
Invisible Lives:  A Ques�on of Humanity 

Earle has been living on the streets for four years. He was orphaned at age 11 and says many of his troubles arise from a life with no family structure. 

By Darren Blakeborough 

Special to the Chilliwack Times—February 17, 2016 

It’s a fair assumpon to say that no one stood in front of their Grade 6 class on career day and proudly told their audience that when they grew up they wanted to live on 

the streets. 

Yet that is the reality of everyday life for a significant numbers of Canadians. So how does this come to be the struggle that many face? Who are these people with no 

fixed address? What do they have to do to survive? Is there something that can be done about it? All are very good quesons, but ones with no easy answers. 

Rebecca is a female in her 50s who has been homeless “kind of off and on . . . maybe four or five years.” She had been clean and sober for 10 years before one bad deci-

sion and, as she puts it, “away I went.” Rebecca jusfied her habits at first because she could afford them with her job. 

Her boyfriend was also a user, although he didn’t want her to use and “so the abuse started.” This connued unl Rebecca had nothing. “I mean, I always had a li3le bit of 

something but not enough to have a house,” she said, laughing. “At that point, you don’t care anymore, right?” 

But Rebecca cares now. 

“I had the pleasure to scrape all the way to the bo3om with it,” she said. “So now I wanna dig myself out of there.” She hopes to find some work and an safe, secure apartment. In the meanme, she said standing in the Salvaon Army, “the biggest thing I want 

right now is to have a bath and some pancakes.” 

An issue that used to be associated with the “big city” is now a concern in virtually every community in North America—and Chilliwack is no excepon. Over the past couple of years it has received considerable media a3enon and, frankly has become a significant-

ly visible problem to most who travel through the downtown core. 

While it is easy to imagine that those living on the streets all meet the same criteria—and many of us are guilty of that simplificaon—the truth is that the reasons for these current predicaments are incredibly diverse. 

Studies conducted in 2008 and 2015 for the Chilliwack Research and Planning Council interviewed individuals faced with homelessness. 

The results demonstrated that while there were mulple factors common to many of these people’s experiences (mental health, addicon or abuse, for example) that each of these individuals had unique stories and paths that brought them to their current place. 

There are stereotypes associated with the homeless populaon that, while based on paral truths are exaggerated and then applied to the enre populaon. Whether in our television or film representaons of homelessness, there exists this image of an unkempt 

older male who is suffering from mental health issues and alcohol addicon and does what he needs to survive by panhandling and dumpster diving. Of course there are individuals who resemble this image, but it is not the only example of those living on the 

streets of Chilliwack.  To conceive of all homeless persons through this myopic snapshot demeans and marginalizes the experiences and needs of those who do not fit this preconceived criteria. 

For example, in the 2015 study, 27 individuals were interviewed. Twenty spoke to the researchers on the record and agreed to have their voices recorded, whereas seven individuals wanted to talk but for various reasons did not want to be taped while doing so. Of 

the 20 who spoke on the record, 12 were male and eight were female. Their ages ranged from 26 to 64. 

One of the males was an immigrant but had been in Chilliwack for several decades. Four of the females were born and raised in Chilliwack. Two of the males had come to Chilliwack a couple of years ago to start new jobs. One of the females moved back to Chilli-

wack to be near family aAer some me in Edmonton. 

All have their own individual tale and all are dealing, or have dealt with being homeless. 

Whether it is the cost of housing, drug or alcohol addicons, mental health issues, or any combinaon of these, we can’t lose sight of the fact that we are ulmately talking about human beings with individual stories and reasons for why they are where they are. 

When we can finally grasp that concept, we can then begin to accordingly address the needs that each has. 

• Darren Blakeborough is an assistant professor in the Social, Cultural, Media Studies department at the University of the Fraser Valley. He is the author and primary researcher of  a Chilliwack Social Research 

and Planning Council commissioned report on homelessness and low-barrier housing. The report was presented to city council. It recommends a housing first approach to the issue. The Chilliwack Healthier 

Community group, comprised of approximately 40 different stakeholders in the city with rela2ons to a myriad of social and community issues, is also involved in promo2ng housing first. The aim of this series of 

ar2cles is part educa2onal and part hoping to start a public discourse on the topic. 

 
— IMAGE CREDIT: GREG LAYCHAK/TIMES 



Invisible Lives:  A Ques�on of Humanity 

By Darren Blakeborough 

Special to the Chilliwack Times - February 25, 2016 

Victoria uses some of the available social services even though she is not, nor has she ever been, technically homeless. 

She is a young mother in her mid-20s, had a job although she had to go on disability and now has to make ends meet with that cheque. She is currently renting part 
of a house that, as she informed, “doesn’t even have a stove.” 

Victoria and her boyfriend pay $860 a month including utilities. Her boyfriend works but as she explains it, anything he makes over $1,000 per month “they deduct 
from my cheque.” 

She moved there from an apartment that “had lots of shootings and stuff go down there. I heard somebody got stabbed . . . I was really scared.” 

She has tried to find a better place but even if she could afford a nicer house, when she has filled out a tenancy application and the landlord sees that she’s on disability she 
rarely hears back. 

Victoria ultimately hopes to go to school but her biggest fear is that with the increasing costs of accommodation, without some help paying her rent she too will be left 
with nowhere else to turn but the streets. 

The Canadian Homeless Research Network (CHRN) defines homelessness as: 

“The situation of an individual or a family without stable, permanent, appropriate housing, or the immediate prospect, means and ability of acquiring it. It is the result of systemic or societal barriers, a lack of affordable and appropriate 
housing, the individual/household’s financial, mental, cognitive, behavioural or physical challenges, and/or racism and discrimination. Most people do not choose to be homeless, and the experience is generally negative, unpleasant, 
stressful and distressing.” 

As a broad and overarching definition, it encompasses many of the nuances that accompany issues surrounding homelessness in Chilliwack. This definition articulates the role of economics, mental health, and addictions as well as 
recognizing the shortcomings of policy and other social structures that can exacerbate the situation. When a person is literally living on the streets, it is readily apparent to all that see them of their plight, yet this is only one type of 
homelessness in our city. 

Individuals who couch surf from friend’s place to friend’s place until they over stay their welcome and move along count as homeless. Anyone not residing in a place intended for human habitation is by definition homeless. Between 
interviews conducted with individuals and listening to harrowing tales of horrific living conditions to having walked through the downtown core with health nurses as they provide treatment those who require it, some of the “living” condi-
tions are less than ideal. 

Dale is in his mid-40’s and has lived on the streets but now has a job and an apartment, although it isn’t exactly what he wants. He admits to having been a heroin addict but quit a few years ago. He also tried to quit drinking but as he 
put it, “cold turkey gave me seizures so I went back to drinking” because the seizures scared him. 

His building has security cameras although they don’t work and he suspects the drug dealers in his building do that “so that they can come and go unsuspected.” He has been pepper sprayed outside his apartment and sleeps with a 
sledgehammer by his bed because “I feel completely unsafe” and he has been robbed before. Even with money he can’t get a good home because of his past and the fact he has no references. 

“People change” he said, “I’ve changed. You can’t hold on to what you were or what you’ve done in the past that was criminal” yet he believes that is exactly why he is still discriminated against. 

A 2015 report by Megaphone Magazine (a Vancouver street magazine) looked at the BC Coroners Service data from 2006-2013 and determined the average age of death of homeless individuals is in the mid 40s which is approxi-
mately half the life expectancy of 82 years for the average British Columbian. Almost half of these deaths, or 47 per cent, were “accidental” whereas the general population’s number is 18 per cent. This is why an emergent approach to 
homelessness is suggesting that individuals have access to safe, affordable, and humane housing as the primary step in dealing with the multitude of issues associated with homelessness. 

 

• Darren Blakeborough is an assistant professor in the Social, Cultural, Media Studies department at the University of the Fraser Valley. He is the author and primary researcher of  a Chilliwack Social Re-

search and Planning Council commissioned report on homelessness and low-barrier housing. The report was presented to city council. It recommends a housing first approach to the issue. The Chilliwack 

Healthier Community group, comprised of approximately 40 different stakeholders in the city with rela2ons to a myriad of social and community issues, is also involved in promo2ng housing first. The aim of 

this series of ar2cles is part educa2onal and part hoping to start a public discourse on the topic. 

 

— IMAGE CREDIT: PAUL J. HENDERSON 



Invisible Lives:  A Ques�on of Humanity 
As an approach, Housing First is client-centric allowing for input, choice, and self-determination which further invests the individual in their recovery from homelessness. 

By Darren Blakeborough 

Special to the Chilliwack Times - March 3, 2016 

Les is in his mid 50s and Barb in her late 40s. He has been in Chilliwack for 16 years and she has for 27 years. Both have spent time on the streets. Les suffered 
a significant medical issue after his wife’s death in a car accident. He told us “there’s nothing worse than losing everything: your wife; your children; a place, your 
home . . . you go from being healthy and wealthy to being poor.” 

As this personal descent continued he noted his sole task became “trying to find a place to be, get warm. A hotel backdoor, sleeping in the exit just so you can 
feel the warm air coming by you. And that seems to be a mission.” 

Asked what it was like to be homeless and to live on the streets he explained it was like “you were in an airplane and the bomb bay doors drop out from under-
neath you and you got no control. Ah, being poor.” He continued that he felt “so impaled with pain and sorrow you don’t even have enough energy to try and 
move on in life, constructively. It hurts. It really, really hurts.” 

Barb took in a relative to help them through some of their issues and was ultimately forced from her own place to the streets for several months with nowhere 
else to turn. To her, a lot of people think they are doing fine but the reality for many is that the streets are only “a step away.” As she mentioned, as bad as all that was, “I think 
my biggest pain was thinking that God didn’t love me”. 

As we have seen in the different stories over the past few weeks, when it comes to homelessness, situations are different and complex. We asked what each thought they needed to turn things around and what they thought they needed 
to secure a safe and habitable space to live and we received a diversity of responses. 

One of the most interesting results in our interviews with members of the homeless population in Chilliwack was the notion of future. As Les noted in his interview, simply trying to be warm becomes a mission, at the expense of all else, 
even eating. 

We asked each of the individuals where they see themselves, or would like to see themselves a couple of years in the future. Of those currently on the streets, this was a concept that was foreign in this situation. At best, apathy was the 
response as noted in what Doug responded when asked. “Can’t tell you that right now. I don’t even know . . . I might be dead in five years 

. . . It’s one day at a time for me. Ya, ya. I can’t be more honest than that.” 

Yet those individuals that had found a place, or were living in transition, were able to articulate where they wanted to be and what they needed to do to get there and this lies at the heart of a recent initiative in approaching homelessness 
known as Housing First. 

Housing First is a policy and services approach to homeless predicated on the principle that a homeless individual has a better chance of success at improving their condition with the stability of a permanent home than they do living on 
the streets. Both policy and housing has long worked on the model that a person needs to first address the underlying reason for their homelessness, like addiction or alcoholism, before gaining access to accommodation. Housing First 
has no sobriety requirement and follows regular tenancy requirements like not destroying property, not being a nuisance to neighbours, and not engaging in activities that harm or inconvenience others. 

The argument is that the security of housing combined with a developing sense of home and safety allows for the individual to then address their concerns through an integrated support and services network. This has shown to be signifi-
cantly more successful than earlier approaches, especially in the long term. As an approach, Housing First is client-centric allowing for input, choice, and self-determination which further invests the individual in their recovery from home-
lessness. 

Edmonton adopted Housing First in 2008 and has reported a 30 per cent reduction in homelessness since then. Calgary saw an 11.4 per cent reduction in four years after they adopted the model. There are different housing models asso-
ciated with Housing First to recognize the diversity in the population and to respect the choices of the individual. 

When asked what people should know about the homeless population in Chilliwack, Barb mentioned that for the most part, Chilliwack really helps the street people, mostly because “they’re treated like human beings”. And we can’t forget 
that they are. 

 

• Darren Blakeborough is an assistant professor in the Social, Cultural, Media Studies department at the University of the Fraser Valley. He is the author and primary researcher of  a Chilliwack Social Research 

and Planning Council commissioned report on homelessness and low-barrier housing. The report was presented to city council. It recommends a housing first approach to the issue. The Chilliwack Healthier 

Community group, comprised of approximately 40 different stakeholders in the city with rela2ons to a myriad of social and community issues, is also involved in promo2ng housing first. The aim of this series of 

ar2cles is part educa2onal and part hoping to start a public discourse on the topic. 

— IMAGE CREDIT: ALEX PROIMOS PHOTO 


