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1 Key Findings

The Vancouver Homeless Count, conducted on March 10, 2016, is the tenth homeless count
in Vancouver. In 2016, 1,847 homeless persons were counted: 539 unsheltered (29%) and
1,308 sheltered (71%). The total number of homeless persons counted in Vancouver this
year is higher than last year (1,746 homeless persons) and it is the highest number of all
previous years, though it does not represent the highest street count (both 2005 and 2008
were higher).

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE AND TRENDS

A homeless count survey was completed by 1,176 individuals of the 1,847 people who were
counted as homeless on March 10". The demographic profile examines the results from the
1,176 individuals who make up the sample.

Similar to previous years, the 2016 Homeless Count shows that Vancouver’s homeless
population over-represents men (76%), the middle-aged (between 35 and 54 years old)
(48%), and people of Aboriginal identity (38%), and that health conditions are poor.

In terms of age, 15% of the survey respondents were under 25 years of age. This proportion
is lower than in the previous three years. The proportion of homeless seniors has increased
since 2005 (10%) and for the last three years has remained stable at around 18%.

The Aboriginal population remains over-represented amongst the homeless, representing
38% of total respondents. In comparison, Vancouver’s population is about 2.5% Aboriginal.'
Only in 2014 (36%), 2008 (38%) and 2010 (36%) were similarly high proportions measured,
though Aboriginal respondents have consistently accounted for more than 30% of the total
homeless population. The unsheltered homeless population in particular has a high
proportion of Aboriginal individuals. Forty-four percent (44%) of all unsheltered individuals
counted and 33% of all sheltered individuals identify themselves as Aboriginal.

The 2016 Count results show that the homeless population continues to remain in poor
health, with 78% of individuals reporting one or more health conditions.
Addiction/substance use remains the most prevalent health condition reported by the
homeless population (53%), with 42% of respondents reporting a medical condition, 40%
reporting a mental health issue and 31% reporting a physical disability.?

! Statistics Canada. Community Profile. City of Vancouver. 2011 National Household Survey.

%In 2015, perceived health conditions accounted for between 8% and 16% across all health conditions. While
health conditions appear to have slightly improved since 2015, in 2016 volunteers were asked not to report
‘perceived’ health conditions but to only account for self-reported conditions. Comparisons to previous years
must be made with caution, as any improvements in health conditions are likely due to changes in said
reporting procedures.
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Thirty five percent (35%) of respondents reported receiving income assistance. This
proportion has decreased from its peak in 2010 (47%). Reliance on disability benefits
remained around 21% between 2008 and 2012; however, this year a greater proportion
(27%) of homeless individuals reported receiving disability benefits. The overall proportion
of the homeless population reporting income from OAS/GIS/CPP and other pensions has
gradually increased since 2008 (<1% in 2008 to 7% in 2016).}

In 2016, thirty nine percent (39%) of respondents reported being homeless for 1 year or
more and 61% for less than one year. Between 2008 and 2015 between 51% and 57% had
been homeless for less than a year, so 2016 shows a higher proportion of recently homeless
(less than one year) individuals in this timeframe. Only 2005 showed a higher proportion of
individuals homeless for less than a year (63%). In 2016, the unsheltered population was
more likely to have been homeless for 1 year or more, with nearly half that group (49%)
reporting this duration of time being homeless, compared to 30% in the sheltered
population this year.

HEAT/WINTER RESPONSE SHELTER CLIENTS

HEAT/Winter Response Shelter clients tend to have a different profile than individuals in
Other Shelters in terms of gender, age, Aboriginal identity, income, duration of
homelessness and health conditions.

Clients in HEAT/Winter Response Shelters compared to clients in Other Shelters were:

e More likely to be men (+14%)

e More likely to identify as LGBTQ2+ (+5%)

e More likely to between the ages of 25-44 (+13%), while less likely to be between 45-
64 (-9%)

e More likely to identify as Aboriginal (+11%)

e More likely to have been homeless for a year or more (+12%) and less likely to have
been homeless for under 1 month (-11%)

e More likely to receive income assistance (+6%) or a disability benefit (+7%), and less
likely to be employed (-5%) or have no income (-10%)

e More likely to have one or more health conditions (+11%)

e More likely to have an addiction/substance use issue (+23%) or a mental health issue
(+6%)

The HEAT/Winter Response Shelter client population therefore resembles the unsheltered
population profile more closely in terms of gender, age, Aboriginal identity, income sources
and health issues than does the Other Shelter client population.

*old Age Security, General Income Supplement, Canada Pension Plan
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2 Introduction

This report presents the findings of the 2016 Vancouver Homeless Count that was
commissioned by the City of Vancouver to better understand the characteristics of the
homeless population in 2016 and trends in Vancouver since 2005. The findings provide an
estimate of Vancouver’s homeless population on one day (March 10, 2016). The homeless
count is a ‘point-in-time’ count that provides a snapshot of people who are experiencing
homelessness in a 24-hour period. Therefore, this picture can fluctuate over the course of
the year. It should also be noted that the point-in-time count conducted each year is
typically an undercount: the hidden homeless population is particularly difficult to
enumerate as some individuals may choose not to be counted and perfect coverage of the
city by volunteers is not possible. Despite this, the count represents a sound method for
collecting data on homelessness at this single point in time.

2.1 Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of the count is to provide:

an updated enumeration of homeless persons in Vancouver;

a demographic profile of those enumerated on the day of the count;

an analysis of trends in homelessness since 2005; and,

a profile of the difference between HEAT/Winter Shelter users and Other Shelter
users.

2.2 Definitions

Homelessness - The 2016 Homeless Count uses the same definition of homelessness used in
previous City and regional homeless counts. Someone was considered homeless for the
purpose of this count if:

e they did not have a place of their own where they could expect to stay for more than
30 days and if they did not pay rent.

This included people who are:

e without physical shelter — staying on the street, in alleys, doorways, parkades,
vehicles, on beaches, in parks and in other public locations

e temporarily accommodated in emergency shelters, detox facilities, safe houses or
transition houses for men, youth, women, and families with children

e staying at someone else’s place (friend or family) where they did not pay rent (i.e.
couch surfing)

e in hospitals or jails and had No Fixed Address (NFA)

For example, someone who stayed in a garage would be considered homeless if they did not
pay rent, even if they considered the garage to be their home. Emergency shelters are not
considered permanent housing, thus shelter clients are included in the homeless population.
Someone who stayed at a friend’s place where they did not pay rent (i.e. couch surfer) is also
considered homeless as they do not have security of tenure. Individuals paying rent in a
Single Room Occupancy (SRO) building are not considered homeless.
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Unsheltered homeless - People who had no physical shelter and stayed outside, on the
street, in doorways, parkades, parks and on beaches and in other public locations, as well as
people who stayed at a someone’s place where they did not pay rent (couch surfing).

Sheltered homeless — People who stayed in an emergency shelter, safe house, transition
house, or detox facility as well as people with No Fixed Address (NFA) staying overnight in
hospitals or jails.

Children - Young people under the age of 19 who were accompanied by a parent.
Youth - Young people aged 16-25 who were not accompanied by a parent during the count.
Seniors - People aged 55 years and older.

HEAT Shelters - Homeless Emergency Action Team (HEAT) Shelters are temporary low
barrier shelters in place until planned permanent supportive housing is opened.

Winter Response Shelters - Winter Response Shelters are temporary low barrier winter
shelters operating in the City of Vancouver from November to April each winter.

Year-round Shelters - Permanent shelters funded by BC Housing and others, open year-
round. Most offer 24/7 service, meals and other services including case management.

Extreme Weather Response (Shelter) (EWR) - EWR shelters provide extra overnight shelter
spaces during periods of extreme weather. They are dependent on volunteers and have
limited support services. No EWR shelters operated on the night of the homeless count in
2016.

Other Shelters - The term ‘Other Shelters’ is used to group all non-HEAT/Winter Response
Shelters (but does not include safe houses, transition houses, and detoxes). Normally this
would include demographic data from all year-round, seasonal, and EWR shelters, though
none of the EWR shelters were open on March 9" 2016.

For a full list of shelters, their capacity and their occupancy rates on the night of the
homeless count see Appendix 1.

2.3 Method

The 2016 Vancouver Homeless Count used the same methodology as past City of Vancouver
and Metro Vancouver regional homeless counts to ensure comparability. It measured
homelessness from 12:01 am to 11:59 pm on March 10th, 2016, and consisted of two
components to enumerate (1) the sheltered homeless and (2) the unsheltered homeless. For
each component there was a questionnaire including screening questions and survey
questions.
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Screening Questions

Volunteers began by asking respondents three screening questions designed to avoid double
counting the same individual. Screening questions for the sheltered homeless ensured they
were staying in a shelter that night, and eliminated those who had already been interviewed
or who paid rent. Screening questions for the unsheltered homeless eliminate those who
had already been interviewed, paid rent, or stayed in a shelter, safe house, transition house
or facility where they were included in the sheltered count the night before. People
approached were offered a candy or cigarette prior to being asked the three screening
guestions regardless of whether or not they continued with the survey. Not having an
incentive contingent upon completing the survey, this approach decreased the likelihood
that people would be interviewed and counted more than once.

Survey Questions

Following the screening questions, the survey questions for both the sheltered and
unsheltered components included six key variables from previous years and a number of
additional questions that have been added since the first City of Vancouver Homeless Count
in 2010. The six key variables from previous years are: age, gender?, Aboriginal identity,
income source, health conditions and duration of homelessness. New survey questions
added more recently include:’

e Whether they had slept outside in the last 12 months (2015);

e Whether they had stayed in a shelter in the last 12 months (unsheltered only) (2015);

e Where else they had stayed in the last 12 months, including whether they had stayed
somewhere where they paid rent (2015);°

e How long they had lived in Vancouver (2015);

e Where they lived previously (2015);’

e Whether they felt safe where they stayed the night before (unsheltered only, 2015);

e Whether they had served in the Canadian Forces (2015).?

*In the past, the demographic analysis of gender has relied on responses from the unsheltered population and
shelter statistics forms for the sheltered population to build data tables analyzing gender (e.g. Table 6).
However, this year, in reviewing responses from the sheltered population through the survey and data
provided through the shelter statistics forms, it was noted that a higher proportion of individuals were
reporting another gender identity than man or woman through the survey responses than was reported by
shelter staff on the shelter statistics form. To better reflect gender self-identity this year the gender data relies
only on self-reported gender identity from survey respondents themselves both for unsheltered and sheltered
respondents.

’Included in brackets is the first year these questions were included in the City of Vancouver Count; footnotes
indicate when Metro Vancouver may have included them in previous years.

® The 2011 and 2014 Metro Vancouver Homeless Counts both asked this guestion, but 2012 and 2013 City of
Vancouver counts did not.

’ The 2011 and 2014 Metro Vancouver Homeless Counts both asked this question, but 2012 and 2013 City of
Vancouver counts did not.

% The guestion about serving in the Canadian Forces was included in the 2014 Metro Vancouver Homeless
Count surveys, and was included in Vancouver’s 2015 and 2016 counts because recent data from communities
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e Whether they identify as a man, woman or other gender, rather than as male or
female (2016);

e Whether they identify as transgender (2016);

e How they identify in terms of sexual orientation (2016).

Enumerating the Sheltered Homeless

The sheltered component of the count enumerated homeless individuals staying at
emergency shelters, transition houses, detox facilities and safe houses overnight on March
9/10. These individuals are referred to as the ‘sheltered homeless’. Three approaches were
used to gather information for this group:

1. Staff at transition houses, safe houses and detox facilities staff and four emergency
shelters, undertook the sheltered survey with clients.

2. Volunteers conducted the questionnaire in the remaining 20 emergency shelters that
were open on the night of the count, March 9th. Included in this group are the HEAT/
Winter Response Shelters and year-round shelters.’

3. Vancouver Coastal Health, Providence Health Care, BC Women’s Hospital and the
Vancouver Police Department provided anonymous information on individuals
staying in their facilities on count night who have No Fixed Address (NFA).

In addition, each shelter, transition house, safe house and detox facility was asked to
complete a shelter statistics form providing the total number of occupants and turnaways on
count night. This form served as a cross check against the surveys, and helped ensure that all
shelter clients were enumerated in the total count of homeless individuals, including people
who were missed by the survey or who refused to participate.

On the evening of March 9™ interviewers obtained consent from guests staying in shelters
and other facilities to proceed with the questionnaire. Individuals staying at these locations
were asked a series of screening questions to determine if they were screened in, and if so
then interviewers proceeded with the rest of the survey.

This year, as in 2013, 2014 and 2015, interviews were conducted in all Vancouver emergency
shelters, including those funded directly by BC Housing. Prior to 2013, interviews for the
homeless count did not occur in BC Housing funded shelters. Instead, analysis of those
shelter guests was based solely on a data package provided by BC Housing. When interviews
are conducted in all shelters, the BC Housing data package is used to cross-check survey data
and to ensure there are no anomalous findings. This is the approach used by Metro
Vancouver in 2014 and the City of Vancouver in 2013 and 2015.

across Canada suggests that a small but consistent number of Canadian veterans are experiencing
homelessness. Asking this question can provide a better understanding of what scope of services homeless
veterans may require.

° No Extreme Weather Shelters (EWRs) were open on March 9th, 2016.

10



Enumerating the Unsheltered Homeless

The unsheltered count took place in the daytime hours on March 10", People found in the
daytime who stayed overnight outside without a physical shelter or who stayed at someone
else’s place without paying rent are referred to as the ‘unsheltered homeless’. People who
stayed in emergency accommodation the night before were screened out from completing
the unsheltered survey.

Trained volunteers interviewed people who were homeless at pre-identified locations such
as meal programs, drop-in centres, some social services offices, parks, alleys and public
spaces. In addition, staff of some service agencies completed the survey with their clients on
count day (e.g. organizations that preferred to have their staff fill out surveys, rather than
have volunteers enter the space). In addition, some agencies in frequent contact with people
who stay at someone else’s place where they do not pay rent, particularly youth and
women, were asked to complete interviews with these individuals on count day.

In advance of the count, the City’s Housing Policy and Projects Department and the Carnegie
Outreach Team, in consultation with other outreach teams and others knowledgeable about
where the homeless may be found, created a series of maps marking known homeless
locations to guide volunteers in their assigned area.

Beginning early in the morning on March 10™, volunteers approached people in their
assigned areas to request an interview. If an individual agreed to participate, they were
asked the series of screening questions. If the respondent qualified for the survey, the
volunteer proceeded to complete the survey with the respondent.

Like in all previous years except 2011 (when volunteers were instructed not to wake
homeless individuals), count volunteers on morning shifts were instructed to try to wake
people carefully to request an interview.

Volunteer and Count Coordination

Skilled outreach workers, social service personnel, people with relevant experience,
including participation in previous counts, and motivated individuals were recruited by the
City of Vancouver as volunteer surveyors. All volunteers were required to attend training.
This helped ensure that surveys would be completed as accurately as possible and that
volunteers felt adequately prepared for their shift, both in terms of safety and their ability to
approach individuals to complete the survey.

A Shelter Count Coordinator was responsible for the sheltered portion of the count, while
the unsheltered portion of the count was coordinated by four Area Coordinators, each
responsible for one of four areas of the city. The Shelter Coordinator and Area Coordinators
managed training registration, assigned route locations and shifts, coordinated volunteers
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on count night/day, and were responsible for ensuring that all materials were collected and
returned to the City.

On the night of the shelter count (March 9th), shelter volunteers went to their assigned
shelters, where they picked up count packages containing the questionnaires and other
materials, and conducted interviews with shelter guests, with support from shelter staff.
Interview packages were returned to shelter staff for safe storage overnight, and the
following day were returned to the City.

During the day of the unsheltered/street count (March 10th), each Area Coordinator
managed an Area Station in his/her area of the city. Volunteers signed in to their designated
Area Station where they picked up their interview package, proceeded in pairs to complete
their assigned route, and returned completed interview packages. Area Coordinators
managed logistics, answered questions, and responded to last-minute emergencies or
changes.
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2.4 Limitations

All homeless counts underestimate the number of people who are homeless at any one
time. The Vancouver count is no different. It did not enumerate every homeless person in
the city on March 10, 2016. Although every effort was made to enumerate all homeless
people, it was not possible to assign volunteers to all parts of the city for an entire day or
interview all homeless people. Some parts of the city were missed, some homeless people
did not wish to be identified, and some were not possible to find. For example, this method
does not count all people who are staying at someone else’s place, as they are, by their very
nature, hidden. This group is only included in the count if on the day of the count they
visited a place where they could be identified and counted.

As well, people who refuse to be interviewed are not included in the reported number of
homeless people found on the day of the count, as these people may decide to participate
later in the day (and would therefore be double counted) or they may not, in fact, be
homeless. If they are homeless, then they are missed, emphasizing that the count is an
undercount.

It should also be noted that a point-in-time count, such as this, does not reflect the number
of people who move in and out of homelessness over a longer period of time, for example,
one year. However, the point-in-time approach is consistent with past counts, allows for
comparisons between years and provides the best available information on the size,
composition and trends in the homeless population in Vancouver.

Another limitation in the data is that the analysis of sheltered clients is based on only a
portion of shelter guests. The percentage of shelter guests who completed the survey (l.e.
shelter response rate) in 2016 was 53% (Table 1). It is not known how the other 47% of
shelter clients would have responded to the survey and affected the analysis. However, the
shelter response rate for 2016 aligns with the response rates for Metro Vancouver and City
of Vancouver counts historically. Shelter response rates for Metro Vancouver counts range
from 51% in 2011 to 59% in 2014 (with an exception of 84% in 2008). In 2015 the shelter
response rate for the City of Vancouver Homeless Count was 54%.

There are several reasons for low shelter response rates each year. Typically, volunteers are
in the shelter for a two-hour shift. Depending on the shelter, a shift can start as early as
5:00pm and end as late as 10:00pm. Because of this limited window for interviews,
volunteers miss any shelter clients who arrive after the volunteer shift is completed. These
individuals are counted through the shelter statistics form, but they will not contribute
survey responses to the data set. Additionally, some shelter clients may also refuse to be
interviewed, meaning they are not counted.
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Table 1 - Shelter survey response rates and total sheltered homeless

Number Percent
Survey respondents 637 53%
Survey non-respondents 575 47%
Total surveyed 1,212 100%
Not asked (children +
NFAs) 96
Total Sheltered 1,308

The City of Vancouver works each year with shelters to strengthen shelter response rates.
However, while the shelter response rate conforms to the rates common to other Metro
Vancouver and City counts, the low response rate again this year is a limitation of the data.

Historically, when asking about health conditions, volunteers have been requested to
observe any medical conditions not reported by individuals surveyed. These ‘observed’ or
‘perceived’ responses have been included in the totals for all health issues. This year,
however, volunteers were not asked to include perceived health conditions in the final total.
Volunteers are generally not trained health practitioners, so observed conditions may not be
accurate. In 2015, depending on the health condition and sub-population (unsheltered or
sheltered), observed conditions accounted for anywhere from 2% to 8% of the unsheltered
population and 10% to 20% of the unsheltered population responses. For the total
population, observed conditions account for 8% to 16% of total responses. Any trends
around health conditions this year should be treated with caution. While the shift away from
perceived health conditions may have led to greater accuracy in the rates of these health
conditions for 2016, this shift may also mean that longitudinal comparisons are not reliable.

Another change to this year’s questionnaire is a change in language around the gender of
individuals being interviewed. In 2015 the survey question on gender read: “Do you identify
as:

e Male

e Female

e Transgender

e Other (specify )

”

This year, in consultation with the City of Vancouver’s LGBTQ2+ Advisory Committee, the
guestion of gender was changed to “What is your gender?

e Man

e Woman

e No answer

e Another gender identity

”

The survey then followed immediately with: “Do you identify as transgender?

o Yes
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e No
e No answer
e If yes how do you self-describe your gender?

”

There are two reasons for this change. The first is that the terms male/female apply solely to
an individual’s biological sex, rather than their self-identified gender, which is defined as the
socially constructed roles of what it means to be a man or a woman or another gender
identity. By shifting to a question with the wording described above, individuals are better
able to self-identify their own gender. The second is that individuals who identify as
transgender can also identify as a man, woman or have another gender identity. This
guestion was separated from the gender question to allow for transgender respondents to
be able to clearly express their gender identity separate from their identity as a transgender
person. While it is unlikely that this will have a large impact on gender trends (1%-2% of the
homeless population in previous years has identified as transgender or another gender),
some caution should be used when comparing this year’s gender data to previous years.

2.5 Report organization

Section 3 examines the total number of people identified as homeless for all years the count
has been conducted, the breakdown between sheltered and unsheltered type of
homelessness, and overall changes to the homeless population in Vancouver. Section 4
describes the demographics and characteristics of the sheltered and unsheltered homeless
and the homeless population as a whole in 2016. Section 5 discusses trends in the
characteristics of the homeless population since 2005. Section 6 provides a profile of HEAT
and Winter Response Shelters as compared to Other Shelters.
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3 Change in Vancouver’s Homeless Population

On March 10, 2016, 1,847 individuals were counted as experiencing homelessness in
Vancouver. This reflects an increase of nearly 8% or 132 persons since 2010, and an increase
of 6% or 101 persons compared to 2015.

Figure 1 and Table 2 show the number of homeless individuals counted in Vancouver in
2005, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016. After an initial decrease between
2010 and 2013, from 1,715 in 2010 to 1,600 in 2013, the total number has increased to
1,847 in 2016.

Homelessness grew by 15% between 2005 and 2008, and by 9% between 2008 and 2010,
then decreased by nearly 8% between 2010 and 2011. Between 2011 and 2013 the total
number of homeless stayed relatively stable. Since 2013 the number has climbed again, at
an average of 5.2% annually. Figure 1 also shows a sharp decline in the number of
unsheltered homeless and corresponding rise in the number of sheltered homeless between
2008 and 2011, and then a subsequent rise in unsheltered homeless between 2013 and
2014. Though the unsheltered population declined between 2014 and 2015, it rose again in
2016. Between 2013 and 2016 the total number of sheltered population stayed relatively
stable.

Figure 1 - Vancouver homeless population trends 2005 to 2016
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The most significant change since 2011 is the number of unsheltered homeless, which grew
from the lowest number of 154 individuals in 2011 to a recent high of 539 in 2016. This
constitutes an increase of 250% relative to its lowest point. In the same time period, the
number of sheltered individuals decreased by 8%.

Table 2 - Vancouver homeless population trends 2005 to 2016

Number of homeless 2005 | 2008 | 2,010 | 2011 | 2,012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016
Sh