Activity 4: BLM 4 BACKGROUNDER: FACTORS OF HOMELESSNESS p.1of6

In the 1970s and 1980s there was barely any visible homelessness In blg cities llke Vancouver and other
parts of BC. What has changed? Why are so many more peopie homeless today?

People are vulnerable to homelessness as a resuit of a combination of factors:
1. They lack income, and
2. They live In a place where rents are high and there Is a low supply of affordable housing, and
3. They do not have access to support services if they need them.

Figure 1~
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The homelessness we see on the streets today and have seen over the past decade Is a new phenomenon.
It has emerged as the product of two major trends: first, market forces have increased economic
Inequality in Canada; and, second, successlve governments have made decislons that have left our
soclety’s most vuinerable people without access to Income, affordabie housing and support services.

[ 1. LACK OF INCOME ]

A} ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

Over the last 30 years, all rich countries Including Canada have seen Increased economic Inequality.
Desplte overall economic growth In BC and Canada, and although average Incomes have risen slowly over
time, the incomes of people at the bottom of the Income distribution have stagnated or fallen. This means
that they have less money available to spend on housing and other necessitles, and may not have enough
to sustaln a reasonable standard of living.

B) GOVERNMENT POLICY

One of the characteristics of the Canadlan mixed-market economy Is the role of government In Influencing
the economy “In an attempt to rectify some of the failures of the market system”?®. The federal and
provinclal governments develop programs to redistribute Income In favour of the less fortunate in order
to reduce poverty and to ensure that all members of soclety live safe, healthy, secure lives.

=g ics: A Canadian P by lames D. Thexton, Toronto: Oxford University Prass, 1992,
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Activity 4: BLM 4 p.6of6
Homelessness and Random Life Events

Random Life Events Matter: The random events that people experlence In Iife can play an
Immense role In Individual outcomes (l.e. how a person’s life turns out). Random events are
different from cholces. Choices are what we control. Random events (or personal
clrcumstance), whether fortunate or unfortunate, difficult or easy, are beyond a person’s
control. Some people refer to this as luck or bad tuck.

“Whether we are rich or poor may depend In large e on our inheritance. it
may depend on how fortunate we were In owning a plot of well-located or
mineral-rich land. Or, It may depend on having the kind of skills that just happen
to command a high price in the market” 2

Examples of fortunate random events: Inheriting a lot of money; buying land before the price
Increases; tralning In a career in which there are jobs today and that happens to pay well; being
born with great health; belng born Into a carlng, nurturing family.

Examples of difficult random events: Job loss; lliness; dissolution of marriage; training In a
vocation for which there are no jobs today; mental lliness; being born with a disabliity; violent
death of a close famlly member; sexual abuse (often by a parent or other trusted family
member); braln damage through an accldental head Injury or “shaken baby syndrome”; belng
born with autistlc spectrum disorder or foetal alcohol syndrome.

Some people experience difficult random events, but wili end up ok because they have

supports in other areas of their lives.

® A man loses his job and can’t afford to pay rent, but because he has a supportive family, he
has a place to live while he looks for another job.

¢ A teenager develops a mental lliness. Because his famlly fully supports him and he Is able to
recelve the appropriate medical care, he Is able to complete high school and eventually go
to university and get a good job.

® A woman’s marriage dissolves and she and her children have to move out of their home,
but because she has a good job and enough money, she can easlly support herself and her
children on her own.

Some people experience great difficulties and they have very little money or no support from
family, friends or the government to help them out.

They can end up poor and homeless because of difficult random life events that are beyond
their control, not because of the choices they made.

M A Canadian Persp by James D. Thexton, Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1992, p. 261.

Activity 4: BLM 4 p.30f6

Government Policy Example 2 — Low Minimum Wage and Training Wage in BC

Many people who are homeless are employed. in Metro Vancouver In 2008, 19% of homeless people
had fuil-time, part-time or casual employment.”™ in Kamioops In 2005, 15% of homeless people had
full, part-time or casual employment.”® Even with an Income, they still couid not afford a place to rent.

it Is likely that they are working for minimum wage. In 2001, the BC provinclal government increased
minimum wage in BC from $7.60 to $8 per hour. Today In 2010 it Is stiii $8/hour, now the lowest rate in
Canada.” Also In 2001, the BC government Introduced a ‘first job’ or tralning wage of $6 an hour,
which appilles to the first 500 hours worked In any job and applies to all new workers.”?

Not only are these rates low In absolute terms (a fuli-time employee earning minimum wage would
make about $14,000 per year), but the value of minimum wage has deciined over the past 30 years. In
1975 a person earning minimum wage would earn 122% of the poverty line. Today, minimum wage Is
about 80% of the poverty line for a single person.®® Minimum wage has thus not kept pace with
Inflation or cost of living.

C) UNFORTUNATE OR DIFFICULT PERSONAL CIRCUMSTANCE

Sometimes, people are poor because of unfortunate or difficult circumstances beyond their control which
Impact thelr ablility to earn an income. Difficuitles can happen to anyone, but they can leave a person poor
and at risk of homelessness when that person has no forms of support or Income.

These circumstances can Include job loss; long-term unemployment; substance abuse; mental iliness;
physical liiness; disabliity; maritai/family breakdown and violence; chilidhood physical, emotional and
sexual abuse; braln damage through an accidental head injury; belng born with foetal alcohol syndrome;
history of foster, group and Institutional care; neglect In chlidhood; low levels of educatlon; history of
reading and learning difficultles; untreated systemic disease; and many others.

Any number of things can happen, ali of which can Impact a person’s ablilty to earn an Income. This does
not mean that all people experiencing some sort of misfortune wiil be poor. Rather, people who are poor
tend to have had something happen to them that makes it hard for them to earn an Income and afford
housing and, possibly, hard for them to ilve Independently without support services in the housing that is
available to them. These factors can leave them extremely vuinerable to homelessness.

Each misfortune can also lead to, as well exacerbate, others, so that one person can have many factors in
hls or her background that make it more and more difflcuit for the person to earn an Income. The Province
of BC uses the term “Persons with Persistent Muitiple Barrlers” to recognize individuals who are unable to
achleve financlal independence because of specific and severe muitiple barriers to employment.

 Still on Our Streets: Results of the 2008 Metro 3 Homeless Count, C d by the Greater Vancouver Regional
mgsn Committee on Homelassness,
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Please read over the pages on homelessness. Consider EACH of the bolded sections and jot
down key notes in each.

LACK OF INCOME
1) ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

2) GOVERNMENT POLICY

a) Purchasing power has declined

b) Changes in eligibility rules

¢) Low minimum wage



3) UNFORTUNATE OR DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES

1) GOVERNMENT POLICY
a) Federal

b) Provincial

2) PRIVATE HOUSING
a) Condos v. rentals

b) Building booms



¢} Rent control






