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Abstract
Until recently, there was little acknowledgement that homelessness existed in rural areas in Canada. Limited research and
scarce data are available to understand the scope and dynamics of rural homelessness in Canada. As suggested in our pre-
vious work, there is a need for rural homelessness research to examine themes from a provincial perspective. The aim of
this research was to contribute to expanding the knowledge base on the nature of rural homelessness at a provincial level
in the Canadian province of Alberta. In order to understand the dynamics of homelessness in rural Alberta, we conducted
interviews with service providers and other key stakeholders across Alberta. We examined homelessness dynamics and
responses to rural homelessness in 20 rural communities across the province. Across all of the communities in the study,
homelessness was reported however, the magnitude of the issue and its dynamics were distinct depending on the local
contexts. We also identified several themes which serve as descriptors of rural homelessness issues. We note a number of
recommendations emerging from this data which are aimed at building on the experiences, capacities, and strengths of
rural communities.
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1. Introduction

With a few exceptions, most research and interventions
that focus on homelessness have concentrated on those
living in urban areas. The visibility of urban homelessness,
the ability to readily estimate their numbers, differences
in profile from singles to families, children and youth to
seniors, has made it possible to describe population char-
acteristics and begin to determine ways of addressing
need. The same cannot be said of the rural experience.

Anderson and Sim (2000, 2011) note the significance
of geographic location to social exclusion in housing.
While there is a body of work from other countries such

as the UK (see especially Cloke, Marsden, & Mooney,
2006; Cloke & Milbourne, 2012) and the United States
(United States Government Accountability Office, 2010)
which has more specifically focused on rural housing
and social exclusion, there is little research available to
understand the scope and dynamics of rural homeless-
ness in Canada (Waegemakers Schiff, Schiff, Turner, &
Bernard, 2015). The aim of this research was to con-
tribute to expanding the knowledge base on the nature
of homelessness in rural Canadian communities. We be-
gin with a review of the state of knowledge on rural
homelessness in Canada. As Waegemakers Schiff et al.
(2015) suggest, there is a need for rural homelessness
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research to capture common emerging themes from
a provincial rather than community-by-community per-
spective. As such, this study also focuses beginning to
address this need through an provincial examination of
homelessness dynamics and responses to rural home-
lessness across 20 diverse rural communities in Alberta
Canada. Through this process, our research uncovered a
few significant trends with regards to the nature of ru-
ral homelessness in Alberta. In particular, we identified
three themes which serve as descriptors of rural home-
lessness issues and are considered in the context of Cana-
dian and international literature on rural homelessness.
These themes focused on: Significant sub-populations;
economic dynamics and; rural housing market dynam-
ics. We also identified two other unique issues which are
mostly unrecognised in the literature on homelessness
andmight be important considerations in understanding
rural homelessness dynamics.

2. Background: Rural Homelessness in Canada

Until recently, there was little acknowledgement that
homelessness existed in rural areas in Canada (Waege-
makers Schiff et al., 2016). Understanding of rural home-
lessness is minimal compared to that focussed on urban
populations, and assessment of needs within the non-
urban population is often overlooked. Rural homeless-
ness was unacknowledged in this country, until reports
from diverse rural areas of Canada began to emerge in
the last decadewhich shed light on the unique context of
the issue (Christensen, 2011; Robertson & White, 2007;
Roy, Hurtubise, & Rozier, 2003; Standing Senate Commit-
tee on Agriculture and Forestry, 2008). The combination
of vast, sparsely inhabited spaces, a harsh climate, and
minimal to non-existent social services in remote areas,
provides the setting and unique challenges for thosewho
are without adequate housing in rural Canada. Recent re-
ports reveal considerable concerns over dwellings that
provided inadequate shelter from the elements, others
being unfit for human habitation, and people doubled
up and living in extremely overcrowded situations (Chris-
tensen, 2012).

A combination of counts and estimates of home-
less persons throughout Canada report that every night,
at least 30,000 Canadians experience homelessness.
Among them, almost 3,000 ‘sleep rough’ indicating that
they sleep in cars, parks or on the street and are
considered unsheltered. Another 14,400 stay in emer-
gency shelters, which are usually temporary and provide
overnight sleeping facilities but often no day-time accom-
modation (Gaetz, Donaldson, Ruichter, & Gulliver, 2013).
Longer term stay is attributed to the 7,350 who stay in
domestic violence shelters, although these facilities of-
ten have a 30- or 60-day maximum length of stay. A final
group includes more than 4,460 who are provisionally
accommodated in hospitals, prisons or halfway houses
who have no permanent residence to return to upon dis-
charge from the facility (Gaetz, Donaldson, Ruichter, &

Gulliver, 2013). The foregoing reflects urban homeless-
ness. There are no accurate reports of howmany people
are homeless absolutely or relatively, in rural Canada.

With a few exceptions, most research and interven-
tion has concentrated on individuals and families living
in urban areas; consequently, homelessness has most
often been framed as an urban phenomenon. In cities
and towns, homeless individuals seek a range of support
services, including food, overnight shelter and financial
help at organizations established to address these needs.
These activities make the urban homeless a visible popu-
lation in many respects. This visibility, the ability to more
readily estimate their numbers, and differences in pro-
file (singles families, youth and seniors, aboriginal, immi-
grant and refugee), has made it possible to describe pop-
ulation characteristics and begin to determine ways of
addressing their described needs in Canadian cities (Per-
essini, McDonald, & Hulchanski, 1995).

In contrast, rural locations often do not have specific
services for homeless people and consequently there are
few places available for identification of those who may
be in housing distress and consequently for data collec-
tion necessary for accurate counts. As a result, the ex-
tent of homelessness in different parts of rural Canada is
simply unknown. Because rural homelessness is difficult
to measure with any accuracy, measures of rural poverty
and core housing need are often taken as proxy indica-
tors. As such, they suggest that the rate of rural housing
instability is similar to that in urban areas (Employment
and Social Development Canada, 2011; United States In-
teragency Council on Homelessness, 2015). However, re-
searchers in the United States (Fitchen, 1992; Lawrence,
1995) note that rural housing insecurity may be as ubiq-
uitous as it is in urban settings, and homeless rates may
be even higher than in urban areas when those living in
substandard or unfit housing are included. Houses which
would be routinely condemned in urban areas, fall out-
side of the view of local officials in rural areas and remain
inhabited despite their unsafe condition (Robertson, Har-
ris, Noftsinger, & Fischer, 2007).

While rural homelessness has received some atten-
tion in Australia (Grigg, Judd, Ryan, & Komiti, 2005), the
United States (Fitchen, 1992; Lawrence, 1995; Robertson
et al., 2007) and England (Cloke, Milbourne, & Widdow-
field, 2000, 2001, 2003), what little is known about ru-
ral homelessness in Canada is confined to small body of
academic literature and a group of local reports which
generally focus on discrete communities and sub-regions
in disparate parts of the country. Some have a general
overview of rural homelessness in a given region and oth-
ers are focused on discrete populations such as Aborigi-
nal people (Belanger & Weasel Head, 2013; Kauppi, Pal-
lard, McGregor, & Seyler, 2015), northern remote areas
(Christensen, 2012), and those with a serious mental ill-
ness (Forchuk et al., 2010). The lack of consolidated infor-
mation across the country hinders a clear understanding
of the specificity and complexity of Canadian rural home-
lessness and thus hampers efforts to tailor programs and

Social Inclusion, 2016, Volume 4, Issue 4, Pages 73–85 74



initiatives aimed at alleviating homelessness in rural en-
vironments (Waegemakers Schiff et al., 2016).

A recent review of the literature on rural home-
lessness in Canada (Waegemakers Schiff et al., 2016)
suggests that there is a need for research to capture
common emerging themes from a provincial rather
than community-by-community perspective. They sug-
gest that, due to the vastness of Canada and its im-
mense regional variation, a provincial perspective is a
more manageable stepping-stone to a detailed national
understanding. In keeping with this recommendation,
this research focused on a province-wide investigation
of homelessness in rural Alberta. We examined home-
lessness dynamics and responses to rural homelessness
in 20 rural communities across the province. In this pro-
cess, we were able to provide a preliminary assessment
of nature of this issue and local responses to rural home-
lessness across these communities.

3. Alberta Context

Alberta is primarily a rural province, with large ex-
panses of sparsely settled areas, two major cities (pop.
1,250,000 and 812,000), and a few larger urban clusters.
Although the size of France, Alberta is primarily a rural
province, with large expanses of sparsely settled areas,
multiple small communities (pop. less than 2,500 per-
sons) which are surrounded by vast swatches of range
land, farm land, arboreal forests as well as mountain-
ous areas. Resultantly, we utilised a data gathering ap-
proach (see Methodology) that would represent all of
these variations. The province is divided, for economic
analysis, into fourteen regions, with two major urban re-
gions (Capital and Calgary which were omitted from the
study). The remaining 12 regions are mainly rural in na-

ture, although six host cities of 35,000 to 130,000. Ru-
ral regions of the province also vary as dominated by
either agricultural, energy sector (oil and gas) or recre-
ational/tourist characteristics (see Figure 1).

4. Methodology

In order to understand the dynamics of homelessness
in rural Alberta, we conducted interviews with service
providers and other key stakeholders across Alberta. The
participants for this study came from two sources; lo-
cal representatives who had familiarity with the social
services and housing demands in their communities as
well as key government officials and stakeholders of
larger province-wide organizations. For this study, we fo-
cused on Alberta’s economic development regions (Fig-
ure 1) and targeted their rural settlements (Table 1). Us-
ing this selection, we then narrowed the targeted com-
munities according to population size, densities, agricul-
tural, energy sector (oil and gas) and recreational/tourist
characteristics. Within these regions, 51 separate agen-
cies were contacted and 20 communities participated
in the study. The study was limited to rural communi-
ties with populations under 25,000 to align methods
to a concurrent national study (Waegemakers Schiff &
Turner, 2014). Study communities had an average of
7,000 residents. The 20 communities involved directly
with the study were: Athabasca; Beaver County (Ryley);
Brooks; Camrose; Chestermere; Claresholm; Coaldale;
Cochrane; Didsbury; Fairview; Fort Mackay; High Level;
Jasper; Lac La Biche; Redwater; Pincher Creek; Rocky
Mountain House; Slave Lake; St. Paul; Wetaskiwin.

Within these communities we identified and con-
tacted key individuals in government and the local social
services coordinating organizations which are allied with

Ba�le River
Calgary
Capital
Central
Mackenzie
North Central
North East
Palliser
Peace Country
Slave Lake
South Central
South West
West Yellowhead
Wood Buffalo

Calgary

Edmonton

Red Deer

Figure 1. Alberta economic regions (2015). Source:
Government of Alberta. Available at http://www.
albertacanada.com/business/statistics/regional-econo
mic-indicators.aspx

Table 1. Alberta economic development regions and as-
sociated study communities.

Economic Region Community

Battle River Camrose
Calgary Chestermere; Cochrane
Capital Beaver County; Wetaskiwin
Central Didsbury
Mackenzie High Level
North Central Athabasca; Redwater
North East Lac La Biche; St. Paul
Palliser Brooks
Peace County Fairview
Slave Lake Slave Lake
South Central Claresholm; Coaldale
South West Pincher Creek
West Yellowhead Jasper; Rocky Mountain House
Wood Buffalo Fort Mackay
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Family andCommunity Support Services office across the
entire province and requested their participation. For all
identified stakeholders and local representatives, phone
calls and emails were followed with recruitment pack-
ages that contained both the interview guide, ethics ap-
proval and informed consent documents.

Between February to April 2014 we conducted inter-
viewswith key informants in 20 communities across all of
these economic regions and 6 stakeholders at the provin-
cial services level. The narrow time-frameminimized any
potential impact of political and economic forces on the
regions. Data were collected using a template for survey-
ing rural communities that had been previously devel-
oped and used in a national survey of rural homelessness
(Waegemakers Schiff & Turner, 2014), with the addition
of a fewmodifying questions salient to theWestern Cana-
dian context. Homelessness was defined according to
the Canadian Definition of Homelessness (Canadian Ob-
servatory on Homelessness, 2012). The study included
both ‘hidden’ and visible forms of homelessness, such
as rough sleeping, couch surfing, doubled up and shel-
tered populations. A graduate research assistant who
was experienced in interviewing arranged and conducted
most of the community interviews which were primarily
telephone-based.

5. Data Analysis

For each community we created a profile based on
key indicators (population size, percent of persons with
low income, size of the Aboriginal population) and de-
scriptors arising from the interviews with respect to
housing conditions, migration dynamics, homelessness
trends, and action on homelessness in the community.
We supplemented these community descriptors with
a data base that contained 19 key community vari-
ables including location, access to major centre, macro-
economic trends (community type as defined by Bruce
et al. (2005), proximity to First Nations reserve(s), house-
holds in core housing need as identified in the national
housing study (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corpora-
tion [CMHC], http://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/hoficlincl/
homain/stda/data/data_013.cfm), homeless population
estimates and trends, the local homelessness response
including emergency shelters, rental subsidies, homeless
action plan, system coordination across social services or-
ganizations, and awareness of and implementation of a
housing first approach. These were quantified so that we
could use a cluster analysis, based on the community pro-
files compiled from key indicators and descriptors, to aid
in in thematic analysis through characterization of groups
of communities according to common parameters.

6. Findings

Across all of the study communities in the study, home-
lessness was reported and this impression was con-
firmed by the provincial stakeholders. However, themag-

nitude of the issue and its dynamics were distinct de-
pending on the idiosyncrasies of local contexts. Never-
theless, on the whole, most community representatives
included in the study pointed to the existence of home-
lessness as something that has ‘always been there’ to a
certain extent. Interviewees also noted that rural home-
lessness differs from the urban because of its ‘hidden-
ness’. The rural homeless population was reported to
be quite mobile, constantly moving from place to place.
While interviewees noted issues of outmigration from ur-
ban centres to rural areas, and migration between rural
communities, there was no identification of migration
of the urban poor to rural areas as noted in Belgium by
Meert and Bourgeois (2005).

Rural homelessness was described as a ‘hidden phe-
nomena,’ characterized by families and individuals dou-
bling up and couch surfing, or living in makeshift hous-
ing (unsafe housing, trailers, camping out, etc.). Doubling
up and couch surfing were the most often-cited manifes-
tations of rural homelessness. A small amount of visible
homelessness was reported in the form of transient peo-
ple loitering in town centres, rough sleeping and people
sheltered in shelters in the few towns where these exist.
On a per capita basis, some study communities reported
quantifiable homelessness prevalence rates. For exam-
ple, an interviewee from High Level estimated the com-
munity to have a homeless population of about 30 peo-
ple; for a town with a population of 3,610, this would re-
sult in a homelessness prevalence rate of 0.8%. Compar-
atively, Calgary, which is known to have one of the high-
est urban homelessness rates nationally, reports an esti-
mated 0.307% prevalence rate (Calgary Homeless Foun-
dation, 2013). Smaller study communities that did not
have shelters also reported in some instances that trans-
portation was provided, usually through bus tickets, to
locations where shelters exists. This practice also mini-
mizes the extent of the homeless population as many of
those transported out cannot easily return.

Our research also uncovered a few significant trends
with regards to the nature of rural homelessness, pro-
gram approaches, and policy responses in Alberta. In par-
ticular, we identified three themes which serve as de-
scriptors of rural homelessness issues. These themes fo-
cused on: Significant sub-populations; economic dynam-
ics and; rural housing market dynamics. We also identi-
fied two other unique issues which are mostly unrecog-
nised in the literature on homelessness and might be im-
portant considerations in understanding rural homeless-
ness dynamics. One of these issues was of a geographic
nature, addressing the issue of parks and recreational ar-
eas. The other was of a temporal nature, relating to the
impact of disaster situations on homelessness dynamics
and service systems.

7. Notable Sub-Populations

Interviewees identified six distinct sub-populations of
people experiencing homelessness in rural areas of the
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province. These included: victims of domestic violence;
youth; newcomers; indigenous persons, chronic sub-
stance (alcohol) abusers, and chronically homeless peo-
ple. Notably, interviewees did not mention those with
mental health problems, despite the fact that they are
a significant part of urban homelessness (Hwang, Ster-
giopoulos, O’Campo, & Gozdzik, 2012).

7.1. Victims of Domestic Violence

Domestic violence was cited as a key driver to housing
instability and homelessness, not only as a direct fac-
tor in pathways into homelessness, but also for its long
term repercussions. This is not surprising as Family is-
sues and domestic violence are frequently cited as fac-
tors that precipitate rural homelessness (Glass, 2002;
Kauppi et al., 2012; Lee, Budgell, & Skinner, 2007; Peters
& Robillard, 2009). Community and provincial stakehold-
ers noted the impacts of domestic violence for women,
youth, children and seniors, leading to loss of housing
and various forms of hidden homelessness. In rural Al-
berta contexts, the available options for those escaping
abuse are much more limited than in urban centres; an
issue that is reflected in some of the other Canadian lit-
erature (Callaghan & Turnbull, 1999; Yukon Anti-Poverty
Coalition, 2011). Women fleeing violence have to leave
their communities to escape their abusers, which also
takes them out of their network of social supports.

A network ofwomen’s shelters is in place across 33Al-
berta communities. About 45% (15) of these are located
outside Alberta’s main seven cities. The proximity and
availability of women’s shelters plays a key role in migra-
tion to access services as women and children have to
leave their community to seek safety and support in local-
ities with such services. Many sought supports in other
rural communities with women’s shelters. This is espe-
cially true for Indigenous people, as the Alberta Coun-
cil of Women’s Shelters reported that as many as 70%
of domestic shelter users across the province are Indige-
nous women. This also reflects reports from other areas
(Kauppi, 2012; Schmidt, Hrenchuk, Bopp, & Poole, 2015).
Resultantly, in recent years, an increasing complexity of
presenting issues for such centres is also reported.

Indigenous women face the additional challenges en-
gendered by systematic racism and sexism upon arrival
at their destination. Interviewees reported that land-
lords are often cautious to rent to women fleeing vio-
lence, particularly when they are Indigenous and have
children with them for fear of damages to their units or
‘partying’ and over-crowding from relatives and friends
doubling up. These reports are similar to those from
Nunavut (Schmidt et al., 2015) and northern Ontario
(Kauppi, Pallard, & Shaikh, 2013). One encouraging ini-
tiative suggests that solutions tailored to this group are
emerging in rural Alberta. Landlords in Camrose are
working with Indigenous women fleeing violence, mak-
ing rental units available to them. Support workers advo-
cate on behalf of the women and support housing stabil-

ity. As a result, landlords are now ‘lining up’ to be part of
the initiative as the women proved to be ‘ideal tenants’:
stable, caring for the property, and paying rent on time.

7.2. Youth

Youth were another group that emerged as a notable
sub-population of the rural homeless. Study communi-
ties reported homeless youth to be even less visible on
the street, and most likely to couch surf and double up.
Youth homelessness was often un-recognized from an of-
ficial perspective, though interviewees remarked it to be
a notable emerging issue. These reports are similar to
those that come frommany rural areas such as Nova Sco-
tia (Karabanow, Naylor, & Aube, 2014), Ontario (Martin,
2013), and Manitoba (E. Peters & Craig, 2014).

Youth were reported to be homeless most often as
result of abuse in the home, which led to notable move-
ment and transience as they sought a safe place to live
outside their familial home. The gendered experience of
domestic and sexual violence impacts youth further. Sex-
ual and gender identity, identified as a key driver in youth
homelessness (Gaetz, 2014) adds yet another dimension
in rural contexts. These dynamics often led to significant
movement into urban centres. Youth serving agencies in
Edmonton, for example, anecdotally report as many as
40% of youth they serve come from rural communities.
The impetus for migration of rural homeless youth has
become an important area for further study as reflected
in the work from Nova Scotia (Karabanow et al., 2014)
and Ontario (Martin, 2013), but need to expand to de-
velop programmatic and policy solutions.

One youth shelter was reported in the rural Alberta
case study communities (Camrose). As in urban contexts,
the service response to rural youth homelessness is en-
twined with child intervention services and education,
particularly given the high rates of abuse reported. For
most youth, the lack of access to treatment for coun-
seling, mental health and addictions locally was yet an-
other service gap and is a problem in many rural areas
(Kauppi et al., 2015; Forchuk et al., 2010). Here, ongo-
ing challenges of service coordination are noted to limit
the range and comprehensiveness of responses to the is-
sue. There is a need for service coordination to ensure
developmentally appropriate supports and housing op-
tions for homeless youth in rural Alberta.

7.3. Newcomers

There is currently little to no discussion in the Cana-
dian literature of homelessness among immigrants or
refugees in rural areas. One report provides a descrip-
tion of homelessness among a diverse group of partici-
pants from several ethno-cultural communities in Wind-
sor/Essex County, Ontario (Anucha, 2006). While it did
not specifically address rurality as a dynamic in their ex-
periences, the report notes that newcomers’ homeless-
ness in the area is precipitated by housing unaffordabil-
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ity. Through interviews conducted in this Alberta study,
economic immigrants, refugees, refugee claimants and
Temporary Foreign Workers emerged as a notable sub-
population experiencing hidden homelessness in some
study communities. Where homelessness was reported
among this group, it wasmost often described as a result
of low income leading to doubling and over-crowding, or
living in poor quality housing. Foreignworkers accounted
for a large proportion of those living in substandard liv-
ing situations in certain regions. Many of these individu-
als are living together in groups in accommodations not
suitable for many people. In certain areas, doubling up
was reported to be a common trend due to the accom-
modations provided by employers.

For immigrant women experiencing domestic vio-
lence, the added element of rurality exacerbated their
isolation and ability to access supports. For some, the
prospect of leaving abusers to move to a larger urban
centre when they have limited knowledge about Cana-
dian social support and justice systems and competency
in English leaves this group particularly vulnerable.When
the spouse is also the woman’s sponsor for immigra-
tion purposes, the situation is particularly more tenuous
from a legal perspective as well (Walsh, Hanley, Ives, &
Hordyk, 2015).

7.4. Indigenous Persons

Several local and regional reports from across Canada
have noted over-representation of Indigenous people in
the homeless population (Kauppi et al., 2009; Hallstrom
et al., 2013; Stewart & Ramage, 2011) although the ex-
tent to which this applies in rural settings is unknown.
Some rural literature has examined the context and pro-
cess of migration and mobility between reserves and ur-
ban areas (Belanger, Weasel Head, & Owasago, 2012;
Christensen, 2011; Peters & Robillard, 2009), though
not specifically of the problems and dilemmas of their
rural homeless experience. The majority of communi-
ties included in this study were located near Indigenous
communities. In communities with relatively large In-
digenous populations and/or proximity to reserves, the
makeup of the homeless population consistently demon-
strated an over-representation of Indigenous people. In
areas where a high number of Indigenous communities
and reserves exist near the town, there the majority of
homeless people are reported to be Indigenous. In areas
where no Indigenous over-representation was reported
in the homeless population, limited proximity to Indige-
nous communities was also noted. There were however
exceptions to this trend, as in the case of Fairview where
Indigenous women made up as many as 75% of domes-
tic violence shelter users despite no Indigenous commu-
nities being in close proximity.

In some areas, Indigenous people are deterred from
using town services and encouraged to ‘find their way
down the highway’ to larger cities; a trend which might
be attributed to racist sentiments within smaller com-

munities. The issue of racism as a confounding factor
for rural homelessness among Indigenous people is also
reported by Waegemakers Schiff et al. (2015). Many in-
terviewees, who also noted their familiarity with local
residents, reported that homeless Indigenous individuals
were often the children of parents who survived the resi-
dential school system, and faced complex mental health
and addictions issues, domestic violence and traumatic
experiences, as well as Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
(FASD), which is often undiagnosed, especially in adults.

Some literature and reports on homelessness among
Indigenous people in Canada have focussed on migra-
tion between reserves and urban centres (Belanger &
Weasel Head, 2013; Christensen, 2012; Carle & Belanger-
Dion, 2003; Kauppi et al., 2009; Peters & Robillard, 2009).
Interviewees reported frequent migration from Indige-
nous communities. They also described migration as mo-
tivated by a number of factors, including poor housing
conditions on-reserve, lack of employment and educa-
tion opportunities, as well as the need to access services
(medical, judiciary, counseling, etc.). Several researchers
studying migration patterns have reported similar mo-
tivations (Belanger & Weasel Head, 2013; Christensen,
2012; Peters & Robillard, 2009). Lack of safety, abuse,
and violence were also reported by interviewees to be
main drivers out of Indigenous communities. This is a par-
ticularly salient theme for Indigenous women and chil-
dren fleeing violence on-reserve who seek support out-
side their home communities.

It is important to distinguish the contexts in which
Indigenous rural homelessness plays out. On-reserve
homelessness has distinct dynamics that should be
noted. As this particular study was not intended to study
on-reserve homelessness, we strongly urge that future
research specifically examine this issue. In the interim
we briefly describe the dynamics reported in one rural
Indigenous town that is on a reserve.

7.5. Chronically Homeless Persons

Several reports from across Canada have noted the ex-
istence of chronic homelessness in rural communities,
although at rates lower than those found in urban set-
tings (Waegemakers Schiff et al., 2015). People experi-
encing chronic homelessness were reported as a smaller
component of the homeless populations across the study
communities and were characterized by complex men-
tal health, addiction, and FASD issues. Those suffering
from these disabilities were regarded as relatively small
group, numbering less than ten in a typical community.
This group was consistently facing housing loss due to
these challenges, as subsidized housing and support ser-
vices are limited in rural areas. The lack of supports avail-
able to manage underlying issues leads to further hous-
ing instability. For those who struggle with addictions or
mental illness in rural Canada, lack of treatment and sup-
port services are reported as scarce and there is little
(or none, depending on the location) supportive housing
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(Callahan & Turnbull, 1999; Forchuk et al., 2010; Glass,
2002; Grodzinski et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2007; Nunavut
Housing Corporation, 2013; Smith & Fuller, 2007; Stew-
art & Ramage, 2011).

Some special populations present specific dynamics
influencing their homelessness. Among those with liv-
ing with mental illness and addictions, there are chron-
ically homeless populations in rural Alberta communi-
ties which have become well known to the small pools
of landlords. People so identified are often placed on
a ‘no-rent list’. Particularly during economic growth pe-
riods, this group is described as most often ‘squeezed
out’ of existing rental stock by incoming migrant work-
ers. Some of the communities included in the study had
a local women’s shelter, however, none had emergency
homeless shelters available to all adults or to families, to
accommodate those in need of basic shelter services. As
a result, rough sleeping was commonly reported, along
with individuals and families living in makeshift shelters,
trailers and tents.

Rough sleeping was reported across Alberta; partic-
ularly during warmer months. A small number of home-
less people can be found in ditches, backyards, and parks
or forested areas. This corresponds to other reports of
the various ways the absolutely homeless cope in ru-
ral areas (Glass, 2002; Lee et al., 2007; Peters & Robil-
lard, 2009). Notably, a significant proportion of chroni-
cally homeless and rough sleepers were reported to be
Indigenous people, particularly in areas with proximity
to First Nations or other Indigenous communities, which
is also reported in other areas (Belanger &Weasel Head,
2013; Kauppi et al., 2015; Peters & Craig, 2014).

8. Economic Dynamics

Interviewees who reported homelessness to be a minor
issue in their community were scarce. Most noted that
homelessness was not only a major challenge to the so-
cial infrastructure of their locality, but even noted its
prevalence and intensity to be increasing in recent years.
This impact on communities is a dynamic that is men-
tioned (Young & Moses, 2013) but has not been well
explored in the literature. Across the 20 study commu-
nities, the reported homelessness trends appeared to
be closely tied to macro-economic shifts in the global
economy impacting Alberta; particularly as related to the
oil and gas industry. While some sites are intimately en-
gaged in oil and gas, others were indirectly impacted by
the ebbs and flows in prosperity characteristics of the
industry. These communities act as service centres, or
stop-points between resource-extraction sites and larger
urban centres. This echoes what is also reported to drive
housing affordability in the western Artic (Young and
Moses, 2013). Not surprisingly, northern Alberta areas
reported a much more intimate link with the oil and gas
industry, whichwas attributed to be amain driver in their
homelessness population. The ties particular communi-
ties have with resource extraction, especially in north-

ern regions or on corridors between urban centres and
these sites, have a marked impact on housing markets
and homelessness dynamics.

There are a number of reasons behind the reported
strained housing markets, which must be contextualized
in relation to the larger economic contexts impacting
the locality. For example, some centres were experienc-
ing rapid growth brought on by regional economic devel-
opment, often tied to the oil and gas industry. The in-
flux of new workers created increased competition for
scarce housing, driving prices well beyond affordability
for those of modest or low income means. A provincial
stakeholder reported strained vacancy rates due to the
pressure of migration related to oil and gas industry in
the region. The oil and gas industry placed significant
strain by also recruiting landlords directly to house their
workforce. Companies rent out available units at top dol-
lar for their workers, leaving a depleted stock for both
secondary industry workers earning significantly less and
the community’s lower income populations.

Home ownership is also caught in this cycle as hous-
ing investment speculation leads to rapid increases in
house prices, which squeeze out middle and lower in-
come families. In turn, the pressure on an already lim-
ited rental stock increases as migrant workers and local
lower income renters compete for available units, driv-
ing up costs. As an interviewee from Rocky Mountain
House noted, ‘things get worse, when things are good’—
referring to the fact that a booming economy creates
stress on households. The impact of this housing crunch
not only affects lower income, vulnerable groups, but
also key workers who are unable to afford to live in such
communities. These key workers include those in the so-
cial service,mental health, and addictions sectors among
others; the shortage of such critical services providers
hampers the service infrastructure in such centres. Un-
like the larger urban centres where such issues are re-
lated to lack of social and support services (Kauppi et
al., 2015), rural communities are much more sensitive to
these economic swings and have fewer resources tomiti-
gate the changing demands for these services (Kauppi et
al., 2013).

Both provincial and local interviewees related home-
lessness to these dynamics. Notably, they reported that
in general, local homeless populations resided in these
study communities regardless of the ups and downs of
the oil and gas industry. However, an emerging homeless
population was identified as attracted by an economic
boom. As unskilled migrants, often struggling with alco-
hol or drug issues, they brought an additional layer of
complexity in psychosocial issues to the local homeless
population in resource-dependent communities.

9. Rural Housing Market Dynamics

The housing markets in rural Alberta play a key role in
homelessness dynamics. Purpose-built rental housing is
very limited and the rate of development is significantly
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lower than that of larger urban centres. Most stock ex-
ists in the form of single family housing, spread out
across a larger surface area than what is often seen in
cities. While some study communities reported available
housing to exist on the outskirts of town, the lack of
public transportation limits lower income groups from
accessing it.

The housing stock traditionally available to lower in-
come groups, particularly those with complex mental
health and addiction issues, is reported to take the form
of rental units on the top floors of older commercial
buildings in the town centre (usually on the main road
going through the town). While a valuable and limited
resource for those with limited incomes, these buildings
are reported to be aging to the extent that many are on
the slate for demolition. Other forms of housing include
hotels and motels, which are rented for longer periods
by oil and gas workers in some communities. However,
low vacancy rates and high prices limit their accessibility
for lower income families and individuals.

Another dynamic that plays out in farming commu-
nities involved in this study involves the longer process
of corporatization that has pushed people into increas-
ingly smaller areas available for cultivation. Over time,
some of these families become squeezed out of available
land, leading to over-crowding and living in poor quality
housing. As result of these economic and housing mar-
ket dynamics, low vacancy rates were reported in 13 of
the 20 case study communities. Ten of these communi-
ties specifically noted rents were also on the rise locally,
which is consistent with reported trends across Alberta
(CMHC, 2013).

10. Unique Regional Issues

Two unique issues emerged in this research which are
related to specific regional circumstances or events.
The first issues identified was the impact of recre-
ational areas on rural homelessness. Another issue
which emerged was related to the impact and ability to
respond to disasters and the impact on housing stability
in rural areas.

10.1. Recreational Areas

An issue that has not been considered in the literature
is the impact of recreational areas on homelessness
dynamics. Alberta is home to several significant recre-
ational areas which are fueled by both local use and a
large tourist base. The recent rise in prosperity for many
Albertans has also spawned an increase in secondary and
recreational homes in rural areas near both summer and
winter destinations. While there is a robust literature on
locational impact of recreational (second home) owner-
ship in Canada, and Alberta specifically (Bohlin, 1975;
Halseth, 1998; McNicol & Glorioso, 2014), there has not
been specific or detailed consideration of the impact
of these trends on homelessness dynamics. Notable are

larger communities that are located in or near national
parks such as Banff, Jasper and Canmore. Other smaller
communities are also affected including those located
near provincial parks and recreation areas, such as Syl-
van Lake, Pigeon Lake, and towns in the Crowsnest Pass.
Those located in national parks boundaries have unique
constraints that are distinct from those communities
located near but outside of park boundaries. National
parks have severe restrictions on additional residential
building construction which restricts housing availability,
especially for those with lower incomes. Service industry
workers and their families are most often impacted by
these dynamics. While we recognize that the economic
factors that influence homelessness are analogous to
those created by energy sector development in other ar-
eas, the influences in recreational and tourist areas have
unique aspects that require a separate examination.

10.2. Disaster Homelessness

In addition to other important aspects of rural housing
and homelessness, we identified a need to address the
significant challenges created by natural disasters. Inter-
views revealed that natural disasters hold the potential
not only to contribute to acute homelessness but also sig-
nificantly impact existing homeless people and services
in affected areas. Two events that were recent in the con-
text of the studywere identified by participants: the June
2013 floodingwhich ravaged the city of Calgary and parts
of southern Alberta and significantly impacted several
First Nations (Environment and Climate Change Canada,
2014) and the 2011 fires in the townof Slave Lake that de-
stroyed most of the infrastructure and 30% of all homes
in the town (CBC News, 2011). Themore recent 2016 fire
that ravaged the town of Fort McMurray had significant
impact on that municipality’s infrastructure and hous-
ing (The Globe and Mail, 2016); the impact on homeless
persons was also reported by some media outlets (Mc-
Dermott, 2016). Despite the significance of these events,
there is little in the peer-reviewed literature which con-
siders their impact on homelessness dynamics.

The June floods of 2013 severely impacted the
Stoney and Siksika First Nations and further exacerbated
already hidden homelessness and dire housing condi-
tions in Morley, Eden Valley, and nearby Rocky Moun-
tain House. Promised emergency housing did not sub-
stantially materialize in these communities and many of
those forced from their homes were living in motels in
Calgary, Canmore and nearby areas for extended peri-
ods. Some families were doubled or tripled up with up
to 19 individuals attempting to live in a three-bedroom
dwelling. In other instances, family sub-units rotated
their place of residence among several houses occu-
pied by relatives, a version of couch surfing that in-
volves entire families. These events continue to exacer-
bate an already problematic housing and homeless prob-
lem on these reserves and continues several years after
the disaster.
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The experience of Slave Lake in the wake of the 2011
fires provide further learnings about the unique circum-
stances resulting from natural disasters. The housing sit-
uation faced by Slave Lake as a result of a massive fire
led tomore than 700 peoplewere left homeless. Rebuild-
ing has been a four-year plan and is now essentially com-
plete. But in that time span, many lived in interim hous-
ing secured from the province, someon site and others in
distant communities. This created unique set of circum-
stances whereby a large portion of the population could
be considered homeless. At the same time, a strong econ-
omy fueled by the energy sector kept the local economy
healthy and ensured rapid return of the local population.
Most often, families were couch surfing and doubling
up. Notably, there remained a reported ‘base’ homeless
population that preceded the fire consisting of longer
term homeless, who were struggling with mental health
and addictions issues. Within the context of the disas-
ter, homelessness-related supports and the needs of this
groupwere reported to take a ‘backseat’ given the extent
of the housing problem facing the general population.

The Slave Lake fire and June 2013 floods examples
highlight the unique circumstances natural disasters can
create in rural communities. As there is presently no
work that explores this issue, a detailed consideration of
the impacts of disasters on homelessness should be pur-
sued to examine longer term effects of disasters on ru-
ral communities and consider impacts in future planning
and emergency preparedness work. Because of the per-
vasive and specific housing challenges of indigenous peo-
ple a specific consideration the uneven impacts of disas-
ters on homelessness among Indigenous people, off and
on-reserve should be undertaken.

11. Conclusions and Recommendations

The aim of this research was to respond to a need for
rural homelessness research in Canada to examine is-
sues from broader, provincial perspectives rather than
community-by-community case study approach. As such,
this study focused on an examination of homelessness
dynamics and responses to rural homelessness in 20
rural communities, spanning the wide range of land-
scape geographies and economic regions in the province
of Alberta.

In this study we became acutely aware of the ways in
which international research on rural homelessness has
similarities and differences, depending on geographical
and political context. In comparison to the UK, where lo-
cal authorities keep a closer count of those in housing
need and research has been more precise (Cloke & Mil-
bourne, 2012), and the US where housing assistance by
way of rental subsidies and social programs extends a
bit further into small towns (United States Government
Accountability Office, 2010), the rural areas of Canada
are vast, under-served, under-populated and have few
resources. Moreover, the concept of rurality in a densely
populated country such as the UK generally concerns it-

self with localities within ready access to urban areas
and facilities, which significantly impacts the ways in
which the needs of rural homeless people can be ad-
dressed. The vast stretches of Canadian and north west-
ern US states create additional challenges in location of
homeless people, accessing and delivering services. One
commonality which stretches across all of these geogra-
phies is the limited attention devoted to understanding
the size of this population, the multiple aspects of, chal-
lenges and needs of the rural poor who are often on the
edge of housing loss.

We identified a few significant trends with regards
to the nature of rural homelessness in Alberta; some of
which supports existing findings in other Canadian con-
texts and some of which add a new perspective to exist-
ing literature on rural homelessness in Canada. In partic-
ular, we identified a few issues which aremostly unrecog-
nised in the literature on homelessness and might be
important considerations in understanding rural home-
lessness dynamics. This includes the impact of economic
dynamics and rural housing market dynamics on rural
homelessness, the impact of recreational areas on ru-
ral homelessness, and the impact of natural disasters
on homelessness populations and support systems in ru-
ral areas. We also note the importance of further explo-
ration into homelessness related to the experiences of
immigrants and refugees in rural areas; indigenous per-
sons who choose to stay in rural areas, and chronically
homeless people.

A number of recommendations emerging from this
data are aimed at building on the experiences, capaci-
ties, and strengths of rural communities. A first and cru-
cial step is the development of regional and systematic
approaches as part of an intentional response to rural
homelessness (Nichols & Doberstein, 2016). This would
include coordinating resources and developing systemic
regional strategies as well as the tailoring of strategies
to groups of communities with similar challenges in ser-
vice delivery. Similar to larger efforts in urban areas,
such approaches should include a comprehensive hous-
ing and service infrastructure plan to address housing in-
stability in smaller centers as part of broader regional re-
sponses Kauppi, Pallard, Lemieux, and Matukala Nkosi,
2012; Schiff & Brunger, 2015). The plans should also en-
courage exploration of innovative alternatives to shelter,
which leverage local resources, and innovative adapta-
tions of ‘housing first’ approaches in rural communities.
There should also be consideration given to the integra-
tion of homelessness in future emergency preparedness
initiatives to address ‘disaster homelessness’.

We also note the need to identify strategies for enu-
merating rural homelessness. While the 2016 homeless
Point-in-Time Count (initiated by the Government of
Canada through the Homeless Partnering Strategy) will
provide more accurate numbers on homelessness in key
Canadian larger communities, rural communities do not
have formalized data collection approaches with respect
to homelessness to track the level of need for hous-
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ing. Most respondents provided anecdotal estimates,
but were unable to point to data collection and anal-
ysis processes. This was reported to be a key hurdle
to making the case for investment in responses locally
and to understanding the needs of the population. With-
out a comprehensive needs assessment to determine
the magnitude of the issue locally, and the needs of
the population, service providers and advocates were
hampered significantly.

Regional and systematic approaches must respond
to the needs of priority sub-populations: Indigenous
persons, victims of domestic violence, youth, seniors
and immigrant newcomers. Indigenous people on- and
off-reserve require targeted approaches to overcoming
complex jurisdictional barriers to services and supports
(Christensen, 2011; Peters & Craig, 2014). Victims of do-
mestic violence in many rural communities need align-
ment with housing and homelessness responses. Tar-
geted responses to youth, seniors, and newcomers’ hous-
ing stress and homelessness in rural communities also
need to be developed.

There is a need to increase awareness of, and lead-
ership for, rural housing and homelessness which will
champion solutions at all levels of governance. Locally,
rural communities of practice can be supported through
targeted networking and capacity building activities in
the areas of ‘housing first’ implementation, performance
management, system planning, and research.

Asmany other authors cited in this article have noted,
there has been scarcity of information about rural spe-
cific elements, although the recent spate of activity is be-
ginning to address this gap. Emerging research priorities
for a research agenda on rural homelessness should in-
clude: developing baseline information on rural home-
lessness; service infrastructure analysis to assess avail-
able resources and gaps systematically; probing macro-
economic impacts which affect homelessness dynamics
in rural communities; increasing understandings of ru-
ral Indigenous homelessness, on and off-reserve and the
role of migration; enhancing knowledge about rough
sleeping and chronic homelessness in rural contexts;
identifying potential policy responses and funding alloca-
tion models that meet the needs of rural residents and;
tailoring housing first interventions in rural contexts, par-
ticularly to address the needs of priority sub-populations.
Planning and implementation responses would be en-
hanced through the development of a combination of
a research network to facilitate knowledge mobilization
and a Canadian research agenda on rural homelessness.
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