”

A wealth of information was gathered over the course of the two-day workshop. 
Three main themes emerged as points of concern, as well as, opportunities for future 
action:

• Funding
• Co-operation (Working Together)
• Availability, Accessibility and Appropriateness of Services

The following draft report provides a summary of the workshop and of the key fi nd-
ings from the break-away and plenary sessions. The agenda and the PowerPoint pres-
entations that formed the backbone of the workshop are attached as appendices. In 
addition, a complete list of fi ndings from the small group refl ections is also provided 
in table form.
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Summary of Day One 
March 22/2005 – 1 PM to 4 PM

Day One of the workshop provided an opportunity for the agencies dealing 
with Aboriginal homelessness to refl ect on the dimensions of the problem of 
homelessness, as well as, on the progress achieved since the previous Aborigi-

nal Gathering held in July 2003.
A number of service organizations including Amisk Housing, Cunningham Place, 

Bent Arrow Traditional Healing Society and Ben Calf Robe provided brief presenta-
tions of accomplishments achieved over the past year. Presentations were also made 
by the Edmonton Aboriginal Committee on Housing (EACH), Edmonton Joint Plan-
ning Committee on Housing (EJPCOH), the Edmonton Housing Trust Fund (EHTF) 
and the Urban Aboriginal Strategy (UAS).

In addition to these presentations, participants were given the opportunity to 
break into small groups to discuss:

• What they accomplished at the working level;
• What they did in concert with other agencies; and 
• What they would have liked to do but could not.

Key Findings

Workshop participants provided numerous examples of success in: (a) providing 
services (such skill development and transitional support); (b) creating new hous-
ing; and (c) forming cooperative relationships. Despite these indicators of progress, 
participants also identifi ed several signifi cant gaps in service that they were unable to 
address (See Appendix 1 for a more comprehensive list). These included:

• A lack of settlement and support services for Aboriginal individuals coming to 
the City from rural areas;

• Lack of housing (especially transitional and supportive);
• Lack of specifi c programs and/or policies at the Provincial level that address 

Aboriginal homelessness (Policy vacuum);
• Lack of involvement from First Nations, Inuit and Métis leaders in addressing 

the problem of Aboriginal homelessness;
• A lack of continuity in program funding (short-term versus long-term fund-

ing);
• A lack of co-operation between agencies because of a competitive environ-

ment for funding; and
• A lack of culturally appropriate and accessible services.
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Summary of Day Two 
March 23/2005 – 9 AM to 4 PM

Day Two of the workshop focused the collective energies of the participants on 
the human dimensions of homelessness. The aim was to look “beyond the 
numbers” to the specifi c and tangible pressures bearing down on homeless 

individuals and on the agencies that serve them. The clear identifi cation of these 
forces was essential because “you can’t solve what you can’t name.”

To this end, the tone of the day was set by the opening remarks of Métis Elder 
Alvena Strasbourg who challenged representatives from both the Aboriginal and 
the larger community to identify clearly the upstream sources of the homelessness 
problem and to acknowledge their collective responsibility for addressing the situa-
tion. Her words were mirrored by Mr. Allen Benson (Chief Executive Offi cer, Native 
Counselling Services of Alberta) who made a brief presentation which pointed out 
that a lack of funding is not solely responsible for the homelessness crisis. Instead, the 
problem is rooted in the competition for funding by organisations and by the absence 
of effective partnerships between organisations. As Mr. Benson said: “It is our prob-
lem…not a government one.”

A presentation of powerful black-and-white photographs (by Pieter de Vos, Jr.) 
depicting individuals living in poverty added to the sense of urgency. The poetry of 
Betty Nordin—a Métis woman who was previously homeless—provided a poignant 
counterpoint to the images.

Key Findings

The themes that emerged in Day One were expanded upon in Day Two of the work-
shop as participants refl ected on the pressures related to Aboriginal homelessness in 
a step-by-step and targeted fashion.

In small refl ection groups, participants engaged in a systematic four-stage analy-
sis of Aboriginal homelessness that included an examination of:

1. The pressures on homeless Aboriginal people;
2. The pressures on agencies;
3. The upstream sources of the pressures on homeless individuals and the agen-

cies that serve them; and
4. The opportunities to push back on these pressures—either alone or in coopera-

tion with others.
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STAGE 1: Pressures on Homeless Individuals

Workshop participants identifi ed several pressures im-
pacting homeless individuals (See Appendix 2 for a compre-
hensive list of pressures). These included:

• Culture shock/migration pressures
• Stigma and discrimination
• Isolation and marginalisation
• Threats to personal safety
• Lack of resources to meet basic needs (food, shelter 

and clothing)
• Health concerns including addictions and mental 

health issues
• Barriers to the access of services
• Poverty and unemployment
• Lack of skills/education
• Cultural barriers including language barriers

I think that is one
of the reasons people 
are so afraid to do something…
to make a change for themselves. 
Because once you’ve had 
something good 
and you lose it,
it’s the most horrible, horrible
feeling to end up with nothing…
after you’ve had everything.

Homeless Individual 



8

STAGE 2: Pressures on Agencies

Participants engaged in a candid discussion of the forces  
bearing down on their agencies—and thereby affecting 
their ability to provide responsive services to homeless 
people. These pressures fell into two broad interrelated 
categories—pressures external to agencies and pressures 
internal to agencies (See Appendix 3 for a comprehensive list 
of pressures).

External pressures included:

• Lack of funding and increased competition for 
limited resources

• Government policies
• Project-based funding creates a lack of continuity 

in services
• Rigid funding criteria and reporting requirements
• Legislative barriers and bureaucratic complexity 

(red tape)
• Lack of community support
• Lack of housing and essential services—the level of 

need exceeds the available resources
• Lack of effective partnerships
• Lack of coordination and cooperation between 

agencies

You’re always waiting. 
Like today I can’t 
stand line-ups…
you’re waiting for 
the sandwich…
you’re waiting, 
you’re waiting, 
you’re waiting. 
Waiting for what? 
And when you get 
to the front, 
it’s all gone. 
There is nothing 
left for you.

Homeless Individual 
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Participants revealed several pressures that were internal to their organisations and 
which, in turn, were diminishing the capacity of their organisations to provide re-
sponsive services:

• A shortage of “time” and a corresponding culture of “busyness” within organi-
sations—”Because we are so busy chasing money, we don’t have time to do strategic 
thinking.”

• Staff burn-out—”There is too much to do.”
• Lack of staff appreciation, low morale and high staff turn-over
• Low staff salaries and a lack of staff incentives
• Internal politics and communication problems within agencies

STAGE 3: Upstream Sources of Pressures

In analysing the vast range of pressures that were identifi ed by workshop participants, 
three broad categories emerged. These are as follows:

1. Pressures related to funding (manner of, amount of)
2. Pressures related to spirit and nature of co-operation between agencies (Work-

ing together)
3. Pressures related to the availability, accessibility and appropriateness of 

services

In refl ecting on the upstream sources of the pressures on homeless individuals and on 
the helping agencies, participants identifi ed various causal factors that contributed to 
the three broad categories of pressures (See Appendix 4 for a comprehensive list of sources 
of pressures). These included:

Inadequacy/Inappropriateness of Funding (Upstream sources)

• Government priorities—”We’re not part of the decision-making!”
• Too many agencies chasing too few dollars—”We’re not organised!”
• Jurisdictional disputes— First Nations, Métis, non-Status, Federal-Provincial-

Municipal
• Government and community attitudes towards social programs
• Funding formulas and lack of continuity of funding

Lack of Cooperation between Agencies (Upstream sources)

• Turfi sm—”People aren’t sharing information because of competition”
• Disconnect between First Nations and Métis leadership and the grassroots
• Tunnel vision—”We’re too busy to meet with each other.”
• Lack of communication between agencies
• Funding encourages competition between agencies.
• Politics and history
• Cumbersome bureaucratic structures discourage collaboration
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Availability, accessibility and appropriateness of services (Upstream sources)

• Barriers to accessibility, including language and cultural barriers
• Lack of a centralised source of information on available services
• Lack of culturally-sensitive staff
• Complexity of the system—”Too many hoops!”
• Policy-makers are out of touch with the real needs
• Exclusion of Aboriginal people from decision-making

STAGE 4: Pushing Back on the Pressures

Effective actions are aimed at something we can do something about. They require us 
to break a larger problem into smaller winnable issues. A problem is not something 
that can be isolated and tackled on its own. It is made up of multiple issues—some of 
which may be actionable.

As previously indicated, many of the pressures identifi ed by participants were in-
ternal to their organizations (E.g. Low staff morale). Others came from outside their 
organizations (external). Some of the identifi ed pressures (such as improving staff re-
tention) could conceivably be addressed by individual agencies while others (such as 
changing a specifi c policy) would require the collaboration of two or more agencies.

In analysing the various pressures brought forward by participants over the two 
days, it became apparent that many of the pressures identifi ed were outside the reach 
of a single organisation and would require the concerted effort of more than one 
agency to address. Therefore, the challenge of fi nding ways to improve cooperation 
and collaboration between agencies became of paramount importance.

Conclusion & a Beginning

Workshop participants identifi ed “grassroots action” and “working together” 
as being prerequisites to dealing with the issues related to Aboriginal 
homelessness. To this end, participants resolved to continue exploring op-

portunities for collective action. The most visible expression of this commitment was 
that the participants arranged to meet on the sixth of April 2005 at the Canadian 
Native Friendship Centre to further the conversation.

Follow-up Meeting

On April 6/2005, participants from the previous workshop gathered to discuss fu-
ture collaboration. The session was hosted by the Canadian Native Friendship Cen-
tre and focused on identifying action items. Seven key areas were highlighted (See 
Appendix 5 for a comprehensive list of action items):
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1. One-Stop Shop: Participants identifi ed the need to coordinate the serv-
ices provided to homeless Aboriginal people in Edmonton. This includ-
ed having information readily available to help homeless people access 
programs and navigate the maze of available services.

2. Involving Aboriginal Leaders: Participants explored strategies for in-
creasing the involvement of First Nations, Métis and Inuit leaders in ad-
dressing the problem of Aboriginal homelessness in Edmonton.

3. Research: Participants identifi ed the importance of developing a cen-
tralized and easily accessible clearinghouse of information and research 
on homelessness including best practices and models of successful serv-
ice delivery from other cities in Canada (e.g., Winnipeg).

4. Outreach Workers: Participants suggested that the agencies providing 
services to homeless Aboriginal individuals should develop a network of 
outreach workers that can link the agencies together, as well as provide 
street-level services.

5. Identify Strengths of Agencies: Participants suggested that an environ-
mental scan be conducted to identify the strengths, assets and capacities 
of the agencies providing services to homeless individuals in Edmon-
ton.

6. Focus on Personal Development: Participants suggested that agencies 
work together to enhance the skills and personal development of home-
less Aboriginal people so that they can escape the cycle of poverty.

7. Construction: Participants identifi ed the importance of Aboriginal 
agencies, government and the private sector partnering to produce af-
fordable housing for Aboriginal people. The example of an Aboriginal 
“Habitat for Humanity” was provided.

The follow-up meeting to Bringing It Together illustrated the dedication of par-
ticipants to fi nding creative ways of working together to address the issues 
related to homelessness among Aboriginal people in Edmonton. A demonstra-
tion of this was provided by the fact that the participants established action 
groups with team leaders to undertake work in the seven areas listed above. 
This bodes well for a coordinated and coherent response to addressing Abo-
riginal homelessness in Edmonton. However, the success of subsequent efforts 
to move forward a strong agenda for collective action will depend largely on 
the availability of resources to support partnership-building. It is important 
that the momentum established over the workshop and the follow-up session 
be maintained into the future.
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