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Federal Housing Advocate’s message 

As Canada’s first Federal Housing Advocate, it is my pleasure to present my 2023-2024 Annual 
Report that details the work my office and I did last year.

Our most important role is to listen to people on the front lines of Canada’s housing and 
homelessness crisis, and to amplify their voices to decision-makers. To advocate for systemic 
change so that every person in Canada has their right to housing respected. And to move us 
towards the goal of a safe, affordable, and adequate home for all.

It has been almost five years since the federal government passed the National Housing 
Strategy Act, which recognized housing as a human right in Canada. The Act also established 
accountability mechanisms, like the Federal Housing Advocate, to ensure that this right is 
upheld. 

But it is clear the housing situation in Canada has reached a crisis point. While there has been 
some progress, we have much work ahead of us.

That is because the issues plaguing our housing system are systemic – they are complex, 
intersectional, and can seem overwhelming. Canada is a huge country, where people have 
many diverse housing needs. 

People experiencing homelessness, and those living in inadequate housing, are often in these 
intolerable situations due to systemic issues. The financialization of housing, a serious lack of 
affordable housing, barriers to accessible housing, and systemic discrimination are contributing 
to the situation. For Indigenous peoples, there are often no options for adequate housing 
where they live. For people experiencing homelessness, shelters are limited and not always 
appropriate, and people have resorted to living in encampments because there is nowhere else 
safe to go.

It is heartening to see that the national conversation about housing has evolved to greater 
awareness of people who are in the most disadvantaged housing circumstances. As I talked 
to people across Canada this past year, I saw a shift in empathy. People are beginning to 
understand what a human rights-based approach to housing is, and especially the role of 
governments in making housing accessible for everyone in Canada, not just those who wish to 
buy a home.

Throughout the in-person engagement I’ve had this year, I saw that many people on the ground, 
including municipalities, do not have the resources they need to do the right thing for their 
communities or to enact the system-wide change that is so badly needed.

I also know that there is a gap in information about housing precarity and homelessness in rural, 
remote and Northern settings in Canada. There is a need for more research, direct engagement, 
and public discourse on the realities and solutions for these regions, where the needs are 
different.
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There are ways we can create real and sustainable change, starting with the federal 
government. Today, Canada needs strong federal leadership to fulfil the promise of housing as a 
human right. 

We need leadership and resources at the national level to end inadequate housing and 
homelessness across the entire country. We also need people on the ground in each place to 
take my recommendations, and the initiatives of the federal government, and implement them 
based on what each community needs.

The good news is that governments are starting to listen. Last year, I engaged with the 
federal, provincial, territorial and municipal governments to make progress on these systemic 
issues. This advocacy is not just mine – I am proud to stand alongside Indigenous peoples, 
people experiencing homelessness, and powerful community advocates to co-develop 
recommendations and push for governments to change.

Canada has the capacity to end the housing and homelessness crisis.

It is critical the federal government invests in non-market housing. Public money should be 
used for the public good. The federal government needs to support non-market housing — co-
operative, nonprofit and public housing — that is permanently affordable and accessible.

This requires a human rights approach that puts people first. We must prioritize housing that is 
safe, healthy, and affordable for everyone — from students, to newcomers, to people with low 
incomes. We must prioritize housing for people with disabilities, seniors, and families. And this 
housing must remain affordable in perpetuity, so we don’t find ourselves here again in another 
generation.

This is a complex problem that requires many solutions. All levels of government have a 
role to play in funding and building non-market housing. But the federal government has the 
responsibility to lead the way.

All of us, working together, can make the right to housing real for everyone, by making sure that 
it is a top priority for governments — especially for our federal leadership.

In 2019, with the passing of the National Housing Strategy Act, Canada committed itself to the 
“progressive realization” of the right to housing. It is my sincere hope that this report will help 
the federal government to accelerate that progress. We need everyone at the table to create 
lasting change.

Sincerely, 
Marie-Josée Houle, 
Federal Housing Advocate
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Key issues and actions of 2023–2024

Housing markets have been discussed considerably in the past year by people in Canada, the 
media, Parliamentarians, and the Bank of Canada. However, housing affordability goes beyond 
just interest rates and private home ownership.

People in the most vulnerable circumstances in Canada face multiple, systemic barriers to their 
right to adequate housing. The federal government and decision-makers at all levels have 
a duty to address these systemic issues so that everyone has a safe, secure, affordable and 
dignified place to live. 
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The urgent need for non-market housing
While Canada needs more housing supply across the board, it must be the right type of supply 
that also responds to those in greatest need.

Disadvantaged groups are disproportionately affected by the housing crisis – like people 
who are low-income, racialized, veterans, Indigenous, 2SLGBTQQIA+, seniors, people with 
disabilities, and newcomers, to name a few. They are falling further behind.

Many are clinging to inadequate housing because they have no other choice. Others are one 
missed paycheque away from homelessness. People living in encampments have no other 
place to go.

Investing in non-market housing is the way out of the housing crisis. Public money should 
support non-market housing – cooperative, non-profit, and public housing – that is permanently 
affordable and accessible.

Non-market housing creates permanently affordable, accessible housing to meet the needs 
of a wide range of people. It is the best use of taxpayer dollars for public good in housing, as 
it benefits everyone. Most importantly, non-market housing is not inflationary — it will not raise 
housing prices in the private housing market.

In the last 30 years, Canada stopped investing in non-market housing. This change in priorities 
that has benefited the private housing market – with disadvantaged groups falling further 
behind into precarious and inadequate housing or homelessness.

After decades of federal neglect in social and affordable housing, recent years have seen 
renewed federal investments in housing with the National Housing Strategy and its $82+ billion 
commitment to fixing the housing crisis in Canada. 

But more than half-way into the 10-year Strategy, evidence demonstrates that the vast majority 
of housing produced by National Housing Strategy programs is not affordable or suitable for 
households experiencing homelessness or in core housing need.

Now is the time to align the National Housing Strategy with the National Housing Strategy Act. 
The Strategy must embrace human rights-based approaches that put people first, including 
prioritizing the expansion of non-market housing. 

For example, this can be done by attaching conditions to federal infrastructure funding that 
mandate the creation of non-market housing in new housing projects, and creating a fund for 
non-market and Indigenous housing providers to buy, repair and operate existing buildings.

It is clear that more non-market housing is the answer to restore the health of Canada’s housing 
system.



Using a human rights-based approach to estimate Canada’s supply shortage

In November, a report released by the Federal Housing Advocate’s office used a human rights-
based approach to analyse Canada’s housing supply and found there is a shortage of 4.4 million 
homes that are affordable for people in housing need.

Produced by housing policy expert Carolyn Whitzman, the report applied a human rights-based 
approach to the analysis of housing supply needs in Canada by income category, household 
size and priority population. It also, for the first time, included students, people experiencing 
homelessness, and people living in congregate housing – such as long-term care or supportive 
housing for people with disabilities – in the category of people in “core housing need.”

The figures show a current deficit of 3 million homes for low- and very-low-income households 
in housing need who can only afford less than $1,050 per month, and a further 1.4 million 
missing homes for moderate- and median-income households in housing need. 

In other words, the creation of 4.4 million homes that are permanently affordable and accessible 
represents what is currently needed to restore affordability to Canada’s housing system.

Using a human rights framework to estimate future housing supply need for the next decade, 
the report also projects that Canadians will need an additional 9.6 million new homes in the next 
10 years — with a third of this supply dedicated for very-low to moderate income households. 
Only non-market housing with significant government subsidies can achieve rents low enough 
to meet this need.

The report is a new way of looking at housing supply in Canada. It focuses on the circumstances 
of people who are being most affected by inadequate housing and homelessness, and what 
type of housing supply will actually meet their needs.
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https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/canada-is-missing-4-4-million-affordable-homes-for-people-in-housing-need


Making recommendations to decision-makers

In November 2023 and February 2024, the Federal Housing Advocate appeared before the 
House of Commons Standing Committee on Finance (FINA) to discuss how the government’s 
finance policy can restore affordability to Canada’s housing system.

The Advocate emphasized three key actions the government can take – chief among them that 
the federal government lead the way in creating permanently affordable, accessible non-market 
housing. She also recommended that the federal government implement tax reforms to make 
financialization less profitable and protect renters from cost increases.

To meet the needs of a wide-range of people, the Advocate made the following 
recommendations:

•	 Prioritizing non-market housing investments for the National Housing Strategy’s $82-billion 
budget.

•	 Creating an acquisition fund for non-market and Indigenous housing providers to buy, repair 
and operate existing buildings. 

•	 Attaching conditions to federal infrastructure funding that mandate the creation of non-
market housing in new projects.

•	 Pushing for strong rent stabilization measures and tenant protections across Canada.

•	 Amending federal policies related to pension fund investments and taxation of real estate 
investment trusts.

•	 Collecting better data on financialization.

•	 Providing better accountability when taxpayer funds are spent on incentives to the private 
sector.
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Financialization and the harm it is causing to people in Canada
The “financialization” of housing means that housing is treated as a commodity – a vehicle 
for wealth and investment – rather than a human right and a social good for people and 
communities.

Financialization refers to the growing dominance of financial actors in the housing sector. This 
started in the 1990s when Canada allowed the creation of real estate investment trusts and 
permitted pension funds to invest in financial markets and instruments. 

Financialization treats housing like a financial asset and a tool for investor profits, instead of 
a fundamental human right for everyone. Our research estimates 20-30 % of Canada’s rental 
housing is financialized, with disadvantaged groups most impacted.

How financialization affects housing security

Often, financialization sees large investors buy up affordable apartment buildings. 

Then, these entities turn them into a product for investors. Profit-making strategies for 
financial firms investing in housing involve extracting more from residents, and often involve 
displacement. These firms dramatically increase rents, cut maintenance services, and evict 
existing tenants to grow their profits. 

It is not new these buildings are privately owned. What IS new, is they are owned by large 
institutional investors whose obligation is maximizing returns for shareholders.

Financialization is contributing to housing unaffordability and violating people’s human rights. 
The result of financialization is that disadvantaged groups are forced to spend disproportionate 
amounts of their income on housing and have less money for food, medicine, childcare and 
other needs. Many cannot afford adequate housing of any kind and are faced with the choice of 
living in precarious housing, temporary shelters, or informal encampments.

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/corporate-investment-in-housing-linked-to-unaffordable-rents-evictions-and-long-term-care-deaths-study
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Making recommendations to decision-makers

In May 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate appeared before the Standing Committee on 
Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities 
(HUMA) to speak on the topic of financialization. The Committee’s study was initiated in 
response to research commissioned by the Advocate’s office on this issue, and the researchers 
also joined the committee’s proceedings.

The Advocate emphasized the real harm that financialization is causing to people in Canada by 
denying them their right to housing and by harming affordable housing supply. She spoke about 
the issue of financialization being widespread and the way it has negatively shaped Canada’s 
housing system. She emphasized that financialization is a serious human rights issue that has 
real world consequences. Finally, she told the Committee that curbing financialization is a key 
way that governments can help address Canada’s larger housing crisis.

The Advocate’s primary message to the committee was that all available federal resources must 
be mobilized towards the most disadvantaged groups as a matter of priority, with all appropriate 
means – including policies and legislation – taken to address adequate housing for these 
groups. She also called for a coordinated approach across all levels of government.

The Advocate invited the Committee to look at options such as:

•	 Tracking the ownership of financialized housing stock.

•	 Better monitoring of tenant rights before, during and after the acquisition of property to 
prevent evictions, human rights violations, and harassment. 

•	 Expanding the supply of non-market housing.

•	 Tax reforms that make financialization less profitable, especially for real estate investment 
trusts (REITS).

•	 Regulating the involvement of pension funds that invest in financialization.

https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/financialization-housing-canada-1
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Review panel on financialization

In 2023–2024, the National Housing Council held its first review panel on the financialization of 
housing as a result of the Advocate’s request in 2022. 

The hearings, focused on the Financialization of purpose-built rental housing, examined topics 
such as:

•	 The impact of the financialization of purpose-built rental housing on the enjoyment of the 
human right to adequate housing and its progressive realization.

•	 The federal role on this issue, including laws, policies, programs, regulations, and other 
actions or inactions that may be exacerbating the financialization of purpose-built rental 
housing and the negative impacts associated with it.

•	 Solutions within the jurisdiction of Parliament to address the financialization of housing in 
order to protect the right to adequate housing and advance its progressive realization in 
Canada, which may include opportunities to work with provincial, territorial and municipal 
levels of government to take measures to achieve these ends.

The review panel is an opportunity for public participation, and the hearings included 
organizations with expertise in human rights, members of affected communities and the 
organizations that represent them, and representatives from the rental housing sector in 
Canada. The Federal Housing Advocate contributed written and oral presentations to the 
hearings.

The review panel – made up of three members of the National Housing Council – is expected 
issue a report in 2024 with its opinion and recommended actions that the government of 
Canada should take to address the financialization of housing. The report will be submitted to 
the federal Minister of Housing, Infrastructure and Communities.

Read more about the review panel.

https://nhc-cnl.ca/review-panels/review-2
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Upholding the rights of people living in homeless encampments
One of the most visible and most serious failures of governments to protect the human right to 
adequate housing is a noticeable rise in encampments across Canada.

Encampments are temporary outdoor campsites on public property or privately owned land. 
People living in encampments experience some of the most vulnerable circumstances in 
our society. Many are dealing with the combined effects of the housing crisis, the health 
crisis brought on by the pandemic, and a severe economic downturn. They have often faced 
discrimination linked to the historical legacy of colonialism, racism, sexism, ableism, and other 
forms of marginalization.

The Advocate’s report on encampments, published this year, affirms that First Nations, Inuit 
and Métis people are disproportionately overrepresented among those who experience 
homelessness and are living in encampments. The report calls for immediate solutions to 
support encampment residents, and for governments at all levels to respect Indigenous rights 
as affirmed by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

As well, many social services and shelters are at maximum capacity or are not appropriate for 
the individual needs or circumstances of individuals experiencing homelessness — including 
Two-Spirit, trans, and non-binary people.

Living in encampments, residents frequently experience harassment and violence from police, 
by-law officers, and the public. Most do not have access to basic services like clean water or 
heat. Many have suffered harm or have died as a result of exposure, fire, overdose, and other 
threats to life and safety.

The rise of encampments in Canada is a human rights issue that needs urgent action. All 
levels of government have a responsibility to find permanent, adequate housing solutions for 
everyone experiencing homelessness.
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Listening to residents of encampments

In February 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate launched a review of homeless encampments 
— the first Advocate-led review of a systemic housing issue — to understand the experiences of 
encampment residents across the country and explore potential solutions.

The Advocate released an interim report in October 2023, and a final report in February 2024. 
The interim report summarized the experiences and information shared with the Advocate 
during in-person meetings with encampment residents across the country, and 366 submissions 
received from individuals and organizations between April and July 2023. The final report 
focused on the Advocate’s recommendations to start to solve this crisis.

The interim report reflected the experiences and concerns shared by encampment residents, 
allies, and municipalities. The Advocate heard that there is an urgent need for solutions 
designed and implemented using a human rights-based approach that upholds the human 
rights and dignity of encampment residents while simultaneously addressing the systemic 
failures that are contributing to the situation. People also said many times that there is a need 
to change the conversation about encampments and to recognize that encampments are a 
symptom of systemic failures and not the fault of individuals.

One of the biggest challenges in addressing the issue of encampments is that governments 
have taken a top-down approach that does not include the perspectives, or respect the 
agency, of diverse encampment residents. To address this, the Advocate heard many potential 
solutions directly from the people who have experienced living in encampments. In considering 
these solutions, the complexity of the issues will require a whole-of-government approach. 
For example, municipalities are the first line of response to encampments, but are often not 
empowered and generally not adequately resourced to meet the complex housing and public 
health crises growing in their communities.

The interim report is the foundation for a deeper reflection and engagement with rights holders, 
allies, Indigenous governments and representative organizations as well as provincial, territorial, 
municipal and federal governments. These discussions helped to inform the findings and 
recommendations in the Advocate’s final report.

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/publications/advocates-review-homeless-encampments


Advocating for the rights of residents of encampments

In February 2024, The Advocate released her final report on encampments that called for a 
national response to the human rights crisis facing people living in encampments.

Encampments are not a safe or sustainable solution for housing. For people living in 
encampments, every day is a matter of life and death.

The report examined the factors leading to the rise in encampments across Canada, and 
most importantly, the concrete measures that must be taken by governments to fulfil their 
human rights responsibilities and reduce or eliminate the need for encampments. The report 
included recommendations aimed at the federal government as well as provincial, territorial and 
municipal governments.

The Advocate’s final report issued an urgent call to action to governments at all levels to uphold 
the human rights and right to housing of encampment residents.

The Advocate recommended that the federal government establish a National Encampment 
Response Plan by August 31, 2024. The Plan must drive urgent action at all levels of 
government that will:

•	 Act immediately to save lives, including by ensuring that people living in encampments 
have access to the basic necessities they need to survive and live in dignity. 
 
This includes access to clean water, sanitation, food, heating and cooling, accessibility 
supports, healthcare, and harm reduction. 

•	 End forced evictions of encampments and put in place alternatives that are designed 
following meaningful engagement with encampment residents. 
 
Forced encampment evictions make people more unsafe and expose them to a greater risk 
of harm and violence. The role of police and by-law officers should be de-emphasized in 
responses to encampments. 

•	 Work with all governments and provide support to municipalities. 
 
Immediately convene meetings with provinces, territories, and municipalities to coordinate 
an all-of-government response. Include clear targets and timelines for the National 
Encampments Response Plan. 

•	 Respect the inherent rights of Indigenous Peoples, including those affirmed in UNDRIP. 
Recognize the jurisdiction of Indigenous governments to determine, develop, and administer 
programs and services related to housing and homelessness. First Nations, Inuit and Métis 
governments and representative organizations must be fully supported to develop and 
provide self-determined, culturally appropriate housing and related services and supports, 
including supports in urban centers. 
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https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/publications/upholding-dignity-and-human-rights-federal-housing-advocates-review-homeless


•	 Respect and uphold human rights, including the right to adequate housing. 
 
People living in encampments must play a leading role in decision-making processes that 
affect them. All governments must implement ongoing and meaningful engagement with 
people living in encampments and those who support them. 

•	 Offer people permanent housing options as rapidly as possible. 
 
Immediately develop and fund adequate housing solutions and supports so that people 
living in encampments can be re-housed as rapidly as possible. 

•	 Address the root causes of encampments.

Canada has the capacity to solve this crisis. Encampment residents know what is required 
to meet their most pressing needs. What is lacking is sufficient political will, resources and 
coordination amongst governments, as well as the commitment to meaningfully engage with 
encampment residents.

This national crisis calls for a national response.

The interim and final reports on encampments are the first Advocate-led review of a systemic 
housing issue – a historic moment for advancing the human right to housing in Canada.
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The right to housing for Indigenous peoples
Across what is now Canada, Indigenous peoples including First Nations, Inuit, and Métis face 
long-standing challenges to accessing all elements of the human right to adequate housing. 
This is due to on-going colonial violence, racism, a lack of recognition and support for self-
determined housing and other inherent rights, and a lack of long-term federal funding that is 
substantial enough to address housing need. 

Indigenous peoples have an inherent right to self-government and the control of housing 
programs. The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (UNDRIPA) 
commits Canada’s federal government to achieving full implementation by ensuring federal 
laws, regulations, and policies are consistent with the rights set out in the declaration.

Despite this commitment enshrined in UNDRIPA, Indigenous peoples are experiencing a 
housing crisis, which is by definition a violation of their human rights. 

It is important to recognize the colonial policies and systems that perpetuate dispossession and 
violence for Indigenous peoples, leading to homelessness and inadequate housing. Indigenous 
peoples are not homogeneous, and First Nations, Inuit, and Métis communities and individuals 
face different housing challenges. What they have in common is that systemic issues of housing 
precarity — both on treaty lands and traditional territories and in other rural and urban areas — 
are affected by a history of colonialism, genocidal federal policies of the past, forced relocation, 
and on-going colonial violence and exclusion, like the child welfare system.

The Advocate and her office are working alongside First Nations, Inuit and Métis leadership to 
highlight the issues faced by Indigenous communities across the country, as well as monitor the 
implementation of the joint recommendations we make. 
 

Advocating alongside Indigenous peoples

In 2023-2024, the Federal Housing Advocate worked with Indigenous leadership and 
communities to document their most urgent housing needs and to call for government action to 
address them.

 



Nunatsiavut and Nunavut

The housing crisis faced by Inuit is the direct result of colonialism and a staggering failure by 
successive federal, provincial, and territorial governments over many decades to invest in and 
respect the human right to adequate housing of Inuit. 

In November 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate launched a report on Inuit housing 
conditions in partnership with the leadership of Nunatsiavut and Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. (NTI) to 
highlight the dire need for solutions to the housing crisis in Inuit communities.

The report followed the Advocate’s visit to Nunatsiavut, an autonomous area claimed by 
the Labrador Inuit, and Nunavut in October 2022, where she heard directly from community 
members about the housing crisis. Many people told her how current housing conditions are 
directly tied to histories of forced displacement and colonial violence, as well as decades of 
government underfunding and neglect.

In launching the report, which contained co-developed recommendations to governments, the 
Advocate and Inuit leadership met with the federal government and the Newfoundland and 
Labrador provincial government to drive action on solutions. Discussions with the Nunavut 
territorial government are expected to take place later in 2024.

The Advocate told the federal government that a severe shortage of adequate housing means 
that many in Nunatsiavut and Nunavut have no access to housing at all. Some have been 
on housing waitlists for years. The extent of homelessness is masked by the high levels of 
overcrowding and in the number of Inuit who are forced to leave their home communities. 

Inuit who do have housing are often denied security of tenure. According to the Nunatsiavut 
Executive Council, 78 percent of the population cannot access home insurance. Inuit in both 
regions face a lack of access to financial services in general, with high mortgage costs and 
predatory lending leading to debt, default, and loss of homes. 

Initial responses to this work are encouraging, with the governments of Nunavut and 
Newfoundland and Labrador agreeing with the recommendations and agreeing to expand 
housing opportunities for Inuit.
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https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/new-report-highlights-need-for-urgent-investment-in-housing-for-nunatsiavut-and-nunavut
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/new-report-highlights-need-for-urgent-investment-in-housing-for-nunatsiavut-and-nunavut
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Métis Nation – Saskatchewan 

Many Métis in Saskatchewan are disproportionately represented in the unhoused and 
precariously housed population.

In July 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate was invited by Métis Nation – Saskatchewan 
(MN-S) to focus on the local housing and homelessness systems. She visited communities and 
met with organizations working to address pressing housing needs in the homeland of the 
Saskatchewan Métis.

The Advocate met with many Métis in Saskatchewan experiencing extreme poverty and 
trauma – the result of systemic racism entrenched in public institutions, colonialism, and 
forcible displacement. She heard about the toll that severed cultural connections have had 
on communities due to residential schools, the 60s Scoop, and continued disproportionate 
numbers of child apprehensions. The high rates of addiction and violence people experience 
in these communities are a direct result of systemic racism deeply embedded in government 
institutions.

The housing in Métis settlements varies widely in quality and habitability. Many homes are older 
and are in need of expensive maintenance and capital repairs. For example, the exorbitant cost 
to heat these homes, compared to those in the province’s large urban centres, is the result of 
two issues: the cost of electricity is much higher for people in the province’s remote areas; and 
the homes themselves are in dire need of capital upgrades to minimize heat loss.

As a result, the Advocate and Métis Nation – Saskatchewan are collaborating on a systemic 
review of the Métis experience with housing conditions, housing precarity and homelessness in 
Métis settlements across the province of Saskatchewan. The report is expected to be delivered 
to the federal government next year. 
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Barriers to housing for women and gender-diverse people
In Canada, women, Two-Spirit, trans and non-binary people face unique, gendered barriers to 
adequate housing. Often, these barriers force many to rely on dangerous survival strategies or 
remain in abusive situations to keep a roof over their heads. 

Cisgender, transgender, and other diverse women share many specific housing challenges, 
including gender-based discrimination and misogyny, disproportionate experiences of sexual 
and intimate partner violence, the gendered wage gap, and an increased likelihood that they 
are heading a single-parent household.

Indigenous women, as well as Two-Spirit and gender diverse Indigenous people, experience 
the acute shortage of adequate housing on reserve as well as unique barriers to housing off-
reserve.

Meanwhile, Two-Spirit, trans, non-binary, and other gender-diverse people are over-represented 
in almost all aspects of housing insecurity, homelessness, and poverty, as well as associated 
violence and trauma. Emergency shelters frequently exclude people who are who are gender-
diverse because they are designed based on gender-binaries, and gender-diverse people often 
experience transphobia, homophobia, and discrimination in a shelter environment.

What these diverse groups of people have in common is the discrimination and lack of safety 
they experience in accessing affordable and suitable rental housing, and barriers to gender 
inclusive shelters and services in the homelessness or gender-based violence sectors.

Eliminating gendered homelessness will require targeted resources and self-determined 
solutions to address intersectional systemic housing issues for women and gender-diverse 
people.
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Advocating for adequate housing for women and gender-diverse people

In May 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate requested that the National Housing Council 
establish a review panel to hold a hearing on the failure to prevent and eliminate homelessness 
amongst women and gender-diverse people, particularly Indigenous women, trans, gender-
diverse, and Two-Spirit people. The Advocate’s request was based on submissions to the 
Advocate by the National Indigenous Feminist Housing Working Group and the Women’s 
National Housing and Homelessness Network. The National Housing Council is expected to 
launch the review panel in 2024.

This review panel will examine why homelessness among women and gender-diverse people 
continues to worsen. In keeping with the requirements of the National Housing Strategy Act, the 
review panel will involve public participation of rights holders most directly affected by systemic 
issues such as Indigenous women, Two-Spirit and gender diverse people, and others.

Made of up of three members of the National Housing Council, the review panel will issue a 
report to the government of Canada with recommendations to address the failure to eliminate 
homelessness amongst women and gender-diverse people.

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/federal-housing-advocate-requests-review-into-the-failure-to-eliminate-homelessness-amongst-women-and-gender-diverse-people
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/federal-housing-advocate-requests-review-into-the-failure-to-eliminate-homelessness-amongst-women-and-gender-diverse-people
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The right to adequate housing for people with disabilities
Access to housing is a human right. It means more than just having somewhere to live. For 
people with disabilities, it also means getting to choose where to live. It means having a home 
that is safe and accessible. It means having access to supports to be able to live independently 
and with dignity. 

People with disabilities in Canada face many barriers to housing. Many people with disabilities 
are forced to live in institutions. Others can’t get the supports they need to live independently 
or can’t find safe and accessible homes. Some are struggling to pay their rent. Often, people 
with disabilities can experience homelessness because of these barriers. There are even cases 
where people with disabilities are choosing Medical Assistance in Dying (MAiD) because they 
can’t access housing that meets their needs. This needs to change. 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) states that people 
with disabilities should have equal access to housing and that they have the right to live 
independently and be included in their communities. Canada has agreed to follow the CRPD. 
Meanwhile, Canada agrees that everyone has the right to housing that is safe, accessible, 
affordable and inclusive. This right is included in the National Housing Strategy Act.

The Canadian Human Rights Commission is responsible for monitoring how Canada is putting 
the CRPD into action, and identifying what barriers still remain for people with disabilities. The 
Federal Housing Advocate is responsible for ensuring Canada upholds and makes progress on 
the human right to housing for everyone in Canada. 

Monitoring framework

In 2023–2024, the Federal Housing Advocate worked with the National Monitoring Mechanism 
for the CRPD at the Canadian Human Rights Commission to develop a framework to monitor the 
right to housing for people with disabilities in Canada.

The Commission and the Advocate’s office have developed a comprehensive framework to 
track existing data, policy efforts, and government resources to get a clearer picture of this 
issue. The monitoring framework is the first of its kind in the world, and was developed with 
input from people with disabilities and people with lived experience of homelessness and 
inadequate housing.

The framework will help to better understand this problem and to help find solutions. The goal is 
to identify barriers that people with disabilities face while trying to get their housing needs met. 
It will also monitor what steps Canada is taking to improve this situation. This information will 
help to advocate for positive change. 

Learn more about the monitoring framework and findings.

https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/resources/ending-ones-life-must-be-a-true-and-informed-choice
https://www.chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/resources/monitoring-the-right-housing-people-disabilities


Listening and learning

Listening to people is an important part of what we do at the Federal Housing Advocate’s 
office. It helps us understand what problems are affecting people when it comes to housing and 
homelessness. It also helps to come up with solutions that meet people’s needs.

Using the Federal Housing Advocate’s online submission tool, anyone in Canada who has faced 
inadequate housing or homelessness can make a submission and tell the Advocate about 
their experience. Organizations can also use the online submission platform to submit relevant 
information to the Advocate.

While the Advocate does not provide remedies for individual cases, the submission process will 
help the Advocate to amplify the voices and experiences of people who have been impacted by 
inadequate housing and homelessness.

Since April 1, 2023, the Advocate received 37 submissions from individuals who have 
experienced inadequate housing and homelessness. In addition, 13 organizations also shared 
their experiences.

In addition to the general online submission process, last year, we created a new tool to invite 
submissions on the topic of encampments to help inform the Advocate’s review of this issue. We 
received over 350 submissions from people and organizations in Canada with experience of 
encampments.

All of these submissions will help the Advocate better understand systemic housing issues 
in Canada and have been acknowledged here to amplify the voices of those impacted by 
inadequate housing and homelessness, as well as to inform our work on key issues.

20

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/people-in-canada-can-now-share-systemic-housing-and-homelessness-experiences-with-the-federal-housing-advocate
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Submissions regarding homeless encampments
Since the launch of the encampment review in April 2023, 322 people who have lived in 
homeless encampments made a submission to the Federal Housing Advocate about their 
experiences. In addition, 53 organizations shared their experiences and observations. These 
include front line workers, city officials and workers, advocates, and community members. We 
received submissions from most provinces and territories, but the majority came from British 
Columbia (146), Ontario (120), Quebec (44), New Brunswick (19) and Alberta (11). 

Here is a summary of the key issues we heard about:

•	 A lack of basic services: Numerous participants spoke about the fact they have no place to 
shower, use the bathroom, access clean water, or store their belongings. 
 
In addition, participants spoke of the lack of access to food, clothing, garbage removal, tents 
or tarps to protect themselves from the cold, blankets, first aid supplies, needle disposals, 
cooking equipment, places to do laundry, fire extinguishers and electricity.  

•	 Evictions and clearances: We heard about the negative experiences of people living in 
encampments with evictions and clearances. This includes the routine seizure and disposal 
of people’s possessions — including their identification, tents, photo albums, money, and 
clothing — and displacing people from their temporary shelters without providing adequate 
alternatives. 
 
In many of the encampment evictions and clearances, residents face cruel, inhumane, 
and degrading treatment from city workers, by-law officers, and police. Many participants 
reported negative experiences with violence, harassment, bullying, and constant 
incarceration threats from by-law officers and police. Many outreach workers and 
organizations mentioned how police invoke a trauma response in many people who are or 
have been experiencing homelessness. 
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•	 Inadequate emergency shelters: Many participants deplored the lack of capacity of shelters, 
as well as the barriers that make shelters inappropriate and inaccessible for many people 
experiencing homelessness. Many described shelters not maintaining dignified living 
conditions, such as personal privacy or ways of locking valuable belongings. Emergency 
shelters with strict rules also restrict freedom of movement and limit access to support 
such as friends and family. In addition, shelters are not pet friendly. Many of the participants 
claimed they face serious safety issues while living in shelters. Participants often compared 
shelters to prisons. 
 
Shelters provide a critical service, but they are underfunded, are operating over capacity, 
and staff turnover rates are high. Many also reported a lack of emergency resources for 
women and 2SLGBTQQAI+ people. Traditional resources require gendered classification 
according to the data on identity cards. Several interviews shed light on the fact that there 
are not enough safe places for women, gender diverse people and people fleeing violence. 

•	 Safety and security: Participants shared stories and incidents in encampments where 
they experienced violence and threats to their safety. Many also spoke about their living 
conditions such as the harsh winter months and danger from fires.  
 
At the same time, these participants defined encampments as the safest place there is 
for them. They acknowledged the violence in encampments, but also recognized greater 
violence while being alone on the streets or in certain temporary housing, such as shelters 
and single-room occupancies. More importantly, they see encampments as a place that 
provides community, support, and safety. 

•	 Health, mental health, and addiction issues: Some participants shared their stories of how 
they became homeless, including evictions by landlords, being thrown out of the family 
home, domestic violence, problems with addictions, abusive families, being discharged by 
correctional facilities or hospitals without support, poverty and depression, and more.  
 
Participants now living in encampments faced and are still facing trauma or mental illnesses 
without access to treatment or support. The lack of addiction, mental health and community 
services create barriers to these individuals. 
 
Many participants also talk about the level of stress and anxiety they face while living 
outside. An encampment under constant threat of eviction or faced with hostility puts its 
residents under a lot of pressure, which damages their physical and mental health. 
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•	 Discrimination and harassment from the public: Participants made 60 references to feeling 
constantly judged, discriminated against, and harassed on the street or in stores by the 
public and by the police or other authorities.  
 
Some participants who have lived experience in encampments say that they are constantly 
seen as criminals by the public for being poor or homeless and that the police are 
incriminating homeless people for living in poverty. Many spoke about being falsely accused 
of stealing in stores and restaurants for being homeless. 
 
The growing hatred towards encampment residents has also been reported to be more 
and more present on social media and in mainstream media. People are posting pictures of 
people experiencing homelessness in encampments without consent.  

•	 A sense of community and belonging: Forty-one participants expressed that they see 
encampments as a place that provides community, support, and safety for most of the 
people living in them. 
 
Encampment residents establish a care network outside of traditional systems – they 
are able to share their resources, cook together and rely on each other to survive every 
day. People experiencing homelessness develop a deep sense of safety, community and 
freedom in encampments which cannot be found elsewhere while being homeless.  
 
A participant shared the following statement: “I was homeless for 8 years. Without the 
support of my peers, I would not be alive today, the encampment community gave me a 
sense of belonging. We would listen and take care of one another.” 

•	 Lack of assistance and wrap-around services: There were more than 30 references made 
regarding the lack of assistance and wrap-around services in and around encampments. 
Participants who would like to find housing are struggling to find help or are on waiting lists 
for housing. Participants also mention the lack of social, health, mental and legal support 
they would need.  
 
Sometimes services are available, however, people living in encampments frequently 
become displaced from the services they need, including during encampment evictions. 
This makes services inaccessible by a walking distance, especially if they have to carry their 
belongings. Several interviews shed light on the fact that people do not know where or how 
to get the help they need. 



24

Participants also suggested several solutions, including:

•	 Meaningful engagement: We found over 70 references of participants claiming they would 
like to see their rights upheld, and they want their opinions, their privacy and autonomy 
respected. 

•	 Access to land and basic services: Over 160 references were made by participants 
regarding the need for basic services such as clean water, washrooms, showers, hygiene 
products, garbage removal, storage lockers, kitchen facilities, warm clothes – especially 
during winter – electricity, and access to land. These services should also be available 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week, and especially throughout the night when residents most need 
it. 

•	 Ceasing evictions and clearances: People living in encampments rely on each other 
and community outreach to survive from day to day. Police break up these life-saving 
connections when they dismantle their campsites, also often inflicting abuse and physical 
harm on the unhoused community.  
 
Some of the solutions include putting together urgent housing responses in cities and 
towns to support people out of unsheltered homelessness. Outreach workers and front-line 
workers should assist people living in encampments if a relocation of the encampment is 
necessary. The police should not be involved.  

•	 Health, mental health and addiction support and services: Among the 330 participants, 
we found 109 references for more mental health support, access to health care, overdose 
management (like naloxone), trauma recovery, substance use support, or forms of protection 
from the extreme cold and extreme heat.  
 
This support would allow people to create a safe environment for themselves and others, 
and allow cities to actively work on the lack of clean and supportive housing, overdose crisis, 
and safety. Others expressed their desire to be connected to a mental health team and 
nurse practitioners. 

•	 More wrap-around services and front-line workers: Ensuring an integrated response 
between health and housing systems to address encampments and homelessness overall 
is essential to successful housing stability. Social assistance rates need to be increased to 
meet people’s basic needs. Social support and community are required each day to help 
people experiencing homelessness navigate barriers. Skilled community workers with 
access to appropriate supports are needed – and permanent housing is needed first and 
foremost.
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Speaking out 

The Advocate and her office speak out so that people in Canada, decision-makers, and 
advocates across the country can join us in making change to systemic housing issues across 
the country. The Advocate also amplifies the voices of people experiencing homelessness and 
inadequate housing so that their perspectives are heard.

This year, we raised awareness and amplified people’s experiences by speaking out in the 
media, online, and in-person. 

In the news
Last year, the Federal Housing Advocate appeared in over 400 media pieces across television, 
radio and print. 

Yes, you should be angry about homeless encampments

In February 2024, the Federal Housing Advocate published an opinion piece in the Ottawa 
Citizen, urging respect and understanding when it comes to encampments in Canada. 
Homelessness is not new. But a human rights approach to it is. That is how Canada will make a 
lasting difference to solve homelessness.

The Advocate called for the federal government to implement an urgent, national response to 
encampments by August 31, 2024. The response must be based on upholding people’s human 
rights. What we need to do is listen to the people in encampments to make sure we’re meeting 
their needs and finding them permanent, adequate housing. What we need is coordination, new 
resources and political will. We need everyone at the table. The time for action is now.

Read the full article: Houle: Yes, you should be angry about homeless encampments. 

Prioritizing people over profit is the way forward on the housing crisis

In September 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate published an opinion piece in the Toronto 
Star, calling on the federal government to take the lead on creating housing that prioritizes 
people’s human right to housing over profit. Investing in non-market housing is the way out of 
the housing crisis.

The Advocate recommended that the National Housing Strategy’s $82-billion-dollar suite of 
programs should prioritize the construction of non-market housing. Specifically, she advised the 
federal government to create a fund for non-market and Indigenous housing providers to buy, 
repair, and operate existing buildings. And lastly, the federal government must attach conditions 
to federal infrastructure funding that mandate the creation of non-market housing in new 
housing projects.

Read the full article: Prioritizing people over profit is the way forward on the housing crisis.

https://ottawacitizen.com/opinion/houle-yes-you-should-be-angry-about-homeless-encampments
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/prioritizing-people-over-profit-is-the-way-forward-on-the-housing-crisis/article_4964226a-876c-5639-aa88-c53704b2e713.html


Federal Housing Advocate’s final report calls for national response to the crisis of 
encampments

In February 2024, the Federal Housing Advocate launched a final report on encampments 
in Canada that called for a national response to the human rights crisis facing encampment 
residents.

The Advocate has recommended that the federal government establish a National 
Encampments Response Plan by August 31, 2024. The plan must drive urgent action at all levels 
of government that will act immediately to save lives, end forced evictions of encampments, 
work with all governments, respect human rights and Indigenous rights, offer people permanent 
housing options as rapidly as possible, and address the root causes of encampments.

This national crisis calls for a national response.

As a result, the report was featured in more than 50 news stories so far across the country by 
major news outlets. This high-visibility coverage of the report reached a significant number of 
people across Canada to raise awareness of human rights and encampments.

Read the full news release: Federal Housing Advocate’s final report calls for national response 
to the crisis of encampments.
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Making connections
Last year, the Federal Housing Advocate attended 124 events across Canada, which included 
giving speeches, engaging with stakeholders, or conducting site visits. 

Engaging with other organizations in the housing and homelessness sector helps the Federal 
Housing Advocate make real connections with people and combine our advocacy efforts. 
Last year, the Advocate spoke at more than 15 events, where she touched on key themes of 
advocacy, housing as a human right, and collaboration at all levels to develop solutions. 

Here are just a few:

•	 The Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing Symposium

•	 Housing on the Hill Day, an event on Parliament Hill that brings together people on the front 
lines of the housing crisis with MPs and policymakers.

•	 The Assembly of First Nations – British Columbia

•	 John Humphrey Centre for Peace and Human Rights

•	 The Progressive Senate Group

•	 A virtual panel on a National Encampment Response Plan with the National Right to Housing 
Network

https://housingrights.ca/encampments-in-canada/


National Housing Day 

On National Housing Day, November 22, 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate held an online 
event, How to Make the Best of Public Money for Public Good, to provide an in-depth 
examination of human rights-based solutions to housing supply.

The Advocate was joined by a group of expert speakers:

•	 Dr. Carolyn Whitzman, housing rights advocate, researcher, and professor at University of 
Ottawa

•	 Margaret Pfoh, CEO of the Aboriginal Housing Management Association

•	 Stéphan Corriveau, Executive Director of the Community Housing Transformation Centre

•	 Olga Tasci, CEO of the Agency for Co-operative Housing 

The virtual panel provided an important discussion about using human rights and Indigenous 
rights frameworks to illustrate why non-market housing is so important. 
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The panellists also provided concrete examples and solutions to bring to duty-bearers to 
develop non-market housing solutions – including ensuring we have the right kind of housing 
supply that is permanently affordable. 

A report on what we heard from the panel was developed to provide advice in line with human 
rights standards to contribute to policy conversations on scaling up non-market housing.

It is hoped that this report can be used as a tool to engage directly with more non-market 
experts on how governments can support Canada’s non-market sector for long-term success. 
That includes efforts to:

•	 scale up non-market housing to match the level of other OEDC countries and begin to meet 
the needs of people in Canada;

•	 maintain the physical assets as well as general capacity; and,

•	 open pathways through changes in legislation and policy to allow the sector to further scale 
up without always relying on government financial support to do so.

These efforts to scale-up non-market housing must be prioritized at all levels of government, 
with strong leadership provided by the federal Minister of Housing, Infrastructure, and 
Communities. This should include substantial federal funding for provinces and territories to 
urgently prioritize and develop non-market housing suitable for their jurisdictions.

Read the full report: What We Heard – Non-market housing as a solution to the housing crisis.

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/publications/what-we-heard-non-market-housing-solution-housing-crisis
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Holding decision-makers to account
Last year, the Advocate and her office monitored how governments across Canada are 
implementing and upholding the right to adequate housing. The Advocate wrote letters of 
concern and engaged with federal, provincial, territorial, and municipal governments across 
Canada to advocate for housing as a human right. Often, we engaged with decision-makers 
when people’s human rights were at risk of being violated. The Advocate’s message continues 
to be that governments at all levels are obligated to uphold the right to housing. 

To Mayor Yu of Prince George regarding centralized homeless encampment at Moccasin 
Flats

In April 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate wrote an open letter to Prince George, British 
Columbia’s Mayor Simon Yu, regarding a new by-law under consideration by City Council to 
establish a centralized homeless encampment at Moccasin Flats. She observed that the process 
and proposal did not conform to international human rights standards by ensuring meaningful 
engagement with encampment residents. As the majority of residents are Indigenous, she also 
called on the entire city council to uphold inherent Indigenous rights as per the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 

In her letter, the Advocate called on the Mayor and Council to:

•	 Vote against the current by-law proposal and explore alternative solutions;

•	 Recognize the distinct rights of Indigenous peoples, particularly BC’s First Nations and Métis 
peoples, and include them in the development of policy approaches to encampments;

•	 Undertake a meaningful process of engagement with the encampment residents, the BC 
Assembly of First Nations and other stakeholders before adopting any decisions that affect 
them;

•	 Provide encampment residents with access to basic services such as clean water, sanitation 
facilities, electricity and heat; and

•	 De-emphasize the use of law enforcement as the primary response to encampments. 

Read the full open letter – Prince George.

 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/open-letter-prince-george
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To Mayor Sim of Vancouver regarding escalation of East Hastings Street decampment

In May 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate wrote an open letter to Mayor Ken Sim of 
Vancouver, British Columbia, regarding escalation of the East Hastings Street decampment. 
She pointed out that that international human rights law clearly states that forced evictions of 
encampments, including forcing people to move from an encampment to a shelter, SRO, or 
“supportive” housing which is not adequate, constitutes a violation of human rights, including 
Indigenous rights as per UNDRIP.

The Advocate called on Mayor Sim and Vancouver City Council to:

•	 Immediately cease the forced eviction of encampment residents;

•	 Adopt a human rights-based approach to dealing with encampments, guided by the former 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing’s National Protocol;

•	 Undertake a meaningful process of engagement with the encampment residents, community 
organizations and stakeholders before adopting any decisions that affect them;

•	 Provide encampment residents with access to basic services such as clean water, sanitation 
facilities, electricity and heat; and

•	 Cease reliance on law enforcement as the primary response to encampments. 

Read the full open letter – Vancouver.

 
To Mayor Nuttall of Barrie on requiring permits for encampments on public land

In June 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate wrote an open letter to Barrie, Ontario, Mayor Alex 
Nuttal regarding his direction (with city council approval) to use changes to the city’s by-laws 
in order to prohibit the use or distribution of tents or tarps in public parks or on public lands 
without a permit and to prohibit the distribution of food and grocery products in public spaces 
without the use of a permit. These measures would severely restrict access to basic shelter and 
food for people living in local homeless encampments and, as such, are in direct contravention 
of international human rights standards. She reminded the Mayor and council that the 
National Housing Strategy Act recognizes that housing is a fundamental human right and that 
housing is essential to the inherent dignity and well-being of the person, and that all Canadian 
municipalities have a responsibility to uphold the human rights of people living in encampments.

The Advocate specifically called on Mayor Nuttall and Barrie City Council to:

•	 Immediately cease the move towards prohibitions of tents, tarps and food in parks and 
public spaces without a permit;

•	 Adopt a human rights-based approach to dealing with encampments, guided by the former 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing’s National Protocol for 
Homeless Encampments in Canada;

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/node/64
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•	 Undertake a meaningful process of engagement with the encampment residents, community 
organizations and stakeholders before adopting any decisions that affect them; and

•	 Provide encampment residents with access to basic services such as clean water, sanitation 
facilities, electricity and heat. 

Read the full open letter – Barrie.

 
To Minister Sean Fraser and Minister Kamal Khera on universal design and accessible 
housing

In January 2024, the Federal Housing Advocate wrote an open letter to Minister Sean 
Fraser, Minister of Housing, Infrastructure and Communities, and Kamal Khera, Minister of 
Diversity, Inclusion and Persons with Disabilities, regarding the need for universal design to be 
incorporated into future building plans to address Canada’s housing crisis.

The Advocate wrote this letter in light of the government’s announcement on December 12, 
2023, it would develop a catalogue of pre-approved blueprint designs for homebuilders to 
address Canada’s housing crisis.

Canada does not currently have an adequate supply of accessible or easily adaptable housing. 
The Advocate urged the Government of Canada to:

•	 Ensure that all the options provided to builders in the catalogue of blueprints are based on 
universal design principles and are either accessible or adaptable; and

•	 Expand the accessibility and adaptability requirements in the National Building Code so that 
all future dwellings are built without barriers. 

This is essential to ensure that all people in Canada have access to a range of housing options 
that meet their accessibility needs and that allow them to age in place.

Read the full open letter – universal design and accessible housing.

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/open-letter-barrie-city-council
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/open-letter-universal-design-and-accessible-housing


34

Emerging priorities

The housing landscape in Canada is always changing. The job of the Federal Housing Advocate 
is to ensure that change is moving in the right direction – upholding the human right to housing 
for every person in Canada.

While much progress has been made to address the most urgent housing issues facing people 
in Canada, there are many more systemic issues to address, such as:

•	 Homelessness of Canada’s veterans

•	 Security of tenure for vulnerable groups

•	 Gaps in First Nations housing conditions

•	 Rural, remote and northern housing challenges

•	 The right to housing for resettled refugees and asylum claimants 

•	 Ensuring accessible and inclusive housing for all

•	 Financialization of seniors housing and long-term care

•	 The link between our judicial system and homelessness 

Assessing and evaluating these issues and others will be an ongoing process for the Advocate, 
with priorities determined by the most urgent needs. There is much more work to do. As long as 
there is housing injustice in Canada, our advocacy will continue.

Here is more on two areas that the Advocate and her office are already starting to explore as 
the topic of future work.
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Homelessness experienced by Canada’s veterans
Veterans are a distinct group of people with unique housing needs and challenges. Veterans 
Affairs Canada considers any former member of the Canadian Armed Forces who successfully 
underwent basic training and is honourably discharged to be a veteran.1  

The estimated number of veterans experiencing homelessness across Canada varies from 
2,400 to 10,000. The fact that no one has accurate information about the extent of this issue 
is part of the problem. Veterans Affairs Canada’s 2018 report “Everyone Counts”2 revealed 
that at that time, veterans account for approximately 4.4 per cent of individuals experiencing 
homelessness in Canada. 

With fragmented and siloed support programs across the country, poor understanding of the 
scale of the issue, and the incredibly diverse nature of the causes and experiences of veteran 
homelessness, there is a need to better define the issue to be able to remedy it.

In 2023, the federal government released a $79.4 million Veteran Homelessness Program, 
establishing two funding streams to support civil society and subnational governments to 
provide rent supplements, deliver social services, and improve research. However, it is not 
clear that more money – without clear federal leadership and coordination – will bring about 
meaningful change. 

Advocating for veterans experiencing homelessness

In July, a report prepared for the Federal Housing Advocate by the Max Bell School of Public 
Policy at McGill University in Montréal, Quebec, provided policy options that our office 
recommended to all the relevant federal departments.

The report, Addressing veteran homelessness in Canada, found that there remains a lack of 
federal departmental leadership on the issue of veteran homelessness, that there are significant 
discrepancies in the reported numbers and identities of veterans experiencing homelessness, 
that existing services do not meet the needs of women and gender-diverse veterans 
experiencing homelessness, and that there is inadequate support for veterans in their transition 
to civilian life and for veterans-serving organizations.

The report’s recommendations included the following objectives:

•	 That Veterans Affairs Canada take primary leadership on veteran homelessness

•	 To achieve a shared and accurate understanding of homelessness among veterans in 
Canada

•	 To build pathways for veterans to access immediate housing supports

•	 To increase and support veteran-specific housing supply

1 https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/about-vac/what-we-do/mandate
2 https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/housing-and-home-life/at-risk-housing/homeless/activities

https://www.mcgill.ca/maxbellschool/policy-lab-2023/veteran-homelessness
https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/about-vac/what-we-do/mandate
https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/housing-and-home-life/at-risk-housing/homeless/activities
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Security of tenure in Canada
Everyone has a right to a home, where they know they can stay long-term without being 
displaced. This is known as security of tenure, and it is an essential part of the human right to 
adequate housing.

Denying security of tenure to tenants, Indigenous Peoples, racialized communities, people with 
disabilities, and encampment residents undermines Canada’s commitment to the progressive 
realization of the right to housing, as defined in Canada’s National Housing Strategy. 

To better understand the diverse issues around security of tenure, and hear from the groups of 
people most affected, in January 2024 the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate released a 
series of seven reports by legal experts.

The reports focus on:

•	 The Right to Counsel for Tenants Facing Eviction 

•	 International Jurisprudence 

•	 Eviction and International Obligations 

•	 Race and Security of Housing 

•	 Systemic Barriers for First Nations People 

•	 Issues for Persons with Disabilities 

•	 Federal Obligations and Encampments: Security of Tenure in Canada 

The reports conclude that when it comes to eviction, Canada is not applying fundamental 
human rights principles nor fulfilling its legal obligations. For example, in Canada, it is not 
uncommon for a family to be evicted for being a month behind – or less – on rent, rather than 
be offered a fair repayment plan. Additionally, only a minority of tenants facing eviction have 
access to legal representation, despite the potentially unlawful and life-changing experience of 
losing their homes.

The reports also confirmed systemic discrimination causes disproportionate experiences of 
evictions for Indigenous people, Black and racialized people, people with disabilities, low-
income households, and others. This contravenes existing national and provincial human rights 
legislation.

The Federal Housing Advocate will continue to commission research into this issue, intervene 
in hearings, and craft recommendations to the federal government to call for governments and 
others to respect everyone’s right to security of tenure in Canada.  

https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/security-tenure-reports
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/right-counsel-tenants-facing-eviction-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/international-jurisprudence-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/eviction-and-international-obligations-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/race-and-security-housing-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/systemic-barriers-first-nations-people-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/issues-persons-disabilities-security-tenure-canada
https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/federal-obligations-and-encampments-security-tenure-canada


37

Recommendations to Parliament  
– April 30, 2024

The Federal Housing Advocate is responsible for making recommendations to improve 
Canada’s housing laws, policies and programs so that they enable people and families to access 
to adequate, affordable and safe housing that meets their needs. 

Canada’s housing and homelessness emergency will only be addressed when governments 
commit to meaningful, effective action that upholds the human right to adequate housing. The 
federal government must lead the way on implementing effective measures that strengthen 
Canada’s housing system and lift people out of homelessness. 

Canada needs political will, commitment, and coordination at all levels of government to create 
lasting change. It is going to take an all-of-government approach to implement the human right 
to housing, and the federal government must lead the way.

This 2023–2024 Annual Report is made available to other Members of Parliament, as well as 
stakeholders and the Canadian public at large to provide a better understanding of the right to 
housing, the office’s activities, and specific recommendations. 

The Federal Housing Advocate reports annually to the Minister responsible for housing and can 
also submit recommendations at any time to the Minister, who is required to respond within 120 
days of receiving those reports. 

The Federal Housing Advocate calls upon the Minister of Housing, Infrastructure and 
Communities of Canada, the Prime Minister, other members of Cabinet and the Government 
of Canada to recognize and implement the following recommendations.
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National Housing Strategy Act
Adequate housing for all

Under the 2019 National Housing Strategy Act, all levels of government are legally obligated to 
promote, protect and fulfill the human right to adequate housing for all people, and particularly 
those who are experiencing homelessness and housing precarity. 

The Advocate calls on the Prime Minister, Minister of Housing, Infrastructure, and Communities, 
Finance Minister, other members of Cabinet, and all Parliamentarians to implement the human 
right to adequate housing, as legislated in the 2019 National Housing Strategy Act.

The Advocate calls on all levels of government to comprehensively integrate the human right to 
adequate housing in all government decisions relating to housing, including strategic policies 
and plans, briefing materials, Treasury Board submissions, and drafting instructions for new 
laws, building on lessons from the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples Act and Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+). 

Uphold the inherent rights of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis people

The federal government must uphold the inherent rights of First Nations, Inuit and Métis people 
with regards to housing, as articulated under the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous People Act. 

In relation to housing, the federal government must respect key provisions, including rights to 
self-determination (Article 3); to develop and administer housing plans and programs (Article 
23); rights to land, territories and resources Indigenous people have traditionally owned, 
occupied, used or acquired (Article 26); and the right to not be forcibly removed from lands or 
territories and no relocation without free, prior and informed consent (Article 10), among other 
provisions.
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Dedicated meetings with the Minister

Under the National Housing Strategy Act (sec. 17(1) and 17.1), the Minister must respond to the 
Federal Housing Advocate’s annual reports and reports related to reviews of systemic issues. 

The Advocate recommends the creation of a dedicated meeting between the Federal Housing 
Advocate and the Minister responsible for housing in response to the Advocate’s Inuit and 
Encampment reports from this year, as well as future reports, to ensure a meaningful response 
and to hear about government’s efforts to:

1.	 engage relevant policy areas and Ministers responsible in intersecting areas of government 
responsibility (e.g. Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs, Indigenous Services 
Canada, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada, Public Safety Canada, Treasury 
Board, Finance, Women and Gender Equality, and others);  

2.	 implement the recommendations, or provide an evidence-based rationale for those that 
government rejects; and  

3.	 establish timelines, milestones, and estimated resource allocations for implementation, 
including for the participation of rights holders.  

Develop an all-of-government action plan

As per the Advocate’s 2022–2023 annual report recommendation:3 develop an all-of-
government action plan with Ministerial oversight on implementing the human right to adequate 
housing in accordance with the National Housing Strategy Act.  

Create a targeted funding program 

As articulated by the National Right to Housing Network in their 2024 report commissioned by 
my office,4 the federal government should create a targeted funding program to empower rights 
holders, civil society, and Indigenous organizations to engage with the human rights-claiming 
mechanisms established by the National Housing Strategy Act, such as making submissions to 
the Advocate and participating in Review Panels.

3 https://housing.chrcreport.ca/recommendations-to-the-government-of-canada.html	
4 Raza, S. and Biss, M. (2024). Resourcing Rights Claimants: Closing the Gap to Exercising the National Housing Strategy Act. 
The Office of the Federal Housing Advocate and the National Right to Housing Network. https://housingrights.ca/resourc-
ing-rights-claimants-report/

https://housing.chrcreport.ca/recommendations-to-the-government-of-canada.html
https://housingrights.ca/resourcing-rights-claimants-report/
https://housingrights.ca/resourcing-rights-claimants-report/
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National Housing Strategy
As per the National Housing Strategy Act, the federal government must maintain a National 
Housing Strategy focused on: 

•	 improving the housing outcomes for persons in greatest need (sec. 5(2) c); and 

•	 providing for participatory processes to ensure the ongoing inclusion and engagement of 
civil society, stakeholders, vulnerable groups, and persons with lived experience of housing 
need, as well as those with lived experience of homelessness (sec. 5(2) d). 

Improve the National Housing Strategy

As per the Advocate’s 2022–2023 annual report recommendations:5 

The federal government should align the National Housing Strategy with its legislated purpose 
under the National Housing Strategy Act to improve housing outcomes for those in greatest 
need.

The federal government should re-design National Housing Strategy programs so that they 
result in measurable progress towards the National Housing Strategy goals of reducing core 
housing need and homelessness.

The federal government should tie evidence-based, human rights targets, and systematic 
monitoring requirements to the National Housing Strategy’s bilateral agreements, action plans, 
and programs. 

Ensure the National Housing Strategy Act is consistent with the UNDRIPA

Consistent with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act and the 
review of laws process, the federal government should, in consultation and cooperation with 
First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples and representative organizations, interpret the National 
Housing Strategy Act in a way that ensures its consistency with the UN Declaration.

 
Data and monitoring of outcomes for disadvantaged groups 

The federal government should require provincial/territorial, municipal (where relevant), and 
Indigenous governments to gather and share disaggregated data on housing outcomes for 
disadvantaged groups, in particular regarding National Housing Strategy programs, and allocate 
resources to support this data collection.

5 https://housing.chrcreport.ca/canada-needs-a-national-right-to-housing-strategy.html

https://housing.chrcreport.ca/canada-needs-a-national-right-to-housing-strategy.html


41

Progressive realization
The National Housing Strategy Act recognizes housing as a human right for everyone in Canada 
and makes the progressive realization6 of this right the basis for all housing policy.

As per the Advocate’s 2022–2023 annual report recommendation,7 all orders of government 
must act immediately to implement effective measures, using the maximum of available 
resources and employing all appropriate means, to realize the right to adequate housing in the 
shortest possible time, giving priority to those in greatest need.8 

Increase non-market housing stock

Non-market housing offers an important opportunity for the progressive realization of the 
human right to adequate housing, including housing that is affordable, accessible, and culturally 
appropriate. 

The federal government should develop and implement a short-term plan to double its non-
market housing stock9 from the current 3.5 per cent of the total housing stock to 8 percent, 
with a long-term target of 20 per cent, as per research commissioned by my office.10 These 
plans must be developed in partnership with provinces, territories, municipal governments, 
Indigenous governments and organizations as well as the non-market housing sector. This 
should include support for sector capacity development. 

At the next regularly scheduled meeting with the Advocate, the Minister should provide a 
detailed response to the Advocate’s 2023 National Housing Day “What We Heard” report and 
call to expand Canada’s non-market housing stock.

6 Progressive realization means that governments must:
•	 implement effective measures; 
•	 dedicate the maximum available resources; 
•	 use all appropriate means, including laws, policies, and regulations; 
•	 prioritize those in greatest need, such as people experiencing homelessness and inadequate housing, particularly those 

who are Indigenous and members of disadvantaged groups;
•	 take immediate action to remedy discrimination and threats to life, liberty, and security of the person; 
•	 prevent retrogression; 
•	 ensure access to justice and accountability; and 
•	 meaningfully engage with rights holders.

7 https://housing.chrcreport.ca/annex-b-the-federal-housing-advocates-final-recommendations.html
8 This includes: people experiencing homelessness; First Nations, Inuit and Métis people; women, adults and children fleeing 
domestic violence; seniors; people who identify as 2SLGBTQI+; people with disabilities; people with mental health or addiction 
disabilities; veterans; young adults; racialized groups; newcomers, especially refugees and asylum claimants; and other groups. 
The Advocate recognizes women within each of these groups are disproportionately affected by housing need.
9 Including: non-profit housing, government-owned housing, co-op housing, community land trusts, and Indigenous-led non-mar-
ket housing.
10 Whitzman. November 2023. A Human Rights-Based Calculation of Canada’s Housing Supply: 
https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Whitzman-Human_Rights_Based_Supply_Report-EN_1.pdf

https://housing.chrcreport.ca/annex-b-the-federal-housing-advocates-final-recommendations.html
https://www.homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Whitzman-Human_Rights_Based_Supply_Report
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Raise awareness about the human right to housing 
Expand human rights education and tools

Due to increasing violations of the right to housing faced by disadvantaged groups, the federal 
government together with the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate, National Housing 
Council, the Canadian Human Rights Commission, and the Canadian Association of Statutory 
Human Rights Agencies, should build on existing educational tools developed by the OFHA11 
to expand human rights education for policy makers and program administrators to infuse 
human rights-based approaches and the human right to adequate housing within government 
processes and policy development, similar to Gender-Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) directives.12 
  

Work with the provinces and territories
Adhere to 2018 Housing Partnership Framework commitments

Provincial and territorial governments must adhere to their own commitments made under the 
2018 Housing Partnership Framework Agreement where they agreed that National Housing 
Strategy investments would prioritize those most in need and that housing policy is grounded in 
the principles of inclusion, participation, accountability, and non-discrimination. 

Introduce provincial and territorial right to housing legislation

Provincial and territorial governments should introduce right to housing legislation to create 
a provincial/territorial housing advocate counterpart who can hold their governments directly 
to account for their human rights obligations, including the Indigenous right to housing. This 
legislation should build on the legal framework of the National Housing Strategy Act and the 
Federal Housing Advocate and be developed in consultation with Indigenous leaders, rights 
holders, municipalities, advocates and communities. 

11 For Government (federal) Duty Bearers: https://youtu.be/gAlYlWh8-Hc; 
About the National Housing Strategy Act: https://youtu.be/uF8koytEXUk;
12 https://nhc-cnl.ca/publications/post/co-creating-the-right-to-adequate-housing-in-canada and 
https://housing.chrcreport.ca/annex-b-the-federal-housing-advocates-final-recommendations.html

https://youtu.be/gAlYlWh8-Hc
https://youtu.be/uF8koytEXUk
https://nhc-cnl.ca/publications/post/co-creating-the-right-to-adequate-housing-in-canada
https://housing.chrcreport.ca/annex-b-the-federal-housing-advocates-final-recommendations.html
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About us 

Everyone in Canada has a human right to adequate housing, and is equally entitled to live in 
dignity in a safe and secure home. Everyone should be able to access housing that meets their 
needs without discrimination or harassment.

Having an affordable, suitable and safe place to live helps people and families succeed and 
thrive. Housing as a human right is an important precondition for several other human rights, 
including the rights to life, work, health, social security, vote, and education.

The human right to adequate housing is not a new concept. It is a fundamental human right 
that is recognized under international law, as early as the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Canada committed to the progressive realization of the right to housing and an adequate 
standard of living in 1976 when its signature on the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights came into force.

Canada’s commitment to housing as a human right was reaffirmed in 2019, when Parliament 
passed the National Housing Strategy Act. The Act commits the federal government to further 
the progressive realization of the human right to adequate housing. 

The Act establishes accountability tools to help promote and monitor the right to housing in 
Canada, including:

•	 A National Housing Strategy

•	 A National Housing Council 

•	 A Federal Housing Advocate

•	 Review Panels

The Federal Housing Advocate is an independent, nonpartisan watchdog empowered to drive 
meaningful action to address housing needs and homelessness in Canada. 

The Advocate does not provide remedies for individual cases. Instead, the Advocate holds 
governments to account for their human rights obligations and makes recommendations to 
improve Canada’s housing laws, policies and programs. The ultimate goal is a healthy housing 
system where people and families in Canada have access to adequate, affordable and safe 
housing that meets their needs. 

Learn more:

•	 Video: About the National Housing Strategy Act

•	 Video: The right to housing in Canada

•	 Video: Advancing the right to housing for duty bearers

•	 Video: Housing submission tool—your voice matters!

https://youtu.be/uF8koytEXUk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ol3w9Ad7I_g&ab_channel=CanadianHumanRightsCommission-CHRC
https://youtu.be/gAlYlWh8-Hc
https://youtu.be/8hLqKeU4Kis
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About the Advocate
Marie-Josée Houle was appointed as Canada’s first Federal Housing Advocate in 2022, marking 
a new chapter in a career defined by her work in the affordable housing and homelessness 
sector. Her role and mandate, and that of her office, is not just to be a witness, but to drive 
change on systemic housing issues. This mandate is guided by a human rights-based 
approach, which values participation, accountability, non-discrimination, equity, transparency, 
empowerment, and respect for human rights laws and obligations. 

Ms. Houle is an experienced leader who is recognized for her community activism, expertise in 
human rights, and extensive knowledge of the housing and homelessness system.

Prior to her appointment as Canada’s first Federal Housing Advocate, Ms. Houle has held 
a number of roles that inform her broad experience, including frontline work in housing co-
ops, consulting and project management for affordable housing development, by-law review, 
housing-related research projects, developing educational programs for housing co-ops and 
non-profits, and senior leadership roles.

Ms. Houle has been actively involved in advocacy work at a national, provincial and community 
level. She has advocated for tenant rights and the non-profit housing sector at all three levels 
of government. She has worked with diverse partners in the sector to foster innovation and 
entrepreneurship, improve efficiencies, influence key opinion leaders, leverage strategic 
partnerships, and address gaps and human rights violations related to housing and access to 
housing. Building a sense of community among diverse partners is particularly important to her.

A supporter and amplifier of marginalized voices, Ms. Houle promotes respectful and inclusive 
dialogue, creating a space for disadvantaged people to be heard, and applies an intersectional 
and anti-racism lens to her advocacy work. She has liaised with Indigenous housing providers, 
developers and tenant support organizations to devise ways to be a better ally, support their 
work and amplify their voices.

Born in Val D’Or, Québec, and raised in Edmonton, Alberta, she holds a Master of Arts in 
Sociology and Social Anthropology from Dalhousie University and a Bachelor of Science in 
Environmental Sciences from the University of Alberta. Ms. Houle is fluently bilingual in English 
and French.
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The Federal Housing Advocate’s message 
 

It is my pleasure to present you this Annual Report from my first full year in the role as Canada’s 

first Federal Housing Advocate. This report is a snapshot of the work my office and I have 

carried out together from April 2022 to March 2023. A big piece of the data included in this 

Annual Report comes from submissions we have received from the public on systemic housing 

issues and unmet housing needs across Canada. Our aim is to provide as much detail as 

possible to give your office an accurate reading of what individuals and housing advocates 

across Canada are telling us. 

My most important role is to build the power of people on the front lines of Canada's housing 

and homelessness crisis, and to amplify their voice to your office, Minister. 

Over the past year, I have learned the most from meeting directly with people from across 

Canada and hearing about how they are experiencing the housing and homelessness crisis in 

their communities.  

In British Columbia, I heard from people who are falling through the safety net. Some are just 

one accident away from homelessness—including a man I met who sustained a workplace 

injury that ultimately resulted in him having to live in an encampment. 

In Prince George, many of the conversations at the Moccasin Flats encampment centred 

around missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, and how many people who are 

unhoused felt they had no safe place to go. 

In Vancouver, the disparity was staggering: the tent encampment where people are living in 

Crab Park was silhouetted against a luxury cruise ship in the distance. 

In Montreal, I visited a 24-hour shelter space that serves unhoused and precariously housed 

people each day, which is located not far from a sparkling new luxury condo building. 

I visited with people in Nunavut and Nunatsiavut, in partnership with Nunavut Tunngavik and 

Nunatsiavut Kavamanga, and witnessed the long-standing housing crisis there that amounts to 

a human rights failure in need of urgent attention. 

But for as long as there has been housing injustice in Canada, there have also been determined 

people pushing for change. The movement for the human right to housing in Canada has come 

a long way. From the 2017 launch of the National Housing Strategy, to the 2019 passing of the 

National Housing Strategy Act, finally enshrining the human right to adequate housing into 

domestic law for the first time. 

But our advocacy still has a long way to go, particularly in the face of the 2023 Federal Budget 

which completely missed the mark on addressing the most pressing housing crisis this country 

has ever seen. There are no new ideas, and not nearly enough new money announced for 

housing. The homelessness crisis was not even mentioned. This is simply unacceptable. 
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The Budget’s investments fall drastically far short of what is required to stem the tide of housing 

loss and homelessness that is sweeping across the country. It also fails to deliver on Canada’s 

commitment to the human right to housing and does not even mention housing as a human 

right. 

So, across Canada, people must continue asserting their rights, demanding to be heard, and 

advocating for themselves, their neighbours, and their communities.  

We see this advocacy unfolding in cities and communities from coast to coast to coast. Front-

line workers are protecting people from falling through our tattered safety net. Sector leaders 

are speaking out about the high costs of insufficient funding for housing, health, and social 

services—human costs, social costs, and economic costs. Activists and advocates are pushing 

for change at all levels of government.  

Governments at all levels need to come to the table to meet their obligations when it comes to 

ending the housing crisis in Canada, and the federal government must lead the way. 

My job is to keep the conversation focused on human rights. To amplify people’s voices and 

advocate for and with them. And most importantly, I work directly with people affected by 

inadequate housing and homelessness to find solutions to the housing crisis, together. 

When I met with people across Canada, I saw how much people want to be part of the solution.  

I met with local advocates in Prince George who were pushing for community solutions for 

residents of encampments there. They worked together to provide clean water, bathrooms, a 

community garden, and housing solutions. 

I met a man living in the encampment in Stadacona Park in Victoria who bought his own broom 

so that he could sweep the tennis courts there every day. He took such pride in this act of care 

for his neighbours so that they could share a clean space together. 

These are the stories that resonated with me the most over the past year. They are the stories 

of people using the best tools they have to claim their human right to a space to call home.   

It will take all of us, working together, to make the right to housing real. To make sure the right 

to housing is a top priority for governments. 

We have come a long way, and we have a long way to go. I am hopeful that together, we can 

and we will realize the right to housing in Canada. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Marie-Josée Houle,  

Federal Housing Advocate 
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The right to housing from coast to coast to coast 
 

Over the course of 2022–2023, the Federal Housing Advocate made it a priority to meet with 

people who are directly affected by inadequate housing and homelessness.  

One of the Federal Housing Advocate’s duties is to consult with rights holders and civil society 

groups on the right to housing across Canada. Meeting with people, right where they live, allows 

the Advocate to build relationships directly with First Nations, Métis and Inuit and to have 

personal conversations with people experiencing inadequate housing and homelessness who 

may not always have access to virtual meeting technology.  

These visits are key to informing the Advocate about the unique realities faced by people in 

different parts of the country. They offer opportunities to work with partners across all sectors to 

find meaningful solutions. Importantly, the Advocate’s engagement visits inform her reviews, 

research, reporting and recommendations to government duty bearers.   

Last year, we heard from people across Canada about the systemic housing issues that are of 

serious concern in their cities, communities, and situations. The Advocate traveled to several 

communities to meet with people in person, including:  

 British Columbia: Victoria, Prince George and Vancouver 

 Nunavut and Nunatsiavut: Nain, Hopedale, Goose Bay, Pangnirtung, Rankin Inlet, Iqaluit 

 Quebec: Montreal and Saint-Jérôme 

 Winnipeg, Manitoba 

 Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 

Thousands of people across the country are having their human right to adequate housing 

violated. Affordability for those who need it most is being eroded. Housing insecurity is 

worsening. People are at risk of falling through the growing cracks of the safety net into 

homelessness. Encampments are more visible than they have ever been. 

Canada has work to do. 

As people in Canada continue to feel the effects of the housing and homelessness crisis, we will 

continue to amplify their voices and experiences and push for solutions. 

In a busy year of cross-country visits, three key highlights stand out: the Advocate’s visits in 

British Columbia, the North, and Quebec. 
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Core housing need Canada-wide 

Almost 1.5 million, or 1 in 10, households were in core housing need in 2021. Core housing 

need is defined as living in an unsuitable, inadequate or unaffordable dwelling and not able to 

afford alternative housing in their community. (Statistics Canada) 

 

The role of governments at all levels 

The National Housing Strategy Act establishes housing as a human right for everyone in 

Canada. Governments at all levels have a responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil this right. 

The federal government has a responsibility to lead the way. Provincial, territorial and municipal 

governments have jurisdiction over many housing and homelessness policies, laws, and 

programs. Municipalities play an important role in community planning, approval processes and 

responses to encampments.   

The Advocate encourages provincial and municipal policy makers to consider and take action 

on the observations and recommendations from her visits. Solving the housing crisis will mean 

mobilizing all available resources, prioritizing systemically disadvantaged groups, and fully 

implementing the human right to adequate housing. 

 

British Columbia: Victoria, Prince George, and Vancouver 
 

Between August 22 and September 2, 2022, the Federal Housing Advocate visited Victoria, 

Prince George and Vancouver in British Columbia to listen, observe and bear witness to the 

housing challenges that unhoused and precariously housed people are facing. 

This was the Advocate’s first regional visit of her mandate and the first opportunity to meet 

rights holders in person since her appointment in February 2022.  

Housing affordability, homelessness and encampments, and Indigenous housing were frequent 

subjects of discussion for the people the Advocate met with. 

Governments and duty-bearers need to move forward with active collaboration that includes 

lived experts and other advocates who are developing important solutions.  

 

Unaffordable housing in British Columbia 

Census data shows that British Columbia has the highest rates of unaffordable housing in 

Canada at 25.5% in 2021. The province also has the highest number of renter households. 

(Statistics Canada) 
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Areas for action 

Listening, learning and giving voice to people’s experiences is a key priority for the Advocate, 

and much of the visit focused on this goal. It is our job to amplify the opinions, concerns, and 

proposed remedies of the people we met with and heard from, including rights holders, legal 

advocates, non-profit sector organizations, and academics. 

The opinions and solutions provided to the Advocate serve as testimonies from people with 

lived experience and contribute to a body of evidence that will support and inform our ongoing 

work. 

So far, the areas for action identified by the Advocate for advancing the human right to 

adequate housing in British Columbia include measures at all levels of government, such as: 

 Improve security of tenure in the province and prevent evictions, including by making 

improvements to provincial tenancy laws and decision-making processes at the 

Residential Tenancy Branch. 

 Recognize the distinct rights of Indigenous peoples when it comes to housing policies 

and programs, and include them in the development of new approaches. 

 Stop the use of policing and law enforcement to forcibly remove encampments. 

 Provide encampment residents access to basic services such as clean water, sanitation 

facilities, electricity, and heat. 

 Improve housing affordability by building the capacity of the non-market housing sector 

and increasing the percentages of affordable housing in new developments. 

 Strengthen tax and anti-speculation measures to combat the financialization of housing. 

 Address the intersecting crises of poverty, homelessness, and poisoned drugs by 

adopting anti-poverty measures and by continuing to target resources and policy 

measures to evidence-based solutions, such as safe injection sites and safe drug 

supply.  

 Expand housing-related settlement supports for newcomers. 

 Allocate funds and other resources to urgently address inadequate habitability conditions 

in single-room occupancy units (SROs), supportive housing, and on-reserve housing to 

target immediate health and safety concerns related to ventilation, mold, lack of fire 

safety, and inadequate cooling. 

There is an opportunity for British Columbia’s newly established, standalone housing ministry to 

take a leadership role in tackling the housing crisis in the province. During the Advocate’s visit, 

she spoke with Acting Minister of Housing, the Hon. Murray Rankin. Following the Advocate’s 

visit, she met with the Minister of Housing, the Hon. Ravi Kahlon, in February 2023 in Ottawa, to 

follow up and discuss observations from the trip and how the province can better uphold the 

right to adequate housing for all. 
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Snapshot: Victoria 

It was clear that people are falling through the cracks of our tattered safety net. Some are just 

one accident away from homelessness—including a man we met in Victoria who sustained a 

workplace injury that ultimately resulted in him living in the encampment in Stadacona Park. 

But people also want to be part of the solution. The Advocate met a man in Stadacona Park 

who bought his own broom so that he could sweep the tennis courts there every day. He took 

such pride in this act of care for his neighbours so that they could share a clean space together. 

 

Snapshot: Prince George 

The Advocate met with residents of the Moccasin Flats encampment in Prince George to hear 

about their experiences.  

Many of the conversations here were around the lack of promised amenities for the 

encampment, missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, and how many people who 

are unhoused felt they had no safe place to go. 

The residents here have created a shared timeline of their history, from before the encampment, 

during the height of the pandemic, to today. The poster is interactive, with residents and guests 

able to add their own messages. 

The Advocate also met with strong local advocates who pushed for community-led solutions, 

efforts to provide clean drinking water, bathrooms, washing machines, additional community 

garden space, and innovative and adequate housing solutions for residents. 

Encampment residents must have their human rights and their right to housing respected, 

including to basic services and to be treated with human dignity, and to be meaningfully 

involved in decisions that affect their lives. 

 

 

Snapshot: Vancouver 

The disparity in Vancouver was obvious: the tent encampment where people are living in Crab 

Park was silhouetted against a luxury cruise ship in the distance. The Advocate met with 

residents of the encampment, as well as the residents and advocates of the Downtown 

Eastside. 

We heard from people who are unhoused and precariously housed that are demanding their 

human right to adequate housing. We also frequently heard about the need for governments to 

stop the rapid erosion of existing affordable housing from financialization. 

We often heard that housing is more than just four walls and a roof. The right to safe, affordable 

and dignified housing links to so many other aspects of life—to privacy, to have pets, to see 

family members, to be supported when you need it, to maintain links with one’s Indigenous 

culture. This is not asking for too much. These are fundamental rights everyone should enjoy. 
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Nunavut and Nunatsiavut: Nain, Hopedale, Goose Bay, Pangnirtung, 

Rankin Inlet, Iqaluit 
 

The Federal Housing Advocate visited Nain, Hopedale, and Goose Bay in Nunatsiavut as well 

as Pangnirtung, Rankin Inlet, and Iqaluit in Nunavut from October 17 to 29, 2022, in partnership 

with the Nunatsiavut Kavamanga and Nunavut Tunngavik, to learn more about housing in the 

North, particularly for Inuit communities. 

We know that there has long been a housing crisis for these communities. The Federal Housing 

Advocate witnessed first hand and heard directly from Inuit community members about the dire 

housing realities they face as a direct result of colonialism and a staggering failure by multiple 

levels of government over many decades to invest in and respect the human rights of Inuit. 

Despite repeated promises by multiple levels of governments, families continue to live in 

deplorable conditions. This is an ongoing human rights failure that needs urgent attention. 

The Advocate heard the exhaustion and the urgent need for change both from people who are 

unhoused and those who are stressed and living in precarious housing circumstances. The level 

of distress cannot be underestimated, nor can the toll that being unhoused or precariously 

housed has on one’s physical, mental and emotional health. Throughout these communities, the 

host Inuit leadership organizations made it possible for the Advocate to visit several forms of 

public and private housing, including housing that serves people with disabilities, people 

experiencing homelessness, women and children fleeing violence, and Elders.  

Inuit must be able to exercise the right to control and manage their own housing. This right to 

self-determination is in line with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP). Long-term, sustainable and adequate funding is needed at all levels to 

address the housing crisis for Inuit. 

 

 

Housing need in Nunavut 

In Nunavut, the core housing need rate in 2021 was 32.9%—this is compared to the national 

average of 10.1%. (Statistics Canada) Core housing need is defined as living in an unsuitable, 

inadequate or unaffordable dwelling and not able to afford alternative housing in their 

community. 
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Areas for action 

The Advocate will work with the Inuit leadership organizations to co-develop recommendations 

for government duty bearers to address long-standing inequalities and violations of the right to 

adequate housing. The recommendations will include measures to: 

 Dedicate funding to meet the housing needs of Inuit and their communities, especially to 

maintain and renovate existing community housing supply. 

 Support by all levels of government the Inuit Housing Action Plan. 

 Recognition of the direct role of Inuit organizations and governments as primary partners 

in addressing housing needs in their communities. 

 Direct and sustained federal investments, including respecting the government-to-

government fiscal relationship as opposed to the creation of a myriad of federal housing 

and homelessness programming. 

 Improved, flexible, and, where possible, direct access to programs designed to reduce 

housing need, and related infrastructure investments. 

 Reduction in overcrowding and the numbers of dwellings requiring major repair. 

 Expansion of housing options within the housing continuum in Inuit communities. 

 Culturally appropriate understandings of home and household. 

 Explore and remediate discrimination in banking practices and provision of insurance. 

 

Snapshot: Pangnirtung 

Consider the example of a home we visited in Pangnirtung with seal skins drying outside. The 

two families who live in the home, eight people in total, are facing eviction and an uncertain 

future. 

 

In the media  

The Advocate’s visit garnered media coverage that helped to spread the word about the 

systemic housing issues in the North. Here are a few stories: 

 November 2, 2022: Federal advocate explores systemic housing issues in Northern visit 

| Nunatsiaq News 

 December 3, 2022: Investments in Inuit housing inadequate to address human rights 

violations: watchdog | The Star 

 December 12, 2022: Le besoin d’investissements « durables » pour contrer la crise du 

logement au Nunavut | Radio-Canada (The need for 'sustainable' investments to 

address Nunavut's housing crisis | Radio-Canada) 

 December 21, 2022: Housing conditions in Nunatsiavut a 'human rights failure,' says 

federal housing advocate | CBC News 

 January 11, 2023: Abbott pledges support for Nunatsiavut housing after federal 

advocate calls it 'abominable' | CBC News 

https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/federal-advocate-explores-systemic-housing-issues-in-northern-visit/
https://nunatsiaq.com/stories/article/federal-advocate-explores-systemic-housing-issues-in-northern-visit/
https://www.thestar.com/politics/2022/12/03/investments-in-inuit-housing-inadequate-to-address-human-rights-violations-watchdog.html
https://www.thestar.com/politics/2022/12/03/investments-in-inuit-housing-inadequate-to-address-human-rights-violations-watchdog.html
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1940648/nunavut-logement-defenseure-federale-marie-josee-houle
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1940648/nunavut-logement-defenseure-federale-marie-josee-houle
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/nunatsiavut-federal-housing-advocate-1.6693397
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/nunatsiavut-federal-housing-advocate-1.6693397
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/nunatsiavut-housing-abbott-support-1.6710155
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/newfoundland-labrador/nunatsiavut-housing-abbott-support-1.6710155
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Quebec: Montreal and Saint-Jérôme 
 

The Federal Housing Advocate visited Montreal and Saint-Jérôme from 

February 20 to 24, 2023, to learn more about the housing and homelessness situation, including 

encampments in both communities. 

The Advocate met with people experiencing homelessness, including people living in 

encampments, outreach workers, housing rights advocates and shelter providers. She also met 

with residents who are living in the encampment under the Ville-Marie expressway. 

On February 23, the Advocate publicly launched a national review on homeless encampments 

in Canada during a reception and art exhibition, which followed a workshop entitled Habiter la 

rue : repenser notre réponse à l’itinérance at the Archives nationales du Québec à Montréal. 

 

What we heard 

During her meetings in Quebec, the Advocate heard about the urgent need for more 

investments in social housing and to enhance protections for tenants. Advocates and shelter 

providers spoke about an increase in the number of people experiencing homelessness for the 

first time, a growing demand for homelessness services and the challenge of ensuring that 

psycho-social supports were in place to ensure people experiencing trauma, mental health and 

addiction issues were successful in getting off the streets when housing was found.   

She also heard frustration from some people about the lack of meaningful progress in 

addressing the housing crisis for Indigenous peoples. There is an urgent need for significant 

steps to be taken to implement the recommendations of the National Inquiry into Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, the calls to action of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission as well as the Public Inquiry Commission on relations between Indigenous Peoples 

and certain public services in Québec (Viens Commission). 

In Montreal, she also heard about the fear and insecurity encampment residents experience 

when they are under constant threat that their homes will be dismantled and their belongings 

damaged or lost. While encampments cannot be seen as a solution to homelessness, the 

Advocate heard about how they can offer people living in them an important sense of 

community, can reduce the risk of being isolated and can help outreach workers provide access 

to important services, including health and food. 

The Advocate heard that much of the burden for responding to the human cost of this crisis is 

falling on community organizations. While these organizations remain committed and have 

tremendous experience, they are over-worked and under-resourced. In Quebec, as elsewhere, 

it seems the system is fractured. Governments are reacting to the crisis, but there is no broad 

vision or a clear strategy to address the housing emergency.  

There is a need for a paradigm shift that puts people first. A system that upholds human 

dignity. A system that builds community solidarity and puts human rights first. 

 

 

https://www.cerp.gouv.qc.ca/index.php?id=2&L=1
https://www.cerp.gouv.qc.ca/index.php?id=2&L=1
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Holding government to account on the right to housing 
 

Last year, the Federal Housing Advocate developed evidence-based recommendations that 

respond to issues in Canada’s housing system and shortcomings in the National Housing 

Strategy. The recommendations the Advocate made during the course of 2022–2023 are 

included throughout this report, and compiled in Annex A. 

This report is also an opportunity for the Advocate to make new recommendations. In the first 

year of the Advocate’s mandate, it has become clear that it is not enough to identify barriers to 

the right to housing and recommend solutions. Canada’s housing and homelessness 

emergency will only be effectively addressed when governments commit to meaningful, 

effective action.  

The final recommendations contained in the sections below are focused on the mechanisms 

through which governments can demonstrate accountability and implement effective measures 

to address the many other recommendations in this report that the Advocate made throughout 

the 2022–2023 year. Detailed recommendations are available in Annex B. 

The National Housing Strategy Act recognized the right to adequate housing in domestic law for 

the first time. To make this right real, governments must be accountable for its implementation. 

Implementing the right to housing in Canada is going to take all of us, working together. It is 

going to take sustained government action and resources. It will require commitment and 

coordination at all levels.  
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Recommendations to the Government of Canada 
 

The Advocate calls on the Prime Minister, Minister of Housing and Diversity and Inclusion, 

Finance Minister, other members of Cabinet, and all Parliamentarians to recognize and 

implement the human right to adequate housing, as legislated in the National Housing Strategy 

Act.  

In 2023, the Government of Canada should: 

1. Establish a Cabinet working table to develop an all-of-government action plan on 

implementing the human right to adequate housing in accordance with the National Housing 

Strategy Act. The table should include the Ministers whose portfolios interact with housing, 

such as Health, Mental Health and Addictions, Justice, Indigenous Services, Crown-

Indigenous Relations, Veterans’ Affairs, Intergovernmental Affairs, Employment and 

Disability Inclusion, Families and Social Development, Immigration, Women and Gender 

Equality, and Seniors.  

Key elements of the action plan should include: 

A. Taking an all-of-government approach in responding to the housing and homelessness 

crisis, recognizing the crucial links between access to adequate housing and all key 

areas of Canada’s economic and social policy, including health, justice, and immigration. 

B. Developing a mechanism similar to Gender-based Analysis Plus (GBA+) to apply the 

requirements of progressive realization of the right to housing in all budgets, laws, policy 

and program development that affect housing and homelessness, such as through 

Treasury Board Submissions and Memoranda to Cabinet.  

C. Making a commitment by Cabinet officials to acknowledge, and raise awareness about, 

the human right to housing.  
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Recommendations to the Minister of Housing and Diversity and 

Inclusion 
 

The National Housing Strategy Act sets out the Minister’s accountability to respond to 

recommendations from the Federal Housing Advocate, National Housing Council, and Review 

Panels. As Canada’s Minister for Housing and Diversity and Inclusion, he must take a 

leadership role in the recognition and implementation of the human right to adequate housing.  

The Advocate calls on the Minister to take the following specific, concrete steps in 2023 to 

respond to the Advocate’s recommendations on the National Housing Strategy, encampments, 

financialization and housing supply. 

1. By June 2023, provide a detailed response to the Advocate’s calls to action on the 

National Housing Strategy, issued on National Housing Day 2022. 

2. In 2023, establish and lead a working table to re-design the National Housing Strategy in 

alignment with the human rights obligations of the National Housing Strategy Act. 

Membership should include the Federal Housing Advocate along with the Deputy 

Ministers of the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) and Infrastructure 

Canada. 

3. In 2023, direct the Deputy Minister of Infrastructure to work with other implicated Deputy 

Ministers (such as Health, Public Health, Indigenous Services Canada, Women and 

Gender Equality, and Employment and Social Development Canada) to establish and 

lead a working table to implement Canada’s commitment to end homelessness by 2030, 

with an immediate focus on addressing encampments using a human rights-based 

approach.  

4. In 2023, direct the CEO of CMHC to work with the Deputy Minister of Finance to develop 

and implement measures to address the financialization of housing in Canada, and 

implement a human rights-based approach to Canada’s housing supply plan. This 

working table would initially receive and implement the recommendations from the 

upcoming National Housing Council’s Review Panel and the study by the Standing 

Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of 

Persons with Disabilities (HUMA) the on financialization of housing, and monitor the 

effectiveness of those measures. It would also expand and refine CMHC’s Housing 

Supply model, using a human rights-based approach focused on housing supply for 

those in greatest need.  

These three working tables should take an all-of government approach, bringing together 

implicated federal departments, along with Provincial, Territorial and Municipal counterparts, 

National Indigenous Organizations, and representatives of communities directly affected by 

inadequate housing and homelessness. They should operate with rapid timelines to implement 

urgent changes and use the National Housing Strategy to its greatest potential to address the 

housing and homelessness crisis.  
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Recommendations to provinces, territories, and municipalities 
 

The National Housing Strategy Act recognizes housing as a human right for everyone in 

Canada, and makes the progressive realization of this right the basis for all housing policy.  

All orders of government, including provinces, territories, and municipalities, have an obligation 

to protect, respect, and fulfill the human right to housing within their areas of jurisdiction. They 

must implement effective measures, using the maximum of available resources and employing 

all appropriate means, to realize the right to adequate housing in the shortest possible time, 

giving priority to those in greatest need. 

For provinces and territories, this means: 

 Providing the housing, health, and social services people require to transition out of 

homelessness into permanent, accessible housing; 

 Protecting tenants’ rights and preserve the affordability of rental housing by regulating 

rent increases; and 

 Ensuring that income security programs provide sufficient benefits to enable people with 

disabilities, lone-parent families, and other low-income households to afford adequate 

housing and to live in peace, security, and dignity. 

For municipalities, this means: 

 Respecting the rights and dignity of people experiencing homelessness, including those 

in informal dwellings, unsheltered homelessness, and encampments, and ensuring that 

they have the services they require as a basic precondition to life and health, such as 

water, sanitation, and fire prevention; 

 Reallocating investments away from policing as a means of responding to 

homelessness, mental health crises, and intimate partner violence, and instead funding 

community-based crisis response services and social infrastructure that foster 

community safety; 

 Using planning and zoning powers to prioritize the development and preservation of 

housing that is affordable and accessible for those in greatest need. 

In the coming year, the Federal Housing Advocate will continue to work with provinces, 

territories, and municipalities to support them in advancing the right to housing, and to ensure 

that the federal government is providing the resources and powers sub-national governments 

need in order to uphold their human rights obligations. 
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Canada needs a national right to housing strategy 
 

In 2022, the National Housing Strategy passed its five year mark since the federal government 

released the 10-year, $72 billion National Housing Strategy in 2017 to reverse Canada's 

housing and homelessness crisis. That figure has now jumped to $82+ billion. 

At its halfway point, the Auditor General's report adds to the growing evidence that the Strategy 

is far behind on its goals of halving core housing need and eliminating homelessness by 2030, 

and it is not meeting the needs of Indigenous peoples and disadvantaged groups. 

The world is a very different place than it was when the Strategy was introduced. We have 

experienced an unprecedented pandemic and resulting economic crisis that have exposed the 

fragility of Canada's housing system. The number of people falling through the tattered safety 

net has grown. Those facing disadvantage are falling further behind. The number of people 

experiencing homelessness who are First Nations, Inuit and Métis remains disproportionate. 

Housing is a fundamental human right for every person in Canada. The National Housing 

Strategy Act recognized this right in Canadian law for the first time in 2019, after the Strategy 

was released. The Act requires the government of Canada to develop and maintain a National 

Housing Strategy to advance this right. 

It is time to update the Strategy to reflect these realities, correct its failings, and prioritize the 

human right to housing for those in greatest need. 

The National Housing Strategy belongs to every person in Canada who is experiencing 

homelessness, facing eviction, living in sub-standard conditions, confronting discrimination, or 

struggling to afford housing costs. 

It is our best chance to address persistent failings in our housing system and uphold the human 

right to housing for people facing housing insecurity and homelessness. 

It is our housing strategy—let's make it work for us. 
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Recommendations I – National Housing Strategy 

The Federal Housing Advocate calls on the Federal Government to make the 

following changes to the National Housing Strategy (NHS): 

1. Provide better housing for Indigenous peoples, no matter where they 

live. The Strategy must address Canada's legacy of colonialism that 

results in systemic housing inequality for Indigenous people. 

2. Make programs purpose-built to address the needs of people 

experiencing inadequate housing and homelessness, and ensure that 

they show measurable results for people most in need, including the 

Strategy's priority groups. 

3. Prioritize the development and acquisition of housing supply that is 

permanently affordable and provides community value. Research shows 

that less than five percent of housing units produced by the largest NHS 

capital programs are affordable to households experiencing core 

housing need and homelessness. Instead of unnecessarily financing 

what the market is already producing, NHS investments must return 

community value through housing that is affordable, accessible, and 

suitable for people excluded from the housing system.  

4. Demonstrate the leadership role of the federal government and a 

coordinated approach to involve all levels of government in solving the 

housing crisis. The Strategy requires concerted action and leadership 

from the federal government as well as other orders of government to 

end the housing crisis.  

Detailed recommendations are available in Annex A. 
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Budget 2023 fails to address Canada’s housing emergency 
 

Following the release of the 2023 Federal Budget on March 28, the Federal Housing Advocate 

issued a statement condemning it as a sorry disappointment. Budget 2023 completely misses 

the mark on addressing the most pressing housing crisis this country has ever seen. There are 

no new ideas, and not nearly enough new money announced for housing. The homelessness 

crisis was not even mentioned. This is simply unacceptable. 

The Budget’s investments drastically fall short of what is required to stem the tide of housing 

loss and homelessness that is sweeping across the country. It also fails to deliver on Canada’s 

commitment to the human right to housing and does not even mention housing as a human 

right. 

In recent years, Canada has recognized in law this human right to adequate housing. But those 

are not mere words. They impart responsibilities. They require the federal government to devote 

tangible financial resources to make sure this human right is upheld for everyone. But this 

Federal budget did not do that. 

By failing to properly invest in housing, Budget 2023 fails Indigenous peoples, as well as 

women, people who are Black and racialized, people with disabilities, people who are 

2SLGBTQ+, and other disadvantaged groups, who are bearing the brunt of the housing and 

homelessness crisis. 

There is no health without adequate housing. There is no reconciliation without adequate 

housing. There is no safety for Indigenous women, girls, and Two-Spirit people without 

adequate housing. There is no mental health or addiction recovery without adequate housing. 

There is no gender equity, racial justice, or inclusion without adequate housing. 

Yet the only new money for housing in this budget is $4B over seven years, beginning in 2024–

25, to implement a co-developed Urban, Rural and Northern Indigenous Housing Strategy. 

Granted, this is a welcome investment that comes after years of advocacy by Indigenous-led 

organizations. But when compared with the National Housing Council’s call for $6.3B over two 

years beginning in 2022–23, this budget provides too little, too late. 

The challenges facing people in Canada have gotten worse over the past year: with inflation 

and increasing interest rates, the loss of affordable housing at rapid rates, and with newcomers 

to Canada facing disproportionate barriers to their right to adequate housing. 

Yet Budget 2023 includes no measures to improve the National Housing Strategy, despite 

the Auditor General’s finding that the Strategy is not resulting in measurable decreases in 

chronic homelessness. As it stands, the Strategy is not meeting its goals of halving core 

housing need and eliminating homelessness by 2030, and it is not meeting the needs of 

Indigenous peoples and disadvantaged groups. 

https://nhc-cnl.ca/publications/post/national-urban-rural-and-northern-indigenous-housing-homelessness-report
https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_202211_05_e_44151.html
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Missing from this Federal Budget are desperately-needed investments in the Strategy’s 

programs such as: 

 Expanded and long-term funding for the Rapid Housing Initiative, the most effective 

program in the Strategy for creating new homes that are affordable and accessible to 

those in deepest need; 

 A new acquisition fund to enable municipalities, non-profits, and co-ops to purchase 

housing stock and make renovations to aging buildings, which will protect affordable 

housing, increase non-market housing options, and counter the financialization of 

housing; 

 Increases to the Canada Housing Benefit, to help people weather inflation and keep a 

roof over their heads; 

 New funds for the Reaching Home program, to help municipalities provide shelter and 

services for people experiencing homelessness. 

Budget 2023 also fails to address major systemic issues that are affecting the human right to 

housing in Canada. There is no mention of homelessness, nor any promise of relief for people 

enduring deplorable conditions in encampments. Though it expresses concern about 

the financialization of housing across Canada, the budget stops short of introducing new 

measures to address it. 

Each of these failures of Budget 2023 point to the urgent need to re-design the National 

Housing Strategy, so that the $82B already invested in the Strategy can make a real difference 

in the lives of people in Canada. 

The Advocate’s job in the coming year will be to keep the conversation focused on housing as a 

human right, and to highlight the connections between housing and other key issues. Issues 

such as: mental health, the poisoned drug supply, the lack of a GBA+ approach to housing, and 

gender-based violence and inequity. 

The Advocate will also continue to amplify the voices of Indigenous partners about Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, Indigenous Child Welfare, and to push for significant 

investments in the larger ticket items next year, so Canada can see this year’s Budget as a 

runway to appropriately addressing housing as a human right, rather than a race to fall off the 

cliff. 

The Government of Canada must put its money where its mouth and uphold its human rights 

obligations, end homelessness, and put the human right to adequate housing at the centre of 

economic and social policy. 

 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/homeless-encampments
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/financialization-housing
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Recommendations II – 2023 Federal Budget 
 

Prior to the release of the 2023 Federal Budget, the Federal Housing Advocate 

issued the following recommendations: 

1. That the Government ensure housing related budget initiatives are focused 

on fulfilling Canada’s commitments legislated in the National Housing 

Strategy Act to advance the progressive realization of the right to adequate 

housing. 

 

2. That the Government move expeditiously to address the housing crisis for 

Indigenous peoples from coast to coast to coast. Budget 2023 must deliver 

on the Government’s commitment to support the development and provide 

long-term funding for an urban, rural and northern Indigenous housing 

strategy that is for Indigenous and by Indigenous.  

3. That the Government undertake a thorough revision of the National 

Housing Strategy to strengthen the overall Strategy and ensure programs 

are delivering on human rights commitments, particularly when it comes to 

targeting those in greatest need. 

4. That the Government demonstrate the leadership role of the federal 

government and a coordinated approach to involve all levels of government 

in solving the housing crisis.  

Detailed recommendations are available in Annex A. 
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Engaging Parliamentarians 
 

Housing Accelerator Fund 

In June 2022, the Federal Housing Advocate submitted evidence to the Standing Committee on 

Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of People with Disabilities 

(HUMA) on the topic of the Housing Accelerator Fund. 

The Housing Accelerator Fund was announced in the 2021 Federal Budget, and earmarked 

$4-billion to help municipalities accelerate the supply of additional housing units across the 

country. 

Her submission underlined the need for the fund to be designed, implemented and monitored 

using a human rights-based approach. People experiencing inadequate housing and 

homelessness must be at the centre of all considerations. It must improve housing outcomes for 

Indigenous Peoples as well as rural, remote and northern communities. 

At the same time, the Advocate’s written statement emphasized that the Fund should “do no 

harm,” and careful consideration must be given to ensure it does not exacerbate the 

financialization of housing or contribute to the erosion of existing affordable housing stock. 

The Advocate spoke about the importance of applying a human rights lens in implementing the 

fund, which includes affordability. The Committee echoed this emphasis, as several members 

spoke of the necessity that the fund be made more accessible, affordable and green.  

Recommendations III – Housing Accelerator Fund 

In order to align the Housing Accelerator Fund with the human rights obligations 

imposed by the National Housing Strategy Act, the Federal Housing Advocate 

recommends that the Fund: 

 

1. Prioritize the needs of people experiencing inadequate housing and 

homelessness, members of disadvantaged groups, and Indigenous peoples; 

2. Dedicate the maximum available resources to increasing the supply of 

adequate and affordable housing for these groups over the long term and to 

preventing the loss of affordable housing and neighbourhoods; 

3. Meaningfully involve affected communities, those most in need and Indigenous 

Peoples in the design, implementation and monitoring of the Fund; 

4. Adopt a human rights-based approach, with clear human rights-informed 

targets, timelines and indicators; 

5. Collect disaggregated data to understand the challenges and monitor results; 

and 

6. Ensure collaboration and coordinated action between federal, provincial, 

territorial, municipal and Indigenous governments on implementing a human 

rights-based approach to the Fund. 

 

https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/HUMA/Brief/BR11904280/br-external/CanadianHumanRightsCommission-e.pdf
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Study on financialization 

Last year, the Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and 

the Status of People with Disabilities (HUMA) announced it would review the impacts of 

financialization on Canada’s housing system. 

Financialization, otherwise described as corporate investment in housing, is one of the major 

causes of the housing crisis and lack of affordable housing in Canada. The HUMA committee 

announced its intention to study financialization in October 2022. The adopted motion declared 

that it would examine “corporate ownership of single family homes, rent gouging and 

renovictions, and the impact of ‘real estate investment trusts’ (REITs) on the rental housing 

market.”  

In particular, the Committee indicated that it would dedicate a panel to discussing the 

financialization of housing with the Federal Housing Advocate. It also called on the authors of 

six research reports commissioned by the Advocate’s office to provide expert testimony and 

present key findings contained in their research. 

The Advocate looks forward to appearing before the Committee to share more information 

about the devastating, ongoing impact of the financialization of housing. The Advocate will also 

share her conclusions about how decision-makers and federal regulation can mitigate the 

harmful impacts of financialization. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/corporate-investment-in-housing-linked-to-unaffordable-rents-evictions-and-long-term-care-deaths-study
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Recommendations IV – Financialization 

The expert research commissioned by the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate 

identifies multiple measures to address financialization under five key areas:  

1. Tracking ownership and measuring the impacts of financialization; 

2. Developing mechanisms to definancialize ownership; 

3. Suspending state subsidies and support to financialized landlords; 

4. Ensuring public pension funds promote social good through legislation; and, 

5. Developing enduring rent controls and tenant protections. 

The Federal Housing Advocate urges decision makers to consider these options 

when examining solutions. At the HUMA Committee panel, the Advocate invites 

members to seek the views of the researchers and other witnesses about the 

specifics of their recommendations. 

The Advocate recognizes this is a complex and technical area. The Advocate’s role 

is not to make specific policy prescriptions. Parliamentarians need to rely on the 

expertise of the public service to design policy solutions that will fulfill human rights 

obligations. 

When determining policy responses, governments must put human rights at the 

centre. 

The directives on financialization recommended by the international housing rights 

monitor The Shift also provide useful guidance for Parliamentarians. 

 

https://make-the-shift.org/directives/#:~:text=The%20Shift%20Directives%20recognize%20that,and%20international%20financial%20institutions%20in
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Engaging other levels of government 
 

In 2022–2023, the Federal Housing Advocate highlighted the human rights obligations of 

provinces, territories and municipalities when it comes to housing and homelessness in Canada. 

In particular, last year the Advocate highlighted the human rights responsibilities of all levels of 

government when it comes to encampments and encampment residents across Canada. 

Encampments are an issue of growing concern. Responses to encampments have been largely 

left to municipal governments, which have limited resources to appropriately support 

encampment residents. However, all levels of government share obligations to respect and 

protect the rights and dignity of encampment residents and people experiencing homelessness.  

Last year, the Advocate reached out to municipal leaders in several cities across the country to 

express concern over the dismantling of encampments. This led to productive dialogue and 

engagement, and better awareness of the human rights responsibilities that municipalities must 

consider in their decision-making. 

The conditions that lead to people living in encampments are systemic and complex. It will take 

all levels of government to address them. Solutions will need to be filtered through a human 

rights based lens, and will require concerted effort from multiple levels of government.  

The Advocate strives to work with all levels of government to eliminate housing need and 

homelessness in the shortest timeframe possible. While provincial and municipal governments 

do not have a statutory obligation to respond to the Advocate’s recommendations, it will take all 

of us to make progress on the right to housing in Canada. The National Housing Strategy Act 

establishes housing as a human right for everyone in Canada. Governments at all levels have a 

responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil this right. In this light, the Advocate encourages 

provinces and territories to: 

 Fully adopt the human right to adequate housing into provincial or territorial legislation, 

policies and programs. 

 Adopt and abide by the National Protocol for Homeless Encampments in Canada, which 

sets out a human rights approach to realizing the right to adequate housing for 

encampment residents. 

 Work with all levels of government to fully align the National Housing Strategy with the 

human right to adequate housing, including through its multilateral and bilateral 

agreements and sharing provincial or territorial disaggregated data on how 

disadvantaged groups are having their right to housing recognized or not by the 

Strategy’s programs. 

https://www.make-the-shift.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/A-National-Protocol-for-Homeless-Encampments-in-Canada.pdf
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Monitoring Canada’s international obligations 
 

The Federal Housing Advocate has an important monitoring role to ensure that Canada is living 

up to its international obligations to advance the human right to adequate housing for all.  

The human right to adequate housing is recognized under international law, as early as the 

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Canada committed to the progressive realization 

of the right to housing and an adequate standard of living in 1976 when its signature on the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights came into force.  

Canada’s commitment to the human right to adequate housing was reaffirmed in 2019 when 

Parliament passed the National Housing Strategy Act (the Act), which recognizes housing as a 

human right. The Act makes specific reference to the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights, but there are many United Nations treaty bodies and mechanisms 

which contribute to monitoring the right to housing in Canada.  

It is critical that governments at all levels take their international human rights obligations 

seriously. International human rights bodies and mechanisms provide important guidance for 

developing human rights-based solutions to Canada’s housing crisis. 

 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child 

Last year, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate provided input into the Canadian Human 

Rights Commission’s submission to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child.  

In order to monitor how well Canada is implementing the rights set out in the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, the Committee conducts a periodic review. During this 

process, human rights monitoring bodies in Canada submit information for the Committee to 

consider in its final report. 

In its concluding observations for Canada’s combined fifth and sixth periodic reviews released in 

June 2022, the Committee highlighted that women and children are particularly vulnerable to 

housing insecurity and that First Nations, Inuit and Métis children as well as children of African 

descent and belonging to minority groups continue to face disproportionate levels of poverty. 
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Recommendations V – United Nations Committee on the Rights of the 

Child 

The Advocate urges the federal, provincial and territorial governments to take 

urgent action to follow up the Committee’s concluding observations and these two 

housing-related recommendations in particular: 

 Clear measures and timelines needed to end homelessness among 
children 
The Committee recommended that Canada address these gaps by 
strengthening its timelines and priorities to end child homelessness 
and guarantee all children from low-income families have stable access to 
adequate and affordable long-term housing.  
 

 Revising eviction laws to protect the rights of children 
The Committee recommended Canada revise provincial and territorial 
eviction laws to ensure that they prioritize the best interests of the child, and 
that all avenues to prevent evictions are pursued. 
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Hearing directly from people across Canada  
 

A wave of new data: The first year of the Advocate’s submission tool 
 

An important duty of the Federal Housing Advocate is to listen to and amplify the voices of those 

impacted by inadequate housing and homelessness. One of the ways we do this is by receiving 

submissions from people across Canada on systemic housing issues. 

In May 2022, we launched our public submission tool and process so that individuals as well as 

organizations can submit relevant information directly to the Advocate.  

The following snapshot is the first comprehensive look at what we gathered over the course of 

the first year of the submission tool. 

 

How it works 

Submissions can be made using an online tool that we built and tested with feedback from over 

30 different community organizations, stakeholders and people with lived experience. Their 

input was invaluable in ensuring the form is responsive to a variety of needs, situations, and 

experiences.  

People and organizations can also make a submission by email or mail, including by using a 

downloadable form in English and French. 

Submissions are a critical way for the Advocate to hear directly about systemic housing issues 

in Canada. The Advocate does not intervene in individual cases. Instead, the Advocate will use 

these submissions to raise awareness on the most common and critical housing issues people 

are facing, make recommendations to improve Canada’s housing laws, policies and programs, 

and drive change on systemic housing issues. 

Submissions are a key part of how the Advocate identifies systemic housing issues to review or 

refer to a review panel. 
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Helping people find help 

We consulted with 30 community organizations across the country to help us develop the tool 

and provide support to people in their communities who need help making a submission to the 

Advocate. 

The submission tool is also supported by toll-free phone assistance offered to people who need 

help using the tool. 

We provided a series of online seminars on how to use the tool to front-line service providers 

that work with people experiencing housing inadequacy and homelessness. These service 

providers are an important advocacy link for people with lived experience to have their voices 

heard and effect meaningful change.  

People requiring immediate assistance are referred to 2-1-1 so they can be connected to local 

support services. 2-1-1 is a national source of information for health and social services, 

including assistance for people experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity. They 

provide people in crisis with personalized help navigating the complex network of programs and 

organizations quickly and easily. This collaboration will help ensure that people experiencing 

inadequate housing and homelessness get the immediate help they need.  

 

Who we heard from   

Since the launch in May 2022, 220 people who have experienced inadequate housing and 

homelessness made a submission to the Federal Housing Advocate about their situation. In 

addition, 36 organizations shared their experiences and observations. 

We received submissions from most provinces and territories, but the majority came from 

Ontario (52 percent), British Columbia (20 percent) and Quebec (13 percent). 

We acknowledge that access to technology and the scope of the Advocate’s office can be a 

challenge in remote regions and across Canada. This year, we built the foundation of an 

outreach strategy to grow our reach and engage with more people, both in person and using the 

submission tool. 
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What we heard through our new submission tool 
 

The submissions we receive help us identify emerging housing issues in Canada. They help to 

paint a clear picture of the priority systemic issues the Advocate can push for action on, and 

where Canada must do better.  

The data in this section is based only on the submissions we received. The numbers do not 

represent a complete statistical picture of all housing or homelessness issues in Canada. These 

figures are also not representative of the total occurrences of these experiences in the general 

population. 

Here are the highlights for 2022–2023. 

 

What we heard about unaffordable housing and problems with finding housing 

We learned that 77 percent of submissions described current or past issues with unaffordable 

housing, and 61 percent spoke of problems with finding housing.  

Many submissions in these categories described having to make significant sacrifices and forgo 

basic needs in order to afford rent. Many also described living in unsuitable housing, and how 

housing choice and mobility are limited due to a lack of affordable rental stock and rapidly rising 

rents.  

Such constraints are only further exacerbated by stagnant income assistance and disability 

rates, forcing people to stay in inadequate and, at times, unsafe housing. Some respondents 

mentioned that the scarcity of affordable housing enables discrimination of renters in their 

housing search by landlords.  

Of the respondents who answered income and housing cost questions in the submission tool, 

72 percent report spending above 30 percent of their income on housing, which is above 

Canada’s benchmark for affordability.  

 

What we heard about the lack of justice for tenants facing evictions  

We heard that 30 percent of submissions describe currently or previously facing eviction, 

foreclosure, or otherwise losing housing.  

Of those who had experienced foreclosure, this was often related to a loss of income during the 

height of the COVID-19 pandemic, and resulted in the respondents entering the rental market 

again.  

Some of the respondents who had been evicted shared that their landlords refused to sign 

leases or denied them tenancy rights. While formal eviction notices either fell under the 

auspices of landlord use or renoviction or demoviction, a subset of these notices were given in 

bad faith. For example, in British Columbia where recent legislation makes renovictions 

administratively cumbersome, respondents reported being evicted so the landlord’s family could 

occupy the unit, when in fact the landlord intended to renovate and increase the rent.  
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Many submissions described the period leading up to eviction as involving conflict or 

harassment from the landlord.  

For those who have attempted to access legal remedies through provincial residential tenancy 

boards, the proceedings were reported to be burdensome and drawn out. 

 

What we heard about housing being unsuitable for people with disabilities  

We found that 57 percent of submissions were from households that include a member who 

identifies as a person with a disability under the Accessible Canada Act.  

The Act defines disability as “any impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual, 

cognitive, learning, communication or sensory impairment—or a functional limitation—whether 

permanent, temporary or episodic in nature, or evident or not, that, in interaction with a barrier, 

hinders a person’s full and equal participation in society.”  

These households face increased barriers to finding suitable housing for their disabilities and 

face increased discrimination when looking for housing.  

We received six submissions from organizations who focus on this issue, including one from the 

Accessible Housing Network. The Network is advocating for mandatory universal design 

principles to be incorporated into every unit of new multi-unit residential buildings. They are 

urging that the National Building Code be updated so that all Canadians have access to the 

housing they need.  

Another submission from Alberta Health Services identified the issue of accessible housing 

being mainly available for people willing to live on their own, primarily in one-bedroom 

accommodations. This results in families having to live separately in different households in 

order to have accessible housing. 

British Columbia Complex Kids also made a submission on the struggle of parents to support 

children with disabilities. They noted the limited provincial programs and tax credit that support 

home adaptations. On a similar note, Decoding Dyslexia Ontario speaks to the lack of public 

services to identify dyslexia at an early stage. The struggle is not only strictly educational—it is 

closely linked to children’s future ability to access and afford housing.  

Finally, a submission received from the Environmental Health Association of Québec highlighted 

that the vast majority of accommodations are not adapted for people who suffer from 

environmental sensitivities or multiple chemical sensitivities (ES/MCS). 
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What we heard about insecure housing, particularly for women and gender 

diverse people  

We learned that 37 percent of individual submitters have been experiencing issues with their 

landlord, building manager, roommates, or neighbours.  

Women and gender diverse people are particularly affected by abusive property owners and 

building managers.  

Some of the issues they encountered included: landlords not making needed repairs or 

maintenance; threatening eviction; entering the apartment without permission; treating tenants 

badly on the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, and disability; charging illegal fees and 

rent increases; harassment and sexual harassment of tenants; or demands for sex in exchange 

for housing. 

We received nine submissions from women-led organizations for women’s rights to housing. We 

initiated engagement work with the Women’s National Housing and Homelessness Network 

(WNHHN) and the National Indigenous Housing Network (NIHN, formerly the National 

Indigenous Feminist Housing Working Group) who highlighted the systemic housing issues 

facing women, Two-Spirit and gender-diverse people, with a particular focus on Indigenous 

women.  

 Submission — The Crisis Ends With Us: Request for a Review into the Systemic 

Denial of the Equal Right to Housing of Women and Gender-Diverse People in 

Canada (WNHHN) 

In their submission, the WNHHN explains that across Canada, many women, girls, and 

gender-diverse people live in insecure or unsafe housing—or are made homeless—due 

to deliberate policy choices. They disproportionately live in core housing need, head 

single-parent households, and bear the burden of childcare, putting them at risk of 

eviction when faced with the impossible choice of paying the rent or feeding their 

children. There is a severe lack of affordable and appropriate housing that meets their 

diverse needs.  

This affordable housing crisis is exacerbated by systemic issues that keep women 

trapped in poverty and struggling to access housing in overheated rental markets. In 

their submission, the WNHHN argues that the Canadian Government’s failure to 

adequately address housing need and homelessness has manufactured a national 

human rights crisis for marginalized women and gender-diverse people. With few 

housing options and overwhelmed emergency shelters, many women rely on informal 

networks or dangerous survival strategies to meet their basic needs. The need to remain 

in situations of hidden homelessness not only places them at risk of exploitation and 

abuse, it also renders their needs invisible within mainstream systems and policy 

development.  
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 Submission — Homeless on Homelands: Upholding Housing as a Human Right 

for Indigenous Women, Girls, Two-Spirit and Gender-Diverse People (NIHN) 

 

In its submission, the NIHN declares that Indigenous women, girls, Two-Spirit, and 

gender-diverse people are experiencing some of the most egregious right to housing 

violations across Canada. They are over-represented in almost all aspects of housing 

insecurity, homelessness, and poverty, and are disproportionately impacted by violence 

and trauma linked to precarious living situations. Indigenous peoples – First Nations, 

Inuit, and Métis – continue to navigate and survive violent systems of institutionalization 

and exclusion, practicing their cultures through land and water stewardship and utilizing 

mechanisms like international and national human rights covenants and declarations to 

assert their rights. 

 

A submission from la Table des Groupes de Femmes de Montréal reports how the current 

housing crisis severely impacts women, whose housing needs and problems have grown. The 

pandemic trapped many women in abusive situations, disrupted the strategies of organizations 

who support people experiencing or at risk of homelessness, and hindered access to support 

resources.  

The shortage of shelter spaces for women has intensified. Many must now turn to resources 

that do not meet their needs, or remain in unsafe environments.  

The context of the pandemic makes it even more difficult for community workers to reach 

women. The sector itself was also hard hit by the pandemic, and many non-profit groups 

struggled to maintain their existing services and working conditions.  

The groups report barriers to access and many sources of exclusion in social, transitional and 

emergency housing resources. These include women’s lack of knowledge of existing and 

available housing, cumbersome eligibility criteria and regulations, bureaucratic processes, and a 

lack of resources for women with complex life situations. 

 

 

Recommendations VI – Women and gender diverse people 

1. Take urgent action to implement the Calls for Justice made by the National 

Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, and the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action as they relate to access to safe, 

affordable and adequate housing for First Nations, Inuit and Métis women, girls, 

Two-Spirit and gender-diverse people. 

 

2. Ensure that definitions of homelessness for the purposes of defining federal, 

provincial, territorial and policies and programs reflect the distinct experiences of 

homelessness among women, girls, Two-Spirit and gender-diverse people, 

particularly those who are Indigenous. 
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What we heard about homelessness or people not having their own place   

Endless waiting lists are a testament to the lack of affordable housing. This shortage fuels the 

overcrowding of transitional housing and accommodation resources.  

One in three individual submitters shared they have been experiencing issues with waiting lists 

for housing or shelters. We heard that the inaccessibility of shelter spaces is driving many 

people to live in tents or other forms of shelter for places to stay and to sleep. The Advocate’s 

review of homeless encampments is based on a submission from Montreal highlighting how 

people living in encampments face significantly greater insecurity and threats to their health and 

human rights. 

We also learned that half of the individuals who made a submission experienced homelessness 

at some point in their lives. 

One in ten individual submitters were involved in the child welfare system or residential school 

system as a child or youth. Of these, the vast majority had experienced homelessness at one 

point in their lives. Some were not even 16 years old when they became homeless for the first 

time, and half became homeless for the first between 16 and 29 years old.  

Some of the causes for experiencing homelessness at a noticeably young age include parents 

forcing children out of the household, fleeing abusive households, unplanned pregnancies, and 

guardians or parents being evicted for not paying their rent.  

 

What we heard from tenants’ rights associations  

We received several submissions from tenant’s associations and organizations advocating for 

tenants' rights who echo the concerns raised in individuals’ submissions. They made important 

recommendations, including that the National Housing Strategy needs to be reviewed to be 

clearly oriented towards social housing, and that it be broadened to facilitate legal recourse.  

One of the national leaders for social housing advocacy is the Front d'Action Populaire en 

Réaménagement Urbain (FRAPRU). They are a coalition of 145 organizations active in different 

regions of Québec, who intervene in every facet of the housing system. Their main priority is the 

“development and protection of social housing, in the form of public housing, cooperatives and 

non-profit housing.” In their submission, they denounce the systemic impact of the massive 

shortage of affordable rental stock on the right to housing, as well as its effects on other related 

areas of human rights, such as health, food, security, equality, and life. 
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What we heard about violations of the right to housing for Indigenous peoples 

The submission from the National Indigenous Housing Network (NIHN) declares that Indigenous 

women, girls, Two-Spirit, and gender-diverse people are experiencing some of the most 

egregious right to housing violations across Canada. They are over-represented in almost all 

aspects of housing insecurity, homelessness, and poverty, and are disproportionately impacted 

by violence and trauma linked to precarious living situations.  

These violations are a result of historic and ongoing attempts by the Canadian state to colonize 

Indigenous peoples, their cultures, and their ways of living, doing, and being. In the face of 

these attempts, Indigenous peoples—First Nations, Inuit, and Métis—have resisted and 

mobilized, continuing to uphold their ways. They continue to navigate and survive violent 

systems of institutionalization and exclusion, practicing their cultures through land and water 

stewardship and using mechanisms like international and national human rights covenants and 

declarations to assert their rights.   
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Amplifying experiences of systemic housing issues in 

Canada  
 

Over the course of the past year, based on research and the submissions we have received, we 

delved deep and worked to shine a light on key systemic housing issues in Canada and the 

lived experience of the people these issues are impacting every single day. 

We focussed on our work on five issue areas in particular: 

1. Financialization 

2. Encampments 

3. The right to housing for Indigenous peoples 

4. The right to housing for Two-Spirit, trans and gender-diverse people 

5. Homelessness of Canada’s veterans 

 

Systemic issue 1: Financialization 
 

Last year, we continued to highlight the issue of the financialization of housing and the harm is it 

causing to people and communities in Canada. 

Canada is seeing a growing trend of financial firms using housing as a commodity to grow 

wealth for their investors. Private equity firms, pension funds, and real estate investment trusts 

(REITs) are increasingly acquiring, operating, and developing housing as an investment 

strategy, with the aim of maximizing returns for shareholders. 

This phenomenon, known as the financialization of housing, often sees these firms acquiring 

rental buildings and increasing rents or decreasing services to maximize profits. This trend is 

not only contributing to unaffordability across the country—it is also denying people their 

fundamental human right to affordable, dignified, and safe housing. 

 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/financialization-housing
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Research and engagement 

A series of reports on this issue commissioned by the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate 

were published on September 8, 2022. The research reports have drawn wide attention and will 

be the focus of a study of the financialization of housing by the Standing Committee on Human 

Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities (HUMA). 

The adopted motion in October 2022 declared that it would examine “corporate ownership of 

single family homes, rent gouging and renovictions, and the impact of ‘real estate investment 

trusts’ (REITs) on the rental housing market.”  

The research findings confirm that financialization affects disadvantaged groups most, such as 

seniors, low-income tenants, people with disabilities, members of Black communities, and many 

others. It is linked to unaffordable rent increases, worsening conditions and a rise in evictions 

and renovictions. 

Financialization is not only affecting the rights of individuals and households—it is reshaping 

Canada’s housing system in dangerous ways. The research estimates that about one third of all 

seniors’ housing in Canada has been financialized, along with 20-30 percent of purpose-built 

rental buildings.  

The Advocate looks forward to appearing before the HUMA Committee to discuss the harmful 

effects of financialization and share options that policy makers can take to curb this issue. 

 

Review panel 

On September 23, 2022, the Advocate issued a formal request to the National Housing Council 

to launch a review panel on the human rights impacts of the financialization of purpose-built 

rental housing. This is the first time the Federal Housing Advocate has referred a systemic 

housing issue to the National Housing Council for further examination by a review panel. 

In March 2023, the National Housing Council announced plans to launch the review panel. The 

review panel—made of up of three members of the National Housing Council—will collect 

written and oral hearings from members of the public, human rights organizations, and experts. 

Finally, it will issue a report with recommendations for action that the government of Canada 

should take to address the financialization of purpose-built rental housing and advance the right 

to housing in Canada. 

Review panel hearings centre around public participation, particularly for communities directly 

affected by systemic issues. The hearing will provide an opportunity for tenants and others to 

share their experiences with financialization and the solutions they want to see. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/corporate-investment-in-housing-linked-to-unaffordable-rents-evictions-and-long-term-care-deaths-study
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/federal-housing-advocate-asks-national-housing-council-to-launch-public-hearing-on-corporate-investment-in-housing
https://nhc-cnl.ca/review-panels/review-2
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Systemic issue 2: Encampments 
 

Since the start of the pandemic, there has been a visible rise in encampments across Canada. 

Housing is becoming increasingly unaffordable and inaccessible. People are losing their 

livelihoods and their homes. Many social services and shelters are at maximum capacity. More 

people than ever before are having to live in tents or informal shelters to survive. Many have 

nowhere else to go. 

Last year, we continued to speak out and drive action on this issue to ensure that the rights and 

dignity of encampment residents are respected and upheld by decision-makers at all levels. 

 

Advocate-led review 

On February 23, 2023, the Federal Housing Advocate launched a formal review of 

encampments in Canada, which have become a human rights crisis in cities across the country. 

Although courts and human rights bodies are increasingly recognizing unsheltered 

homelessness as a human rights issue, people living in encampments are in some of the most 

vulnerable circumstances in our society. Their dignity and rights are frequently ignored. They 

face harassment and violence from police, bylaw officers, and the public. Most do not have 

access to basic services like clean water or heat. Some have suffered harm or have died as a 

result of exposure, fire, overdose, and other threats to life and safety. 

As a result, the Advocate is very concerned that some governments are not taking the 

necessary steps to protect people experiencing homelessness, particularly during severe 

weather. Dismantling encampments during the winter puts people's health and their lives at 

stake. This is a serious violation of human rights. 

All levels of government have an obligation to end this crisis. The conditions in encampments, 

coupled with the underlying failure of governments at all levels to ensure people can access 

adequate housing, are a violation of fundamental human rights, including the human right to 

housing. 

With this in mind, the Advocate has launched a formal review into this systemic housing issue. 

The Advocate's review will focus on systemic solutions to address the factors that lead to 

encampments, as well as the daily struggles of the people who live there. At the conclusion of 

the review, the Advocate will submit her findings and recommendations to the federal Minister 

responsible for housing. 

The Advocate's review will include testimony from people with lived experience. Anyone who 

has lived in an encampment can contribute to the review by making a submission to the 

Advocate.  

This review will provide opportunities to engage with rights-holders, duty-bearers and other 

stakeholders to better understand the systemic issues and identify practical human rights-based 

solutions. The review will take place over six to nine months, and the final report will document 

the Advocate’s finding and recommendations to the Minister responsible for housing. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/homeless-encampments
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/federal-housing-advocate-to-review-encampments-and-human-rights-violations-of-residents
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/federal-housing-advocate-to-review-encampments-and-human-rights-violations-of-residents
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The recommendations will include measures to: 

 Protect the fundamental right to adequate housing and other human rights for 

encampment residents and those at risk of homelessness, particularly those who are 

Indigenous and those who are members of disadvantaged groups; and 

 Provide sufficient supports to allow those living in homeless encampments to transition 

successfully into long-term and appropriate housing situations that respect their dignity, 

autonomy and privacy. 

Canada must do better at meeting people's vital needs for shelter and safety. Responses to 

encampments must centre on people's dignity and their human rights, including their right to 

adequate housing. 

 

Research and engagement 

The Advocate’s review builds on a series of research reports on homeless encampments 

released on December 8, 2022, that confirm a human rights crisis is unfolding in cities across 

Canada. 

These reports provide critical information on the emerging issue of encampments in five regions 

of Canada. They also confirm that a punitive approach to encampments is failing. Tearing down 

encampments is unsafe and can amount to forced eviction, which is a serious violation of 

human rights. The researchers note that this approach does not address the underlying 

conditions that have led to the growth of encampments in the first place, and it does not respect 

the rights or increase the safety or housing security of encampment residents. Critically, a 

punitive approach also removes choice from encampment residents and destroys the mutual aid 

and community connections they have built to care for one another within a broken system. 

Alongside this in-depth research, the Advocate engaged with a variety of organizations and 

stakeholders on the topic of encampments, including: 

 A partnership with The SHIFT to engage encampment residents to raise awareness 

about their human rights and the role of the Federal Housing Advocate; 

 A webinar organized with the Université de Montréal with the researchers on December 

2nd to share the research findings; 

 Expressions of concern and meetings with municipal leaders to highlight their human 

rights obligations when it comes to encampments;  

 Engagement with the Reaching Home program at Infrastructure Canada to learn more 

about current federal measures to address the human rights dimension of homeless 

 Encampments; and  

 Participation in a workshop entitled Habiter la rue : repenser notre réponse à l’itinérance 

at the Archives nationales du Québec à Montréal. 

This engagement and research will help decision-makers take action to better support 

encampment residents and uphold their fundamental human rights and human right to housing. 

https://www.homelesshub.ca/resource/encampments-across-canada-human-rights-approach
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Systemic issue 3: The right to housing for Indigenous peoples 
 

Across Canada, Indigenous people face long-standing challenges to accessing safe and 

affordable housing. Indigenous people are experiencing a housing crisis, which is in effect a 

human rights crisis. It is important to recognize the colonial policies and systems that perpetuate 

dispossession and violence, leading to homelessness and inadequate housing. 

Since the Federal Housing Advocate’s appointment in February 2022, she has made it her 

priority to engage with Indigenous peoples directly in order to respect self-determination and 

deepen collaboration and partnership. One of the key components of a human rights-based 

approach and of the mandate of the Federal Housing Advocate is meaningful engagement with 

Indigenous peoples in all aspects of policy and advocacy. 

 

A year of meaningful engagement 

Over the course of the past year, the Advocate’s engagement with Indigenous people and 

groups has allowed her the honour to bear witness and hear first-hand about the housing 

experiences of First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples, including those in remote, urban and rural 

areas.  

Recommendations VII – Encampments 

Governments and decision-makers at all levels must centre human rights and the 

right to housing in their approaches to encampments. The reports recommend five 

key areas where Canada must do better to uphold the rights of encampment 

residents: 

1. Stop the use of policing and law enforcement as a response to 

encampments. 

2. Provide funding and services at all levels of government—to support 

municipalities that are facing the disproportionate impact of addressing the 

existence of encampments, and to invest in short and long-term housing 

options and supports for encampment residents. 

3. Ensure the meaningful participation of encampment residents in decisions 

that affect them. 

4. Recognize the distinct rights of Indigenous Peoples and include them in the 

development of policy approaches to encampments. 

5. Address the conditions within encampments and provide access to basic 

services such as clean water, sanitation facilities, electricity and heat. 
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The Advocate made it her priority to meet with leaders from National Indigenous Organizations, 

Indigenous-led organizations and Indigenous communities to identify long-term and sustainable 

housing solutions. Throughout the year, the Federal Housing Advocate met with more than 25 

First Nations, Metis and Inuit organizations to build relationships and discuss ways that we can 

work together. 

Throughout this year of close talks and meaningful dialogues, the Advocate endeavoured to 

create an impartial and balanced approach to engagement, which is focused on promoting and 

ensuring participation of Indigenous peoples and their expertise and recognizing people with 

lived experience of housing need and homelessness as experts. Engaging with Indigenous 

peoples and communities must follow the standards enshrined in the UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, including free, prior and informed consent. Any recommendations 

that may affect Indigenous peoples must be developed in collaboration with those communities 

and reflect their express consent and leadership. 

 

Key takeaways 

The right to housing for Indigenous peoples includes rights related to lands, resources and 

territories, social and economic rights, rights related to non-discrimination and the importance of 

Indigenous peoples’ right to determine their own housing institutions, programs and policies. 

Throughout the Federal Housing Advocate’s yearlong engagement, she learned, she listened 

and she identified key items that will be integral to the way forward on this issue. Here are just a 

few: 

 Dedicated funding to meet the housing needs of First Nations, Inuit and Métis people, 

regardless of their residency. 

 A revised National Housing Strategy that is more reflective of human rights and 

Indigenous rights. 

 Full representation of Indigenous peoples at decision-making tables. 

 Direct and sustained federal investments, including respecting the government-to-

government fiscal relationship as opposed to the creation of a myriad of federal housing 

and homelessness programming. 

 Effective inter-governmental collaboration, research and innovation, and statistics 

gathering. 

 Meaningful input on how Advocate-led reviews and referrals to the National Housing 

Council for hearing panel can respect Indigenous self-government rights. 

The Advocate recognizes that Indigenous governments and communities are showing great 

leadership in the area of housing and homelessness, however, the legacies of colonialism and 

systemic disadvantage mean that Indigenous peoples are disproportionately represented in 

people who experience homelessness and housing precarity.  

The Federal Housing Advocate would like to see greater cooperation between governments and 

a stronger leadership role for the federal government. All levels of government have a role to 

play to address the housing crisis. 
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Systemic issue 4: Barriers to adequate housing for Two-Spirit, trans 

and non-binary people 
 

Since the start of her mandate, the Federal Housing Advocate has committed to focusing her 

work on those with greatest housing need, including Two-Spirit, trans and non-binary people 

who are disproportionately affected by housing need. It is essential when considering this 

priority group to do so with a keen intersectional lens. This is because for gender-diverse people 

who face intersectional forms of discrimination—such as racialized trans people, or non-binary 

people with disabilities—the barriers to housing are even greater. 

 

Learning more about barriers to housing 

In 2022–2023, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate commissioned the Women’s National 

Housing and Homelessness Network to prepare a research brief entitled Housing Need and 

Homelessness amongst Gender-Diverse People in Canada — A Preliminary Portrait. Drawing 

on a scoping literature review on homelessness among gender-diverse people in Canada, as 

well as quantitative and qualitative data from the Pan-Canadian Women’s Housing and 

Homelessness Survey, the brief examines significant, intersecting human rights violations in the 

area of housing, including:  

 gender-based discrimination in the rental housing market,  

 disproportionate housing accessibility and adequacy issues,  

 unique barriers to security of tenure, and  

 socio-economic marginalization that erodes access to affordable, safe, and permanent 

housing for gender diverse people.  

This research contributes to a body of evidence to support the Advocate’s systemic reviews and 

also to help academics and government duty bearers to understand where to focus their efforts 

and future research. Some key areas for future research range from collecting better national 

data on housing need and homelessness experienced by Two-Spirit, trans, non-binary, and 

gender diverse people, to the impact of financialization on gender-diverse households, to 

experiences of hidden homelessness among this community. 

 

https://womenshomelessness.ca/research-release/
https://womenshomelessness.ca/research-release/
https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/EN-Pan-Canadian-Womens-Housing-Homelessness-Survey-FINAL-28-Sept-2021.pdf
https://womenshomelessness.ca/wp-content/uploads/EN-Pan-Canadian-Womens-Housing-Homelessness-Survey-FINAL-28-Sept-2021.pdf
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Gaps in housing data for trans and gender diverse people 

Historically, 2SLGBTQ+ people have accounted for a disproportionately large percentage of 

Canadians who are homeless, at risk of becoming homeless, or in core housing need. The 

2SLGBTQ+ population is much more likely to be renters than the general population (53% vs. 

31%), more likely to be in core housing need (17% vs 12%), and less likely to report being 

satisfied with their dwelling (74% vs 83%), according to Statistics Canada. Recent research 

from Statistics Canada reveals that 2SLGBTQ+ individuals may also be at greater risk of losing 

access to safe and secure housing during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, data remains limited regarding the housing and homelessness experiences of low 

income Two-Spirit, trans, and non-binary people living in Canada, particularly with attention to 

differences within the Two-Spirit, trans, and non-binary community related to household income, 

Indigenous identity, racialization, and disability.  

In 2022–2023, we set out to provide some new disaggregated data to help fill this gap. 

Together, the Office of the Federal Advocate and the Policy, Research and International 

Relations Division of the Canadian Human Rights Commission funded and commissioned a 

report from Trans PULSE Canada. The report is based on housing data from the organization’s 

national survey, a large community-based study of the health of trans and non-binary people in 

Canada, funded by the Canadian Institute of Health Research. 

Key findings included:  

 Half of participants anticipated discrimination in obtaining housing because of who they 

are. 

 9.8% of participants had avoided accessing a shelter when they needed one because of 

gender identity/expression.  

 9.3% of participants were homeless or living in precarious housing, most often living 

temporarily with partners, friends, or family (8.6%).  

 Indigenous participants reported the highest rates of having ever lost housing (20.3%) or 

having to move (35.8%) because of who they are, as well as food insecurity (27.1%).       

 Black participants reported the highest rates of having been denied banking (19.1%) 

because of who they are. Many Black participants anticipated discrimination in banking 

access (45.3%) and in obtaining housing (69.9%) because of who they are. Other 

racialized participants reported the highest rate of current homelessness (2.7%).       

 Half of participants with disabilities received public social assistance or disability support 

in the past year. Participants with mobility disabilities had the highest reported level of 

avoiding using shelter (18.7%) and being denied shelter access (3.8%). 

Trans PULSE Canada used multiple approaches to make the survey accessible, however, it 

was not possible to conduct a random sample of the trans and non-binary population. 

Therefore, results cannot be assumed to represent true population demographics. For instance, 

that 9.3% of participants were homeless or living in precarious housing, does not mean exactly 

9.3% of all trans and non-binary people in Canada are homeless or living in precarious housing.  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/46-28-0001/2021001/article/00004-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2020001/article/00075-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/45-28-0001/2020001/article/00075-eng.htm
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Systemic issue 5: Homelessness of Canada’s veterans 
 

In 2022–2023, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate launched a new partnership with 

McGill University’s Max Bell School of Public Policy to gain a deeper understanding of the 

challenges and opportunities for ending veteran homelessness. The Max Bell Policy Lab will 

review existing literature, interview key informants and craft recommendations to guide the 

Advocate’s future work in this area. The final report and recommendations will be presented in 

2023. 

Last year, the Advocate also had the pleasure of engaging with the Multifaith Housing Initiative 

(MHI), which exists to build affordable housing that helps fix Ottawa's housing crisis and gets at-

risk people into secure, safe homes. One of their projects includes an affordable housing 

community for veterans, which the Advocate visited on November 11, 2022. 
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Promoting the right to housing 
 

Keeping the conversation focused on human rights 

 
Achieving the human right to adequate housing for all is one of the key pillars of the Federal 

Housing Advocate’s role. Keeping the conversation focused on human rights is her job.  

Throughout the month of November and in line with National Housing Day on November 22, the 

Advocate used this opportunity to call for changes to the National Housing Strategy so that it 

better addresses persistent failings in our housing system and upholds the human right to 

housing for people facing housing insecurity and homelessness. 

November marked five years since Canada released its 10-year, now $82 billion National 

Housing Strategy in 2017 to reverse Canada's housing and homelessness crisis. As we pass its 

halfway point, there is growing evidence that the Strategy is far behind on its goals of halving 

core housing need and eliminating homelessness by 2030, and it is not meeting the needs of 

Indigenous peoples and disadvantaged groups. 

On November 17, 2022, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate worked in partnership with 

the National Right to Housing Network to host a virtual panel discussion to highlight the urgent 

need to revise Canada's National Housing Strategy to include a stronger human rights-based 

approach by putting human dignity and lived experience at the centre of all its policies. 

The event, moderated by the Advocate, consisted of a diverse panel of experts who offered 

insights and rights-based solutions to address Canada's deepening housing crisis. The panel's 

solutions touched on issues of affordability, evictions and security of tenure, and housing 

inadequacy in northern Indigenous communities. 

On November 22, 2022, the Advocate held a live video broadcast event open to the public 

where she highlighted the importance of advocating for housing as a human right, and outlined 

the current gaps in the National Housing Strategy while encouraging Canadians to voice their 

own views on improving the Strategy. 

The National Housing Strategy is our best hope of solving the housing and homelessness crisis. 

It belongs to everyone in Canada—let’s make it work for us. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/canada-needs-a-national-right-to-housing-strategy
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Making connections 
 

Engaging with other organizations in the housing and homelessness sector helps the Federal 

Housing Advocate make real connections with people and combine our advocacy efforts. Last 

year, the Advocate spoke at more than 15 events, where she touched on key themes of 

advocacy, housing as a human right, and collaboration at all levels to develop solutions. Here 

are just a few: 

 A keynote speech at the Manitoba Non-Profit Housing Association’s 10th annual 

conference, where she highlighted the importance of the non-profit sector in solving the 

housing crisis in Canada. 

 A keynote speech at the Assembly of First Nations’ 5th National Housing Forum, where 

she touched on the importance of First Nations leadership and vision in reimagining 

housing policy in Canada. 

 Housing on the Hill Day, an event on Parliament Hill coordinated by the Canadian 

Housing and Renewal Association (CHRA). The Advocate participated in a fireside chat 

with CHRA Interim Executive Director Ray Sullivan, and underlined the importance of 

bringing together people on the front lines of the housing crisis with MPs and policy-

makers. 

 A keynote fireside chat in Saskatoon on the second day of the Building Community — 

Saskatchewan Housing and Homelessness Conference hosted by the Métis Nation-

Saskatchewan (MN-S). 

 

Canadian Alliance to End Homelessness conference 

The Advocate was a keynote speaker at the November 2022 Canadian Alliance to End 

Homelessness (CAEH) conference. Her speech touched on the advocacy journey to achieving 

the right to housing in Canada, and the work ahead. Above all, she highlighted that her most 

important role is to support the power of the people in claiming their rights and demanding 

change.  

"It took decades to win the recognition of the right to housing in law—but this is only the 

beginning. These rights belong to all of us and it will take all of us working together to 

make the right to housing real." 

—Federal Housing Advocate, Marie-Josée Houle 

The CAEH conference was also an opportunity to engage in workshops and symposiums with 

lived experts, front line workers, policy professionals, elders, leaders, survivors, funders, 

researchers, and activists. During the conference, the Advocate participated in the National 

Symposium on the Right to Housing for Women and Gender-Diverse People. The Advocate 

was honoured to hear their stories and strategize with these powerful lived experts and allies. In 

the wise words of one speaker, "Lived experts are great policy-makers."  

https://thestarphoenix.com/news/local-news/metis-nation-announces-1-5-million-housing-investment-at-sask-homelessness-conference
https://thestarphoenix.com/news/local-news/metis-nation-announces-1-5-million-housing-investment-at-sask-homelessness-conference
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/the-federal-housing-advocates-keynote-address-to-the-canadian-alliance-to-end-homelessness-conference
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Meanwhile, staff from the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate, along with partners at the 

National Right to Housing Network, delivered an interactive workshop entitled “Claiming the 

Right to Housing.” Staff shared about how the Advocate engages with the public through the 

housing submission tool. Using an interactive poll, participants shared the systemic housing 

issues most important to them, what they needed to put forward a systemic submission to the 

Advocate, and offered possible solutions to Canada’s housing crisis. 

The Office’s research on financialization and encampments was also presented in two 

workshops led by the researchers Sue-Ann MacDonald and Caroline Leblanc (encampments) 

and Martine August, Nemoy Lewis, Jackie Brown and ACORN Canada (financialization). 

 

Working together 
 

Building partnerships with organizations across Canada is essential to our work. Collaborations 

with these stakeholders help to strengthen our research, our knowledge of systemic housing 

issues in Canada, and broaden our reach. 

 

Trans PULSE 

In 2022, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate leveraged the work of Trans PULSE 

Canada and the Women’s National Housing and Homelessness Network to convene two expert 

engagement meetings. The meetings were held with Two-Spirit, trans and non-binary people 

(and allies) with lived or living experience of homelessness and housing precarity, and Two-

Spirit, trans and non-binary academic and community leaders, to further inform future research 

and engagement efforts of the Office and the Canadian Human Rights Commission.  

 

Federal and Indigenous partners 

Last year, the Advocate also built strong relationships with government partners, primarily at the 

federal level, as well as with national Indigenous organizations. The Advocate held introductory 

bilateral meetings with all federal Ministers overseeing key housing programs, as well as 

appeared before the Federal, Provincial-Territorial Housing Forum of Deputy Ministers. The 

Advocate also met with the executive leadership of the national Indigenous organizations to 

establish strong relationships and to plan regional engagements. Through regional visits, the 

Advocate was also able to begin engaging with some municipal governments in British 

Columbia, as well as the Indigenous leadership organizations in Nunavut and Nunatsiavut. 
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Working together on accessibility 

Last year, the Federal Housing Advocate developed partnerships to advance our shared goals 

with the people and organizations who have mandates under the Accessible Canada Act, 

including the Accessibility Commissioner at the Canadian Human Rights Commission, the Chief 

Accessibility Officer, and Accessibility Standards Canada.  

Canada does not currently have an adequate supply of accessible housing for people with 

disabilities. As our population ages in the next few decades and the average life expectancy 

increases, the need for accessible housing will increase dramatically. Seniors are twice as likely 

to have a disability as younger people; it is estimated that in the next two decades, one in four 

people will have a disability.  

Canada’s current supply of housing stock specifically for seniors is in short supply. There are 

predicted shortages of purpose-built seniors housing and long-term care facilities. Already, 

because of the lack of accessible housing options and choices, some seniors and people with 

disabilities who could live independently are forced to take up long-term care beds, which are in 

high demand, costly, and should be reserved for people with complex care needs. 

In our work together, we are highlighting the need for Canada to build accessibility into its 

housing policies and programs so that seniors and people with disabilities have a full range of 

housing choices that suit their needs. New housing must be designed to ensure equity for all 

Canadians, including seniors and people with disabilities. 

One of the Advocate’s priorities is to highlight the urgent need for accessible housing in the face 

of Canada’s rapidly aging population, and ensure that new housing is designed to allow people 

to age in place. 

The reality is that many seniors will need to age in place — that is, stay in their own homes as 

they grow older. Seniors who are aging at home will need to be in housing that meets their 

accessibility needs and accommodates future disabilities. Many homes will require 

renovations — some of which are extensive, expensive, disruptive and time consuming, if they 

are even possible at all. This situation is expected to create additional burdens for Canada’s 

aging population, regardless of people’s socio-economic position, with those most 

disadvantaged being most deeply affected.   

With the goal of ensuring equity and accessibility for all, Accessibility Standards Canada has 

published a technical standard on Accessible Dwellings in partnership with Canadian Standards 

Association (CSA/ASC – B652 – Accessible Dwellings). This standard can be adopted into 

regulations to ensure accessibility is incorporated into newly built homes. This would allow new 

homes to meet the evolving needs of seniors, people with disabilities, families, and others. 

The Federal Housing Advocate is calling on the federal government to rapidly incorporate 

accessibility standards for housing into the National Building Code alongside provinces and 

territories to make these standards legally enforceable.  

The National Housing Strategy — Canada’s $82 billion strategy to address the many housing 

crises that rage across this country — will result in waves of construction booms from coast to 

coast to coast. We have an opportunity to build in accessibility from the start. Now is the time to 

enact changes to make a real difference for people in the future. 
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The government must ensure that all new housing achieves the Accessible Canada Act’s goal 

of creating a barrier-free Canada, and the human right to adequate housing enshrined in the 

National Housing Strategy Act. 

 

 

 

National Housing Council 

The National Housing Council is an important partner that shares our goal of advancing the right 

to housing for all.  

Like the Federal Housing Advocate, the National Housing Council was established by the 

National Housing Strategy Act to promote participation and inclusion in the development of 

housing policy, provide advice to the Minister responsible for housing on advancing the right to 

housing, and to offer advice on the effectiveness of the National Housing Strategy to the 

Minister. The Council also plays a key role in conducting review panel hearings at the request of 

the Advocate.  

The Council includes 12 diverse appointed members from across the country, who bring lived 

and professional expertise on the issues of housing and homelessness facing their 

communities. In addition to the Advocate, ex-officio members of the Council include the CEO of 

the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), Deputy Ministers of Infrastructure 

Canada, Indigenous Services Canada, and Women and Gender Equality Canada, and the chair 

of the Provincial-Territorial Housing Ministers’ Forum. 

Last year, the Advocate joined the Council’s online meetings in April, June, and December 2022 

and February 2023, as well as their first in-person meeting in September 2022. She has also 

held regular meetings with the Appointed Co-Chair of the Council to foster collaboration on 

advancing the right to housing.  

Recommendations VIII – Accessibility 

1. The Federal Housing Advocate recommends that all new housing units that 

receive government funding or incentives meet the minimum criteria of visitability 

(having a level entrance, and having wider doorways and hallways and a 

wheelchair accessible washroom on the entry-level floor). 

 

2. The Federal Housing Advocate calls for all new residential units built in Canada 

to meet the criteria of Universal Design as well as the minimal Building Code 

requirements for housing related to accessibility conversion, allowing for easy, 

less structurally complex, expensive and disruptive future accessibly 

renovations. 

 

3. The Federal Housing Advocate calls for the adoption of the Accessible Dwellings 

Standard by provinces and territories, ensuring the accessibility standards are 

legally enforceable with the aim of removing and preventing barriers in the built 

environment for persons with disabilities, and all people who use it. 

https://nhc-cnl.ca/
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Throughout the year, we worked with the Council to align and strengthen our research and 

engagement. In particular, the Council’s reports on the National Housing Strategy have helped 

to inform the Advocate’s recommendations to the Minister on changes required to the National 

Housing Strategy. We also provided input into the Council’s research and engagement work. 

The area of most intensive collaboration with the Council has been in the development of 

guidelines for review panels. Review Panels are a new, made-in-Canada, participatory human 

rights mechanism established by the National Housing Strategy Act. Review panels are 

mandated to hold public hearings on major systemic housing issues identified by the Advocate, 

and to deliver a report to the Minister with their opinion and recommendations on what needs to 

be done to address the issue and advance the right to housing. 

 

Speaking out 
 

The housing crisis in Canada continued to weigh heavily on people this year. Homelessness is 

on the rise, housing is increasingly unaffordable and unavailable, and disadvantaged groups are 

falling further behind.  

This year, the Federal Housing Advocate raised awareness on these systemic issues and 

amplified people’s experiences by speaking out in the media, online, and in-person. 

 

Dignity and safety for people experiencing homelessness 

Following attacks on people experiencing homelessness in August 2022, the Federal Housing 

Advocate issued a joint statement with the Canadian Human Rights Commission to condemn 

this violence as a hate crime and demand dignity, safety, and protection for people experiencing 

homelessness. Upholding their human right to housing and protecting them from violence is a 

matter of life or death. 

In February 2023, the Advocate spoke out online about a planned eviction of people living in an 

encampment under the Ville-Marie expressway in Montreal. This news came on the heels of her 

visit to the encampment the week before, where she met and spoke with the residents. In her 

post, the Advocate urged the city and the provincial transport ministry to stop the eviction, and 

above all, to respect the rights of encampment residents. This issue also gained traction in the 

media, with community organizations and encampment residents alike highlighting the harm 

that an eviction would cause. The Advocate also spoke to several media outlets and highlighted 

that all levels of government must do more to provide adequate housing for people experiencing 

homelessness. 

The Advocate also released a series of Tweets in February 2023 urging a halt to proposed 

changes by Prince George city council to create a centralized, police-monitored homeless 

encampment in the city at Moccasin Flats. The proposed plan would violate Indigenous rights 

and the human rights of people experiencing homelessness. The Advocate called on the city to 

explore alternative options that are in line with their human rights obligations. The Advocate 

visited the encampment in August during her time in British Columbia, and as a result, she also 

urged the city to take action to ensure that the basic needs of people experiencing 

homelessness are being met, including sanitation, drinking water, heat, cooling, electricity, harm 

reduction, health and community services, safety, and more. Finally, she highlighted that any 

solutions must be the result of meaningful engagement and consultation with residents. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/ending-violence-against-people-experiencing-homelessness-starts-with-upholding-their-human-rights
https://twitter.com/HousingLogement/status/1630976619761504256?s=20
https://twitter.com/HousingLogement/status/1636432725250043904?s=20
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Op-ed: We must fix Canada's National Housing Strategy. Here's how to start 

On National Housing Day, November 22, 2022, a version of this story appeared in the Ottawa 

Citizen 

If you have been downtown in any Canadian city recently, you have probably noticed the same 

thing I have: there are far more people living on the streets. 

While this is the starkest indicator of Canada's housing crisis, there are many thousands more 

people who are facing the grim reality of housing insecurity. With rising rent costs, few 

protections against eviction, and an unforgiving housing market, the number of people in this 

dire situation is growing. 

This month marks five years since the federal government released its 10-year, $72 billion 

National Housing Strategy to reverse Canada's housing and homelessness crisis. The Strategy 

promised to reduce core housing need and end homelessness by 2030. 

Clearly, it is not working. The Auditor General's report last week adds to the growing evidence 

that the Strategy is far behind on its goals. 

No strategy could have predicted the challenges the world has faced in the past few years. The 

crushing combination of the pandemic and the economic crisis has exposed the fragility of 

Canada's housing system. It's made rent even more unaffordable. It's pushed shelters to the 

breaking point. Record numbers of people are dying on our streets. 

With inflation and a looming recession, things are getting worse. Many are just one accident, 

one illness, or one missed paycheque away from losing their home. 

The number of people falling through the tattered safety net has grown in the last five years. 

Those facing disadvantage are falling further behind. The number of people experiencing 

homelessness who are First Nations, Inuit and Métis remains disproportionate. 

The Strategy names priority populations, including Indigenous people, seniors, and people with 

disabilities—but it offers no way of measuring whether its programs are reaching the people 

who need it. Research shows that of the new housing units built by the two major programs of 

the Strategy, fewer than five percent are affordable to people in deepest need. 

We need a new plan. It is time to overhaul the Strategy to correct its failings and to reflect the 

realities of today's world. 

The National Housing Strategy belongs to everyone in Canada. We must demand that it work 

for us. Here is where we should start. 

We must tailor the Strategy to help low-income people stay housed and cope with inflation. This 

means retooling the Strategy's programs to meet the specific needs of disadvantaged groups, 

particularly people experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity. 

We must provide better housing for Indigenous people, no matter where they live. The Strategy 

must support a for-Indigenous, by-Indigenous approach. It must give Indigenous governments 

the resources to respond to the housing crises in their communities. 

https://ottawacitizen.com/opinion/houle-we-must-fix-canadas-national-housing-strategy-heres-how-to-start
https://ottawacitizen.com/opinion/houle-we-must-fix-canadas-national-housing-strategy-heres-how-to-start
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We need to take a new approach to providing adequate housing supply. This means funding the 

development, repair, and acquisition of housing supply that is not-for-profit, permanently 

affordable, and provides community value in exchange for government investment. 

And finally, the Strategy must prioritize a federal leadership role and a coordinated, all-of-

government approach to involve all levels of government in solving the housing crisis. 

The status quo is failing people. People who are low-income and precariously housed need 

solutions that keep them in their homes. More people will be forced into the cold if we do not 

act. More people will die on the streets this winter. 

We have to do better. Housing is a fundamental human right. A revised strategy is our best 

chance to improve life for people facing housing insecurity and homelessness. It must keep 

pace with the current reality and properly address persistent failings in our housing system. 

The people living on our streets do not need charity—they need their government to deliver on 

its commitments and human rights obligations to end homelessness. 

The time is now. 

Marie-Josée Houle is the Federal Housing Advocate, Canada's first housing and homelessness 

watchdog 

 

In 2022–2023, the Advocate was quoted in more than 50 media stories, including 

radio, print and television. 
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Monitoring the right to housing 
 

One of the Federal Housing Advocate’s roles is to keep track of how Canada is doing on the 

progressive realization of the right to adequate housing. Having comprehensive data, monitoring 

tools and frameworks that are grounded in human rights will help us to see what progress 

Canada is making and where we still need to improve. 

 

The intersection of the right to housing and the rights of people with 

disabilities 
 

This year, the Federal Housing Advocate worked closely with the Canadian Human Rights 

Commission to engage with people with disabilities and monitor how well their human rights are 

being respected in Canada, including their right to adequate housing. 

The Commission is designated as Canada’s National Monitoring Mechanism (NMM), with a 

mandate to monitor the implementation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

People with Disabilities (CRPD).  

The NMM has consistently received feedback from rights holders to prioritize issues of housing 

and disability. So, we are working together to coordinate efforts to create a consistent human 

rights-based approach to our respective monitoring duties. 

In June 2022, the Advocate participated in a panel discussion hosted by the Commission as 

part of a side-event at the United Nations meeting of countries who have signed on to the 

CRPD. The virtual panel discussion highlighted the intersection of housing rights and disability 

rights in Canada. This accessible virtual event was attended by more than 100 participants and 

included panelists with diverse lived expertise. The discussion also raised awareness on the 

work between the Federal Housing Advocate and the NMM to jointly monitor this intersection of 

rights. 

In December 2022, the Advocate joined the NMM at its Learning Circles event, with the goal of 

listening to the views of people with disabilities to help shape our joint monitoring work. It was 

an opportunity for people with disabilities to be heard on this issue. The discussions at the event 

allowed us to engage with people directly to develop a set of indicators to help measure the 

intersection of the right to adequate housing and disability rights. 

 
During this event, we asked everyone: 
 

 What do you think needs to be better understood— by governments, service providers 

and the public—about the right to adequate housing for people with disabilities? 

 To help us track progress on the right to housing for people with disabilities, we need to 
know: who is not being listened to, and what stories, experiences, and information need 

to be added to the picture? 
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The discussions and perspectives we heard from this event will be critical in helping to shape 

our joint monitoring efforts moving forward. 

 

 

Recommendations IX – People with disabilities 

1. As a matter of priority, broaden dedicated social and financial supports for 

people with disabilities as well as supportive housing in recognition of their 

unique needs and to ensure that they are able to maintain their dignity and 

independence. These supports must be inclusive and empower people to 

maintain a quality of life on par with people without disabilities. They should be 

more accessible geographically, including in remote and northern communities. 

Supports must also be reflective of inflation and interest rates.  

2. Take urgent steps to ensure adequate housing for people with disabilities. 

Adequate housing is defined as housing that is visitable, safe, accessible, 

habitable, culturally adequate, and affordable. Steps should include developing 

public policy to address the increasing cost of housing, including but not limited 

to the implementation of rent caps and the introduction of more non-market 

housing. Any new policies should be developed in collaboration with people with 

disabilities of diverse intersectional lived experiences and their advocates.  

3. Increase the percentage of fully accessible units required for new builds to 

receive federal funding to 100%. 

4. Develop a coordinated housing strategy between federal, provincial and 

municipal governments to clearly determine who is and is not responsible for 

providing housing solutions for people with disabilities. The goals of the National 

Housing Strategy and the National Housing Strategy Act require a collaborative 

effort across departments and jurisdictions to respond adequately to the needs of 

vulnerable populations, including people with disabilities. Jurisdictional confusion 

should never result in housing precarity for people with disabilities. 

5. Implement a clear strategy and committed timeline toward the 

deinstitutionalization of people with disabilities, including people with disabilities 

who are criminalized and institutionalized in inappropriate facilities such as 

hospitals, nursing or seniors’ homes and other long-term care facilities due to a 

lack of adequate community-based supports and services. The 

deinstitutionalization strategy should include a framework led by people with 

disabilities to ensure safe, accessible and affordable housing in the community, 

through public housing or rental subsidies, for persons leaving institutions.  
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The need for better data 
 

Working with Statistics Canada 

In 2022–2023, the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate continued to work with Statistics 

Canada to obtain data and statistical interpretation to inform the Advocate’s research and 

review of systemic housing issues. During the year, this collaboration produced 13 fact sheets 

to complete the series, Housing Experiences in Canada. 

Last year was significant as well because it saw Statistics Canada’s release of the 2021 Census 

data, including the Housing Data release on September 21, 2022.  

The fact sheets and Census data continue to paint a picture of disproportionate levels of 

housing need across disadvantaged groups. While the collection of housing data has improved, 

our work with Statistics Canada has highlighted significant ongoing data gaps to be able to 

accurately assess progress, or the lack thereof, towards implementing the right to adequate 

housing in Canada. 

To begin to address these gaps, the Office has proposed improvements to inform the design of 

the 2026 Census questionnaire. In January 2023, the Office and Statistics Canada also 

launched the Right to Adequate Housing Data, Concepts and Indicators Working Group. This 

new entity will: 

 Propose solutions to address the gaps in the current Canadian data landscape related to 

the right to adequate housing; 

 Identify indicators for measuring the progressive realization of the right to adequate 

housing; and 

 Promote the widespread adoption of a human rights-based approach to housing data, in 

line with the legislative requirements of the National Housing Strategy Act. 

 

Data sharing with 211 

Last year, we also continued to develop a data-sharing project with 211 to help build a more 

complete picture of systemic housing issues in Canada. 211 helps people navigate community 

services, including assistance with housing or homelessness related issues.  

We are working with 211 to capture the data from calls they receive that touch on the systemic 

issues we ask people about when they make a submission. This gives us an even broader 

picture of housing and homelessness needs across Canada.  

 211 reported that last year, they noticed a shift in the help that people needed. They 

identified they saw an increase in people calling for help with eviction, foreclosure or loss 

of their housing, and for not having a place to live or being homeless. 

 This spike in people losing their housing or becoming homeless was met with a spike in 

unmet needs. Frequently, 211 reported it was not possible to refer people for help with 

these issues because of a lack of community resources, shelter spaces, or other forms 

of assistance. 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/46-28-0001/462800012021001-eng.htm
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About us 
 

A brief history of right to housing in Canada 
 

The right to adequate housing is a human right for everyone in Canada. The human right to 

adequate housing means that all people are equally entitled to live in dignity in a safe and 

secure home. Everyone should be able to access housing that meets their needs without 

discrimination or harassment. 

Having an affordable, suitable and safe place to live helps people and families succeed and 

thrive. Housing as a human right is an important precondition for several other human rights, 

including the rights to life, work, health, social security, vote, and education.  

The human right to adequate housing is not a new concept. It is a fundamental human right that 

is recognized under international law, as early as the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. Canada committed to the progressive realization of the right to housing and an adequate 

standard of living in 1976 when its signature on the International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights came into force.  

Canada’s commitment to the human right to adequate housing was reaffirmed in 2019 when 

Parliament passed the National Housing Strategy Act. The Act recognizes housing as a human 

right and commits the federal government to further the progressive realization of the human 

right to adequate housing.  

The Act establishes accountability tools to help promote and monitor the right to housing in 

Canada, including:  

 A National Housing Strategy, to advance the progressive realization of the human right 

to adequate housing; 

 A National Housing Council, of which the Federal Housing Advocate is an ex-officio 

member, to oversee the implementation of the strategy; and 

 A Federal Housing Advocate, to promote and protect the right to housing in Canada.  

 

Learn more: 

 Video: About the National Housing Strategy Act 

 Video: Advancing the right to housing for duty bearers 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/n-11.2/FullText.html
https://www.placetocallhome.ca/
https://www.placetocallhome.ca/national-housing-council
https://youtu.be/uF8koytEXUk
https://youtu.be/gAlYlWh8-Hc
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About the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate 
 

The Federal Housing Advocate is an independent, nonpartisan watchdog, empowered to drive 

meaningful action to address inadequate housing and homelessness in Canada.  

The Office of the Federal Housing Advocate, housed at the Canadian Human Rights 

Commission, supports the Advocate in carrying out their mandate. 

Together, we promote and protect the human right to housing in Canada, including the 

progressive realization of the right to adequate housing.  

The goal of the Advocate’s work is to drive change on key systemic housing issues and 

advance the right to housing for all in Canada. The Advocate does this by receiving public 

submissions, by amplifying the voices of affected communities, by making recommendations to 

improve Canada’s housing laws, policies and programs, and by holding government to account 

on its human rights obligations related to housing and homelessness.  

The Advocate’s mandate is guided by a human rights-based approach, which values 

participation, accountability, non-discrimination, equity, transparency, empowerment, 

accessibility, respectful relationships with Indigenous peoples, and respect for human rights 

laws and obligations. 

 

Learn more: 

 Video: The right to housing in Canada 

 Video: Housing submission tool—your voice matters! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ol3w9Ad7I_g&ab_channel=CanadianHumanRightsCommission-CHRC
https://youtu.be/8hLqKeU4Kis
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About the Advocate 
 

Marie-Josée Houle (she/her) was appointed as Canada’s first Federal Housing Advocate in 

February 2022, marking a new chapter in a career defined by her work in the affordable housing 

and homelessness sector. 

Ms. Houle is an experienced leader who is recognized for her community activism, expertise in 

human rights, and extensive knowledge of the housing and homelessness system. 

Prior to her appointment as Canada’s first Federal Housing Advocate, Ms. Houle has held a 

number of roles that inform her broad experience, including frontline work in housing co-ops, 

consulting and project management for affordable housing development, by-law review, 

housing-related research projects, developing educational programs for housing co-ops and 

non-profits, and senior leadership roles. 

Ms. Houle has been actively involved in advocacy work at a national, provincial and community 

level. She has advocated for tenant rights and the non-profit housing sector at all three levels of 

government. She has worked with diverse partners in the sector to foster innovation and 

entrepreneurship, improve efficiencies, influence key opinion leaders, leverage strategic 

partnerships, and address gaps and human rights violations related to housing and access to 

housing. Building a sense of community among diverse partners is particularly important to her.  

A supporter and amplifier of marginalized voices, Ms. Houle promotes respectful and inclusive 

dialogue, creating a space for disadvantaged people to be heard, and applies an intersectional 

and anti-racism lens to her advocacy work. She has liaised with Indigenous housing providers, 

developers and tenant support organizations to devise ways to be a better ally, support their 

work and amplify their voices. 

Born in Val D’Or, Québec, and raised in Edmonton, Alberta, she holds a Master of Arts in 

Sociology and Social Anthropology from Dalhousie University and a Bachelor of Science in 

Environmental Sciences from the University of Alberta. Ms. Houle is fluently bilingual in English 

and French. 
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Annex A – The Federal Housing Advocate’s 

recommendations in 2022–2023  
 

The recommendations the Federal Housing Advocate made over the course of 2022–2023 are 

included throughout this report. They are compiled here and include the following: 

 

Recommendations I – National Housing Strategy 

The Federal Housing Advocate calls on the Federal Government to make the following changes 

to the National Housing Strategy: 

1. Provide better housing for Indigenous peoples, no matter where they live. The Strategy 

must address Canada's legacy of colonialism that results in systemic housing inequality for 

Indigenous people. This includes: 

 Most urgently, it must support the rapid development and delivery of an adequately 

funded for-Indigenous, by-Indigenous Urban, Rural and Northern Indigenous Housing 

strategy. 

 It must ensure that distinctions-based strategies adequately equip Indigenous 

governments to respond to the housing crises in their communities. 

 It must uphold Canada's international human rights obligations to Indigenous Peoples, in 

particular the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and it 

must respond to the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the 

Calls to Justice of the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Inquiry. 

2. Make programs purpose-built to address the needs of people experiencing inadequate 

housing and homelessness, and ensure that they show measurable results for people most in 

need, including the Strategy's priority groups. For example: 

 The Strategy must expand the Canada Housing Benefit to reach everyone in core 

housing need, to help them cope with rising inflation and stay housed. 

 The Strategy must establish clear targets, timelines and measurement frameworks for 

reducing core housing need and ending homelessness for all priority populations, and 

provide regular, public progress reports, using disaggregated data. 

 Its programs must embed an intersectional Gender-based Analysis Plus approach to 

reach those who are most marginalized in the current housing system, particularly 

women and 2SLGBTQIA+ persons as well as people who are Black, Indigenous, 

racialized, disabled, low-income immigrants, refugees and refugee claimants, older 

adults and youth. Programs must also provide equal benefit these groups; for example, 

correcting the shortfall in gender-specific shelter spaces for women and gender-diverse 

people. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/canada-needs-a-national-right-to-housing-strategy
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/canada-needs-a-national-right-to-housing-strategy
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 It must apply a standard definition of affordable housing based on the incomes of 

households experiencing core housing need and homelessness—not average market 

rents or average incomes of the whole population—with a goal that low-income 

households should not be spending more than 30% of total income on shelter costs. 

 It must build on the success of the Rapid Housing Initiative and pandemic income 

replacement programs—these prove that it is possible to house people experiencing 

homelessness and reduce core housing need. 

3. Prioritize the development and acquisition of housing supply that is permanently 

affordable and provides community value. Research shows that less than five percent of 

housing units produced by the largest NHS capital programs are affordable to households 

experiencing core housing need and homelessness. Instead of unnecessarily financing what the 

market is already producing, NHS investments must return community value through housing 

that is affordable, accessible, and suitable for people excluded from the housing system. For 

example: 

 It must take immediate action to stop the loss of affordable housing, including an 

acquisition fund for the non-profit and co-op sector to preserve affordable supply and 

counter financialization. 

 It must expand support for deeply affordable, non-market housing options to better target 

the needs of people experiencing inadequate housing or homelessness. 

 It must streamline programs to make them more accessible for housing providers 

serving disadvantaged groups. 

4. Demonstrate the leadership role of the federal government and a coordinated 

approach to involve all levels of government in solving the housing crisis. The Strategy 

requires concerted action and leadership from the federal government as well as other orders of 

government to end the housing crisis. This includes: 

 It must integrate a whole-of-government approach at the federal level, with all 

departments working alongside CMHC and Reaching Home. 

 It must integrate principles of the right to housing in all government decisions including 

Memoranda to Cabinet, Treasury Board submissions, and drafting instructions for new 

laws, building on lessons from the federal government's leadership in the areas of 

Gender-based Analysis Plus and anti-racism. 

 It must maintain the Community Based Tenant Initiative and take other measures to 

support the meaningful engagement of rights-holders in the design, monitoring, and 

evaluation of housing programs and policies. 

 It must recognize the federal government's leadership role in working with other orders 

of government to deliver on obligations to progressively realize the right to adequate 

housing. 

 It must amend the Federal-Provincial-Territorial Housing Partnership Framework and 

bilateral agreements to require that provinces and territories take a human rights-based 

approach to housing, and support them in meeting their human rights obligations. 
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 Programs such as Reaching Home and Rapid Housing Initiative must include human 

rights conditionalities and provide the resources municipalities need to respond to 

homelessness and encampments in compliance with human rights. 

 It must establish a cycle of evaluation and continuous improvement in line with its 

triennial reporting obligations. 

 

Recommendations II – 2023 Federal Budget 

Prior to the release of the 2023 Federal Budget, the Federal Housing Advocate issued the 

following recommendations: 

1. That the Government ensure housing related budget initiatives are focused on fulfilling 

Canada’s commitments legislated in the National Housing Strategy Act (NHSA) to 

advance the progressive realization of the right to adequate housing. 

2. That the Government move expeditiously to address the housing crisis for Indigenous 

peoples from coast to coast to coast. Budget 2023 must deliver on the Government’s 

commitment to support the development and provide long-term funding for an urban, 

rural and northern (URN) Indigenous housing strategy that is for Indigenous and by 

Indigenous.  

3. That the Government undertake a thorough revision of the National Housing Strategy 

(NHS) to strengthen the overall Strategy and ensure programs are delivering on human 

rights commitments, particularly when it comes to targeting those in greatest need. 

4. That the Government demonstrate the leadership role of the federal government and a 

coordinated approach to involve all levels of government in solving the housing crisis.  

 

Recommendations III – Housing Accelerator Fund 

In order to align the Housing Accelerator Fund with the human rights obligations imposed by the 

National Housing Strategy Act, the Federal Housing Advocate recommends that the Fund: 

1. Prioritize the needs of people experiencing inadequate housing and homelessness, 

members of disadvantaged groups, and Indigenous peoples; 

2. Dedicate the maximum available resources to increasing the supply of adequate and 

affordable housing for these groups over the long term and to preventing the loss of 

affordable housing and neighbourhoods; 

3. Meaningfully involve affected communities, those most in need and Indigenous Peoples 

in the design, implementation and monitoring of the Fund; 

4. Adopt a human rights-based approach, with clear human rights-informed targets, 

timelines and indicators; 

5. Collect disaggregated data to understand the challenges and monitor results; and 

Submission to the Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social 

Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities; and 

6. Ensure collaboration and coordinated action between federal, provincial, territorial, 

municipal and Indigenous governments on implementing a human rights-based 

approach to the Fund. 

https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/publications/pre-budget-consultations-2023-federal-housing-advocates-recommendations
https://www.housingchrc.ca/en/publications/pre-budget-consultations-2023-federal-housing-advocates-recommendations
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Recommendations IV – Financialization 

The expert research commissioned by the Office of the Federal Housing Advocate identifies 

multiple measures to address financialization under five key areas:  

1. Tracking ownership and measure the impacts of financialization; 

2. Developing mechanisms to definancialize ownership; 

3. Suspending state subsidies and support to financialized landlords; 

4. Ensuring public pension funds promote social good through legislation; and, 

5. Developing enduring rent controls and tenant protections. 

The Federal Housing Advocate urges decision makers to consider these options when 

examining solutions. At the HUMA Committee panel, the Advocate invites members to seek the 

views of the researchers and other witnesses about the specifics of their recommendations. 

The Advocate recognizes this is a complex and technical area. The Advocate’s role is not to 

make specific policy prescriptions. Parliamentarians need to rely on the expertise of the public 

service to design policy solutions that will fulfill human rights obligations. 

When determining policy responses, governments must put human rights at the centre. 

The directives on financialization recommended by the international housing rights monitor The 

Shift also provide useful guidance for Parliamentarians. 

 

Recommendations V – United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child 

The Advocate urges the federal, provincial and territorial governments to take urgent action to 

follow up the Committee’s concluding observations and these two housing-related 

recommendations in particular: 

 Clear measures and timelines needed to end homelessness among children 

The Committee recommended that Canada address these gaps by strengthening its 

timelines and priorities to end child homelessness and guarantee all children from low-

income families have stable access to adequate and affordable long-term housing.  

 Revising eviction laws to protect the rights of children 

The Committee recommended Canada revise provincial and territorial eviction laws to 

ensure that they prioritize the best interests of the child, and that all avenues to prevent 

evictions are pursued. 

 

https://make-the-shift.org/directives/#:~:text=The%20Shift%20Directives%20recognize%20that,and%20international%20financial%20institutions%20in
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Recommendations VI – Women and gender diverse people 

1. Take urgent action to implement the Calls for Justice made by the National Inquiry into 

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, and the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s Calls to Action as they relate to access to safe, affordable and adequate 

housing for First Nations, Inuit and Métis women, girls, Two-Spirit and gender-diverse 

people. 

2. Ensure that definitions of homelessness for the purposes of defining federal, provincial, 

territorial and policies and programs reflect the distinct experiences of homelessness 

among women, girls, Two-Spirit and gender-diverse people, particularly those who are 

Indigenous. 

 

Recommendations VII – Encampments 

Governments and decision-makers at all levels must centre human rights and the right to 

housing in their approaches to encampments. The reports recommend five key areas where 

Canada must do better to uphold the rights of encampment residents: 

1. Stop the use of policing and law enforcement as a response to encampments. 

2. Provide funding and services at all levels of government—to support municipalities that 

are facing the disproportionate impact of addressing the existence of encampments, and 

to invest in short and long-term housing options and supports for encampment residents. 

3. Ensure the meaningful participation of encampment residents in decisions that affect 

them. 

4. Recognize the distinct rights of Indigenous Peoples and include them in the 

development of policy approaches to encampments. 

5. Address the conditions within encampments and provide access to basic services such 

as clean water, sanitation facilities, electricity and heat. 

 

Recommendations VIII – Accessibility 

1. The Federal Housing Advocate recommends that all new housing units that receive 

government funding or incentives meet the minimum criteria of visitability (having a level 

entrance, and having wider doorways and hallways and a wheelchair accessible 

washroom on the entry-level floor). 

2. The Federal Housing Advocate calls for all new residential units built in Canada to meet 

the criteria of Universal Design as well as the minimal Building Code requirements for 

housing related to accessibility conversion, allowing for easy, less structurally complex, 

expensive and disruptive future accessibly renovations. 

3. The Federal Housing Advocate calls for the adoption of the Accessible Dwellings 

Standard by provinces and territories, ensuring the accessibility standards are legally 

enforceable with the aim of removing and preventing barriers in the built environment for 

persons with disabilities, and all people who use it. 
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Recommendations IX – People with disabilities 

1. As a matter of priority, broaden dedicated social and financial supports for people with 

disabilities as well as supportive housing in recognition of their unique needs and to 

ensure that they are able to maintain their dignity and independence. These supports 

must be inclusive and empower people to maintain a quality of life on par with people 

without disabilities. They should be more accessible geographically, including in remote 

and northern communities. Supports must also be reflective of inflation and interest 

rates.  

2. Take urgent steps to ensure adequate housing for people with disabilities. Adequate 

housing is defined as housing that is visitable, safe, accessible, habitable, culturally 

adequate, and affordable. Steps should include developing public policy to address the 

increasing cost of housing, including but not limited to the implementation of rent caps 

and the introduction of more non-market housing. Any new policies should be developed 

in collaboration with people with disabilities of diverse intersectional lived experiences 

and their advocates.  

3. Increase the percentage of fully accessible units required for new builds to receive 

federal funding to 100%. 

4. Develop a coordinated housing strategy between federal, provincial and municipal 

governments to clearly determine who is and is not responsible for providing housing 

solutions for people with disabilities. The goals of the National Housing Strategy and the 

National Housing Strategy Act require a collaborative effort across departments and 

jurisdictions to respond adequately to the needs of vulnerable populations, including 

people with disabilities. Jurisdictional confusion should never result in housing precarity 

for people with disabilities. 

5. Implement a clear strategy and committed timeline toward the deinstitutionalization of 

people with disabilities, including people with disabilities who are criminalized and 

institutionalized in inappropriate facilities such as hospitals, nursing or seniors’ homes 

and other long-term care facilities due to a lack of adequate community-based supports 

and services. The deinstitutionalization strategy should include a framework led by 

people with disabilities to ensure safe, accessible and affordable housing in the 

community, through public housing or rental subsidies, for persons leaving institutions.  
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Annex B – The Federal Housing Advocate’s final 

recommendations 
 

This report provides an overview of many violations of the right to housing in Canada, and 

recommends a number of solutions. In the first year of the Advocate’s mandate, it has become 

clear that it is not enough to identify barriers to the right to housing and recommend solutions. 

Canada’s housing and homelessness emergency will only be effectively addressed when 

governments commit to meaningful, effective action.  

The final recommendations contained in the sections below are focused on the mechanisms 

through which governments can demonstrate accountability and implement effective measures 

to address the many other recommendations in this report that the Advocate made throughout 

the 2022–2023 year.  

The National Housing Strategy Act recognized the right to adequate housing in domestic law for 

the first time. To make this right real, governments must be accountable for its implementation. 

The Advocate’s final set of recommendations are focused on the mechanisms through which 

governments can demonstrate accountability and implement effective measures to address the 

many other recommendations in this report.  

 

Recommendations to the Government of Canada 

The Advocate calls on the Prime Minister, Minister of Housing and Diversity and Inclusion, 

Finance Minister, other members of Cabinet, and all Parliamentarians to recognize and 

implement the human right to adequate housing, as legislated in the National Housing Strategy 

Act.  

In 2023, the Government of Canada should: 

1. Establish a Cabinet working table to develop an all-of-government action plan on 

implementing the human right to adequate housing in accordance with the National Housing 

Strategy Act. The table should include the Ministers whose portfolios interact with housing, 

such as Health, Mental Health and Addictions, Justice, Indigenous Services, 

Crown-Indigenous Relations, Veterans’ Affairs, Intergovernmental Affairs, Employment and 

Disability Inclusion, Families and Social Development, Immigration, Women and Gender 

Equality, and Seniors.  
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Key elements of the action plan should include: 

A. Taking an all-of-government approach in responding to the housing and homelessness 

crisis, recognizing the crucial links between access to adequate housing and all key 

areas of Canada’s economic and social policy, include health, justice, and immigration. 

B. Developing a mechanism similar to Gender-based Analysis Plus (GBA+) to apply the 

requirements of progressive realization of the right to housing in all budgets, laws, policy 

and program development that affect housing and homelessness, such as through 

Treasury Board Submissions and Memoranda to Cabinet. These requirements include: 

 Taking effective, concrete measures; 

 Using all available resources; 

 Employing all appropriate means, including regulation; 

 Moving towards full realization of the right to housing as quickly as possible; 

 Giving priority to those in greatest need; and 

 Fulfilling human rights obligations of immediate effect, such as non-discrimination 

and avoiding retrogression. 

C. Making a commitment by Cabinet officials to acknowledge, and raise awareness about, 

the human right to housing.  

 Center the right in speaking lines. For example, replace “everyone in Canada 

deserves a safe and affordable place to call home” with “everyone in Canada has 

a right to a safe and affordable place to call home” in communications about 

housing and homelessness. 

 Launch a communications campaign across traditional and social media to 

inform people in Canada about their human right to adequate housing. 

 













https://housingchrc.ca/
https://homelesshub.ca/OFHA




 

4 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Overview of Encampments Across Canada...................................................................................... 1 

Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................... 3 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 6 

The growth of encampments .................................................................................................. 7 

Research objectives ................................................................................................................. 8 

Organization of the report ...................................................................................................... 9 

Chapter 1 : Background on the Regulation of Encampments ................................................... 10 

1. Canadian Homelessness and Encampments Pre-Pandemic ............................................. 11 

2. Canadian Homeless Encampments in the Pandemic Era .................................................. 12 

3. Homelessness and Human Rights ..................................................................................... 14 

Chapter 2: The Role of Municipal Bylaws in Encampments ...................................................... 16 

1. Municipal By-laws and the Regulation of Public Space ..................................................... 16 

2. Municipal By-laws and Encampments in the Pandemic Era ............................................. 18 

3. How By-Laws are Used in Encampments : Summaries of the Case Studies ..................... 20 

a) Prince George, British Columbia ................................................................................... 20 

b) Vancouver, British Columbia ........................................................................................ 21 

c) Hamilton, Ontario ......................................................................................................... 21 

d) Toronto, Ontario ........................................................................................................... 22 

e) Quebec Case Studies..................................................................................................... 23 

Chapter 3: Media Scan ............................................................................................................... 24 

Methodology ......................................................................................................................... 24 

Findings .................................................................................................................................. 25 

1. Life in the Encampments ................................................................................................... 25 

Rationale and Reasons .......................................................................................................... 25 

2. Issues Facing Encampments .............................................................................................. 27 

3. Responses to Encampments.............................................................................................. 28 

Summary of media scan alongside encampment enforcement ........................................... 31 

Chapter 4: A National Protocol on Homeless Encampments in Canada ................................... 33 

Principle 1: Recognize residents of homeless encampments as rights holders.................... 34 





https://www.make-the-shift.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/A-National-Protocol-for-Homeless-Encampments-in-Canada.pdf
https://www.make-the-shift.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/A-National-Protocol-for-Homeless-Encampments-in-Canada.pdf


https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/caeh.ca/wp-content/uploads/CAEH_2020-Annual-Report.pdf
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/edmonton-city-council-1.6613276
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/edmonton-city-council-1.6613276
http://ledevoir.com/societe/580289/montreal-tolerance-zero-pour-des-campements-d-itinerants
http://ledevoir.com/societe/580289/montreal-tolerance-zero-pour-des-campements-d-itinerants






/Users/aeflynn/Library/Containers/com.apple.mail/Data/Library/Mail%20Downloads/6C9D3898-1198-4828-9A79-D6D06DD04CBF/thelocal.to/a-year-of-resistance-in-the-moss-park-encampment
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/COHIndigenousHomelessnessDefinition.pdf


https://api.cremis.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Rapport-final_2020-05-26_Version-finale_murale.pdf
https://api.cremis.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Rapport-final_2020-05-26_Version-finale_murale.pdf


http://ottawacitizen.com/news/local-news/egan-not-yet-in-from-the-cold-the-year-of-shifting-homeless-encampments
http://ottawacitizen.com/news/local-news/egan-not-yet-in-from-the-cold-the-year-of-shifting-homeless-encampments
http://cp24.com/news/city-opens-covid-19-recovery-site-for-homeless-amid-news-of-30-cases-in-shelter-system-1.4895234
http://cp24.com/news/city-opens-covid-19-recovery-site-for-homeless-amid-news-of-30-cases-in-shelter-system-1.4895234


https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/resources/statement-canada-must-uphold-the-rights-persons-experiencing-homelessness
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/chrc-ccdp.gc.ca/en/resources/statement-canada-must-uphold-the-rights-persons-experiencing-homelessness
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/bchumanrights.ca/news/https-bchumanrights-ca-wp-content-uploads-homeless-violence-statement-pdf
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/bchumanrights.ca/news/https-bchumanrights-ca-wp-content-uploads-homeless-violence-statement-pdf








http://policinghomelessness.ca/mapOne.html
https://www.homelesshub.ca/blog/mapping-vagrancy-type-offences-municipal-laws
https://www.homelesshub.ca/blog/mapping-vagrancy-type-offences-municipal-laws
http://policinghomelessness.ca/mapOne.html.


http://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/city-eases-crackdown-on-homeless-camps-amid-covid-19-despite-increasing-complaints
http://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/city-eases-crackdown-on-homeless-camps-amid-covid-19-despite-increasing-complaints
https://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/tent-city-homeless-encampments-have-sprung-up-around-windsor
https://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/tent-city-homeless-encampments-have-sprung-up-around-windsor
http://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/i-wish-i-wasnt-homeless-taking-homelessness-fight-to-the-streets
http://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/windsors-tent-city-evicted-advocacy-groups-help-homeless-find-new-accommodations
http://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/windsors-tent-city-evicted-advocacy-groups-help-homeless-find-new-accommodations
http://vicnews.com/news/b-c-enacts-provincial-order-to-move-homeless-at-victoria-encampments-into-hotels/
http://vicnews.com/news/b-c-enacts-provincial-order-to-move-homeless-at-victoria-encampments-into-hotels/


http://timescolonist.com/news/local/deadline-for-moving-homeless-out-of-victoria-camps-extended-to-may-20-1.24132161
http://timescolonist.com/news/local/deadline-for-moving-homeless-out-of-victoria-camps-extended-to-may-20-1.24132161
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/globalnews.ca/news/6940366/camp-samac-durham-homeless-coronavirus-covid-19
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/globalnews.ca/news/6940366/camp-samac-durham-homeless-coronavirus-covid-19
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/homeless-camp-take-down-mmf-winnipeg-1.5516957
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-carpenter-khaleel-seivwright-response-city-application-injunction-1.5923854
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-carpenter-khaleel-seivwright-response-city-application-injunction-1.5923854
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/toronto.ca/community-people/housing-shelter/homeless-help/encampment-outreach-response
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/edmonton.ca/city_government/initiatives_innovation/homeless-on-public-lands.aspx
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/hamilton.ca/social-services/housing/city-hamilton-encampment-response
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/victoria.ca/EN/main/city/bylaw-enforcement/sheltering-in-parks.html
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/victoria.ca/EN/main/city/bylaw-enforcement/sheltering-in-parks.html
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/halifax.ca/about-halifax/regional-community-planning/public-safety#encampments
http://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2021AG0043-000637
https://clkapps.winnipeg.ca/dmis/ViewDoc.asp?DocId=20319&SectionId=&InitUrl


https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/tent-city-montreal-housing-crisis-1.5713069
http://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2021AG0022-000521
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cheknews.ca/homeless-in-victoria-say-they-need-help-to-find-permanent-homes-1073904








 

24 

 

Chapter 3: Media Scan  
“I applied to TCHC housing 40 years ago. But they never, ever called me until I said 

I’m not leaving the park. Until I was too hard to ignore.”57 

—Derrick Black, on his difficulties in securing affordable housing 

Given the limited academic resources on encampments during the pandemic and the 

importance of media reporting in this area, this chapter sets out a scan of the media on 

encampments in Canada from March 2020 to December 2021. The objective of the media scan 

is to capture helpful data, insights into the issues raised by reporters, and information on the 

views of unhoused people, community members, and officials. This media scan of English media 

also provides insight into how public opinion can be influenced by reporting, what issues are 

deemed newsworthy, and how information about encampments is disseminated to the public 

outside of encampments.  

Methodology 

For manageability, duplicate articles and articles pertaining to other countries were removed. 

The articles were further condensed to only include those that directly mentioned 

“Encampments,” “Camps,” “Tents,” and “Tenters” in the title, for relevance purposes. After this 

was complete, researchers analyzed 213 articles.58 Of these articles, 116 were from March 2020-

December 2020, and 96 articles were from 2021. Themes were repeated throughout many of 

the articles and are relevant to broader understandings and representations of encampments in 

Canada. Almost every article pertained to a major city, with the majority of the articles coming 

from Ontario. 

Provincial Breakdown: 

Province # of Articles % of Total 

Ontario 134 62.9 
British Columbia 40 18.8 

Alberta 15 7 

Manitoba 10 4.7 
Quebec 9 4.2 

Nova Scotia 2 0.9 

Saskatchewan 2 0.9 

New Brunswick 1 0.4 

 
Due to the heavy focus on Ontario and British Columbia in the initial media scan, researchers 

conducted an additional search to explore media representations of encampments in the 

territories. The media scan was guided by the following descriptive research questions:  

 
 This chapter was drafted by Sydney Chapados, Sociology PhD Student, Carleton University. 
57 Black & Mistry, supra note 7. 
58 A database of the articles referenced in this chapter has been published alongside the report. 
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1) How are encampments, their residents, and local enforcement measures portrayed in 

news and social media?  

2) What is the range of public attitudes towards encampments, their residents, and local 

enforcement measures?  

3) What human rights dimensions should be brought to the attention of the Federal 

Housing Advocate? 

Articles were coded descriptively based on these three questions to explore how the media 

represents and frames the presence of encampments in Canada.  

Findings 

Media on encampments presented a wide range of perspectives including from those 
living in encampments, advocates and protesters, outreach workers, community 
members who did not reside in encampments, previous encampment residents, police 
officers and other emergency response workers, as well as politicians. In some cases, 
these viewpoints were presented in the form of an op-ed or editorial, a “debate” held 
by the news outlet, or a standard report where actors provided quotes. The breadth of 
actors involved in sharing knowledge provided a significant and well-rounded analysis of 
media representation and perspectives on encampments in Canada. Findings are 
organized into three broad themes, with subsequent subthemes displayed here in 
brackets: life in the encampments (rationale and reasons, day-to-day experiences, needs 
of campers), issues facing encampments (cohabitation, sanitation, safety and security), 
and responses to encampments (bylaw, police, and security; community and 
neighbours; and political).  
 

1. Life in the Encampments 

Rationale and Reasons  

Many of the media representations of encampments seek to prescribe what should be done to 

or with those residing in encampments. In rare cases, this looks like advocating for permanent 

housing, whereas in most others, it takes the form of moving people into shelters, rooming 

houses, hotels, jails, or other institutions. However, these prescriptions often overlook what 

drives people to take up residence in an encampment in the first place. Arguably, there are two 

main reasons identified in the media that contributed to people living in encampments 

throughout the pandemic. The first of these is people who have chosen to live outside for many 

years because they enjoy being outside, living with others away from scrutiny and authority, and 

feel safer doing so59. The second is those who have moved outside since the onset of COVID-19 

due to various factors impacting their well-being. Discussing these factors, residents expressed 

concerns about violence and chaos, the spread of COVID-19, a lack of available shelter space, 

 
59 Johnston & Vincent, 2021; Casey, 2021; Rodrigues & Westoll, 2021; Tamminga, 2021 
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cleanliness, and increased substance use in the shelter and hotel system.60 Put simply, media 

coverage that considered rationale for residing in encampments demonstrated that COVID-19 

had created, exacerbated, and sustained a myriad of issues related to accessing shelter 

comfortably and safely, causing people to seek shelter elsewhere where they feel more in 

control of their own health and safety. 

Day-to-Day Life 

Although some encampment residents interviewed in media sources express that staying in an 

encampment is the best choice for them, this choice is often one made in a limited context 

created by the housing shortage.61 Encampments may be the safest option that residents can 

access; however, there are also factors identified by the media within encampments that create 

challenges on a day-to-day basis. Residents express that accessing hygiene facilities, such as 

showers, washrooms, and sinks, has become exponentially more difficult since the onset of 

COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdowns.62 In some cases, cities and organizations have 

responded to these concerns by providing showers in trailers or porta-potties, but many 

encampment residents are left without.63  

Encampment residents have also identified that they find it difficult to really put down roots in 

any place because they are aware that they could be moved at any moment or have some of 

their personal items stolen.64 Life in encampments for these residents is therefore presented as 

being precarious, but not any more precarious than accessing shelter or other short-term, 

temporary services. In any case, there is some representation of residents who do settle into 

encampments with many belongings, including musical instruments and art supplies.65 These 

residents state that they feel safe in encampments and do not hesitate to call their space 

“home.” One resident interviewed by CBC News mentioned that his space in a Toronto 

encampment is the first home he has had in years, and he would be “crushed” if he were to lose 

this place where he is able to engage in leisure activities like making art and to have access to all 

of his belongings.66 Others have also identified that encampment residents try their best to take 

care of one another, as well as the physical space, leading to a deepened sense of community 

within the encampments.67  

In many cases identified by the media, there is fairly consistent contact with city officials, 

outreach workers, religious organizations, and police and emergency services who enter camps 
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to administer different services to residents.68 In Vancouver, nurses would visit the 

encampments to administer COVID-19 testing and facilitate isolation for those who tested 

positive or were experiencing symptoms.69 This was not without problems, as isolating in a tent 

is quite difficult for residents when there are no washrooms or hygiene services nearby.  

Needs of Residents 

Most campers and advocates interviewed in media reports identified that the number one thing 

that encampment members needed was permanent housing and long-term solutions, rather 

than short-term stays in shelters and hotels.70 Short-term stays in shelters and hotels would 

often only remove people from encampments for a brief period of time, and they would then 

return after being discharged. Others identified needs such as hygiene, food, relief from the 

elements, pieces of identification that are vital for accessing supports, substance use and mental 

health supports, and dignity and respect.71  

2. Issues Facing Encampments 

The issues facing encampments that are highlighted by media are deep, with some pertaining to 

life inside the encampments, and others pertaining to external threats to encampments. These 

are separated into two themes: security and safety, and sanitation.  

Sanitation 

As mentioned above, encampment residents found it quite difficult to maintain their hygiene 

during the pandemic due to the closure of public facilities and a lack of access to showers, 

washrooms, and sinks. This created barriers for encampment residents to follow public health 

guidelines such as handwashing. Similarly, campers found it difficult to socially distance within 

encampments, and there were also concerns about accessing potable water for drinking and 

cooking.72  

Campers and community members outside of the encampments identified concerns about 

garbage build-up and garbage removal within the encampments.73 If garbage removal was not 

arranged externally, it was often not done, leading to a large build-up of garbage within the 

encampments that could lead to health and morale issues. The issue of garbage removal 

seemed to draw significant attention from external community members who were displeased 

at how parks were being treated and how garbage was left to build up.74 Many community 

members identified that they no longer enjoyed being in parks due to the lack of cleanliness 

they witnessed.  
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Safety and Security 

In regard to safety and security, a number of concerns have been identified in the media by 

campers, their family members, external community members, emergency services, and 

politicians. Throughout the past two years, there have been a number of media articles 

identifying issues with fires and gas explosions within encampments, in some cases causing 

death.75 This coverage highlights that soft-sided and temporary shelters can be set on fire very 

easily, causing fires to spread quickly throughout encampments and damaging people’s 

belongings and living spaces. People rely on propane and fire for warmth and cooking meals. 

This concern is often cited by politicians and emergency services as a main reason why 

encampments should be shut down.76 Residents have also expressed that their personal items 

have been stolen in encampments77 and there is also concern about overdoses that have 

occurred within encampments.78 

Outsiders such as police officers and external community members repeatedly state that 

encampments harbour criminal behaviour, substance use, weapons, and violence,79 but this is 

not corroborated in the media by encampment residents. While there have been reported 

instances of violence at the encampments, details are scarce and, in some cases, involve people 

who live outside of encampments.80 As a result, in some situations encampments are patrolled 

regularly by private security companies, bylaw officers, or police, and in other situations 

encampments may be fenced to delineate which space is encampment space, which has the 

effect of separating campers from the general public.81 

3. Responses to Encampments 

Police, Bylaw, and Private Security 

Despite restrictions and delays on dismantling encampments early in the pandemic due to 

safety concerns,82 police, bylaw officers, and private security firms were called upon often 

throughout the pandemic to enforce rules within encampments, as well as to facilitate the 

dismantling and destruction of encampments when they were ruled to be illegal by municipal 

councils or city park boards.83 Police highlight in the media that they have been treated poorly 

when entering encampments, including being threatened, chased, and protested.84 However, 

 
75 Snell, 2021; Connor, 2021; Salem, 2021; Dickson & Bell, 2021; McIntyre & Chan (2021); Levy, 2021d; 
Michael, 2021; Bron, 2021b; Lorinc, 2020; Wakefield, 2020; Connor, 2020; Passifaume, 2020; Connor, 
2020 
76 Snell, 2021; Connor, 2021; Salem, 2021; McIntyre & Chan (2021) 
77 Mackie, 2021; 
78 Dickson & Kines, 2020; Gibson, 2020 
79 Levy, 2021; Zivo, 2021; Pazzano, 2020; Little, 2020; Ferguson, 2020; Stueck, 2020 
80 Little, 2020; Ferguson, 2020; Craggs, 2020 
81 Mackie, 2021 
82 Kines, 2020; CBC News, 2020; McIntyre, 2020 
83 Berger, 2021; Gibson, 2021a; Gibson, 2021b; Gibson, 2021c; Moro, 2021; Chan, 2021; Van Dongen, 
2020b; Draaisma, 2020; Stueck, 2020; Lorinc, 2020; Michelin, 2020; Wakefield, 2020; Canadian Press, 
2020; Kives, 2020; Ferguson, 2020b; Boothby & Cook, 2020; Deachman, 2020 
84 Gibson, 2021c; Luymes, 2021 



 

29 

 

advocates and encampment residents have responded that they have concerns about police 

entering encampments without declaring themselves, having warrants, or providing a reason, as 

police are associated with evictions and residents are afraid they will lose the sense of security 

they have if they are moved elsewhere.  

When police have been called to dismantle encampments due to trespass orders, it has been 

done using methods that are quite violent and harmful to residents and advocates.85 One 

encampment resident mentioned that the eviction at Trinity Bellwoods Park in June 2021 was 

the most aggressive situation she had ever experienced or witnessed at the hands of the 

police.86 In this case, there were police drones, helicopters, officers wearing military uniforms, 

and officers using crowd control weapons to intimidate residents and protesters.87 Residents 

and protesters were physically barricaded and trapped by hundreds of metres of fences that 

were put up around them, a crowd containment tactic known as kettling.88 While the Trinity 

Bellwoods clearing was a brutal display of force, it is unfortunately not unique, as many other 

encampment evictions involved an intimidating police and security presence, as well as arrests, 

barricades, and standoffs.89 Still, some continue to defend police and argue that the use of force 

is necessary to deal with encampments.90  

While police often claim to be evicting encampment members for health and safety purposes, 

these evictions directly put encampment residents in harm’s way. Police, often working with 

bylaw officers, generally offer some form of alternative sheltering option (if it exists) when 

evicting encampments.91 However, these alternative arrangements such as hotels and shelters 

do not offer residents much safety or security and ignore the very reason why many have 

chosen to reside in encampments throughout the pandemic. Residents are therefore left to 

make impossible choices that could put them at risk of COVID-19, violence, arrest, and health 

challenges from sleeping unsheltered.92 

General Public 

The public is often presented in the media as being quite divided on the issue of encampments, 

with some members of the public advocating for housing solutions and help, while others are 

outright hostile towards encampments and residents. Supporters and advocates recognize that 

the existence of encampments is often due to some policy or housing failure, and thus express 

sympathy for those in encampments and look for ways to help, such as cleaning up garbage, 

providing hygiene options, donating sleeping bags or blankets, protesting evictions, and 
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coordinating with support workers.93 Advocates have also suggested policy-level solutions, such 

as the creation of designated tent cities, the creation of tiny homes and small shelters (such as 

Kitchener-Waterloo’s “A Better Tent City”)94 and purchasing hotels for transitional housing.95  

However, those who are against encampments and their residents often draw on very 

stigmatizing images of those who are experiencing homelessness. When discussing what they 

are witnessing in encampments and surrounding neighbourhoods, these voices suggest that 

encampment residents are incapable of caring for themselves or their surroundings, are rife 

with mental health and substance use issues, and are overall dangerous and violent.96 Some 

have expressed outrage that parks are being overrun by “criminals” and “thugs” who are taking 

away the park from people who “deserve” to be in it, namely children and seniors.97 Others 

have expressed that the presence of encampments has also been harmful to business, in a 

climate where business has already been impacted by lockdown measures.98 One community 

member who was interviewed mentioned that he had outright protested some campers putting 

up tents by screaming at them until they moved.99 People experiencing homelessness in 

encampments are thus placed at further risk for violence and harm by community members 

attempting to enforce who is allowed to occupy public space, and in some cases, there is mutual 

hostility between encampment residents and outsiders.100 While there is a tendency in the 

media to blame encampment residents for the issues surrounding encampments, it is important 

to consider the context in which encampments arise.  

Politicians  

Similar to community residents, politicians, municipal governments, and councils are also 

presented as being divided on the issue of encampments. The most common political response 

to encampments in the media is the opening of other spaces for people to move into.101 As 

mentioned above, some encampment residents are quite hesitant to move because of the 

health and safety risks in alternative spaces such as shelters, hotels, or rooming houses, as well 

as a lack of privacy and concern about not being able to bring all of their belongings.102 Still, 
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others express hope and excitement at the prospect of moving into housing, even if it is 

temporary.103  

Politicians generally take the stance that encampments are not conducive to health and safety 

and should be removed—but there is division on where encampment members should be 

moved to and what types of solutions are viable. In one controversial case, the City of Winnipeg 

undertook a pilot project where they would play a high-pitched, continuous noise to deter 

people from setting up camp.104 The City discontinued this practice after it was heavily criticized 

for being “cruel and pointless.”105 Politicians have also expressed concern that simply removing 

encampment residents and placing them in other locales is an insufficient response due to the 

multi-faceted issues that they experience.106 Politicians expressed in the media that many 

residents needed mental health and substance use support in addition to housing support. 

Summary of Media Scan Alongside Encampment Enforcement 

The increased visibility and attention to encampments throughout the COVID-19 pandemic have 

provoked significant public debate about homelessness and housing solutions. The general 

public, alongside politicians and community organizations, are quite divided about the issues of 

encampments, often disagreeing about what the solutions should entail. Although divided on 

the issue of encampments, the general public, politicians, and community organizations express 

that encampments do need to be addressed in some way. However, some encampment 

residents disagree and call these spaces home—expressing that they feel more comfortable and 

in control in encampments than they have felt for a long time.  

While there is much discussion in the media surrounding what to do about encampments, such 

as taking a criminalization approach or displacing people to hotels and short-term shelters, 

there is not as much understanding about why people move into encampments in the first 

place. Indeed, the root of the issue—housing shortages and a lack of affordable housing and 

support—is rarely addressed politically. Solutions are often short-term, leaving residents to fend 

for themselves and blaming them when issues arise.  

Health and safety are the most common and important reasons evoked to end encampments. 

However, removing encampment residents does not ensure their safety. Violently evicting, 

dismantling, and displacing encampment residents in the name of wellness is a massive 

contradiction, as residents are often placed into increasingly insecure and unsafe situations. 

These encampment evictions raise important questions about the violation of people’s human 

rights, notions of citizenship, tenure and private versus public property, and the occupation of 

public space. Moreover, several levels of government are involved in these different situations, 

raising questions about who is ultimately responsible for people’s and communities’ well-being, 

social inclusion, and the protection of their human rights. Provocatively, this raises questions 
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about cohabitation and the occupation of public space. Removing encampment residents with 

violent, coercive means, trampling their dignity, and ignoring their self-determination and 

human rights so that other citizens can use space freely sends a clear message about whose 

rights are more important and worth protecting.  
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Chapter 4: A National Protocol on Homeless 

Encampments in Canada   
 

“I wanted to be a leader because I have a strong voice. I wanted to speak for people 

who cannot speak. The second I leave, look what’s happening: they cleared my stuff, 

and they’re clearing all the little houses. I’m not there to get in the way anymore.”107 

—Derrick Black, on the struggles of advocating for encampments 

In recent years, homeless encampments have become a prominent symptom of Canada’s 

housing crisis. In a housing arena marked by unaffordability, insecurity, and financialization, a 

lack of adequate accommodation options has driven people into informality—forcing them to 

live in self-made structures in public and private outdoor spaces. This reality has been further 

exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which caused many temporary and emergency 

accommodation providers to close or severely limit their capacities, leaving people with little 

choice but to find alternatives. 

In light of the governmental inaction which has led to the rise of homeless encampments in 

Canada, encampments must be regarded as having a dual nature—they are, of course, a 

violation of the right to housing and a representation of a failure of governments in Canada 

meet their obligations to realize the right for all. Yet they also represent an important claim of 

the right—a clear statement that housing is vital to human well-being and that being forced to 

live without shelter is a severe threat to dignity and security. 

All levels of government must ensure that their obligations relating to the right to housing and 

other human rights are upheld. To properly understand and address encampments, all 

governments in Canada must recognize those living in them as holders of human rights who are 

entitled by law to have their human right to housing realized in full through the progressive 

provision of secure, affordable, and habitable housing which provides them with dignity. All 

jurisdictions within Canada must respond to existing encampments in a way that complies with 

international human right laws, including ensuring proper consultation with encampment 

residents when developing initiatives to assist them. 

Despite their human rights character, in a great number of cities across Canada, the response to 

homeless encampments has been punitive. Encampments residents have been met with a lack 

of vital services (including water and sanitation), violent forced evictions, and destruction of 

property. Residents have been arrested and criminalized under bylaws outlawing behaviours 

such as camping, bathing, or defecating in public—activities which are unavoidable when living 

in homelessness. Far from causing a decline in homelessness, these responses have simply 

driven people experiencing homelessness into the shadows, away from areas of relative safety, 
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and beyond the reach of vital service providers. This approach is not compliant with human 

rights and is not sustainable. 

This chapter sets out key national and international discourses related to homeless 

encampments and human rights. The chapter is organized based on the eight principles outlined 

in A National Protocol on Homeless Encampments in Canada (the Protocol). The Protocol was 

created to provide governments with a framework on how use a right-based approach when 

dealing with encampments.108 The literature review integrates relevant international human 

rights laws, Canadian laws, such as the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the 

National Housing Strategy Act, and research papers and reports on homeless encampments in 

Canada and the United States. The literature review also provides recommendations on 

measures governments can adopt to respond to encampments and indicates the possible 

impacts if obligations are not upheld.   

Principle 1: Recognize residents of homeless encampments as rights 

holders   

The principle of recognizing residents of homeless encampments as rights holders is inherently 

linked to an understanding of the dual nature of homeless encampments.109 In particular, it 

means that those who are forced to rely on encampments as their home are not only 

experiencing human rights violations as a result of failed state actions and policies, but are also 

claiming their right to housing.110 When the state fails to implement and meet its obligation to 

realize the human right to adequate housing for all, those who are financially disadvantaged and 

those whose identities intersect with multiple forms of oppression (e.g., historically excluded on 

the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, disability, age, Indigenous identity, and ethnicity), 

tend to be more at risk of being excluded from the formal housing systems. The lack of 

affordable housing and adequate housing solutions can lead individuals to adapt survival 

strategies, such as creating an informal housing system that involves sleeping outdoors.111 In 

essence, homeless encampment residents are rights holders who are advancing their basic 

claims to home and community, and thereby claiming their legitimate place within cities.112  

Rather than addressing the issue of shortages in affordable housing and rectifying the policies 

that lead to the creation of homeless encampments, state actions tend to be centred on the 

criminalization of homeless encampments.113 The criminalization of homelessness occurs when 

governments pass and choose to enforce laws making it a criminal offence to camp, sleep, rest, 
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or engage in other activities necessary for life in public areas. State actions to criminalize, 

penalize, and obstruct homeless encampments through the demolition of property and the 

eviction and arrest of residents are a violation of the human rights and dignity of those residing 

in them.114  

The criminalization of homeless encampments creates two main issues. On the one hand, those 
experiencing homelessness are marginalized in the denial of their human right to housing.115 On the 
other hand, when these already marginalized groups attempt to remedy their situation and reclaim 
their right, they are subject to eviction and displacement, or they are criminalized and punished 
through fines or imprisonment.116 The latter naturally makes it even harder to exit homelessness.117 
The criminalization of homelessness is not a proper response to state failures. These punitive actions 
do not meaningfully decrease homelessness or lead to any real beneficial outcomes.118 Rather, the 
criminalization of homelessness has several serious consequences on unhoused people, including119:  
 

1. breaching several human rights laws;  
2. inhibiting their ability to exit homelessness and transition into permanent housing;  
3. denying access to an income, given the risk of being excluded from employment 

opportunities;  
4. subjecting them to discrimination by landlords;  
5. reducing their quality of life;  
6. affecting mental and physical health;  
7. creating social marginalization and isolation;  
8. increasing their likelihood of developing illnesses due to severe weather conditions and 

limited access to healthcare and spaces to recover;  
9. producing negative impacts on dignity and potentially causing harm;  
10. interfering with Charter rights, including the right to life, liberty, security, housing, 

health, and a reasonable expectation of privacy: 
11. depriving them of autonomy and responsibility through the state’s interventions in self-

managed homeless encampment; and   
12. making it challenging to claim the right to housing.  
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Although state orders tend to be politically and financially motivated, the criminalization of 

homeless encampments is often justified by the need for public order, health, and safety. As a 

result, factors such as city beautification, tourism and business promotion, increased property 

values, and the appeasement of housed residents are very often taken into consideration when 

passing bylaws criminalizing homeless encampments.120 Evidently, this type of response shifts 

the blame from the state’s failure to implement strategies and policies that follow human rights 

guidelines, as well as from structural poverty, inequality, and systemic discrimination towards 

individual failures that need to be controlled and punished by the state.121   

Rather than criminalizing encampment residents, states need to recognize those experiencing 

homelessness as human beings claiming their rights within failed systems, and fulfill their 

obligations to respect human dignity, as set out in the National Housing Strategy Act.122 States 

should assist them in finding adequate affordable housing, adopt policies to end homelessness, 

and improve residents’ living conditions.123 These goals can be achieved by adopting 

Principle 2—a community-led approach centred on meaningful engagement and the effective 

participation of encampment residents.  

Most importantly, states need to end actions that criminalize homeless encampments and shift 

towards recognizing these as homes. The recognition of homeless encampments as home aims 

to drive states to exercise the same legal respect and consideration for informal home 

structures as they do for formal home structures.124 Consequently, law enforcement would not 

be authorized to intrude in the lives of homeless encampment residents by opening, damaging, 

or destroying residents’ property and entering, opening, or removing residents’ homes without 

their expressed permission or a warrant.125  

Principle 2: Meaningful engagement and effective participation of 

encampment residents   

The principle of meaningful engagement and effective participation of encampment residents is 

premised on state recognition of encampment residents as right holders.126 As stated in 

Principle 1, the treatment of encampment residents as criminals reinforces the unproven notion 

that homeless self-governance is dangerous and that a competent caretaker must intervene to 

protect the community.127 Homeless encampment residents are perceived as dependent 

subjects who are incapable of knowing, articulating, or acting in their own best interests, which 
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justifies discipline and management from the authorities.128 On the contrary, it is precisely 

because encampment residents are best placed to identify their needs that their participation is 

needed in the design and implementation of programs and policies affecting them.129  

When states cast homeless people as passive subjects, they fail to recognize them as low-

income and disadvantaged people who are trying to attain political or legal recognition as active 

and rights-bearing citizens.130 In the case of Seattle, encampments residents reported the 

difference between being in shelters compared to self-managed encampments: in the shelters, 

“They treat you like you’re a little kid and after a while you become a little kid—Here, [in the 

Tent City] you’re responsible for something. If you don’t like it, you can work to change it, if you 

don’t do what you say you’re gonna do, everyone suffers.”131 This statement reveals how 

autonomy and responsibility afforded by self-managed homeless encampments provide dignity 

in the lives of homeless encampment residents.132 Autonomy and responsibility provide 

residents with the opportunity to build confidence and leadership skills.133 The communities in 

Seattle around the new encampments positively responded to these encampments, and it was 

documented that the crime levels had not significantly increased in the areas surrounding the 

self-managed encampments.134  

The right to participate should be implemented at the earliest stage in any interactions between 

the state and encampments residents or in any policymaking regarding encampments.135 States 

need to respond to encampments by first authorizing their existence and by establishing a legal 

framework that allows them to be self-governed, while providing assistance and oversight.136 

For instance, Seattle’s Human Services Department selected several non-profit organizations to 

provide services, such as referrals to diversion programs and shelters, legal services, rapid 

rehousing programs, and employment training and educational referrals.137  

 
128 See Ananya Roy, “Paradigms of Propertied Citizenship: Transnational Techniques of Analysis” (2003) 
38:4 Urban Affairs Rev 463; Andrea Brighenti, “Visibility: A category for the social sciences” (2007) 55:3 
Current Sociology 323.   
129 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 42.  
130 See Andrea Brighenti, “Visibility: A category for the social sciences” (2007) 55:3 Current Sociology 323; 
Sparks, supra note 131 at 88. 
131 Sparks, supra note 131 at 92.  
132 See ibid.  
133 See ibid. 
134 See City of Seattle, Human Services Department, “Seattle Permitted Encampment Evaluation. Seattle” 
(2017), online (pdf): City of Seattle 
<www.seattle.gov/documents/departments/humanservices/aboutus/final%202017%20permitted%20enc
ampment%20evaluation.pdf> [Seattle Encampment Evaluation]. 
135 See United Nations Human Rights Council, “The guiding principles on extreme poverty and human 
rights, foundational principles” (2012) at para 38, online (pdf): OHCHR 
<ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/OHCHR_ExtremePovertyandHumanRights_EN.pdf>; Farha, supra 
note 119 at para 73.  
136 See Seattle Encampment Evaluation, supra note 134. 
137 See ibid. 
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To achieve meaningful engagement, States should ensure that the right to participation is 

protected in law through constitutional or legislative provisions.138 Participation processes must 

comply with all international human rights law and principles, and meaningful engagement must 

be grounded in the recognition of the inherent dignity of encampment residents and their 

human rights.139 States should also ensure that all homeless policies or relocation strategies 

provide encampment residents with full participation in the management of encampments, 

relocation planning and implementation, upgrading programs, and ensuring the achievement of 

sustainable results.140 Participation and engagement in the decisions affecting encampment 

residents should be active, free, and meaningful, and in the case of Indigenous residents of 

encampments, the processes should be undertaken in accordance with the principles of free, 

prior, and informed consent and in a manner that is culturally safe and trauma informed.141 

Encampment residents should not be exposed to the threat of eviction procedures or police 

enforcement to coerce, intimidate, or harass them.  

The following suggestions provide guidance to states to ensure meaningful engagement of 

encampment residents:   

1) To eliminate the power imbalance with governments and residents, the necessary 

supports and resources should be provided. Residents who act as community 

spokespeople should be provided with remuneration for their work and proper 

training.142 Access to independent legal advice and representation, independent 

advocates, collaboration with front-line organizations, and disbursements for expenses 

should also be provided to assist residents with the right to participate.143    

2) Relevant information should be provided about the right to housing, including 

information about procedures through which they can hold governments and other 

actors accountable, the upgrading process, and the relevant laws and information about 

their rights.144 

3) Relevant information concerning decisions that affect residents should be provided to 

ensure sufficient time to consult and opportunities to directly influence decisions that 

affect them. 

4) A formal, binding community engagement agreement, establishing when and how the 

community will be engaged at each stage of the process, should be negotiated between 

homeless encampment residents, government actors, and other stakeholders.145   

5) Equitable opportunities for the meaningful participation of all encampment residents 

should be provided to allow the community to make collective decisions and the 

effective sharing of information. 146 

 
138 See Farha, supra note 119 at para 73. 
139 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 44.  
140 See Farha, supra note 119 at paras 19, 31, 72.  
141 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 41. 
142 See Farha, supra note 119 at para 79. 
143 See Report on encampments in Toronto, supra note 125 at 15.  
144 See Farha, supra note 119 at paras 19, 79.  
145 See ibid. at para 74.  
146 See ibid. at para 76.  



 

39 

 

6) Residents’ concerns should be documented, including those with police, and law 

enforcement must not be present at conversations and interactions with encampment 

residents, considering past interactions that have targeted specific members of the 

communities.147  

7) It is important to understand their concerns and offer them safe and permanent housing 

options before asking them to move.148  

8) It is important to collect and document understandings of informal tenure status 

through enumerations and tenure registration, with a view to ensuring long-term 

security.149 

States’ failure to adopt a meaningful engagement approach could result in encampment 

residents further disengaging and refusing to seek resources.150  

Principle 3: Prohibition of forced evictions of encampments   

Eviction is defined as “the expulsion of people and their possessions from a space to which they 

cannot return without the permission of the owner.”151 Forced eviction is defined as “the 

permanent or temporary removal of individuals, families and/or communities from the homes 

and/or land which they occupy against their will, without the provision of, and access to, 

appropriate forms of legal or other protection … in conformity with the provisions of the 

International Covenants on Human Rights.”152 Forced eviction can be executed by law 

enforcement through destruction of property and harassment or intimidation of encampment 

residents.153 Unlike evictions, forced evictions are considered a gross violation of human rights, 

including the right to housing, and they are prohibited under international human rights law and 

standards.154 They also result in violations of civil and political rights, such as the right to life, the 

right to security of the person, the right to non-interference with privacy, and the right to the 

peaceful enjoyment of possession.155 

Evictions of encampment residents could be motivated by public interest, city beautification, 
development or redevelopment, or requests by private actors.156 In the circumstances where 
eviction is required, it should be carried out after exploring all viable alternatives with residents, in 
accordance with the law and consistent with the right to housing. As stated in the United Nations 

 
147 See Report on encampments in Toronto, supra note 125 at 14. 
148 See ibid. 
149 See Farha, supra note 119 at para 37.  
150 See Oren Yiftachel, “Critical theory and ‘gray space’: Mobilization of the colonized” (2009) 13 City 246 
at 249; Sparks, supra note 111 at 91.  
151 Nicholas Blomley, “Precarious Territory: Property Law, Housing, and the Socio‐Spatial Order” (2019) 
52:1 Antipode 36 at 46.  
152 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 7: The right to adequate 
housing (Art.11.1): forced evictions, UNESCOR, 16th Sess, Supp No. 2, UN Doc E/1998/22 (1997) at para 4 
[General Comment No. 7].  
153 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 47. 
154 See UN Commission on Human Rights, Commission on Human Rights Resolution: 2004/28: Prohibition 
of forced evictions, UNHCROR, 60th Sess, UN Doc E/CN.4/RES/2004/28 (2004) at para 1.  
155 See General Comment No. 7, supra note 152 at para 4.  
156 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 48. 
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Conference on Human Settlements in 1976, forced evictions should only take place when 
conservation and rehabilitation are not possible, and if appropriate forms of protection are provided 
or relocation measures have been put in place. 157. Therefore, laws and policies that sanction forced 
evictions or penalize and punish people experiencing homelessness and residing in encampments, 
such as anti-camping laws, move-along laws, laws prohibiting tents being erected overnight, laws 
prohibiting personal belongings on the street, etc., should be repealed, and states must refrain from 
adopting them. States must ensure that measures are in place to prevent and punish forced 
evictions that are carried out without appropriate legal protection by private agents or third 
parties.158   
 
Forced evictions are prohibited in all but in the most extreme circumstances, such as if the well-
being of encampment residents was in immediate risk if a forced eviction was not to take place. In 
the case where forced evictions must occur, it should be done only if it is permissible under relevant 
laws, the circumstances in which the interferences may be permitted are specified in legislation, and 
suitable alternatives are provided, in compliance with the international human rights law and in 
accordance with the principles of reasonableness and proportionality.159 In these rare cases, states 
should implement the following recommendations when conducting forced evictions:160 
 

1. Adequate and reasonable notice for all affected persons to move their items prior 
to the scheduled date of eviction;  

2. Upon residents’ consent, clear and consistent guidelines about the removal, 
storage, and disposal of property;  

3. Legal protection, remedies, procedures, and, where possible, legal aid to persons 
who are in need of it to seek redress from the courts; 

4. Guaranteed due process and administrative fairness;  
5. Right to compensation for any damaged property;  
6. Alternative accommodation;  
7. An opportunity for genuine consultation with those affected;  
8. Information on the proposed evictions, and, where applicable, on the alternative 

purpose for which the land or housing is to be used, to be made available in a 
reasonable time to all those affected;  

9. Especially where groups of people are involved (such as in an encampment setting), 
the presence of government officials or their representatives during an eviction;  

10. Proper identification of all persons carrying out the eviction;  
11. Evictions not to take place in particularly bad weather or at night unless the 

affected persons consent otherwise; and  
12. Any appropriate resources that may be needed.  

When evictions are conducted without safeguards, not only do they create disruptions and 

trauma for encampment residents, but encampments are re-established in a new location or at 

 
157 See General Comment No. 7, supra note 152 at para 2. 
158 See ibid. at para 9. 
159 See ibid. at para 14. 
160 See ibid. at paras 1, 2, 9, 15. See also Report on encampments in Toronto, supra note 125 at 15. 
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the initial site.161 States must cease justifying the eviction of encampment residents using legal 

procedures. In addition, courts should refuse to authorize such evictions unless necessary and 

only when all international human rights requirements are met and when residents have been 

meaningfully engaged in the process.162  

Principle 4: Explore all viable alternatives to eviction   

State responses to homeless encampments tend to involve the eviction of the residents and the 

destruction of their property without providing proper support or services to help them.163 

Principle 4 highlights the importance for states to explore all viable alternatives to eviction and 

to consult with encampment residents when addressing the issue of homeless encampments.164 

Evictions without adequate support or viable alternatives can have many negative 

consequences, such as poorer quality of life, traumatic psychological and emotional impacts, 

thereby further disrupting the lives of people who are already in a disadvantage situation.165 In 

addition, such actions create an adversarial relationship between people experiencing 

homelessness and law enforcement and governments.166  

People experiencing homelessness have limited options in finding alternative housing.167 The 

most common options are shelters and encampments. In deciding between both options, 

several factors come into play such as the availability of shelter beds, undesirable shelter 

conditions, shelter policies, sense of safety and community in the shelter, the space to have 

autonomy and privacy, and the freedom to come and go.168 States must engage with homeless 

encampment residents in discussions regarding viable alternatives to eviction and ensure their 

meaningful and effective participation in discussions regarding the future of the 

encampments.169  

To ensure proper consultations and engagement, States should make available free and 

independent legal advice, financial support, and other types of support to all residents to ensure 

that they understand their options, processes, and rights.170 Encampment residents should also 

be able to retain outside consultants to assist them in developing alternative options to 

eviction.171 States should also take into considerations the various needs among encampment 

 
161 Rebecca Cohen, Will Yetvin, & Jill Khadduri, “Understanding Encampments of People Experiencing 
Homelessness and Community Responses” (2019) at 2, online (pdf): US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development <huduser.gov/portal/sites/default/files/pdf/Understanding-Encampments.pdf>. 
162 See Farha, supra note 119 at para 29.  
163 See Cohen et al., supra note 161 at 9. 
164 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 50. 
165 See Samir Junejo, Suzanne Skinner, & Sara Rankin, “No Rest for the Weary: Why Cities Should Embrace 
Homeless Encampments” (2016) at 18, online (pdf): Seattle University School of Law 
<digitalcommons.law.seattleu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1006&context=hrap>; Farha, supra 
note 119 at para 27.  
166 See Cohen et al., supra note 161 at 13. 
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residents and develop alternative solutions accordingly. For instance, representatives of 

Indigenous communities should be engaged in the planning process to ensure the availability of 

culturally appropriate services.172  

Ultimately, the most appropriate alternative to eviction is permanent housing that is affordable, 

habitable, culturally adequate, accessible to services and where encampment residents would 

be able to live without discrimination, in security, peace, and dignity.173 The permanent housing 

should also be located in areas that are proximate to those from which the eviction took place in 

order to minimize social, economic, and cultural disruption. In the absence of adequate 

alternatives or permanent housing for encampment residents, States should ensure that 

encampments are protected and made safe for all residents through the provision of resources 

that meet basic needs and human rights standards. 174  

Principle 5: Ensure that any relocation is human rights compliant  

States tend to respond to homeless encampments by relocating encampment residents using 

law enforcement, physical barriers, or other means, with little to no consultation or engagement 

with the residents.175 This type of relocation does not address the lack of the basic right to 

housing; instead, it contributes to increased marginalization when conducted in a manner that is 

not compliant with human rights and not agreed to by encampment residents.176 For instance, 

one of the City of Toronto responses to the increase of encampments during Covid-19 was the 

relocation of encampment residents to hotels and shelters following the issuance of notices of 

trespassing. However, some of the encampments residents who relocated to one of the shelters 

returned to encampment sites, given the lack of safety and privacy (see the Toronto Case Study 

in this series).177 The City of Toronto case study demonstrates that even when shelter spaces are 

available, they do not necessarily provide a level of safety or privacy that is acceptable to 

residents. The inability of shelters to adequately provide these important necessities can lead 

those staying in shelters to relocate to encampments, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

given the need to social distance.178  

Where encampment residents agree to relocate, states must establish meaningful and ongoing 

engagement with residents early in the process of the development of any relocation plans. The 

relocation plans should:179 

1. Comply with international human rights law; 
2. Provide residents with relevant information regarding the relocation plans; 
3. Provide residents access to independent legal advice regarding the plans;  

 
172 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 52. 
173 See Farha, supra note 119 at para 21.  
174 See Report on encampments in Toronto, supra note 125 at 16.  
175 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 55. 
176 See ibid. 
177 See Report on encampments in Toronto, supra note 125 at 18.  
178 See ibid. at 16–19 
179 Farha, supra note 119 at paras 4, 17, 22, 25, 38, 41, 59, 60, 63, 74; Report on encampments in Toronto, 
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4. Provide access to justice to ensure procedural fairness and compliance with all 
human rights;  

5. Respect the rights of residents, including the right to remain in one’s home and 
community;  

6. Provide compensation for any relocation costs incurred; 
7. Be implemented without the interference of law enforcement or the use of force; 
8. Prohibit the removal of residents’ private property without their knowledge and 

consent;  
9. Adhere to the right to housing and other human rights standards; and 
10. Not result in the continuation or exacerbation of homelessness or require the 

fracturing of families or partnerships. 
 
If states cannot ensure that the relocation will be human rights compliant, then residents should 

be permitted to remain in encampment sites until adequate alternatives are provided.180 States 

should adopt a human rights-based approach and ensure that encampments are safe, and 

residents have access to resources and services.181 Moreover, encampments should be 

recognized as communities, and states should ensure meaningful engagement with 

encampment residents collectively and individually.182  

Given that encampments are neither a solution to homelessness nor a form of adequate 

housing, states have an obligation to ensure that homeless residents have access to permanent 

affordable housing, mental health services, the services covered under Canadian universal 

health care, and employment opportunities.183 Furthermore, states should refrain from 

approving urban development proposals that do not provide existing residents with housing 

that fully meets their needs in terms of affordability, design, and adequacy.184  

Principle 6: Ensure encampments meet basic needs of residents consistent 

with human rights  

States must ensure that encampments meet the basic needs of residents consistent with human 

rights while arranging for permanent affordable housing.185 States should engage with 

encampment residents when planning and implementing measures to improve access to basic 

services, deciding on the resources that are needed, and how best to mobilize them.186 States 

should also respect any existing practices, systems, and agreements among the residents and 

should consult them if there is need for improvements.187  

Article 11.1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which is 

recognized in the National Housing Strategy Act, states that “The State Parties to the present 

 
180 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 57. 
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Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his 

family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of 

living conditions.”188 Furthermore, under the human rights to water and sanitation, 

“Governments must ensure that all people have access to safe water and sanitation in proximity 

to their living spaces, regardless of whether living spaces are formal or informal.”189 Lastly, 

under the right to adequate housing, “Housing must provide its residents with safety, security, 

and dignity, and must contain those services that are necessary for protecting human life, 

including water, sanitation, heating, and cooking facilities.”190 It is thus important to ensure that 

encampment residents have access to the following basic resources and services191:  

• Safe and clean drinking water  

• Hygiene and sanitation facilities,  

• Fire safety 

• Waste management systems  

• Social supports and services 

• Personal safety  

• Facilities and resources that support food safety  

• Resources to support harm reduction  

• Rodent and pest prevention   

Access to these basic services and resources are not discretionary. They are essential to human 

life and failure by the state to provide them would be considered a violation of human rights, 

and a threat to dignity, safety, security, health, and well-being.192 For example, the lack of access 

to drinking water, washrooms, showers, and other resources for residents of the Moss Park 

encampment in Toronto resulted in serious health concerns (see also the Toronto Case Study in 

this series).193 The residents chose to remain in the encampment site even though it was not 

safe because they were worried that shelters were less safe during the pandemic.194 

The denial of access to water, sanitation and health services, and other necessities by the state as a 
strategy to relocate the encampment residents constitutes a clear violation of human rights, 
including the rights to life, housing, health, and water and sanitation.195 States should instead have 
meaningful engagement and participation with encampment residents to develop plans to have 
access to safe water, washrooms, showers, and other essential amenities to meet the basic needs of 
residents, consistent with human rights.196 
 

 
188 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 16 December 1966, 993 UNTS 3 
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Principle 7: Ensure human rights-based goals and outcomes, and the 

preservation of dignity for encampment residents  

When states fail to realize human rights-based goals and outcomes, such as the right to housing, 

they fail to preserve the dignity of encampment residents.197 The right to privacy, dignity, 

integrity of the person, and autonomy are fundamental to all human beings, but these are often 

denied to encampment residents.198 The right to privacy, for example, is a right that is denied to 

encampment residents given that tents are not accepted as homes.199 Those who reside in 

settings such as group homes, institutions, transitional housing, shelters, and public spaces, 

finding it more challenging to enjoy the right to privacy compared to those living in houses and 

apartment buildings, because their residential space is subject to state management and 

control.200 It is important to note that a home has no stationary location, while a location can 

come to function like a home. This is central to the experience of encampment residents.201 

Encampment residents often view the encampment sites as a home that provides them a sense 

of protection, comfort, privacy, and community.202 In an encampment site in Fresno, California, 

a sign at the encampment location says: “All property here is valuable. Do not destroy.” One of 

the residents reported: “I ended up here and I’m trying to make the best of it and take what 

they throw away to build a home … and they come out here … and they’re stepping on my 

friend’s home.” 203 

When states and courts refuse to consider tents as homes, they deny a reasonable expectation 

of privacy to encampment residents.204 When law enforcement destroys, seizes, or disposes of 

encampment residents’ property, these residents are precluded from their right to privacy and 

of the legal protection of their property.205 Encampment residents are not property-less, yet 

they have fewer rights protecting their property compared to those who reside in a formal 

structure.206 For instance, law enforcement entering a property to conduct a search and seizure 

without additional authority, such as a warrant, would be deemed illegal and would result in 

criminal liability for breaking and entering.207 However, without the recognition of 

encampments as homes, the privacy, control, and security protections of people in them are 

revoked.208 
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States should adopt policies or laws to ensure that individuals enjoy their right to dignity and 

privacy.209 Some of the recommendations for policies and laws are:210  

1. Identify opportunities for shelter;  
2. Improve access to community services; 
3. Promote safe environments for people who are homeless;  
4. Promote and deliver human services prior to any enforcement activities;  
5. Ensure shelter, support and housing outreach staff accompany enforcement 

officers;  
6. Provide assistance, call 211, or refer homeless people to services;  
7. Provide training for staff and volunteers focused on developing sensitivity to issues 

relating to homelessness and people living in poverty;  
8. Address safety threats, racism, transphobia, and other issues in shelters that cause 

people to seek shelter in encampments;  
9. Ensure the safety and survival of encampment residents;  
10. Create a transparent and accountable plan to move residents into housing;  
11. Recognize encampment residents as rights holders, and measure to ensure their 

ongoing, meaningful participation in decisions regarding encampments; and  
12. Ensure encampment residents’ basic needs are met, including access to amenities 

and hygiene facilities, and that these are not removed until they can be offered 
permanent, appropriate, and accessible housing options. 

 

Principle 8: Respect, protect, and fulfill the distinct rights of Indigenous 

Peoples in all engagements with encampments   

Indigenous peoples in Canada are overrepresented in homeless populations across the country. 
According to the Employment and Social Development Canada report, Everyone Counts 2018: 
Highlights, Indigenous peoples represent about 5% of the Canadian population, yet about 30% of 
homeless youth identify as Indigenous.211 Furthermore, of those who identified as Indigenous, 37% 
were living in unsheltered locations.212 The presence of Indigenous people in this environment 
reflects a violation of their right to housing, self-determination, and the free pursuit of their 
economic, social, and cultural development.213 Indigenous peoples’ right to housing is 
“interconnected with their right to lands, territories and resources, their cultural integrity and their 
ability to determine and develop their own priorities and strategies for development.”214 Therefore, 
the presence of Indigenous people in encampments can be seen as a means of survival and an 
attempt to claim the right to housing and to assert their rights to land and territories.215 
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When developing policies and plans for encampments, states must recognize their obligation to 
uphold human rights in their decisions and engagements with Indigenous encampment residents.216 
As outlined in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act,217 which the 
Government of Canada has endorsed, governments must respect and promote the inherent rights 
of Indigenous peoples and must commit to consult and cooperate with them.218 At minimum, 
governments must comply with human rights law pertaining to Indigenous peoples by:219 
 

1. Recognizing the distinct relationship that Indigenous peoples have with their lands 
and territories; 

2. Guaranteeing self-determination, free, prior, and informed consent, and meaningful 
consultation for Indigenous peoples;   

3. Prohibiting the forced eviction, displacement, and relocation of Indigenous peoples; 
and 

4. Protecting against all forms of violence and discrimination for Indigenous women, 
girls, and gender diverse people.  

  
This chapter has explained A National Protocol on Homeless Encampments in Canada, situating 

encampments within a right to housing framework with eight key principles. Using the Protocol 

as a framework, this chapter has highlighted key themes and concerns arising from the 

literature. Given the limited availability of Canadian literature, the review also integrated several 

research papers and reports from the United States. US literature does, however, remain useful 

given the similar issues present in both contexts, in particular the notable increase in 

encampments in recent years, the over-representation of Indigenous people in homeless 

populations, and a federal governmental system where municipalities are strongly involved in 

housing and homelessness policy. All sources reviewed therefore help to provide a greater 

understanding as to what implementing a human rights-based approach to encampments 

should look like in Canada.  

The material used for this literature review was limited, however, by the lack of an extensive 

number of testimonies from encampment residents on their experience of living in 

encampments and on their consultation and engagement with governments. Future research 

could focus on those topics and incorporate the voices of those with lived experience, to further 

contribute to the literature on encampments in Canada.  

The next chapter provides five recommendations for the federal government to implement a 

rights-based approach to encampments. 

  

 
216 See ibid. at para 68. 
217 SC 2021, c 14. 
218 Ibid, Preamble.  
219 See Farha & Schwan — The Shift, supra note 1 at para 69. 
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Chapter 5: Adopting a Rights-Based Approach to 
Encampments 

“I want to tell everyone: We’re all in this together. I used to sit in the tent in the dark 

and think about why things are so hard, but I didn’t leave. If everyone is determined 

and said, ‘We’re not moving!,’ watch what happens! They will find affordable 

housing, because our lives matter.”220 

—Derrick Black 

As this report has demonstrated, evicting, dismantling and displacing encampment residents 

does not lead to safer conditions for unhoused people, as they are often placed into increasingly 

insecure and unsafe situations. Encampment evictions raise important questions about the 

violation of people’s human rights, notions of citizenship, tenure and private or public property, 

and the occupation of public space. The general public, alongside politicians and community 

organizations, are quite divided about the issue of encampments, often disagreeing about what 

the solutions should entail, but they agree that action must be taken to address this urgent 

issue. A different approach is needed. 

The increased visibility of encampments throughout the COVID-19 pandemic has provoked 

significant public debate about homelessness and housing solutions. The general public, 

alongside politicians and community organizations, are quite divided about the issues of 

encampments, often disagreeing about what the solutions should entail. Although divided on 

the issue of encampments, the general public, politicians and community organizations express 

that encampments do need to be addressed in some way. However, some encampment 

residents disagree and call these spaces home, expressing that they feel more comfortable and 

in control in encampments than they have felt for a long time.  

While there is much discussion in the media surrounding what to do about encampments, such 

as taking a criminalization approach or displacing people to hotels and short-term shelters, 

there is not as much understanding about why people move into encampments in the first 

place. Indeed, the root of the issue—housing shortages and a lack of affordable housing and 

support—is rarely addressed politically. Solutions are often short-term, leaving residents to fend 

for themselves and then blaming them when issues arise.  

As this report has shown, health and safety are evoked as the most common and important 
reasons to end encampments. However, removing encampment residents does not ensure their 
safety. Violently evicting and displacing encampment residents in the name of wellness is a 
massive contradiction, as residents are often placed into increasingly insecure and unsafe 
situations. These encampment evictions raise important questions about the violation of 
peoples’ human rights, notions of citizenship, tenure and private or public property, and the 
occupation of public space. Moreover, several levels of government are involved in these 
different situations raising questions about who is ultimately responsible for people’s and 
communities’ well-being, social inclusion, and the protection of their human rights. This raises 

 
220 Black & Mistry, supra note 7. 
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questions about cohabitation and the occupation of public space. Removing encampment 
residents with violent, coercive means, trampling their dignity, and ignoring their self-
determination and human rights so that other citizens can use space freely sends a clear 
message about whose rights are more important and worth protecting.  
 
This report has highlighted the impact of Canada’s severe housing shortage on the increase in 

encampments. The case studies show that across the country, municipalities use trespass 

orders, policing, and restrictive bylaws to remove encampment residents. In turn, when they 

can, encampments and their advocates turn to legal processes to try to stop local governments 

from these practices. This ineffective circuit results in further displacement for encampment 

residents and their belongings and does not address the problem.  

Instead, we recommend a rights-based transformation of government responses at all levels to 

encampments through the immediate adoption by the Government of Canada of the following 

five recommendations. 

 

1. De-Centre Policing and Law Enforcement 

A rights-based approach to encampments requires all governments, including municipalities and 

the federal government, to end their practices of using trespass orders, bylaws, and policing to 

evict unhoused people from encampments.  

Encampments and other survival space of unsheltered people are policed and regulated through 

a complex intersection of actors, jurisdictions, and authorities. This is further complicated by the 

blurring of public and private property relations, since many encampments are established in 

public spaces like parks. While governments may formally “own” public spaces, they are not 

private property in the sense that an individual home would be. 

Municipal bylaws are the most prominent and perhaps most visible of the policing tools used to 

respond to encampments. They are a powerful weapon against the survival spaces of 

unsheltered people for a number of reasons: they are often enforced informally by low-level 

agents with little accountability, and they are by their nature designed to target the mundane 

presence of people and things in public space. Municipalities often invoke provincial trespass 

legislation to enforce bylaws against encampment residents. The power to invoke trespass laws 

and issue trespass notices is rooted in a government’s ownership of public spaces such as parks. 

However, public spaces cannot be understood as akin to private property no matter who owns 

them. Further, cities have discretion about whether and how to enforce such bylaws. Therefore, 

it is important to understand that governments could choose to prioritize upholding the rights of 

encampment residents to safety, security, and human dignity by responding to encampments 

without relying on policing and punitive or exclusionary measures.  

We also note that the Government of Canada could provide an example of the right to housing 

for encampments located on federal land, such as CRAB Park in Vancouver. In so doing, it could 

operationalize both the National Housing Strategy Act and the Protocol.    

2. Municipal Governance & Interjurisdictional Responsibilities 
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In adopting a rights-based approach to encampments, federal and provincial governments have 

an obligation to provide funding and services that offset the disproportionate impact faced by 

municipalities in addressing the housing crisis and the existence of encampments. This includes 

short-term options, such as investments in modular housing and suitable shelter spaces, and 

longer-term investments in social and affordable housing. 

While municipalities largely have primary jurisdiction over encampments, they often lack the 

resources and competencies to adequately address the underlying structural causes driving 

homelessness and encampments (e.g., unaffordability, dwindling housing supply for low- and 

even middle-income households, and higher demand). For cities to adequately address and 

eliminate homelessness through prevention measures and by transitioning those living in 

encampments into permanent, adequate housing, consistent with their human rights 

obligations, they will undoubtedly need greater cooperation with and support from other levels 

of government. In relation to the federal government, this includes the urgent adaptation and 

expansion of the Reaching Home and Rapid Housing Initiative to provide better long-term 

shelters and permanent housing options. 

Municipalities and other stakeholders across the country have increasingly employed not only 

legal powers but “soft powers” to negatively characterize encampment residents and 

mischaracterize the realities experienced by people living in encampments. In doing so, they 

shift attention away from their human rights obligations and individualize the systemic failure to 

realize the right to housing. 

Municipalities often cite health, safety, and fire concerns as reasons to dismantle encampments. 

These concerns are rarely informed by the lived experience of encampment residents, and the 

threat of eviction is inconsistent with a harm reduction approach to health, safety, substance 

use, or even fire safety. Encampment evictions, in fact, often undermine safety, with 

encampment residents displaced to increasingly insecure and unsafe situations where their 

needs and presence is made invisible.  

In many cases encampment residents are asked (or forced) to go to shelters, many of which are 

unsuitable or inaccessible for some people experiencing homelessness (e.g., people who use 

drugs, couples, people with animals, people with mental health challenges). Shelters can expose 

individuals to various dangers, including infection, theft, and physical and sexual violence—

which they may have been buffered from within encampments. Such forced relocation also 

undermines choice and self-determination. Shelters are also not housing and are by nature 

temporary. Indeed, most shelters do not offer daytime services, even in cold weather. 

We urge the federal government to immediately require all recipients of federal funds directed 

at housing and homelessness, including municipalities, to adopt a rights-based framework in the 

enactment and enforcement of bylaws, policies, and other frameworks.  
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3. Ensure the Meaningful Participation of Encampment Residents 

A rights-based approach requires meaningful and inclusive participation of people living in 

homelessness in the design and implementation of policies, programs, and practices that affect 

them. 

Encampment residents are frequently perceived in the media and treated by the general public 

and decision-makers as non-citizens and as nuisances to public safety and public space. These 

perceptions have led to the widespread failure to meaningfully engage encampment residents 

in the development and implementation of the policies and practices affecting them.  

Encampment residents are often acted upon without any form of consultation. They are rarely 

encouraged or supported to participate in informed decision-making or to direct decisions 

concerning their well-being, tenure, and belongings. Processes for decision-making about 

encampments are rarely transparent or clearly explained to encampment residents before 

actions are taken. Governments rarely provide legal information concerning human rights and 

the distinct rights of Indigenous peoples, creating barriers to informed consultation and 

meaningful engagement with encampment residents. Further, there are few (if any) processes 

to challenge decisions, propose alternatives, and voice priorities and needs where decisions are 

inappropriate, unresponsive, or harmful.  

Meaningful participation must be mobilized to better understand encampment residents’ 

perspectives, to promote their self-determination, and to respect their human rights, including 

the right to housing. People with lived experience and their advocates should be included at the 

table when governments consider housing, shelter, and other supports in place of 

encampments. The federal government must immediately prioritize the knowledge of those 

with lived experience with funding for unhoused people to assist with policy and program 

development.  

4. Recognize the Distinct Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

A rights-based approach requires governments to acknowledge Indigenous rights under the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Canadian Constitution, 

treaties, and case law. Governments should meaningfully engage all relevant Indigenous 

stakeholders and nations, as identified by Indigenous peoples themselves, in the development of 

policy approaches to encampments. 

The issue of encampments in Canada is inextricably linked to historic and ongoing colonial 

practices that harm Indigenous peoples and contribute to housing inequities, including systemic 

discrimination and racism, broken treaty promises, dispossession of land and displacement, 

residential schools, intergenerational trauma resulting from disconnection from language and 

culture, and chronic underfunding of housing and social services for Indigenous communities. 

The ongoing impacts of colonization have resulted in higher rates of homelessness among 

Indigenous peoples across Canada, with research indicating that people living in encampments 

or “sleeping rough” are disproportionately Indigenous. 
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Governments have distinct obligations to Indigenous peoples grounded in historic or modern 

treaty relationships, Canadian constitutional law, and international law, all of which are relevant 

to encampments. These include responsibilities to respect, protect, and uphold the distinct 

rights of Indigenous Peoples at all levels of government. UNDRIP requires governments to obtain 

the free, prior, and informed consent of Indigenous peoples in all decisions that affect their 

socio-economic development.221 Further, the duty to consult and accommodate Indigenous 

Peoples is enshrined in domestic law as set out by the Supreme Court in Haida Nation.222 

Canadian courts have recognized that the right to self-determination applies to urban 

Indigenous peoples and communities with respect to social programs and decisions that affect 

them.223 Therefore, while there is limited case law on the meaning of the duty to consult in this 

context, forced evictions of Indigenous people do not comply with the requirements for 

meaningful, good-faith consultation about and involvement in the development and delivery of 

social programs, nor are they consistent with the recognition of Indigenous self-determination 

in accordance with UNDRIP. In the context of specific encampments, relevant government 

actors will have legal duties to consult and engage with the current treaty holders as 

governments, as well as to regional Indigenous organizations, with policies and priorities related 

to housing and homelessness policy, and increasingly as housing developers and providers of 

both housing and homelessness programs.224  

The current approach to encampments taken by many governments, including municipalities, 

fails to honour these obligations and address the particular rights, needs, and relationships of 

Indigenous encampment residents and local Indigenous nations. We urge the Government of 

Canada, and all other governments, including municipalities, to work with Indigenous people 

with lived experience of homelessness, Indigenous advocates, Indigenous-led organizations, 

Indigenous lawyers, and Indigenous legal scholars to ensure encampment responses reflects the 

specific intersecting legal, treaty, and human rights obligations applicable in a particular 

territory. This includes a recognition of Indigenous peoples’ own processes and laws. 

5. Address the Conditions within Encampments and Provision of Basic 

Services 

A rights-based approach requires access to basic services, such as clean water, sanitation 

facilities, electricity, and heat. 

Encampment residents frequently lack access to adequate water, sanitation, heating and 

cooling, and safety measures, which severely threatens their mental and physical well-being. 

While some cities provide basic services, such as toilet facilities and waste management 

systems, available research and information suggest that access to basic services remains 

 
221 See United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, GA Res 295, UNGAOR, 61st Sess, 
Supp No. 49, UN Doc A/RES/61/295 (2007), arts 10, 11(2), 19, 28(1), 29(2), 32(2). 
222 Haida Nation v British Columbia (Minister of Forests), 2004 3 SCR 511. 
223 Canada (AG) v Misquadis, 2002 FCA 370; Ardoch Algonquin First Nation v Canada (AG), 2003 FCA 473 
at para 36. 
224 See e.g., Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation, “Trailblazers: The Mississaugas of the New Credit 
First Nation Strategic Plan” (September 2017) at 39, 48. 
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limited, unpredictable, or absent in many encampments and that services may be inconsistently 

established and removed. 

In the absence of basic services, many encampments have self-organized to meet their basic 

needs and fill gaps in services (e.g., by establishing centralized tents for harm reduction supplies, 

water, or food). Encampment evictions frequently undermine these efforts and result in the loss 

or destruction of these resources and self-established mutual aid systems that meet basic 

needs. Unfortunately, cities across Canada have not only failed to directly provide basic services, 

they have made extensive efforts to prevent the provision of humanitarian aid to encampments 

by community groups and other allies, including through ticketing and the destruction of 

property. 

We recommend that the federal government prioritize the provision of services to address basic 

needs, such as access to water and warmth, through the provision of funding and through 

examples on federal lands. Municipal governments’ resistance to providing water, food, 

sanitation, and other critical resources to encampments during the COVID-19 pandemic stands 

in stark contrast to public health orders and evidence-based scientific advice from leading health 

experts, in addition to contravening human rights standards.  

This report provides a greater understanding of what implementing a human rights-based 
approach to encampments should look like in Canada. We urge the Government of Canada—
and all governments—to immediately operationalize the right to housing for encampment 
residents.  
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Conclusion 

A different approach is needed to better respond to this humanitarian crisis and violation of 

people’s human rights in Canada. A human rights-based approach to encampments is long 

overdue. 

We applaud the Government of Canada for enacting the National Housing Strategy Act, 

including the recognition that the right to adequate housing is a fundamental human right in 

Section 4 of the Act. As demonstrated by this report and the case studies, encampment 

residents are both rights holders and have had their rights to housing violated through the 

forced evictions of residents from encampments and the lack of vital services. These evictions 

have not addressed the underlying problem: a lack of secure shelter, including social and 

affordable housing. Instead, punitive bylaws and trespass orders have exacerbated existing 

vulnerability and criminalized people’s very existence.  

Our research has found that governments are failing in their human rights obligations to 

encampment residents. To remedy the situation, the Government of Canada should: 

1. De-Centre Policing and Law Enforcement: A rights-based approach to 

encampments requires that all governments, including the Government of 

Canada in relation to federal lands, end their practice of using trespass orders, 

bylaws, and policing to evict unhoused people from encampments. Bylaw 

offences should never be used to target the survival and subsistence activities 

of unhoused people, including the right to simply be present in public space. 

2. Intergovernmental Obligations: In adopting a rights-based approach to 

encampments, the federal government has an obligation to provide funding 

and services that offset the disproportionate impact faced by municipalities in 

addressing the housing crisis and existence of encampments. This includes 

short-term options, such as investments in modular housing and suitable 

shelter spaces, and longer-term investments in social and affordable housing. 

3. Meaningful Participation: A rights-based approach requires the meaningful and 

inclusive participation of people living in homelessness in the design and 

implementation of policies, programs, and practices that affect them. The 

federal government must immediately prioritize the knowledge of those with 

lived experience with funding for unhoused people to assist with policy and 

program development. 

4. Recognition of the Distinct Rights of Indigenous Peoples: A rights-based 

approach requires governments to acknowledge Indigenous rights under the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Canadian 

Constitution, treaties and case law. The Government of Canada—and all 

governments—should meaningfully engage all relevant Indigenous stakeholders 

and nations, as identified by Indigenous peoples themselves, in the 

development of policy approaches to encampments. We remind the federal 

government of its responsibilities to respect, protect, and uphold the distinct 
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rights of Indigenous peoples, who are disproportionately represented in 

encampment populations. 

5. Access to basic services: A rights-based approach requires access to basic 

services, such as clean water, sanitation facilities, electricity, and heat. The 

federal government must also prioritize the provision of services to address 

basic needs, such as access to water and warmth through the provision of 

funding and through examples on federal lands. 

Through these five recommendations, we argue that the federal government must provide 

leadership in this crisis—both in relation to federal lands and in relation to funding. This is an 

opportunity for the federal government to proactively acknowledge its human rights obligations 

and ensure basic and fundamental rights are protected. 

All governments are implicated by these recommendations and share responsibility for people’s 

and communities’ well-being, social inclusion, and the protection of their human rights. All 

encampment residents are rights holders.  
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Appendix A: Judicial Responses to Encampments 

In this section, we review the encampment cases from both before the pandemic and during the 

pandemic. The pre-pandemic era can be divided into three eras: early cases, the turning point in 

Victoria (City) v Adams, and the subsequent cases that built on and distinguished themselves 

from Adams. We will also review the government policies that have defined the pandemic era, 

drawing out general trends as well as outliers which convey unique insights. 

It is important to note that many encampment cases that come before the courts are 

determined at a preliminary stage, such as on an injunction application. In a successful 

injunction decision, enforcement of bylaws can proceed even though the merits of Charter-

based arguments have not been heard or determined at trial. The results of these hearings 

effectively determine the outcome on the ground because an encampment is evicted or is 

allowed to stay until sufficient housing has been offered. These decisions mean the municipality 

has successfully argued that they would suffer irreparable harm, or that the balance of 

convenience favours the enforcement of the bylaw. Thus, we suggested treating claims by 

municipal governments that bylaws are valid based on the granting of an injunction with 

caution. 

A. Court Cases on Encampments Pre-Pandemic 

Early Cases: Mickelson and Sterritt 

Canadian case law dealing with encampments began in 2003 with two British Columbian cases 

decided within less than two weeks of each other.225 The plaintiff in both was the Vancouver 

Board of Parks and Recreation, which was seeking court orders to evict multiple encampment 

residents from Thornton Park in Vancouver Parks Board v Mickelson and Portside Park in 

Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation v Sterritt.226 While these cases have been largely 

overlooked afterward, they nonetheless set the stage for judicial treatment of encampments. 

Cases going forward would continue to focus on injunctions, municipal bylaws, and the 

infringement of Charter rights. 

In Mickelson the Board sought a declaration that the defendants had violated section 11 of the 

city’s Parks Control Bylaw and committed trespass, as well as a permanent injunction against the 

encampment residents from “constructing, placing or maintaining structures in the park” and an 

 
225 There are earlier Canadian cases dealing with protest occupations which reference homelessness, and 
a 1939 case involving federal relief camps established during the Great Depression which were intended 
to in part address homelessness. There is also Vancouver (City) v Maurice, 2002 BCSC 1421, though this 
was described at the time as a squat or protest rather than an encampment, and the reasoning is thinner 
and less influential than the cases of the following year. Therefore, we see the examined cases as the start 
of the current line of jurisprudence.  
226 Vancouver Parks Board v Mickelson, 2003 BCSC 1271 [Mickelson]; Vancouver Board of Parks and 
Recreation v Sterritt, 2003 BCSC 1421 [Sterritt]. It is unclear why it is listed as the Parks Board in one style 
of cause and the Board of Parks and Recreation in the other; the headnote for both cases lists it as the 
Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation.  
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interlocutory mandatory injunction requiring them to remove their structures.227 The judge 

found for the Board and applied the leading injunction test from RJR-MacDonald. Notably, it was 

held that the Board would “suffer irreparable harm as [they] cannot be properly compensated in 

damages for the violation of the bylaw.”228 The argument claiming infringement of Charter rights 

was largely dismissed, seemingly in part because the defendants did not file a statement of 

defence.229 That said, the decision to apply the RJR-MacDonald injunction test rather than the 

less onerous Maple Ridge (Distrct) v Thornhill Aggregates Ltd230 because Charter rights were 

raised would prove influential on future decisions. Under the Thornhill test, the municipality 

would only have to establish a clear violation of the bylaw and, outside of exceptional 

circumstances, an injunction would be granted. The RJR-MacDonald test requires a three-part 

analysis that considers whether there is a serious issue to be tried, whether the party seeking 

the injunction would suffer irreparable harm if it was not granted, and which party the balance 

of convenience favours, in light of the public interest at stake. 

In Sterritt, the Board sought an interlocutory mandatory injunction requiring the defendants to 

remove their structures and belongings from Portside Park.231 Meiklem cites Mickelson and 

noted the nearly identical circumstances, adopted the reasoning, and issued a nearly identical 

injunction and prohibition (despite the Board seemingly not having made an identical 

application).232 Notably Sterritt expressly discusses the safety, orderliness, and cleanliness of the 

encampment as well as a significant portion of the defendants being Indigenous, factors that 

would emerge as significant in later cases.233 

The Turning Point: Victoria (City) v Adams 

The landmark decision in Victoria (City) v Adams has shaped the cases that have followed, 

including those decided during the pandemic. In October 2005, an encampment of roughly 70 

residents in Cridge Park became the target of a City of Victoria injunction application. The City 

sought an interlocutory injunction against the residents loitering and “taking up temporary 

abode overnight” in the park.234 Though the injunction was granted and the encampment 

disbanded, the residents opposed the injunction in court and a trial was required.235 The British 

Columbia Supreme Court found in favour of the defendants. Justice Ross’ decision found 

sections of the municipal Parks Regulation Bylaw and the Streets and Traffic Bylaw had 

breached the defendants’ section 7 rights to life, liberty and security of the person and were not 

saved under section 1 of the Charter. It declared the infringing sections of the bylaws “of no 

force and effect insofar and only insofar as they apply to prevent homeless people from erecting 

temporary shelter.”236 Though Adams was not hugely dissimilar from Mickelson or Sterritt in 

 
227 Mickelson, supra note 226 at para 1. 
228 Ibid at paras 7, 25. 
229 Ibid at paras 27, 32. 
230 [1998] BCJ No 1485 at para 9, 162 DLR (4th) 203 (BCCA).  
231 See Sterritt, supra note 226 at para 1. 
232 See ibid. at paras 6, 11–12. 
233 See ibid. at paras 2–3, 6–7. 
234 Victoria (City) v Adams, 2008 BCSC 1363 at paras 7–10 [Adams I]. 
235 See ibid. at paras 11–14. 
236 Ibid at para 239. 
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facts, the defendants’ section 7 Charter arguments were fully argued and were thus considered 

far more comprehensively than in either of the earlier cases. This included acutely framing the 

issue around the shortfall of shelter beds relative to the number of people experiencing 

homelessness, such that, for many, camping outside was demonstrably their only option.237 

Finally, there was the willingness and ability to persist in challenging the city in court for over 

four years and in funding and participating in a full hearing of the merits.  

The City appealed to the provincial court of appeal, which upheld the trial decision but modified 
the declaration to narrow its application.238 The Court of Appeal’s 2009 decision declared the 
bylaws “inoperative insofar and only insofar as they apply to prevent homeless people from 
erecting temporary overnight shelter in parks when the number of homeless people exceeds the 
number of available shelter beds in the City of Victoria.”239 This revision of the declaration has 
significantly limited the circumstances to which it could be applied, as the Court of Appeal 
decision binds all other BC courts in future cases. As we discuss below, the link between shelter 
availability and the right to erect temporary shelter is one of the most enduring features of the 
case law both within and outside BC. 

Distinguishing from Adams: Occupy, Shantz, Adamson, and Beyond 

Following Adams, multiple encampment cases arose involving the Occupy movement. Two of 
them cited Adams, including the Ontario decision Batty v City of Toronto, but these were 
ultimately distinguished given the Occupy encampments engaged different Charter rights than 
the encampment in Adams.240 The outcome for a homeless encampment in Vancouver Board of 
Parks and Recreation v Williams hewed closer to Mickelson and Sterritt, in part because the 
judge in Williams seemed to accept that Vancouver had sufficient capacity to shelter the 
encampment residents, unlike in Adams.241 Two lengthy cases would follow, each resulting in 
multiple decisions: Abbotsford (City) v Shantz and British Columbia v Adamson. These decisions 
confirmed that the RJR-MacDonald injunction test applies where Charter issues are raised. 
 
The first Shantz decision in 2013 granted an injunction evicting the encampment residents and 
prohibiting them from lighting fires and trespassing. Notably the judge did discuss the issues 
with the local shelters and expressed concern over the tactics used in clearing encampments.242 
The second decision in 2015 resulted from the city seeking a permanent injunction against the 
defendants as well as damages against Mr. Shantz, an activist associated with the BC/Yukon 
Drug War Survivors group supporting the camp. This case substantiated the allegations that 
chicken manure and pepper spray had been used by City employees during evictions243 and 
provided an expansive analysis of how the city bylaws against camping affected Charter rights 
under sections 2, 7, and 15.244 The court held that only section 7 was violated and that it was not 

 
237 See ibid. at paras 37–66. 
238 See Victoria (City) v Adams, 2009 BCCA 563 at paras 160–166 [Adams II]. 
239 Ibid at para 166. Underline added to emphasize the Court’s adjustments. 
240 See Batty v City of Toronto, 2011 ONSC 6862 at note 17. See also Victoria (City) v O’Flynn-Magee, 2011 
BCSC 1647 at paras 41–42. 
241 See Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation v Williams, 2014 BCSC 1926 at paras 55–57. 
242 See Abbotsford (City) v Shantz, 2013 BCSC 2612 at paras 20–53. 
243 See ibid. at paras 100, 107–115. 
244 See ibid. at paras 146–236. 
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saved under section 1, as the bylaws were not minimally impairing.245 In so doing, the court 
clarified that the Charter did not create positive obligations with respect to housing and rejected 
homelessness as a protect ground under the Charter’s section 15 equality rights protection, 
relying on the Tanudjaja decision of the Ontario Court of Appeal.246  
 
Adamson uniquely involved the provincial government, given that the encampment at issue was 

located on the green space of a provincial courthouse in Victoria. The encampment was formed 

in November 2015, with the province seeking an injunction in March 2016 after attempts to 

disperse residents through the Trespass Act and the Fire Services Act failed to fully clear the 

encampment. The province argued against the RJR-MacDonald test in favour of the Thornhill 

test, but the court rejected this deviation from Williams, Shantz and Mickelson.247 The injunction 

was denied, with Hinkson (who also decided Shantz [2015]) challenging the near-presumption 

that the government would suffer irreparable harm from allowing encampments to persist, as 

well as comprehensively exploring the benefits of encampments, including improved health, 

access to services, safety of persons and possessions, and sense of community, and finding the 

balance of convenience favouring the residents.248 The decision also noted that—as in Adams—

the number of people experiencing homelessness continued to exceed shelter spaces, meaning 

that clearing the encampment at the courthouse would simply result in the same issues 

“migrat[ing] to other areas in the City of Victoria.”249 A second decision by Hinkson in July 2016 

granted an injunction against the same encampment, finding that the province had sufficiently 

increased the number of alternative housing spaces available and that conditions in the 

encampment had worsened in the intervening months, increasing the costs incurred by the 

province and the city and decreasing the benefits gained by the encampment residents.250  

The remaining British Columbia encampment cases between 2017 and 2020 largely maintained 

the principles set by prior cases, being determined primarily on factual circumstances already 

explored rather than novel facts or reasoning. Of note are two cases which dealt with the 

impacts of encampment residents being rehoused. A dozen former encampment residents from 

Adamson successfully challenged a restrictive visitor policy imposed at the Johnson Street 

Community Housing Project before the Residential Tenancy Branch. The operators, contracted 

by BC Housing, applied for judicial review of the Branch’s decision, which was upheld as 

reasonable and procedurally fair.251 In the aftermath of Nanaimo (City) v Courtoreille (2018), 

municipal zoning issues arose around properties purchased to house the encampment 

residents. The court held that Crown immunity protected the governments and their agents in 

bypassing the zoning requirements.252 Finally, we saw another protest encampment case 

considered in Saskatchewan in 2018 where Shantz was cited as an example of how “societal 

interests” and “the plight of the homeless” could be reconciled, though homelessness and 

 
245 See ibid. at paras 237–247. 
246 See ibid. at paras 148, 177, 231–234. 
247 See British Columbia v Adamson, 2016 BCSC 584 at paras 23–35. 
248 See ibid. at paras 54–59 and 125–179. 
249 ibid. at paras 64–73 and 184–185. 
250 See British Columbia v Adamson, 2016 BCSC 1245. 
251 See PHS Community Services Society v Swait, 2018 BCSC 824. 
252 See Buechler v Island Crisis Care Society, 2019 BCSC 1899. 
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section 7 rights were not issues in the decision. That decision ordered the encampment be 

cleared.253 

B. Court Cases on Encampments in the Pandemic Era 

Several cases have been brought before courts in Ontario and British Columbia since the start of 

the pandemic in March 2020: the Ontario cases Sanctuary et al. v Toronto (City) et al., Black et 

al. v City of Toronto, and Poff v Hamilton (City), and the British Columbia cases Bamberger v 

Vancouver (Board of Parks and Recreation), Prince George (City) v Stewart, and Vancouver 

Fraser Port Authority v Brett. Quebec has also seen a major decision on homelessness in the 

pandemic with Clinique Juridique Itinérante c. Procureur Général du Québec in 2021. These cases 

have made novel advancements even where they have not succeeded in protecting 

encampments.254  

Sanctuary involved two decisions in which a coalition of advocacy groups initially pursued an 

injunction prohibiting the City from operating shelters which did not adhere to rules 

surrounding distancing of beds; in May 2020, the motion was adjourned as the two sides 

composed an Interim Settlement Agreement which required regular reports to the coalition.255 

The Agreement acknowledged encampments, noting that new spaces opened to accommodate 

encampments residents must also meet distancing standards. In June, the City claimed to have 

reached compliance with the agreement, but the coalition alleged they had breached the terms 

and sought an order declaring as much.256 Prior to the court’s decision on the Agreement, it 

ruled on a refusals motion: City witnesses had refused to provide answers to certain questions 

concerning records of how physical distancing had been implemented, the shelter system’s 

overall capacity, internal processes and policies, and more.257 The motion was granted in part, 

with some of the refusals being found to be proper.258 

The court ultimately found the City had breached the Interim Settlement Agreement and was 

obligated to continue reporting to the coalition on its progress in implementing physical 

distancing across their shelters.259 The City acknowledged certain sites were not fully compliant 

but argued the demands of the pandemic should be taken into account when assessing if they 

had exerted their best efforts. The court held that “the pandemic context … cuts both ways” and 

raised the need for accountability, especially in regards to the already-vulnerable homeless 

 
253 See Dubois v Saskatchewan, 2018 SKQB 241. 
254 It is worth noting that, though it did not culminate in a major decision on the issue, in Hamilton the 
combined efforts of Keeping Six, HAMSMaRT, the Hamilton Community Legal Clinic, and Wade Poziomka 
successfully won a temporary injunction against an encampment clearing in July/August 2020: 
“Community updates” (2020), online: Hamilton Justice <hamiltonjustice.ca/en/encampment-advocacy/>. 
The City reached an agreement with these groups to end the injunction in October: Dan Taekema & 
Samantha Craggs, “Court battle over Hamilton tent encampments expected to drag on for days” (19 
October 2021), online: CBC <cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/encampments-1.6215671>.  
255 See Sanctuary et al. v Toronto (City), 2020 ONSC 6207 at paras 6–7. 
256 See ibid. at paras 8–10 
257 See ibid. at paras 88–136. 
258 See ibid. at paras 145–147. 
259 See ibid. at paras 214–216. 

/Users/aeflynn/Library/Containers/com.apple.mail/Data/Library/Mail%20Downloads/6C9D3898-1198-4828-9A79-D6D06DD04CBF/hamiltonjustice.ca/en/encampment-advocacy
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/encampments-1.6215671
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population.260 Despite concerns arising from internal communications, the court did not find 

that the City had acted in bad faith.261 Although limited, the Sanctuary decision was a victory in 

terms of accountability, and it revealed the shortcomings of the City’s shelters in responding to 

the pandemic, which is important given the continued efforts to move encampment residents 

into shelters and housing. 

In Black, 14 Toronto encampment residents applied for an injunction preventing the City from 

enforcing bylaws (after the moratorium on clearing encampments was lifted) that prohibit 

camping and structures in parks. The residents argued enforcement would violate their 

section 7, 12 and 15 Charter rights.262 The injunction was denied on application of the RJR-

MacDonald test, with the application failing on the third portion, the balance of convenience, 

which examines the relative harm to the parties.263 Unlike Adams, Shantz, or Adamson the 

decision in Black did not hinge only on availability of shelter spaces, but the court did hear the 

evidence before it established there was sufficient space.264 This difference stems in part from 

the novelty of the application. Here the injunction was sought by (rather than against) 

encampment residents to prohibit enforcement during the pandemic. It was not a broader 

challenge to the validity of the bylaws themselves. Overall, the court’s acceptance of there being 

sufficient shelter space and outreach without further examination, despite advocates’ claims to 

the contrary, is perhaps the most unfortunate aspect of the decision, implying that the 

threshold for establishing sufficient shelter capacity is low. Notably the court also imported 

reasons from the Batty case in the context of section 2 freedom of expression rights, though it 

did consider the BC decisions in Adamson and Abbotsford. As noted in Stewart, discussed below, 

encampments established for shelter by homeless individuals “must be distinguished” from 

encampments motivated by expressive activity and advocacy for economic and political 

change.265 Analysis of the limits of section 2(b) expressive rights should not be used to withhold 

protection where “one of the most basic and fundamental human rights guaranteed by our 

Constitution” is at stake.266  

Despite the application being rejected, the reasoning in Black is notable in its treatment of 

equality-based arguments. The BCSC in Adams accepted the encampment residents had raised a 

serious issue to be tried regarding section 15 of the Charter and the Ontario Human Rights Code, 

specifically noting the disproportionate number of Indigenous and gender-diverse people within 

the encampment population.267 The test for a serious issue to be tried is a low bar and does not 

indicate the likelihood of success, particularly given the potential of a Charter violation to be 

saved by section 1 reasonable limits, but it does present an opening to explore section 15 

further than earlier cases had. Further, the court specifically refused to apply the section 15 

analysis from Tanudjaja v Canada rejecting “homelessness” as analogous ground under 

 
260 Ibid. at paras 68–75. 
261 See ibid. at paras 142–159. 
262 See Black et al. v City of Toronto, 2020 ONSC 6398 at paras 1–2. 
263 See ibid. at paras 76–150. 
264 See ibid. at paras 86–99. 
265 Prince George (City) v Stewart, 2021 BCSC 2089 at para 83 [Stewart]. 
266 Adams II, supra note 238 at para 75.  
267 See Adams I, supra note 234 at paras 60–61.  
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section 15 in the context of encampments.268 Future claims could be based directly in other 

grounds such as Indigeneity, gender, race, or disability, in addition to revisiting the question of 

whether homelessness is an analogous ground.269  

The 2020 Brett decision from Vancouver illustrates the continuity of encampments over years 

despite clearings and the continued involvement of activists.270 Uniquely, because the 

encampment was on Port Authority lands, the case was based on common law trespass or 

alternatively the Port Authorities Operations Regulations under the Canada Marine Act, rather 

than a breach of the provincial Trespass Act or municipal bylaw.271 Nevertheless, RJR-MacDonald 

was applied. Irreparable harm was established by the fact that encampment residents had “no 

apparent means of indemnifying the plaintiff” for any costs resulting from their continued 

presence and found the balance of convenience favoured the Port Authority, with much of the 

defendants’ evidence being dismissed as conjecture.272 

One year after Brett was decided, encampment residents challenged an eviction order brought 

against residents in the CRAB Park encampment, adjacent to the lands considered by the court 

in Brett. In Bamberger, the residents did not raise a section 7 claim, focusing instead on 

procedural issues about the lack of consultation with residents before the orders and questions 

about the reasonableness of the Parks Board’s decision. However, the court was live to the 

section 7 issues, which informed the conclusion that residents had a right to notice and an 

opportunity to be heard before being ordered to leave. The court also decided that the Parks 

Board was unreasonable, because it did not have accurate information regarding the availability 

of alternative housing for those living in CRAB Park. On these bases, the court set aside the 

order prohibiting overnight shelter at a Vancouver park and remitted the decision for 

reconsideration.273 Though the order being challenged was implemented during the third wave 

of the pandemic, the pandemic itself was not an independent consideration for the court. 

Rather, the petition succeeded because the general manager did not have a reasonable factual 

basis for concluding that there were sufficient and appropriate indoor options for those seeking 

shelter at the park in question.274  

In Quebec, Clinique Juridique Itinérante challenged the provincial curfew imposed on January 6, 

2021 (décret gouvernemental 2-2021) on the grounds that it infringed on the section 7 Charter 

 
268 Ibid at para 62. 
269 See Tanudjaja ONCA, supra note 36 at para 37. 
270 Specifically, the plaintiff Christine Brett was also involved in the encampment case Saanich (District) v 
Brett, 2018 BCSC 1648 and an order made concerning an encampment in Duncan (City) v Brett [2017] 
BCSC WL10398269. The decision in Brett (2020) notes that Williams granted an injunction against an 
encampment in Oppenheimer Park, which eventually reformed and persisted until a Ministerial Order was 
made on April 24, 2020, evacuating the encampment. Oppenheimer Park is a kilometre southwest of 101 
West Waterfront Road, where the encampment at issue in Brett was formed on May 8, 2020. See 
Vancouver Fraser Port Authority v Brett, 2020 BCSC 876 at paras 10–15, 28–31 [Brett]. 
271 See Brett, supra note 270 at paras 36–41. 
272 Ibid. at paras 102–115, 68–75. 
273 See Bamberger v Vancouver (Board of Parks and Recreation), 2022 BCSC 49 at paras 63–64. 
274 See ibid. at para 150.  
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rights (as well as provincial charter rights) of people experiencing homelessness.275 Having been 

decided after the peak of the second wave, the decision took into account the outbreaks at 

shelters as a valid reason for people to not utilize them, on top of the issues raised about 

shelters denying admittance based on various factors.276 The court found for the applicants, 

concluding that all elements of the RJR-MacDonald test had been satisfied, with the balance of 

convenience section noting police enforcement could be unpredictable and the exemption 

would apply to a small percentage of the overall population.277 Though not directly related to 

encampments, the curfew came within a month of Montréal’s Notre-Dame Street encampment 

being cleared by police.278 

The lack of sufficient and appropriate indoor options was also an important factor in Prince 

George (City) v Stewart. This case involved a municipality seeking two statutory injunctions (and 

a police enforcement order) against the occupants of an encampment. Though the application 

was allowed in part and one encampment site was permitted to be cleared, the municipality 

was unable to establish the other encampment site contravened the zoning bylaw due to a lack 

of viable alternatives.279 The court held the existing shelter beds were not “low barrier” enough 

to provide for accessibility.280 For example, the shelters imposed eligibility criteria which often 

excluded those with substance abuse issues or mental health issues from accessing these 

spaces. Other barriers mentioned by the court included a lack of identification and lack or bank 

accounts or records.281 Notably, Chief Justice Hinkson briefly considered the role of the 

pandemic in contributing to the lack of normally accessible shelter spaces.282 The decision is also 

important because the judge considered both the climate and the context of colonization. 

Taking notice of the ongoing impacts of colonization such as residential schools, the judge noted 

the disproportionate number of Indigenous individuals in the encampment. Several times in the 

decision the judge also noted the cold climate and the lack of both suitable housing and daytime 

facilities. This may imply that Charter protections regarding sheltering at nighttime may also be 

extended to daytime situations where the cold weather is a significant threat. In a second 

injunction application in Prince George (City) v Johnny regarding the same encampment, the City 

argued it had satisfied the preconditions set out in Stewart. The application was dismissed for 

similar reasons, the court finding there was still a lack of “low-barrier” shelter space accessible 

for some encampment residents, as well as issues with the limited daytime facilities. 

 
275 See Clinique, supra note 45 at para 9. 
276 See ibid. at para 10. 
277 See Isaac Olson, “Forced out of Montreal encampment, disbanded homeless community spreads out 
into city” (9 December 2020), online: CBC <cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/homeless-montreal-shelters-
encampment-1.5834917>.   
278 See Sidhartha Banerjee, “Montreal authorities clear out Notre-Dame Street homeless camp over safety 
concerns” (7 December 2020), online: Global News <globalnews.ca/news/7505640/notre-dame-street-
homeless-camp-evictions-begin/>.  
279 See Stewart, supra note 265 at para 84. 
280 Ibid. at para 81. 
281 See ibid. at paras 67–68, 73. 
282 See ibid. at para 73.  

https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/homeless-montreal-shelters-encampment-1.5834917
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/homeless-montreal-shelters-encampment-1.5834917
https://yuoffice-my.sharepoint.com/personal/cedarmi_yorku_ca/Documents/COH-onedrive/ofha-encampments/final%20report/revised%20source/globalnews.ca/news/7505640/notre-dame-street-homeless-camp-evictions-begin
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Poff v Hamilton (City) is another example of an injunction application brought by encampment 

residents. This case followed on an earlier successful application in August 2020, which had led 

to a negotiated settlement and a Bylaw Enforcement Protocol agreed to by advocates and City 

Council. When the City voted to repeal the Protocol one year later, encampment residents 

brought a Charter challenge and another application requesting the City be restrained from 

enforcing anti-camping bylaws until the Charter case could be fully heard and decided on the 

merits. The court refused the to grant the injunction, finding the five residents bringing the 

application were no longer in encampments and could not establish irreparable harm. Notably 

the court refused to consider the broader homeless population in this analysis. Following Black, 

the court also imported analysis from the protest encampment context in Batty without 

acknowledging the very different Charter rights at stake under section 7. Here the court rejects 

the arguments that shelters had high barriers to entry and emphasized the “choice” to remain in 

encampments.  

This signals that courts in Ontario are taking a markedly different approach than those in BC, 

emphasizing the property rights of municipalities without consideration of the social context of 

encampments, substance use, the ongoing impacts of colonialism, and systemic discrimination 

against Black and Indigenous people in housing and policing. These cases also demonstrate that 

the unique facts of each court action are important, rather than broader questions of housing 

availability for vulnerable people.  
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