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COMPASSION ON THE MOVE
Dr. Simon Colgan, left, and nurse Rachael Edwards operate the Calgary Allied Mobile 
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A typical day for Shawn Fowler 
involves walking and more walk-
ing, with hours spent navigating 
dozens of kilometres of Calgary’s 
streets.

Even in bitter temperatures, the 
58-year-old dons his boots, jacket 
and scarf and heads out into the 
cold to traverse the city.

At once recognizable by his long, 
grey beard, striking blue eyes and 
wide smile, he often drives a point 
home with the phrase, “Hi, my 
name’s Shawn.”

Even when he’s making the 
long trek from the Mustard Seed 
in the southeast, where he spends 
his nights, to the Calgary Urban 
Project Society, or CUPS, in the 
Beltline, where he receives treat-
ment, he typically opts to make the 
journey on foot.

“I just walk because I can,” ex-
plains Fowler. After a motorcycle 
accident in 1978 in High River left 
him with a bad head injury, it took 
him a year-and-a-half to learn how 
to walk again, he explains — some-
thing he no longer takes for granted.

On some of his regular visits to 
CUPS, Fowler, who was diagnosed 
with terminal cancer in 2016, 
meets with nurse Rachael Edwards 
and physician Simon Colgan of  
the Calgary Allied Mobile Pallia-
tive Program.

Edwards, a nurse at CUPS for 
the last seven years, and Colgan, a  
palliative doctor, founded the pro-
gram for homeless, terminally ill 
people, after noticing a disparity in 
care for vulnerable patients once 
they were discharged from hospital.

Since the mobile program 
launched, Edwards and Colgan 
have assisted 65 people, connect-
ing some to other services, and oth-
ers they have seen through to the 
end of their lives.

When they first met Fowler at the 
Calgary Drop-In Centre, Edwards 
and Colgan started by helping him 
navigate the health-care system, 
co-ordinating with the Tom Baker 
Cancer Centre to set up appoint-
ments. It’s the type of task that can 
be exponentially more daunting 
for patients without basics like a 
cellphone, a home where phone 
messages can be left, or a support 
system.

“You can imagine the chaos of 
dealing with terminal illness and 
trying to think about your stabil-
ity and food security,” says Colgan, 
who is also a clinical lecturer in 
the department of oncology at the  

University of Calgary’s school 
of medicine and a member of 
the O’Brien Institute for Public 
Health. “It can be seriously over-
whelming for people.”

Once Fowler began to experi-
ence more symptoms, the medi-
cal team helped with managing 
that. And they offered to arrange 
housing for him — a gesture that 
he declined.

“When I stay at the Mustard 
Seed, even though I’ve got 340,  
350 other people staying there 
with me — they could be different 
people every night — they’re fam-
ily,” says Fowler.

While his contagious laugh and 
charming personality do a good 
job of hiding the challenges of his 
day-to-day life, Fowler confesses 
that sometimes the pain is so over-
whelming that he has to retreat 
under a blanket in the back of the 
shelter to cry. 

But there are many things he’s 
appreciative of, including the three 
meals he gets at the homeless shel-
ter every day, volunteers at the 
facility, and the kindness of staff 
members he’s made friends with.

“I’ve had to learn to make the 
best of what is offered, and for me 
making the best of what is offered, 
I say thank you for whatever it is,” 
he says.

Edwards and Colgan say the 
work of shelter and agency staff 
plays a huge role for people like 
Fowler as they cope with their di-
agnosis and symptoms, with staff 
often becoming a kind of surrogate 
family for the patient.

“We really want to make sure 
that the community of Calgary is 
also aware of the amazing work 
that unsung shelter and sup-
port staff do, because they do an 
amazing job with very, very little 
thanks,” says Colgan.

‘WE SEE SOME  

After a motorcycle accident in 1978 in High River left him with a bad head injury, it took Shawn Fowler a year-and-a-half to learn how to walk again. 

This medical team provides palliative care to the city’s homeless. Since the effort started,  
65 people have received care, some seen through the end of their lives, Yolande Cole reports.

CUPS — Calgary Urban Project Society — provides support to vulnerable 
patients such as Shawn Fowler. 

Shawn Fowler, 58, is terminally ill with cancer and living at the Mustard Seed. He usually walks to his cancer treatments at a mobile palliative care centre.    P H O T O S :  L E A H  H E N N E L
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Since launching, the mobile team 
has received referrals from a wide 
variety of different service agen-
cies — even going to see homeless 
people living in tents by the river 
after being alerted by bylaw officers.

Some of the interactions that Ed-
wards and Colgan witness in that 
final stage of life, whether it’s with 
surrogate family or with reunited 
relatives, can be deeply humbling. 
And contrary to what some might 
expect, the beauty they witness 
in their day-to-day work “far out-
weighs the despair,” they say.

“The humanity that we witness 
from people who’ve been grossly 
traumatized is still breathtaking,” 
says Colgan.

“We see some beautiful things. 
We see people connecting, we see 
parts of humanity and people the 
way they deal with each other that 
can still teach us a lesson.”

Edwards echoes that senti-
ment, noting she feels that she and  
Colgan are the ones who are for-
tunate to form connections with 
these individuals.

“They have so much to teach us, 
and so much resiliency that we can 
all take away from,” she says.

“If you can get over the way a 
person looks or the way they be-
have to the core of who that person 
is, you’ll find that people that do 
tend to live on the margins tend to 
have more empathy for the general 
population, and they care deeply.”

Colgan recalls a recent example 
of coming across one of their pa-
tients outside of a homeless shel-
ter as he fell out of a cab, spilling 
$20 bills on the ground. The doctor 
rushed over to assist the man and 
asked him what he was doing.

“He was just coming down to give 
all his money away,” says Colgan.

“That stuff chokes me up, be-
cause I think, wow, after all that 
trauma, after all the misery and 
the things that you’ve witnessed 
in your life, you still see the good 
in people — you still want to share. 
That’s deep, deep humanity. That’s 
deep compassion.”

As they move into their second 
year of operating the mobile pro-
gram, Colgan and Edwards say 
they are aiming to see referrals 
made earlier so they can intervene 
sooner. In addition, their 2018 wish 
list includes establishing a way to 
allow people “to die in place,” such 
as hospice beds in a shelter.

Edwards says she always thinks 
back to a situation years ago at 
CUPS that made her realize the 
need for the mobile program.

One of her patients, diagnosed 
with terminal gastric cancer, had 
been struggling on the streets but 
was finally sent to hospice by an 

emergency room doctor. The man 
thrived there, even reconnecting 
with his daughter during his stay.

Edwards and the man’s housing 
worker were there with him the 
day he died. Afterward, the nurse 
was standing outside the hospice 
when a family member of the  
patient walked up. 

He had just spent two weeks in 
detox in an attempt to clean himself 
up so he could visit his loved one — 
missing him by less than an hour.

“I always go back to that story, 

because I think we have to do 
things differently, not only for the 
patients but for the community,” 
Edwards says.

For Colgan, the case that he re-
peatedly revisits involves Barbi 
Harris. The 51-year-old homeless 
woman died in May 2015 after 
spending her final weeks couch-
surfing and in hospital. 

When he saw Harris in her last 
moments, Colgan says she asked 
him to ensure that other home-
less people in her situation would 

have an easier journey. “I definite-
ly felt the frustration of her repeated 
admissions and I think she’d had  
to live with pain and suffering — 
despite being able to get her under 
control when she was in hospital, 
it just seemed to unravel when she 
was discharged,” says Colgan.

“I think definitely Barbi’s lega-
cy and Barbi’s shadow permeates 
all the way through our CAMPP  
(Calgary Allied Mobile Palliative) 
Program, and I would like to hope 
that I’m honouring her wishes.”

In November, Fowler marked his 
58th birthday — a milestone that 
he says he didn’t think he would 
reach. “I get so much joy, so much 
emotional, physical joy, waking up 
and seeing tomorrow,” he says.

“Because you know what? Ev-
erything that happens — you could 
never dream that it could happen 
through that day.”

Much as a conversation with 
Fowler features the trademark 
phrase, “Hi, my name is Shawn,” 
parting ways with the affable figure 
often ends with the same gesture: 
a thump over his heart and fingers 
outstretched in a peace symbol. 

He explains, with his ever-pres-
ent smile: “That’s peace from my 
heart to everybody.”

BEAUTIFUL THINGS’

A roof over head; a place to 
call home. It’s something 
every person deserves. 
Homelessness, however, 
continues to afflict our city. 
Read more about the topic in 
a special report in the Herald 
each Friday in March, as we 
explore the successes, the 
challenges and the solutions 
in this complex issue.

F I N D I N G  H O M E :  
A  S P E C I A L  R E P O RT

“I get so much joy, so much emotional, physical joy, waking up and seeing tomorrow,” says Shawn Fowler.   P H O T O S :  L E A H  H E N N E L

Registered nurse Rachael Edwards packs up some belongings from one of her patients who died.

Barbi Harris, 51, who died in 2015, spent her final weeks couch surfing and 
in hospital. She wanted other homeless people to have an easier journey.

W E E K LY  
S E R I E S
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EVA  F E R G U S O N

Alberta College of Art and Design 
has received official university des-
ignation from the province — an 
elevation in status that ACAD of-
ficials hope will mean more govern-
ment funding to deal with ongoing 
revenue shortfalls.

Minister of Advanced Education 
Marlin Schmidt said the change 
— which means an upcoming re-
branding with a new name and a 
new logo — reflects the NDP gov-
ernment’s commitment to arts and 
culture, and its role in diversifying 
the Alberta economy.

“Alberta is made richer by the 
many exceptionally talented artists 
and creators that call our province 
home,” Schmidt told a crowd of 

students and faculty at ACAD on 
Thursday.

“But we have a choice. Do we go 
back to the boom and bust policies 
of the past, the same policies that 
left regular people overexposed to 
oil price crashes?

“Or do we make sure this eco-
nomic recovery is different? Do we 
make sure this recovery is built for 
regular people and it’s built to last?”

But in spite of reports over the 
past year that ACAD is struggling 
financially — faced with structural 
and maintenance issues, needs to 
expand and revenue shortfalls — 
Schmidt would not address how 
the province will help ACAD with 
funding, saying only that post-
secondary funding is under review.

Arts school gets university 
status, but no new funding
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finance, food, 
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Special section

As the Resolve Campaign enters its final month, the Herald examines the issue of 
homelessness in a multi-part series starting today. Resolve’s use of the “housing first” 
model has led to a number of successes in dealing with a complex issue that affects our 
city in myriad ways. Here, Bob Patrick holds the key to the affordable housing unit that 
has kept him from being homeless. PAGES A6 AND 7, AND CALGARYHERALD.COM  

The need for a roof over one’s 
head is a basic human necessity, 
yet thousands of Calgarians go 
without every night.

More than 3,000 Calgarians are 
without a home and thousands 
more are vulnerable, meaning 
that without assistance or afford-
able housing they, too, could face 
homelessness.

The issue is complex, with myr-
iad factors contributing to the 
problem. 

Calgary, however, is also home 
to many dedicated agencies and 
organizations that are making a 
difference each day, one of those 
being the Resolve Campaign.

Resolve has partnered with nine 

social agencies to create affordable 
and supported rental housing.

As of Thursday, Resolve entered 
the final month of a crucial cam-
paign to raise tens of millions of 
dollars to battle homelessness 
and make affordable housing  
accessible to all Calgarians who 
need it. 

It’s a 31-day countdown, in which 
Resolve is hoping all Calgarians 
will help make a difference.

Today, the Herald launches a 
five-part series — Finding Home 
— examining homelessness and 
the Resolve Campaign in Calgary. 

It starts on page A6 and online at 
calgaryherald.com/finding home.
Postmedia News

Resolving to shelter 
Calgary’s homeless

FINDING HOME: A SPECIAL REPORT

S E E  ACAD  O N  A8

A L  C H A R E S T

CAL00672243_1_1
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The battle to build affordable hous-
ing isn’t an easy fight, but the chal-
lenges faced and victories achieved 
in the past six years have tested and 
proven Calgary’s grit, determina-
tion and values, say those in the 
trenches.

Inspired by Calgary’s campaign 
to end homelessness in a decade, 
a group of nine social agencies 
decided six years ago there was 
strength in numbers and collabo-
ration when it came to defeating a 
common enemy.

They formed a unique partner-
ship under the banner of the Re-
solve Campaign to raise millions 
and create affordable housing for 
3,000 homeless and vulnerable 
Calgarians such as Anne Cart-
ledge. She’s a senior citizen whose 
subsidized ground floor suite in 
the southeast Heritage Gardens 
complex has made the difference 
between a life of dignity and one 
on the street.

“If I had to pay market rent right 
now, there’s no way ... If I had to pay 
$1,000 a month for rent, I’d be out 
on the street,” says Cartledge, 67, 
whose home is provided by Hori-
zon Housing, a social agency part-
ner of the Resolve Campaign.

Cartledge, who moved into the 
complex 13 years ago, has more re-
cently struggled with the transition 
from the Assisted Income for the 
Severely Handicapped (AISH) to 
seniors’ benefits, while living with 
severe arthritis and fibromyalgia.

But her life has stabilized enough 
that she can enjoy her hobbies such 
as painting or sculpting and can 
also give back by being a champion 
for other low-income seniors.

“I’m an advocate for affordable 
housing and closing that afford-
ability gap for seniors; it’s a facet of 
everyone getting together on this,” 
says Cartledge, who is proud of her 
home. Her story is a success story 
and represents a vision that could 
apply to many of the destitute in 
the city, according to the Resolve 
Campaign. 

Looking back six years, “there 
was a realization there was a real 
problem with affordable housing 
inventory for all of the people living 
on the street,” says Cheryl Hame-
lin, executive director of the Re-
solve Campaign.

In 2012, Calgary was in the grip of 
an oil and gas boom; the city was a 
magnet drawing workers and eco-
nomic benefits from across Canada 
and the world. But those condi-
tions were also ripe for driving up 
the cost of living and shredding 
vacancy rates.

Homelessness and precarious 
lodging became the economic 
boom’s by-products, as did emer-
gency shelters such as the Calgary 
Drop-In Centre, Canada’s largest.

“We needed to build housing 
units for 3,000 people to try to level 
out that demand,” Hamelin says.

In 2008, the Calgary Homeless 
Foundation announced it would 
spearhead a drive to wipe out 
homelessness in the city in a de-
cade. Four years later, Resolve and 
its partners, including the founda-
tion, launched a companion initia-
tive.

It was a first-of-its kind effort.
But challenges arose. A massive 

southern Alberta flood in 2013, an 
economic nosedive the following 
year and other natural disasters 
took a bite out of Resolve’s impetus, 
also disrupting the goal of ending 
homelessness by 2018.

Stiffer fundraising headwinds led 
to Resolve extending its deadline 
to March 31, 2018 while resetting 
its fundraising goal at $90 million, 
Hamelin says. The Resolve Cam-
paign has raised nearly $70 million, 
with a final push for donations oc-
curring this month. Donors have 
until the last day of March to make 
a funding commitment, but have 
five years to pay it out.

“In 30 years of doing this work, 
I have never seen a tougher phil-
anthropic climate, but Alberta and 
Calgary have always been can-do 
places,” Hamelin says. “Friends in 
the East are shocked we’ve done as 
well as we have.”

The umbrella fundraising model 
crafted by the Resolve Campaign 
has garnered global notice. Inqui-
ries about the strategy have come 
from Australia, the U.K., the U.S. 
and across Canada.

“People say it’s the way of the fu-
ture — you can do it so much more 
cost-efficiently and collaborative-
ly,” Hamelin says.

The Resolve approach makes 
practical sense for donors, says 
Arlene Adamson, who chairs the 
group’s steering committee and is 
the CEO of campaign partner Sil-
vera for Seniors.

It’s ideal for “donors who want to 
make an impact in Calgary. To be 
able to choose one campaign that 
benefits nine agencies is outstand-
ing in making a smart investment,” 
she says, adding it also makes sense 
for the groups involved.

“Not all agencies can afford top-
notch people to help with a fund-

raising effort,” but Resolve allows 
all partners to pool resources to get 
the job done, Adamson says.

The approach also ensures gen-
erosity touches all spectrums of 
need, from seniors, youth and 
families to the chronically home-
less, the precariously-housed and 
those with illnesses, addictions and 
other vulnerabilities.

The returns from the Resolve 
Campaign are life-changing for 
many. Donor money has been 
funnelled into nearly two dozen 
buildings — five now open, four un-
der construction, one purchased, 
seven funded and shovel-ready, 
and four that are urgently needed, 
but not yet funded. Two mortgages 

have also been retired.
Another crucial element in this 

successful mix is the involvement 
of 11 homebuilders and developers, 
who have agreed to construct one 
building each. It’s an act of giving 
that together with other builder-re-
lated donations totals $27 million.

“It’s something that’s only hap-
pened in Calgary and it’s amazing 
that even in the economic down-
turn of 2008-2009, the homebuild-
ers were still committed to making 
those buildings happen,” says Tim 
Richter, who headed the Calgary 
Homeless Foundation a decade 
ago. He thanks Resolve Chairman 
Alan Norris, also the CEO of Brook-
field Residential, for his leadership 
on this effort.

It’s a commitment that goes 
above and beyond the normal 
course of business, says Norris. 
“It’s going to need philanthropy.”

The bid to end homelessness, 
however, is challenging. A survey 
conducted Oct. 19, 2016 counted 
3,430 people living on Calgary 
streets. A similar tally done in 
2008 found 3,601 people with-
out a roof over their heads. Those 
fighting the battle note that, given 
Calgary’s growth over the past 
decade, those homeless numbers 
represent a 26-per-cent reduction, 
proportionate to the city’s popu-
lation. Without the Resolve Cam-
paign and its projects, the numbers 
would be much higher.

Challenges still remain, includ-
ing the problem of housing inse-
curity for those who aren’t home-
less but remain threatened by it. 
In Calgary, 14,000 households are 
at high risk of joining the home-
less population. And the Calgary 
Housing Company, which provides 
subsidized lodging, has a waiting 
list of 4,000 people.

Progress, however, continues. 
The Calgary Homeless Foundation 
says it has helped 9,000 people over 
the past decade and provided 500 
permanent support housing units.

Its next goal is to take that num-
ber of units to 624 by Christmas, 
and continue to do the work, says 
foundation president Diana Krecsy.

“We stumbled, learned and got 
up again,” she says. “We’ve got to 
stay on top of things now, and we’ve 
got to be dealing with First Nations 
and youth homelessness.”

The city needs 15,000 more af-
fordable rental units, the founda-
tion says, just to keep pace with 
other Canadian cities’ lower home-
lessness-to-population ratio.

There are positive signs coming 
from the city on that front, with 
local government releasing eight 
parcels of land for affordable hous-
ing, says the foundation’s strategy 
vice-president, Kevin McNicol.

“The city has fast-tracked the 
development permit for affordable 
housing,” he says. “The length of 
time they need to support the de-
velopment process is six months, 
which is lightning-fast for them; it’s 
significant.”

During the Resolve Campaign’s 
last month, a final push is on to 
reach fundraising goals.

“It’s really about awareness 
because there’s this urgency, but 
we’re confident we’ll push this to a 
close; people will make that com-
mitment,” Hamelin says.

Ending chronic homelessness is 
possible, McNicol adds.

“We need to solve it all, and we 
absolutely can do it,” he says.

The same can be said for ensuring 
there’s enough affordable housing 
to guarantee nobody ends up on the 
street, or languishing in a hospital, 
notes Silvera’s Adamson.

While donations to the Resolve 
Campaign need to be pledged this 
month, they can be paid out any 
time before March 31, 2021.

“People can give for the next five 
years,” Adamson says. “It doesn’t 
have to be all at once, but we need 
people to dig deep.”
BKaufmann@postmedia.com
Twitter: @BillKaufmannjrn

F I N D I N G  H O M E

A TRAILBLAZING CAMPAIGN

Horizon Housing tenant Anne Cartledge, who became unable to work due to illnesses including severe arthritis, says that without subsidized housing,  
she would be living on the street. She’s now become a vocal advocate for vulnerable seniors.  K E R I A N N E  S P RO U L E

Calgary Homeless Foundation: 
Works with other Calgary groups to 
end homelessness in the city. Proj-
ects: Nine mortgage retirements, 17 
to 19 construction projects.
Calgary John Howard Society: 
Works to re-integrate criminal of-
fenders back into society. Project: 
32-unit building.
Alpha House: Assists women experi-
encing homelessness and addiction. 
Project: 24-unit building.
Accessible Housing: Provides hous-
ing for those with limited mobility. 
Project: 45-unit building.
Horizon Housing: Supplies afford-
able housing for youth, families, and 
people with mental health challenges 

or other needs. Project: 161-unit 
complex.
The Mustard Seed: Assists adults 
struggling with poverty and home-
lessness. Projects: 20-plus unit build-
ing, 20-unit mortgage retirement, 
224-unit mortgage retirement.
Silvera For Seniors: Provides 
supportive housing for low-income 
seniors. Project: 120-unit building.
Bishop O’Byrne Housing: Assists se-
niors, older adults and small families 
with low incomes. Projects: 108-unit 
building, 77-unit mortgage reduction.
Trinity Place Foundation: Aids in 
housing low-income seniors and 
those with higher needs. Project: 
100- to 120-unit building.

PA R T N E R S  I N  T H E  R E S O LV E  C A M PA I G N

These nine agencies — partners in the Resolve Campaign — have undertaken 
the following projects:

 ■ David and Leslie Bissett donat-
ed $8.9 million.

 ■ Canadian Natural, The Z Zurich 
Foundation, Inter Pipeline, The 
Norris Family Foundation, Calgary 
Foundation, Jim Pattison Group, 
RBC Foundation, Shaw Com-
munications Inc., Suncor Energy 
Foundation and the SoulMen 60th 
birthday bash all contributed $1 
million or more.

 ■ Donations from local homebuilders 
and related industry contribu-
tions totalled $27 million. Those 
homebuilders include Albi Luxury 
by Brookfield, Cedarglen Living 
Inc., StreetSide Developments: 
A Qualico Company, Morrison 

Homes, Hopewell Residential 
Limited Partnership, Homes by Avi, 
Calbridge Homes, Shane Homes 
Ltd. and NUOVO by Shane Homes, 
Cardel Lifestyles and Logel Homes, 
Brookfield Residential Properties 
Inc., and Jayman BUILT Group of 
Companies

 ■ Local homebuilders inspired a 
number of other contributions, 
including $6.6 million from Ross 
Glen of RGO Office Products, 
the late Charlie Guille of Cougar 
Contractors Ltd., Bob Harris of 
Centron Group of Companies, 
Bill Kujat of Safeway Holdings 
and BILD Calgary Region, which 
donated $750,000.

R E S O LV E  C A M PA I G N  D O NA T I O N S

Numerous individuals and corporations have stepped up to help the Resolve 
Campaign battle homelessness in Calgary by providing keys to homes for 
Calgary’s most vulnerable citizens. Donors have supported either the overall 
campaign or chosen a particular project to support. Some of the donation 
highlights include the following:

For the past six years, nine social agencies worked together under the Resolve Campaign  
banner to raise tens of millions to fight homelessness in Calgary, Bill Kaufmann reports. 

Cheryl Hamelin is executive director of the Resolve Campaign, which has 
one month to reach its $90 million fundraising goal.  A L  C H A R E S T
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In 2002, Bob Patrick’s good life 
abruptly came crashing down.

The successful sales represen-
tative suffered a massive anxiety 
attack that landed him in the hos-
pital.

“My wife left me and I had to 
strike out on my own, but I didn’t 
do so well,” said Patrick, 58.

While he was in the hospital, 
his wife left him with nothing and 
when his attempts to rebuild his 
life were met with frustration, he 
spiralled ever further into a dark-
ness of depression and other men-
tal illnesses.

“In 2009, I tried suicide and my 
family members did an interven-
tion,” says Patrick.

But his struggles continued, in-
cluding repeated job losses while 
facing the looming prospect of 
homelessness.

Eight years ago, he discovered 
Horizon Housing, a partner of 
the Resolve Campaign, and found 
a home in the Bob Ward Residence 
in Glamorgan.

“It’s been the saving of me, it re-
ally has,” he says. “It gives you a 
home, not just an apartment; it’s 
part of a community.”

Patrick’s home is modelled on 
the “housing first” approach, which 
provides lodging to vulnerable 
people without qualification. This 
creates stability where treatment, 
counselling, employment and oth-
er progress can more easily follow.

“It’s allowed me to heal, (and) 
address my mental health issues 
without having to worry where I’ll 
sleep tonight,” he says.

For his bachelor suite, Patrick 
pays $520 for rent, about one-third 
of his monthly disability benefits.

“Without subsidization, I don’t 
know where I’d go — benefits don’t 
go very far,” he says. “When you 
have mental illnesses, you’re an 
island in yourself; you need the 
support of the community.”

Calgary became a Canadian 
trailblazer when it embarked on 
the housing-first strategy in early 
2008 and placed two people in 

the lodging model. In eight years, 
more than 8,000 people had been 
housed.

For clients of Alpha House — 
which assists the most vulnerable, 

including those struggling with ad-
dictions — the housing first model 
has proven its worth, says execu-
tive director Kathy Christiansen.

“It’s very non-judgmental, with-
out telling people they have to earn 
services, and has proven to be cost-
effective,” she says. “People are 
more responsive to intervention 
once they’re in their own home; we 
support people around their addic-
tion once they’re in a home.”

That stability also leads to a re-
duction in drug and alcohol use, 
better health through improved 
nutrition, and opportunities for 
clients to reconnect with children, 
says Christiansen.

A gleaming new multi-unit 
building for vulnerable women in 
Albert Park — which Alpha House 
purchased last year with help from 
Resolve-raised funding — is its own 

tonic for clients who’ve rarely had 
breaks in life, she says.

“We saw that building and it felt 
so right; it’s just such a nice feeling 
… The gals were overwhelmed at 
how nice it is,” says Christiansen.

The Calgary success of the hous-
ing first model can be partly gauged 
by the fact more than 90 per cent 
of residents are still within the 
program after a year and have 
remained off the street, note its 
proponents. It also reduces police 
interactions by 72 per cent, incar-
cerations by 84 per cent, EMS use 
by 67 per cent and hospital stays 
by 71 per cent.

While the highest-needs individ-
ual without supports can cost the 
justice and social systems $55,000 
a year, a housing first bill typically 
saves $34,000 for that same per-
son, say Resolve and partners like 

Diana Krecsy of the Calgary Home-
less Foundation.

“It’s overwhelming; (there’s a) 
magnitude of millions of dollars 
saved because of housing first,” 
she says.

“We’ve had people from New 
Zealand, Australia, (and) the Phil-
ippines coming to Calgary to see 
what we’ve done, (and) who wish 
they had the level of common in-
volvement and integration.”

Adds Tim Richter, president 
of the Canadian Alliance to End 
Homelessness: “Calgary’s tried a 
lot of things nobody’s tried.”

A decade ago, the city had the 
highest homeless rate in the coun-
try “and they’ve managed to stop 
that over time,” he says.
BKaufmann@postmedia.com

F I N D I N G  H O M E

Housing-first effort works, proponents say

Bob Patrick, who struggles with mental illness, lost his home and job after 
an anxiety breakdown. Patrick, who says he’s “blessed to have affordable 
housing,” found a home under the housing-first model at the Bob Ward 
Residence operated  by Horizon Housing.  A L  C H A R E S T

F I N D I N G 
H O M E :  H O W 
T O  H E L P

To help the Resolve 
Campaign,  go to resolvecam-
paign.com/donations or call 
403-930-0975. 
For a quick $10, $20 or $25 
donation, text “Home” to 
30333.
Spread the word: use #Find-
ingHome on social media 
to share your thoughts and 
create awareness.
To read more and watch 
related videos, go to calgary-
herald.com/findinghome.
This is week one of a five-
week Calgary Herald Special 
Report on Homelessness, 
called Finding Home. 
Next week: The economics of 
homelessness.

It gives you a 

home, not just 

an apartment …. 

It’s allowed me 

to heal, (and)  

address my 

mental health 

issues without 

having to worry 

where I’ll sleep 

tonight.
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Calgary has long been ground zero 
for homelessness in Alberta.

Homeless rates are higher here 
than in Edmonton largely because 
of a relative lack of rental housing 
in Calgary, say academics and anti-
poverty advocates.

“It’s the availability of rental,” 
says Tim Richter, president of the 
Canadian Alliance to End Home-
lessness. “We were tearing stuff 
down to build condos and shiny 
glass buildings.” 

Those market forces contributed 
to a shortage of rental, and more 
affordable, units in Calgary, com-
pared to the provincial capital, he 
says.

That’s backed up by a 2011 study 
prepared by the University of 
Calgary’s School of Public Policy, 
which found Calgary had less than 
half the rental units that Edmon-
ton did.

“To understand the rise and fall 
of homelessness in Alberta, one 
needs to focus on Calgary,” U of C 
professor Ron Kneebone said at 
the time.

In Calgary in 2009, there were 
38 affordable housing units per 
1,000 people compared to 86 in 
Edmonton.

That same year, Calgary ac-
counted for 63 per cent of emer-
gency shelter use, while Edmon-
ton accounted for about 27 per 
cent between the two cities.

This occurred after years of eco-
nomic boom times that brought 
tens of thousands of economic 
migrants to Calgary. The city’s 
prosperity also led to the trans-
formation of affordable units to 
money-making ones, says Richter.

The boom drove up rental costs, 
from 2006 to 2008, by 10 per cent 
a year, at a time when government 
had withdrawn from building those 
lower-income spaces, says Richter.

“People were competing for 
fewer units; you had the perfect 
storm,” he says. That contributed 
to Calgary being the most expen-
sive place in the country for the 
near-homeless to keep a roof over 
their heads, the U of C’s Kneebone 
noted in a recent interview.

“It differs wildly across cities — 
in Montreal, it’s really cheap,” says 
Kneebone. “In Calgary, a lot more 
of your social assistance cheque is 
going to pay for housing.”

A School of Public Policy report 
states that in 2014 even the quality 
of housing for the lowest income 
earners in Calgary lagged behind.

“A more desirable one bedroom 
apartment in Montreal was much 
less expensive than a less desirable 
one bedroom in Calgary,” it states.

Although the situation has some-
what improved, Kneebone figures 
the recent economic downturn has 
only shrunk the percentage of in-
come the poor pay for shelter in 
Calgary from 70 per cent to 65 per 
cent.

The city’s homeless numbers 
climbed 30 per cent every two 
years from 1992 to 2008, says Rich-
ter, reflecting on the downside of 
rapid civic growth.

That led to a 10-year-plan to 
battle homelessness, starting in 
2008. About four years after that 
the Resolve Campaign was initi-
ated to assist in that effort.

Richter says the plan was also 
kick-started by then-premier Ed 
Stelmach’s determination to boost 
provincial investment in afford-

able housing.
“That money is continuing to 

turn into housing today,” says 
Richter, who was president of the 
Calgary Homeless Foundation at 
that time.

He recalls the foundation’s own 
attempts to push back against the 
disappearance of affordable hous-
ing just when the city needed it 
most.

“We purchased apartment build-
ings just to keep them in the hous-
ing stock,” he says.

As the city’s and Alberta’s 
economy ebbed, so did resources 
to eliminate homelessness. And 
when it flowed, so did the number 
of economic migrants to the city, 
swelling the potential pool of those 
needing assistance.

Today, city homeless shelters re-
main stretched to near-limit ca-
pacity and more than 3,000 people 
remain homeless, although there 
are now 26 per cent fewer home-
less per capita than there was a 
decade ago.

“The housing crisis in Canada is 
30 years in the making, so it won’t 
happen overnight,” says Richter, 
adding Calgary’s economic down-
turn has led many economic mi-
grants to leave the city, relieving 
some of the pressure.

Nick Falvo, who worked on the 
front lines of Toronto’s streets for 
a decade before heading west, says 
Calgary’s status as an economic 
magnet means the city’s homeless 
population is larger per capita than 
Toronto’s.

It’s probably that reality that 
forced local agencies to be laser-
focused on the issue, says Falvo, 
who is now the research director 
for the Calgary Homeless Foun-
dation.

“Calgary has a very sophisticated 
triage and targeting system, using 
statistical analysis, and there’s a 
lot of different types of programs,” 
he says. “It’s always been my very 
strong impression that Calgary’s 
ahead of the game.”

There’s no reason to believe the 
presence of the country’s largest 
homeless shelter, the Drop-In 
Centre, or the collaborative Re-
solve Campaign effort to house 
vulnerable people is acting as a 
magnet for a homeless migration 
to Calgary, he adds.

“Those people coming to Cal-
gary, like everybody else, are com-
ing for a better life — 25 per cent of 
the population has come in the last 
decade,” says Richter. “If we have 
more success in housing people, 
you’re not going to draw more 
people here.”
BKaufmann@postmedia.com
on Twitter: @BillKaufmannjrn

F I N D I N G  H O M E

GROUND ZERO FOR HOMELESSNESS  
Economic migration and a shortage of rental units add to the city’s growing crisis

Tim Richter says the city’s homeless numbers climbed 30 per cent every two years from 1992-2008.  AL CHAREST

PeterKenter
Postmedia Content Works

Cryptocurrencies such as
bitcoin have captured the
attention of individuals, in-
vestors, and governments
around the globe. However,
millennials have embraced
the currency like no other
demographic.
A bitcoin survey conduct-

ed by venture capital firm
Blockchain Capital in fall
2017 calculated that four
per cent of millennials have
owned bitcoin — twice as
many as the general popu-
lation. The survey also re-
vealed a lot about millennial
attitudes toward traditional
investing: 30 per cent said
they would prefer to own
$1,000 of bitcoin over the
same value in government
bonds. More than a quarter
(27 per cent) said they con-
sidered bitcoin more trust-
worthy than big banks.
Financial companies are

taking notice. Fintech lead-
er Mogo Finance Technolo-
gy Inc., for example, is em-
bracing that shift among its
core millennial base with a
new capability that will al-
low members to add bitcoin
trading to their online Mogo
app later this year.
But the advent of bitcoin

and other cryptocurrencies
has also created a significant
side benefit, says Mogo’s fi-
nancial fitness coach, Chan-
tel Chapman. By immersing
themselves in the world of
cryptocurrency, millennials
are also learning a lot about
investing, the behaviour of
markets and personal fi-
nances in general.
“Millennials are finding

cryptocurrencies a little bit
sexier than mutual funds
and that’s an exciting op-
portunity for education,”
she says. “The topic is so
fascinating that I think of
cryptocurrencies as a gate-
way drug to financial liter-
acy. The best way to start
learning about markets is
to be part of a market.”
She notes that media re-

ports of teenagers who have

become cryptocurrency
millionaires provide plenty
of exciting press. However,
millennials also embrace the
fact that cryptocurrencies
are decentralized and sepa-
rate from established insti-
tutions. The volatility of that
market and a wild west envi-
ronment where all the rules
have yet to be written also
make bitcoin trading more
exciting than traditional in-

vestment vehicles.
“The cryptocurrency mar-

ket is like the stock market,
only it’s a global market that
moves much faster and is
active 24/7,” says Chapman.
“But the laws of the market
still apply, so what they’re
learning while investing in
bitcoin or other cryptocur-
rencies provides valuable
insight into the way other
markets operate.”

One millennial who’s em-
braced the intrigue of the
cryptocurrency market is
Haley Sacks, a podcaster
and finance blogger who re-
ports on all things financial
as Mrs. Dow Jones on chan-
nels that include YouTube
and Instagram.
She was encouraged to

make her first bitcoin pur-
chase in 2013 after hearing
rumblings about it in San

Francisco. Her friends on
Wall Street urged her not to.
“I went ahead anyway,”

she says. “And I did quite
well on the investment.
That first investment also
inspired me to learn as
much as I could and has led
to a career in financial ed-
ucation for me. The lesson
here is that you can educate
yourself to achieve financial
literacy. The resources are
out there.”
Sacks loves to tell the

story about a teenager who
used bitcoin to buy a fake
ID when she was underage.
“She forgot about the

transaction,” Sacks says.
“Some time later, a friend
reminded her to look into
her digital wallet and
lo and behold there was
$8,000 in there. She was
inspired to immerse herself
in that world and through
the simple will to learn has
since become an expert. It’s
been very inspirational to
a lot of young women who
have also found the confi-
dence to invest in a very
volatile market.”
Fintech companies such as

Mogo are realizing that they
can leverage the booming in-
terest in bitcoin trading by
offering additional opportu-
nities to promote financial
literacy and build wealth.
“Members will see their

monthly credit score up-
dates on the same online
app where they can manage
and monitor their bitcoin
holdings,” says Chapman.
“Interest in cryptocurren-
cies represents an oppor-
tunity to bring even more
financial literacy into this
space.”

SPONSOR ED BY MOgO F i N aNc E T E chNO lOgY i N c .

This sTory was creaTed by conTenT works, PosTmedia’s commercial conTenT division, on behalf of mogo finance Technology inc.
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Cryptocurrency: The gateway
drug for financial literacy?

Millennials embrace the fact that cryptocurrencies are decentralized and separate from established institutions. The volatility of that
market and a wild west environment where all the rules have yet to be written also make bitcoin trading more exciting than traditional

investment vehicles. SUPPLIED
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62%
67%

Emergency room 
visits drop by

71% 72%

84%

Hospital stays 
drop by

Interactions with police drop by

Incarcerations drop byEMS use drops by

According to the Resolve Campaign, permanent housing for the homeless provides significant savings in social 
costs. These numbers are based on a Calgary Homeless Foundation study of 72 chronically homeless people.

T H E  B E N E F I T S  O F  H O U S I N G  F I R S T

DA R R E N  F R A NC E Y  /  P O S T M E D I AS O U RC E :  C A L G A RY  H O M E L E S S  F O U N DAT I O N
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After losing his job as a charitable 
fundraiser, Michael White’s world 
began to fall apart.

His friendly landlord passed 
away. He was evicted from his 
downtown apartment. He was 
without a job and without a home.

It was the start of a desperate four 
months for the B.C. native, who was 
also struggling with seizures caused 
by a childhood head injury.

“I went to my church, (which) 
had a support group for me,” says 
White, 61, recalling the events of 
three years ago. Seeking shelter 
at night, White slept in churches 
and then the homes of people he 
knew, haunted by the uncertainty 
of where he’d find a stable harbour. 
“I stayed with a couple of people; I 
guess you could call it couch-surf-
ing,” says White, who uses a walker 
to help with mobility.

Then, in the spring of 2015, he 
connected with The Mustard Seed 
and landed a suite at the charity’s 
1010 Centre in the city’s downtown 
— a facility where the mortgage is 
being paid down with help from the 
Resolve Campaign. The unit on the 
building’s ninth floor provided a 
solid lease on life, says White, who 
now spends many of his days vol-
unteering for agencies that help 
people in need.

“If not for this, I’d be dead,” he 
says of his home. “It’s a good build-
ing; it’s safe and everybody knows 
each other.”

He also has no doubt that with-
out his home, a shortened exis-
tence would have been marked by 
the use of emergency and other so-
cial services that would have cost 
taxpayers dearly.

To that end, it’s become increas-
ingly clear over the years that when 
homeless or vulnerable citizens re-
ceive housing, the economic wins 
are many.

The Calgary Homeless Founda-
tion surveyed 72 extremely vul-
nerable individuals, who traded, 
or avoided, a desperate life on the 
street for the “housing first” model 
of lodging. The survey showed once 
these people were housed, their use 
of various social systems decreased.

Emergency room visits dropped 
by an average of 62 per cent and 
hospital stays decreased by 71 per 
cent.

This change in lifestyle also led 
to a 67-per-cent drop in EMS usage 
and 72-per-cent reduction in po-
lice interactions. Incarcerations, 
the survey found, fell by an average 
of 84 per cent.

When someone is homeless, the 
costs to the health, justice and 
social systems average $55,000 
per person per year. And, when 
it comes to the most vulnerable 
citizens, those costs can increase 
to $100,000, says the foundation.

But once the individuals in the 
survey received housing, their usage 
of these system supports dropped to 
a cost of $21,000 per year. 

The expense of constructing 
an affordable housing unit can be 
$150,000 to $200,000, but within 
three to four years — or less — that 
amount of money can be saved due 

to a new resident’s decreased reli-
ance on social supports. The hous-
ing first approach provides the sta-
bility of a home for a vulnerable 
individual and then sees agencies 
implement tailor-made living pro-
grams and supports.

Similar cost-saving results have 
been replicated elsewhere, says 
Tim Richter, president of the Cana-
dian Alliance to End Homelessness.

“It’s been borne out in every 
single study of housing first inter-
nationally,” he says, while sum-
moning a more local example. “I 
know someone who wasn’t housed 
(who was) using an ambulance 387 
times in a year.”

Resolve Campaign chairman 
Alan Norris echoes that sentiment.

“It’s broadly accepted by all lev-
els of government in North Amer-
ica and the world,” he says. “It just 
makes so much sense; investing 
the dollars (and) getting people 
into safe and supportive housing, 
so we don’t spend millions and 
millions of dollars a year keeping 
people in a homeless state.”

A much more comprehensive 
study of the issue conducted by 
the Calgary Homeless Foundation 
— which canvassed 2,600 single 
adults over four years — should 
yield numbers in a few months, 
says foundation research director 
Nick Falvo.

But preliminary conclusions 
have already emerged about hous-
ing first’s impact on policing and 
health care resources, he says.

“Early results confirm what we 
expected — very significant reduc-
tions in service use, that even exceed 
those expectations,” says Falvo.

Calgary EMS spokesman Adam 
Loria doesn’t discount this prin-
ciple. Paramedics and their col-
leagues deal with homeless people 
on the street on a regular basis, 
he says.

“It’s fair to say it’s on a daily basis; 
it ebbs and flows with the tempera-
ture,” says Loria.

“We work closely with the shel-
ters … If they (people) don’t have a 
fixed address, we look for a proper, 
secure place for them to stay.”

There’s no question there’s 
merit in the housing first ap-
proach when it comes to reduc-
ing the strain on police resources, 
says Staff Sgt. Frank Cattoni, who 
for the past five years has also 
headed up a group that helps the 
homeless called Sorce (the Safe 
Communities Opportunity and 
Resource Centre.)

“You’re taking them out of the 
two biggest systems they can im-
pact — health and justice,” says 
Cattoni. “They’re not constantly 
engaging with police officers.”

A University of Calgary survey 
of 300 of the city’s homeless found 
that 23 per cent had done jail time, 
31 per cent been admitted to hos-
pital and those who’d experienced 
considerable childhood trauma 
were 12 times more likely to have 

attempted suicide than average.
Another way to affect positive 

economic change in the system is 
to ensure older adults have access 
to supported living spaces, says 
Arlene Adamson, CEO of Resolve 
partner Silvera for Seniors. This is 
key in freeing up hospital resourc-
es and reducing health-care costs.

“We have lots of seniors who 
have been living in hospitals for six 
months or a year,” she says. “It’s 
much better to have them living 
with us at $1,500 a month than for 
$1,500 a day in the hospital.”

Supported housing also increases 
quality of life by allowing older cou-
ples to live together, adds Adamson.

To keep pace with a rapidly aging 
population, 3,300 housing units 
for seniors need to be built each 
year over the next decade, with a 
particular focus on the province’s 
urban centres, she says.

“Unless we build, we’re going to 
continue to face this crisis and it’s 
going to get worse,” says Adamson. 
“It’s not for a lack of will; it’s a lack 
of money. We need donors to step 

up and we can leverage that with 
government.”

Housing first has proven its 
worth in reducing societal costs, 
agrees U of C assistant professor 
Katrina Milaney.

The problem, she says, is there’s 
not enough of it.

“We see amazing health out-
comes when people have access to 
safe and sustainable homes, but we 
still have a lack of affordable hous-
ing and community-based care,” 
she says.

“People are falling through the 
cracks.”

Anne Cartledge, who’s lived in 
subsidized lodging operated by Re-
solve partner Horizon Housing for 
the past 13 years, says she’s con-
vinced of the approach’s economic 
efficiency.

But more importantly, she says, 
the benefits go far beyond that.

“It’s giving people a home,” she 
says. “It’s making me able to make 
decisions on my own.”
BKaufmann@postmedia.com
twitter.com/BillKaufmannjrn

HOUSING-FIRST APPROACH HAILED
Anti-poverty activists touting economic benefits of getting most vulnerable into homes

Michael White has been a tenant at the Mustard Seed’s 1010 Centre for three years after health issues left him 
homeless and staying with friends. White doesn’t even want to think how he would have made it without the 
affordable housing apartment and the centre’s support services.  G AV I N  Y O U NG

F I N D I N G 
H O M E :  H O W 
T O  H E L P

To help the Resolve 
Campaign,  go to resolvecam-
paign.com/donations or call 
403-930-0975. 
For a quick $10, $20 or $25 
donation, text “Home” to 
30333.
Spread the word: use #Find-
ingHome on social media 
to share your thoughts and 
create awareness.
To read more and see related  
videos, go to calgaryherald  
.com/findinghome .
This is week one of a five-
week Calgary Herald Special 
Report on Homelessness, 
called Finding Home. 
Next week: The economics of 
homelessness.

Below, a man 
named Ryan is 
questioned by 
Calgary Police 
after a panhan-
dling complaint 
was received 
in Calgary this 
week. Once 
a homeless 
person receives 
housing, that 
individual’s 
interactions with 
police decrease 
by 72 per cent, 
according to a 
survey by the 
Calgary Home-
less Foundation.   

J I M  W E L L S
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When you think of a homeless Cal-
garian, what images come to mind?

Do you see an unshaven man 
picking bottles along 17th Avenue 
S.W.? Maybe it’s someone holding 
a sign on 14th Street, asking for 
whatever change you can spare.

These people are the “visible 
homeless,” but they make up only 
part of the city’s at-risk population, 
says Cheryl Hamelin, executive di-
rector of the Resolve Campaign. 

Many Calgarians don’t fit the 
stereotype of the visible homeless, 
but still need a helping hand, says 
Hamelin.

“The truth of it is there are many, 
many homeless families,” she says. 
“There are many people that are 
homeless, really through nothing 
that they have done.”

Hamelin notes women, the el-
derly, new Canadians and people 
with mental health or addiction 
issues can all end up needing help 
or housing. It’s not uncommon for 
those without a home to fall into 
more than one of these categories.

And according to one woman who 
knows what it’s like to need housing, 
all it takes are a few unlucky bounc-
es to end up living on the street.

“Homelessness can happen to 
anyone,” says Barb, who is about 
to turn 60 and for the last four 

years has been a resident at the 
1010 Centre in downtown Calgary.

A few years ago, Barb had her 
own car, a job and even her own 
home. In her words, she “had it all.”

But when her finances took a sud-
den hit, Barb says she was taking on 
debt quicker than she could pay it 
off. “I came within one day of either 
losing my house, going bankrupt, or 
selling it and paying off most of my 
debts, which I did,” says Barb.

Selling her home cut back on 
Barb’s debt, but left her with no 
place to go. She was couch surfing 
with friends for months at a time.

It wasn’t until she moved in with 
family that she learned about the 
1010 Centre. It became a place to 
access mental health resources, 
participate in community pro-
grams and, most importantly, call 
her own home.

The 224-room affordable hous-
ing option for at-risk Calgarians 
is run by The Mustard Seed, just 
one of the partners in the Resolve 
Campaign. Resolve, which helps 
fight homelessness with a housing-
first strategy, was created six years 
ago, spurred by the 2008 10-year 
plan to end homelessness in Cal-
gary. Since 2008, more than 8,000 
people have been housed, with 90 
per cent of tenants keeping their 

housing within the first year.
For Barb, the housing-first strat-

egy has been life saving. She has 
schizoaffective disorder, which 
means she shows signs of schizo-
phrenia while also struggling with 
depression and anxiety for years.

“It can affect all five of your sense 
and your thinking; it sometimes 
causes some pretty weird behav-
iour,” she says of her disorder. 
Sufferers can even experience 
hallucinations or believe they 
see non-existent people who may 
want to harm them.

In the past, Barb says her mental 
health made it difficult to function in 
society. She was afraid of leaving the 
house and even more fearful of the 
outside world. But after coming to 
the 1010 Centre, Barb says her con-
dition has improved “100 per cent.”

“It turned out to be the best 
fit for me because I have mental 
health help here 24 hours a day,” 
she says. “There’s psychologists, 
there’s counsellors, there’s doc-
tors, there’s nurses. The things that 
they provide here for the commu-
nity are just absolutely amazing.”

Living at 1010 Centre has given 
Barb back her freedom, and it’s 
thanks to the staff and volunteers 
at the Mustard Seed, but also due 
to Calgarians donating funds to 

fight homelessness.
As of March 1, Resolve entered 

the last month of its campaign to 
raise tens of millions of dollars to 
battle homelessness in Calgary. 
The money raised helps the nine 
agencies partnered with Resolve 
— including the Mustard Seed and 
Alpha House — to create affordable 
and supported rental housing for 
Calgarians in need.

For those Calgarians, some are 
more at risk than others and many 
have more than more one risk fac-
tor at play, notes Kathy Christian-
sen, executive director of Calgary 
Alpha House Society.

She says there is a significant 
number of women facing home-
lessness and being a female on 
the streets brings a unique set of 
challenges.

“I think one of the pieces is 
that women aren’t as visible as 
men, and so within the homeless-
serving sector, often their needs 
are overlooked,” she says, adding 
women are at a greater risk of vio-
lence or exploitation. “The women 
as well, when it comes to addiction, 
… experience the social and physi-
cal effects of addiction more rap-
idly than men and are at more risk 
of death at an earlier age.”

F I N D I N G  H O M E

IT CAN HAPPEN TO ANYONE

Robin Spooner explores the new 24-unit women-only Alpha House before sharing the story of her sister, Krista, a former client of Alpha House, who had mental illness and died in 2015.   

A L  C H A R E S T

 ■ To help the Resolve 
Campaign, go to 
resolvecampaign .com/
donations or call 403-930-
0975.

 ■ For a quick $10, $20 or $25 
donation, text “Home” to 
30333.

 ■ Spread the word: Use 
#FindingHome on so-
cial media to share your 
thoughts and create 
awareness. 

 ■ To learn more, watch 
for videos, stories, 
columns and photos at 
calgaryherald .com/ 
findinghome  and 
calgarysun .com/
findinghome .

F I N D I N G 
H O M E :  H O W 
T O  H E L P

Calgary’s at-risk population more than just the ‘visible homeless,’ writes Ryan Rumbolt.
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GROUP OF COMPANIES

TO THOSE
IN NEED

Proud topartnerwith theRESOLVECampaign
and theCalgaryHomeless Foundation tohelp
endhomelessness inCalgary.

Learnmoreaboutour contributionat
www.morrisonhomes.ca/resolve

THE HOMEBUYERS BEST FRIEND™

FIND CALGARY’S 12-TIME BUILDER OF THE YEAR IN:
nw the ridge at sage meadows | livingston | symons gate | nolan hill

ne cornerstone se mahogany | legacy | auburn bay | belmont okotoks d’arcy
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Robin Spooner saw some of 
those effects for decades, as her 
sister, Krista, dealt with a number 
of challenges.

Krista had a genius level IQ, 
her sister says, and was a natural 
at games like Trivial Pursuit and 
Jeopardy!, adding she could never 
beat her older sister at either of the 
two. But Krista — who was a client 
of Alpha House before she died in 
October of 2015 — suffered a men-
tal illness that sent her down a path 
leading to homelessness.

Diagnosed with borderline per-
sonality disorder at an early age, 
Krista started to self-medicate 
with drugs, Robin recalls. There 
were years of uncertainty regard-
ing her sister’s whereabouts and 
whether or not she was still alive; 
and, that took a mental and physi-
cal toll on the family.

“When you’ve got somebody 
who’s sick like Krista was, it’s all 
consuming,” Robin says. “When 
you know that she’s living on the 
streets, you constantly worry.”

In 2013, Krista ended up in hos-
pital because of her addiction and 
that’s where she met someone 
from Alpha House who helped her 
find housing. She began to improve 
thanks to what Christiansen calls 
a “continuum of care.”

People struggling with addiction 
often have a mental illness, but at-
risk Calgarians have a better chance 
of successfully dealing with these 
problems when they have “the 
stability and the dignity of having 
a home,” Christiansen says.

Robin agrees, saying the support 
from Alpha House and Resolve 
partners allowed her family to step 
back from trying to be her sister’s 
caseworker and allowed her to 
“just be Krista’s sister.”

“We could love and support her,” 
before the physical strains of drug 
use and suicide attempts eventu-
ally took their toll on Krista, Robin 
says. “And in the last couple years 
of her life, she was in a really good 
place with the help of these guys.”

When women — and men — age, 
the risk of homelessness can in-
crease, notes Hamelin. 

“We don’t think about little old 
ladies and little old men who are 
living on the street because they 
didn’t save enough,” she says. 
“They maybe never ever made 
enough money to get beyond (liv-
ing) paycheque to paycheque. You 
literally have our grandmothers 
living on the street.”

Some of these elderly people are 
in and out of hospital regularly, 
while others effectively live in area 
hospitals because there’s no where 
else for them to go.

Lawrence Braul, executive di-
rector of Resolve partner Trin-
ity Place Foundation, notes it can 
cost up to $1,200 a day to keep a 
senior in hospital, with an average 
of 123.5 days spent in hospital for 
each elderly Calgarian without a 
home.

But when these seniors become 
part of a housing-first program, the 
average number of days they stay 
in hospital drops to seven in the 
first nine months of this change 
in living.

The benefits of appropriate 
housing for seniors can also be 
seen through the successful place-
ment of people like Barry Johnson, 
who found housing thanks to Re-
solve partner Silvera for Seniors.

Originally from Maple Creek, 
Sask., Johnson spent most of his 
life working as a lawyer in Cal-
gary. He made a comfortable liv-
ing, earning enough to get married 

and raise a family.
As he aged, health challenges 

arose. The 82-year-old spent more 
than six months in hospital after 
a series of small strokes, which he 
calls “medical misadventures.”

His wife passed away; his son was 
living in the United States; and, 
his finances dwindled to “close to 
zero,” as his health began to fail.

“So, I’ve gone from living with 
a significant amount of money to 
about ... $1,800 a month,” he says. 
“And at the end of the month, I 
might have about 25 cents left.”

On his own and with his savings 
nearly gone, Johnson was told by 
doctors that assisted living would 

be a wise decision.
If he could have afforded it, 

he’d rather have gone back to his 
one-bedroom apartment off 17th 
Avenue, which cost him around 
$1,300 a month.

But since moving into a Silvera 
home, Johnson’s expenses have 
been cut down to about $500 per 
month and his health has im-
proved. He’s also found company 
in the form of other Silvera resi-
dents and medical support should 
his “misadventures” return.

With his finances and medical 
needs under control, Johnson has 
more time to do what he loves. An 
accomplished artist who has held 

shows in Canada and Mexico, 
Johnson spends his days painting 
in the style of Vincent van Gogh 
— his favourite painter — and has 
even held a few painting classes for 
other Silvera clients.

This type of win — finding afford-
able housing for at-risk people — 
has contributed to the measurable 
gains seen since Resolve began its 
fight against homelessness. 

Meanwhile, a study of Calgary’s 
chronically homeless found once 
these individuals were housed, 
their interactions with police 
were down by 72 per cent; EMS 
calls were down 67 per cent; and, 
emergency room visits were down 

by 62 per cent.
Data from Resolve also showed 

it costs approximately $55,000 an-
nually in social programs and hos-
pital visits to care for a homeless 
person without a supported home, 
while costs are closer to $21,000 
if those individuals receive a sup-
ported housing unit.

Even with all these successes, 
around 3,400 people in Calgary are 
still in need of housing. Resolve is 
accepting pledges to donate until 
the end of March, but pledges can 
be paid out any time before March 
2021.
RRumbolt@postmedia.com
twitter.com/RCRumbolt

HOME  F R O M  A6

Barry Johnson, a resident at Silvera for Seniors Valleyview community, displays one of his paintings. Johnson is an avid artist and his work has been put 
up on display around his community.  K E R I A N N E  S P RO U L E
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OFF THE SCREENS,
ON THE COURT!

YOUTH SPORTS SIGN UPS ARE NOWOPEN.
Learnmore about a variety of sports and activities.

Visit our website or a location near you

YMCA Calgary offers a variety of programs to
accommodate all children, youth, adults and families.

Melcor YMCAat Crowfoot
8100 John Laurie Blvd NW

(403) 547-6576

Gray Family EauClaire YMCA
101 - 3 Street SW
(403) 269-6701

RemingtonYMCA inQuarry Park
108 Quarry Park Road SE

(403) 351-6678

SaddletowneYMCA
7555 Falconridge Blvd NE

(403) 237-2393

Shawnessy YMCA
333 Shawville Blvd SE

(403) 256-5533

SouthHealth Campus YMCA
4448 Front Street SE
(403) 956-3900

ShaneHomes YMCAat Rocky Ridge
11300 Rocky Ridge Road NW

(403) 351-6673

www.ymcacalgary.org

NEW

ClassicCanadianTours.com
Ph: 403-295-1415

Grizzly Bear 
West Coast Day

One day fly and catamaran
cruise from Calgary to the
Khutzeymateen Valley near
Prince Rupert. View grizzlies,
whales, sea lions and eagles.

Explore a new destination. 
Sunday June 3Sunday June 3rd & Saturday 
June 30th departures from 
Calgary.

CAL00675030_1_1

CAL00675130_1_1

CAL00674444_1_1
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The circumstances that lead 
to an individual living on the 
street vary from person to per-
son.

Poverty, job loss, traumatic 
events, discrimination and a 
lack of affordable housing can 
figure into the equation, as can 
failed relationships, personal 
crises, mental illnesses and 
physical challenges. Addic-
tions can also be a significant 
factor, as was the case with sev-
eral of the people I met. 

Addictions can be complex 
diseases that affect both the 
body and brain, say experts.

Society needs an improved 
understanding of addiction 
and mental illness so that cir-
cumstances for homeless indi-
viduals with these issues can be 
addressed, says Kathy Chris-

tiansen, executive director of 
Calgary Alpha House Society.

“There’s a real interplay be-
tween addiction and mental 
illness in our work and our 
challenge is learning the rela-
tionship there and what we can 
do to support people,” Chris-
tiansen says.

Some of these people pan-
handle. Some collect bottles. 
All of them have different sto-
ries and varying reasons for 
living the way they do. Some 
have found assistance from the 
agencies in Calgary that help 
the homeless, while others 
have made the choice to make 
the street their home and en-
joy the company of their street 
friends.

These are some of their sto-
ries.

F I N D I N G  H O M E

 ■ To help the Resolve Cam-
paign, go to resolvecam-
paign.com/donations or 
call 403-930-0975.

 ■ For a quick $10, $20 or $25 
donation, text “Home” to 
30333.

 ■ Spread the word: Use 
#FindingHome on so-
cial media to share your 
thoughts and create aware-
ness.

 ■ To learn more, watch for 
videos, stories, columns 
and photos at calgaryherald 
.com/findinghome  
and calgarysun.com/ 
findinghome.

F I N D I N G 
H O M E :  H O W 
T O  H E L P

C A N D I

When Candi’s husband died after 28 years of marriage, she moved back to Calgary. This was her husband’s home 
and he wanted his ashes spread near the Bow River. One year after arriving, she began a new relationship that 
eventually turned abusive. Her new partner was addicted to crack cocaine and used rent money to buy drugs, which 
left them always looking for a place to call home. The 52-year-old mother of four and grandmother of 12 was able to 
break the cycle of abuse and homelessness thanks to a female police officer and the Mustard Seed, which helped 
her find a safe haven from the abusive relationship. Now, Candi lives in a secure apartment and sometimes collects 
bottles to supplement a small support income. While collecting bottles, however, she’s experienced negative feed-
back including dirty looks from professional people. “It hurts,” she says. “We’re not poison. You don’t have to recoil 
back if you figure you’re too close to me.”

T R O Y  H A R N E S S

Troy Harness, a 35-year-old born in Winnipeg, panhandles and has travelled 
across the country. One of his best money-making days occurred in Edmon-
ton. During a six-hour stretch, he collected $330 in cash, plus gift cards, food 
donations and cigarettes. Harness says he makes enough money to travel, buy 
groceries and purchase alcohol. He is happy to couch surf and bounce from 
place to place. One of his best “money drop” days was Super Bowl weekend. 
Harness and Robbins used the money to go to a local bar and restaurant to 
watch the game because “when you’re doing the homeless thing, you don’t get 
to see cool things like that.”

T I B O R  R O B B I N S

Tibor Robbins, 48, is from Regina, but 
was raised near London, Ontario. He 
can often be found with his buddies 
panhandling in a number of locations 
around town and says the group of 
them can easily pull in $200 or more 
per day. He’s been in Calgary about 
three months but says he can make 
more money panhandling for six to 
eight hours a day than at a temp 
agency. This lifestyle allows him free-
dom and he uses the money to buy 
“vodka … a hell of a lot of vodka.”

Karl Jackson.

K A R L  J A C K S O N

Karl “Irish” Jackson (above left) is originally from Belfast, Ireland, and has 
been in Calgary for about four years. A Red Seal-certified chef by trade, 
Jackson came to Alberta to work and spent time in work camps in northern 
Alberta. His life, however, took a horrible turn when he was attacked by two 
men in Red Deer, left in a garbage bin and almost died of injuries sustained 
in the beating. Jackson began developing PTSD and he began drinking to try 
to block memories and pain from the attack. “I’ve turned into an alcoholic,” 
Jackson admits. “I panhandle, I bottle pick, I try to do the best thing I can to 
survive the day. I’m a human being,” he says. “I deserve to be alive. I deserve 
to go forward. But right now, it’s pretty hard.”

 S T E V E N  C R A C K N E L L

Steven Cracknell, a former addictions counsellor, came to Calgary nine years 
ago from Ottawa. Upon arrival, he had a job for about a year. But after going 
through job loss and a failed relationship, he started drinking again. He’s 
been on the street for the eight years since. “I try to get drunk every day so I 
don’t have to think about anything, feel anything,” he says. “I don’t like what 
I’m doing. If I don’t get out real soon, I’m going to be dead.”

THEIR WORDS, 
THEIR STORIES

As part of the Postmedia series Finding Home, photojournalist Jim Wells spent time  
in downtown Calgary to meet people who live on the streets and to better understand 

their circumstances. Here are the stories of five of those people he met.



Homelessness in Calgary has been 
a problem for decades, but back in 
the ’90s, the situation was reaching 
critical levels.

The homeless population was 
growing by around 15 per cent ev-
ery year, says Kathy Christiansen, 
executive director with Calgary Al-
pha House Society, who saw first-
hand how not-for-profits and char-
itable organizations were fighting 
homeless in Calgary.

When looking at the issue then 
and now, Christiansen says the big-
gest difference is not whom agen-
cies are helping, but rather how 
they are helping.

Back then, she says the focus was 
on shelter services, including the 
Calgary Drop-In & Rehab Centre, 
and the addition of shelter services 
by the Mustard Seed.

“There was this big sort of expan-
sion in terms of responding to this 
growth, and even with that invest-
ment ... it didn’t sort of make a dif-
ference in that manner,” she says.

While shelters provide criti-
cal, short-term intervention for 
Calgary’s homeless population, 
Christiansen says shelters alone 
couldn’t reduce the increasing 
numbers of homeless.

It wasn’t until 2008 that the 
approach to fighting homeless-
ness in the city shifted from crisis 
response to long-term stability, 
starting with the 10-year Plan to 
End Homelessness.

That plan eventually led to the 
Resolve Campaign, a partnership 
of nine agencies using a housing-
first strategy to help end homeless-
ness in the city.

Before the plan and before Re-
solve, Christiansen says “there was 

this idea that you had to earn your 
right” to stable housing by “gain-
ing sobriety” or “addressing your 
mental illness.”

Now, Resolve agencies are giving 
the homeless a permanent place 
to stay first, which allows clients 
to then tackle underlying issues 
which can lead to homelessness 
and hopefully break the cycle of 
life on the streets.

Sandra Clarkson, executive di-
rector of the Drop-In Centre, says 
shelters and housing-first agencies 
are working together to provide 
“a continuum of care” and “wrap-
around supports” to Calgary’s at-
risk populations.

She says emergency shelters act 
as the first line of support. 

“It’s really about, ‘Where do you 
go if you have no other options?’ 
Go to the emergency shelter. 
And once you enter that shelter, 
it’s about getting you housed as 
quickly as possible.”

In the last year, Clarkson says 
the number of clients at the Drop-
In Centre has dropped eight per 
cent, thanks in part to the hous-
ing-first push of Calgary agencies 
combating homelessness. Along 
with emergency shelter services, 
the Drop-In Centre also has two 
apartment buildings offering per-
manent housing for more than 60 
at-risk Calgarians.

The Resolve Campaign’s goal is 
to raise millions of dollars to help 
fund affordable, accessible hous-
ing for 3,000 homeless Calgarians.

Cheryl Hamelin, executive di-
rector of the Resolve Campaign, 
says the housing-first mission has 
taken a significant strain off emer-
gency shelters, which are still an 

important part of Calgary’s inter-
vention services. 

Had the 10-year plan not become 
a reality, Hamelin notes Calgary’s 
homeless population would have 
“mushroomed into something that 
was basically insurmountable” for 
agencies to address. 

“Basically housing people, but 
not housing first ... just creates a 
Band-Aid that society is going to 
have to pay for down the road,” 
she says.

“I think it would have been sort 
of mass housing without supports, 
just to kind of get the problem 
dealt with, which would have then 
just been magnified in the future.”

Thankfully, Calgarians don’t 
have to wonder how bad things 
could have been, thanks to the ef-
forts of Resolve partners such as 
Bishop O’Byrne Housing Associa-
tion, Calgary Alpha House Society 
and The Calgary John Howard So-
ciety.

This month alone — which hap-
pens to be the final month in the 
Resolve fundraising push — all 
three agencies announced they 
will be opening affordable hous-
ing facilities.

Last week, the provincial gov-
ernment announced $6 million 
in funding for Bishop O’Byrne 

Housing Association’s (BOBHA) 
Columbus Court project, which 
will provide affordable housing 
for approximately 250 Calgarians.

Gary McNamara, CEO with the 
association, says securing funding 
for Columbus Court has been chal-
lenging, both with the economic 
downturn and the change in the 
provincial government.

“We’ve still got work to do on 
the funding and with Resolve,” he 
says. “The more money we raise 
through Resolve, the lower our 
mortgage can be. And the lower 
our mortgage is, the more flexibil-
ity we have with the rents.”

With eight housing communi-
ties across the city, BOBHA offers 
safe and affordable options to low-
income Calgarians, including the 
elderly, vulnerable or at-risk indi-
viduals, and small families.

Many risk factors can put Calgar-
ians in a precarious position, espe-
cially addiction and mental health 
concerns, Christiansen says.

Calgary Alpha House Society, 
which works with Calgarians 
struggling with substance abuse, 
has a specialized approach to help-
ing women. Christiansen says 
homeless women are at a higher 
risk of abuse and exploitation, so 
Alpha House has opened a wom-

en’s building.
“We have 20 women living here 

in a quicker time frame than ex-
pected and it’s just because of the 
collective dialogue and the ongo-
ing commitment from (not-for-
profits, the government and the 
private sector),” she says.

“The programming and the sup-
ports that we do here will come 
from (the women). They’ll tell us 
what they want and we’ll gauge 
what seems to be working, but it’s 
going to have its own culture and it’s 
going to be built around who lives 
here, and that’s really important.”

Another Resolve partner working 
with a population at a greater risk of 
homelessness is the Calgary John 
Howard Society (CJHS), which 
provides housing and supports for 
people coming out of prison. Last 
week, CJHS and a number of Re-
solve partners broke ground on the 
society’s Bedford House develop-
ment, which will provide housing 
for 32 individuals.

“Housing is a huge part of crime 
prevention, and (housing) is linked 
very much with homelessness and 
jail,” says Gord Sand, executive 
director at the society. “We try to 
interrupt the cycle where they’re 
in prison, they get out, they go to 
a shelter, they get in trouble and 
they go back (to prison).”

These programs and buildings 
are only a few of the successes 
made possible through the Resolve 
Campaign.

With more than 3,000 Calgari-
ans still in need of housing, Resolve 
is accepting pledges until the end 
of March, and pledges can be paid 
out any time before March 2021.

While the 10-year plan and Re-
solve might not have ended home-
lessness in Calgary, “at least now 
we have a chance of getting there,” 
Hamelin says. “Did we (end home-
lessness) in 10 years? Maybe not. 
But will we do it ... and (do we have) 
all the good things that we need to 
continue on the journey in place? 
Absolutely, 100 per cent.”
RRumbolt@postmedia.com
On Twitter: @RCRumbolt

F I N D I N G  H O M E

RESOLVED TO DO THE WORK
Partner agencies inch closer to goal of housing 3,000 homeless, Ryan Rumbolt writes

Representatives from the Resolve Campaign and the Calgary John Howard Society broke ground for the John Howard Society building in Calgary March 15.  DA R R E N  M A KOW I C H U K

Gord Sand, executive director of the Calgary John Howard Society, with the 
design for the building on Builders Road S.E.   DA R R E N  M A KOW I C H U K

Gary McNamara,  
CEO of Bishop O’ 
Byrne Housing.   

L E A H  H E N N E L
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Calgary Homeless Foundation: 
Works with other Calgary groups to 
end homelessness in the city. Proj-
ects: 9 mortgage retirements, 17 to 
19 construction projects.

Calgary John Howard Society: 
Works to re-integrate criminal of-
fenders back into society. Project: 
32-unit building.

Alpha House: Assists women experi-
encing homelessness and addiction. 
Project: 24-unit building.

Accessible Housing: Provides hous-
ing for those with limited mobility. 
Project: 45-unit building.

Horizon Housing: Supplies afford-
able housing for youth, families, and 
people with mental health challenges 

or other needs. Project: 161-unit 
complex.

The Mustard Seed: Assists adults 
struggling with poverty and home-
lessness. Projects: 20-plus unit 
building, 20-unit mortgage retire-
ment, 224-unit mortgage retirement.

Silvera For Seniors: Provides 
supportive housing for low-income 
seniors. Project: 120-unit building.

Bishop O’Byrne Housing: Assists se-
niors, older adults and small families 
with low incomes. Projects: 108-unit 
building, 77-unit mortgage reduction.

Trinity Place Foundation: Aids in 
housing low-income seniors and 
those with higher needs. Project: 
100- to 120-unit building.

Resolve partners make their mark
These nine agencies — partners in the Resolve 
Campaign — have undertaken the following projects: PROUD PARTICIPANTS IN THE GOAL TO PROVIDE

AFFORDABLE RENTAL HOUSING TO VULNERABLE CALGARIANS

LOGEL HOMES &
CARDEL LIFESTYLES

CAL00674925_1_1
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The faces of the Resolve Campaign 
reflect a new future for Calgary. 
It’s a future where there are fewer 
people needing homes and fewer 
vulnerable people on the cusp of 
homelessness.

Resolve and its nine partner 
agencies have already helped thou-
sands of homeless or near-home-
less folks find shelter. The projects 
undertaken by these agencies in-
clude the following:

 ■ Calgary Homeless Foundation; 
works with other local agencies to 
end homelessness in the city. Proj-
ects: 9 mortgage retirements; 17 to 
19 construction projects.

 ■ Calgary John Howard Society; 
works to re-integrate criminal 
offenders back into society. Proj-
ect: 32-unit building.

 ■ Alpha House; assists women 
experiencing homelessness and 
addiction. Project: 24-unit build-
ing.

 ■ Accessible Housing; provides 
housing for those with limited 
mobility. Project: 45-unit building.

 ■ Horizon Housing; supplies 
affordable housing for youth, fami-
lies, and people with mental health 

challenges or other needs. Project: 
161-unit complex.

 ■ The Mustard Seed; assists adults 
struggling with poverty and home-
lessness. Projects: 20-plus unit 
building, 20-unit mortgage retire-
ment, 224-unit mortgage retire-
ment.

 ■ Silvera For Seniors; provides 
supportive housing for low-income 
seniors. Project: 120-unit building.

 ■ Bishop O’Byrne Housing; assists 
seniors, older adults and small 
families with low incomes. Proj-
ects: 108-unit building, 77-unit 
mortgage reduction.

 ■ Trinity Place Foundation; aids in 
housing low-income seniors and 
those with higher needs. Project: 
100- to 120-unit building.

The Resolve Campaign ends 
its official fundraising campaign 
Saturday, but donations can con-
tinue to be made. While funds are 
still needed to help Resolve hit its 
targets, all committed projects are 
going ahead via the money raised. 

Resolve’s partner agencies con-
tinue their good work into the fu-
ture, to provide safety and stability 
for the city’s most vulnerable.

F I N D I N G  H O M E

Projects of the Resolve Campaign

Calgary was once facing a homeless crisis, but work by several agencies and the Resolve Campaign has helped the 
city now become a leader in dealing with the issue, via its work with a “housing first” approach.  A L  C H A R E S T

A stellar example of how the 
Resolve Campaign helps older 
adults can be seen with Barry John-
son, a resident at Silvera for Seniors 
Valleyview community. He’s an avid 
painter who shares his artwork at 
the facility where he lives and even 
teaches classes.   

K E R I A N N E  S P RO U L E

Mark Young is homeless and has used shelters for years, but welcomes an 
approach that ensures shelter residents who are able to move into perma-
nent residences are able to do so.  G AV I N  Y O U NG

Below:  Robin Spooner was inspired 
to create a T-shirt and raise funds 
for Alpha House, after the agency 
provided security and support for 
her sister, who passed away three 
years ago.  A L  C H A R E S T

Silvera for Seniors CEO Arlene Adamson stands in front of the land in 
Glamorgan the organization hopes will soon be the site of a new seniors 
housing development  G AV I N  Y O U NG

Q Are there really 
entire families 

in Calgary that are 
homeless?

A In answering this ques-
tion, it’s important to 
understand how we have 

chosen to define what a “family” 
is. The family unit may be defined 
as someone’s primary social 
group; it is the occurrence of 
whole family units experiencing 
homelessness and not necessarily 
defined by lineage or traditional 
relationships. On any given night, 
there can be up to 38 to 40 fami-
lies requiring access to shelter. 

There are many families who are 
staying in marginal or substan-
dard accommodations, such as 
couch surfing and overcrowding, 
or staying in inhabitable states, 
such as sleeping in vehicles. 
— Kevin McNichol,  
vice-president, strategy,  
Calgary Homeless Foundation

Q How big of a role 
does mental 

illness play in this 
issue? 

A Homelessness is usually 
the result of the cumula-
tive impact of a complex 

array of social and economic 
factors. While mental illness can 
play a part in someone’s fall into 
homelessness, it is not the cause 
of their homelessness. Structural 
issues can contribute to home-
lessness, such as poverty, a lack 
of access to affordable housing 
and a lack of access to the right 
resources and supports that 
can help an individual manage a 
challenge such as mental illness. 
When access to appropriate 
housing and resources are not 
available, the probability that an 
individual experiencing mental 
illness could fall into homeless-
ness is higher. 
— Kevin McNichol

Q Does homeless-
ness vary with 

the seasons? Don’t 
some people choose 
to live outside when 
it’s nice out?

A Homelessness doesn’t 
vary with the seasons. 
Homelessness is deter-

mined more by in-migration to 
the city, economic activity and 
availability of affordable rental 
housing. The visibility of indi-
viduals experiencing homeless-
ness, however, can vary based on 
temperature and precipitation. 
The lower the temperature or the 
higher amount of precipitation 
will cause individuals experiencing 
homelessness to seek out shelters 
versus sleeping rough (outside). 
— Kevin McNichol

Q Won’t there 
always be home-

less people? Won’t 
there always be people 
living on the street?

A Ending homelessness is 
about ensuring our com-
munity has a systematic 

response in place to ensure that 
when an individual or family 
falls into homelessness there is a 
timely path out. This happens by 
matching individuals and fami-
lies with the right housing, with 
the right supports. This is done 
through Calgary’s Homeless 
Serving System of Care (HSSC). 
The HSSC is a network of agen-
cies working together to mini-
mize the length of time that any 
family or individual experiences 
homelessness. When our system 
response is such that when a 
person falls into homelessness, 
the system finds them, gets them 
back into permanent housing 
with supports if/as needed and 
does so in days or weeks, then we 
will have ended homelessness. 
— Kevin McNichol

Q  A N D  A

Homelessness in Calgary
As part of the Finding Home project, we invited readers to submit 
their questions about homelessness. Here are some of those 
questions, with answers from the Resolve Campaign.
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Q What would the 
Resolve Cam-

paign say are its big-
gest successes?

A The Resolve Campaign 
has celebrated many 
great successes, includ-

ing: opening five new buildings; 
purchasing one new building; 
retiring two mortgages; starting 
construction on four buildings; 
bringing eight projects to shovel-
ready stage with funding in place 
to break ground; and bringing 
three projects to shovel-ready 
stage with a need for additional 
funding or financing to break 
ground. With the community’s 
continued support, we will 
complete all 21 Resolve buildings 
as planned. Eighteen projects 
are complete or well on the way; 
there is still an urgent need for 
additional funds to construct the 
last three buildings.

The Government of Alberta 
has made significant commit-
ments to many of the Resolve 
partners’ projects, totalling 
more than $120 million. Donors 
to the campaign have provided 
more than $73 million to date to 

leverage the government funding 
— enough to provide 1,825 home-
less and vulnerable Calgarians 
with a key to an affordable and 
supported rental home.

The Resolve staff and partners 
will continue their work to help 
provide safety and stability for 
our city’s most vulnerable, and 
a place where they can begin 
to rebuild their lives — start-
ing at home. Our gratitude is 
extended to all of the campaign’s 
supporters for their commit-
ment — they’ve truly helped to 
make Calgary a better home for 
everyone. 
— Cheryl Hamelin, Executive  
Director, Resolve Campaign

With the community’s  
continued support, we will 
complete all 21 Resolve  
buildings as planned ... there is 
still an urgent need for  
additional funds to construct 
the last three buildings.

She’s the first in her family to fin-
ish high school and the first to get 
a college diploma.

In her small apartment at the 
1010 Centre, Jessica McGaughey 
proudly displays those two 
diplomas on the wall, along with 
inspirational art.

“The community here is amaz-
ing,” says the 25-year-old of the 
affordable housing building run 
by the Mustard Seed, a Calgary 
organization dedicated to serving 
people experiencing poverty and 
homelessness. “It’s definitely like 
another family.”

Six years ago, McGaughey 
was one of our city’s more than 
3,400 people facing homeless-
ness, a young woman just out of 
her teens who was relying on the 
kindness of friends to keep a roof 
over her head.

She had a family, two par-
ents who loved her. But, a fatal 
accident in 2008 at her father’s 
workplace sent him into a spiral 
of self-recrimination and drug 
abuse. “He felt responsible,” says 
McGaughey, who for a few years 
was left alone with her mother to 
fend for themselves.

When her mother became ill 
for several months in 2013, that 
old “one paycheque away from 
homelessness” adage became 
their harsh reality.

“A lot of unforeseen circum-
stances, beyond my control,” 
is how she describes the life 
challenges that made her a 
member of the city’s vulnerable 
population. Those circumstances 
included brain surgery in 2016 
to relieve debilitating symp-
toms from Noonan syndrome, a 
genetic disorder that prevents 
normal development in various 
parts of the body.

When she became one of the 
first tenants of Centre 1010 in 
November of 2014, McGaughey 
couldn’t have known about the 
herculean efforts underway to 
ensure that thousands more 
vulnerable Calgarians would 
not have to spend their days and 
nights outdoors in the cold.

Two years earlier, the Resolve 
Campaign (resolvecampaign.
com) was launched — an ambi-
tious “housing first” plan with a 
goal to provide affordable hous-
ing — along with support services 
— for up to 3,000 people facing 
homelessness. Those vulnerable 
people include everyone from 
youth and seniors to people with 
disabilities and those grappling 
with mental health or addiction 
issues.

The campaign, which was 
born out of the Calgary Home-
less Foundation’s 10-year plan 
to end homelessness in our 
city, is a unique collaboration of 
nine partner agencies, to raise 
the capital needed to make the 
required housing units become a 
reality. 

To date, the Resolve Campaign 
has raised more than $73 million 
and it’s doing a final push toward 
$90 million. 

For those not versed in the 
virtues of this approach to fight-
ing homelessness, Tim Richter 
provides a refresher on how this 
city and province have changed 
within the span of a few years. 
They’ve gone from facing a 
major homelessness problem to 
becoming a national and world 
leader in effectively tackling it.

First, though, one needs to look 
back as far as the 1980s to under-
stand what led to the crisis.

Richter, the head of the Cana-
dian Alliance to End Homeless-
ness, says it was back then that 
the federal government with-
drew its financial support from 
affordable housing investment.

“When the federal govern-
ment cut, the provinces had to 
cut,” says Richter, which created 
a perfect storm where “home-
lessness in Canada was a direct 
result of policy decision. This 
policy lit the torch, so to speak.”

Boom times in this part of the 
country drove up rental costs 
throughout the 2000s, in a 
period where those government 
cuts meant no affordable units 
were being built to keep up with 
the rapid growth in places like 
Calgary.

“At the apex of the boom,” says 
Richter, “homelessness was 
increasing by 32 per cent annu-
ally, which went on for more than 
a decade.”

In 2008, a group of dedicated 
Calgarians hatched an ambitious 
10-Year Plan to End Homeless-
ness — a committee with Trans-
Alta president and CEO Steve 
Snyder as its lead. A few years 
later, the Resolve Campaign — its 
major aim to build affordable 
housing units — was launched.

Along with the agencies and 
other community partners 
agreeing to come together, 
Richter says that leadership in 
the private sector also made the 
collaboration possible.

“You had business leaders like 
Steve Snyder, Rick George and 
Jim Gray — people willing to put 
their reputations on the line,” 
he says, adding that one of the 
unsung heroes of it all has been 
Alan Norris, chairman and CEO 
of Brookfield Residential Proper-
ties, who worked with a number 
of fellow philanthropic home 
builders to get affordable units 
built. 

Those who might question the 

housing first policy are simply 
not up to speed on the merits of 
an approach that takes the long 
view. In 2014, a national report 
entitled The State of Homeless-
ness in Canada detailed how 
homelessness costs Canadian 
taxpayers more than $7 billion 
per year; but by housing people 
affordably, the cost of everything 
from policing to health care is 
reduced significantly. 

When executive director  
Cheryl Hamelin signed up in 
2012 to be part of the Resolve 
Campaign team, it was partly 
because she was sold on the 
strategy of not just managing 
homelessness, but ending it.

“It was a real eye opener for 
me, to learn about the econom-
ics behind it,” says Hamelin, the 
campaign’s executive director. “I 
learned about how it can cost an 
average of $55,000 a year to have 
one person living on the street, 

but that you can have them in a 
supportive housing situation for 
only $23,000 a year — it was all 
about moving away from a Band-
Aid solution to a long-term, eco-
nomic business case solution.”

Of course, she also saw that it 
made sense on a human level.

“People do pay a third of what-
ever their income is, so they have 
a stake in the game too,” says 
Hamelin. “They feel a pride and 
dignity about being able to con-
tribute to their own well-being."

It echoes what Diana Krecsy 
has seen throughout her three-
decade career in health care, 
working on the front lines 
with our city’s most vulnerable 
people.

“We have an obligation and 
a duty to those people on the 
street,” says Krecsy, who is the 
president and CEO of the Calgary 
Homeless Foundation, “to push 
the bar, to have things change.”

Along with educating the pub-
lic about the viability of a hous-
ing first approach, Krecsy also 
hopes that the Resolve Campaign 
has enlightened the greater com-
munity to think about people 
facing homelessness in a more 
understanding way.

“I don’t see the labels of addic-
tion, mental health, domestic 
violence,” she says. “I see human 
beings.”

They are people, adds Krecsy, 
“who aren’t getting the services 
any person has a right to. It is all 
about that.”

This beautiful blending of 
passion for people, expertise 
in a wide variety of areas and a 
ground-breaking approach, says 

Tim Richter, has made this city 
and province a force to be reck-
oned with.

“I saw a tweet today by a Euro-
pean homelessness advocacy 
group, that said they are watch-
ing what Canada is doing because 
we are international leaders,” he 
says. “Calgary was the first city, 
and Alberta the first province, 
to have a commitment to end 
homelessness. It’s the only part 
of the country that has made 
province-wide reductions in 
homelessness.”

Richter likens homelessness to 
a natural disaster, albeit one that 
is slow-moving and hence, not 
always visible.

“It is a billon-dollar problem, 
big and complex,” he says, adding 
that he is encouraged by the fed-
eral government’s new National 
Housing Strategy, a 10-year, 
$40-billion plan that could see 
up to 100,000 affordable housing 
units built across the country. 

“People say, ‘but you haven’t 
ended homelessness,’” says 
Richter, who headed the Calgary 
Homeless Foundation a decade 
ago and today runs the Canadian 
Alliance to End Homelessness 
out of Calgary. “We say, ‘just not 
yet.’”

For Jessica McGaughey, her 
end to homelessness has meant 
the beginning of a life rich with 
friendship, community and the 
courage to dream.

“I’m not depending on some-
one else to take care of me,” she 
says with a smile. “I really like it 
here.”
vfortney@postmedia.com
Twitter.com/valfortney

F I N D I N G  H O M E

Compassion, common sense at heart 
of innovative bid to end homelessness

Mustard Seed 1010 Centre resident Jessica McGaughey holds a charcoal 
drawing with names of fellow residents she calls her “family” in her apart-
ment earlier this week. She says without the affordable housing building 
she would have been homeless.  G AV I N  Y O U NG

VA L E R I E  F O RT N E Y

H O W  T O 
H E L P

 ■ To help the Resolve Cam-
paign, go to resolvecam-
paign.com/donations or 
call 403-930-0975.

 ■ For a quick $10, $20 or $25 
donation, text “Home” to 
30333.

 ■ Spread the word: Use 
#FindingHome on so-
cial media to share your 
thoughts and create aware-
ness.

 ■ To learn more, watch for 
videos, stories, columns 
and photos at calgaryherald 
.com/findinghome  
and calgarysun.com/ 
findinghome.

Building a better future for
1,725 Calgarians.

Thanks to our partnership with the RESOLVE Campaign and
the Calgary Homeless Foundation, we’re working to help end
homelessness in Calgary.

Jayman.com

CAL00675486_1_1
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L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R

M
ore than 3,000 of our fellow citizens 
are unsure where their heads might 
find a pillow tonight. 

Some are wandering the streets as 
you read this, thinking about which shelter will 
have room for them on this chilly spring night.

Others are hidden from view. They are the 
families huddling in church basements. Vul-
nerable women surfing from couch to couch. 
Seniors who can’t afford a room of their own. 
People from all age groups who’ve suffered dis-
crimination, economic hardship, personal crisis, 
health problems, mental illness or addiction.

They all represent Calgary’s homeless popu-
lation. And, if we don’t come together to help 
them, the problem will only get worse.

The Resolve Campaign offers all of us, as Cal-
garians, a chance to unite and an opportunity to 
make our city a better place for everyone.

Nine social agencies — along with business, 
community and government leaders — are 
collaborating under the Resolve banner to 
create affordable housing for 3,000 vulnerable 
citizens. The active fundraising for the cam-
paign ends today, but pledges can continue to 
be made until March 31, 2021, meaning there’s 
still time to make a difference.

Resolve began making its difference about 
six years ago, with a focus on “housing first.” 
By ensuring vulnerable people first get shelter, 
Resolve agencies are then able to better provide 
health and social supports that address the 
problems that initially led to homelessness.

Having a place to hang one’s hat is vital if 
the intent is to deal with the issues that cause 
homelessness and break the cycle.

The Resolve Campaign has already smashed 
through the barriers that were keeping thou-
sands of people from finding affordable hous-
ing. It has raised millions of dollars, which has 
allowed member agencies to retire mortgages, 
purchase a building, start construction projects 
and plan hundreds of additional affordable 
housing units. More work, however, remains.

Homelessness isn’t just a problem for those 
without shelter. It’s a problem for all of us.

A high-needs homeless individual can cost the 
health, social and justice systems $55,000 a year. 
It’s a cost we all share. But once in a housing-first 
situation, the cost of supports for that person 
drops by $34,000. It also leads to a reduction in 
police interactions by 72 per cent, incarcerations 
by 84 per cent and hospital stays by 71 per cent.

Economic reasons aside, it’s also worth 
remembering that we’re talking about people, 
not just statistics. Ensuring everyone has a roof 
over their head is the right thing to do. A home 
provides a safe haven, a place to feel secure, to 
heal and to rest. It provides dignity. 

And every citizen deserves that.

MAKING A 
DIFFERENCE 

A home provides us with a sense 
of pride, purpose and dignity, and 
is something most of us take for 
granted. 

More than 3,000 Calgarians live 
each day without a place to call 
home. Calgary has more than 60 
per cent of the province’s home-
less population, a situation inten-
sified by the city’s critical short-
age of affordable rental housing.

The Resolve Campaign, a first-
of-its-kind collaboration of nine 
partner agencies, is working to 
address this critical issue. Our 
goal is to raise the capital needed 
to create affordable rental hous-
ing with support services for up 
to 3,000 homeless and vulner-
able Calgarians.

The government of Alberta 
has made significant commit-
ments to many of the Resolve 
partners’ projects, totalling 
more than $120 million. Donors 

to the campaign have provided 
more than $73 million to date to 
leverage the government fund-
ing — enough to provide 1,825 
homeless and vulnerable Calgar-
ians with a key to an affordable, 
supported rental home.

This campaign is an example 
of a truly effective partnership 
between public and private  
sectors.

The collaborative spirit of the 
campaign has inspired many to 
come together for a common 
goal. Our gratitude is extended 
to David and Leslie Bissett, the 
campaign’s largest individual 
donors, for their transformation-
al $8.9-million gift.

Our largest corporate donor, 
Canadian Natural, contributed 
$2 million, and the home build-
ing industry has collectively 
donated more than $27 million. 
Many others have contributed 

significant philanthropic dollars 
to support affordable housing  
in our city.

I extend deep gratitude to the 
Resolve Campaign cabinet, steer-
ing committee, the partners, the 
staff, and the many donors and 
stakeholders who have made 
Resolve a reality.

I am proud to witness how the 
government, business and com-
munity have come together to 
support our city’s most vulner-
able citizens. We’ve celebrated 
great successes, including open-
ing five new buildings, purchas-
ing one new building, retiring two 
mortgages, starting construction 
on four buildings, bringing eight 
projects to shovel-ready stage 
with funding in place to break 
ground, and bringing three proj-
ects to shovel-ready stage with 
a need for additional funding or 
financing to break ground.

We are optimistic that with 
your support, we will complete 
all 21 Resolve buildings as 
planned. Eighteen projects are 
complete or well on the way; we 

just need additional funds to get 
the last three buildings over the 
finish line.

The buildings in the Resolve 
Campaign are more than just 
bricks and mortar, they mark 
the start of a new life for tenants 
— what was once a dream, is now 
a reality.

What sets Resolve homes apart 
is the support tenants receive, 
which can be anything from men-
tal health assistance, to employ-
ment programs, or help with life 
skills. The housing-first model 
provides people with a home, 
first, and then the support they 
need to improve their health and 
well-being. It’s proven that the 
various programs our community 
funds cannot be as successful 
without the stability of a home.

A Calgary Homeless Founda-
tion study concluded that, when 
a person experiencing homeless-
ness is provided with appropri-
ate shelter with supports, costs 
to taxpayer-funded services are 
reduced by $34,000 per person. 
Not only does housing first make 

sense economically, it’s the right 
thing to do.

While the campaign will offi-
cially conclude today, Resolve will 
retain a small staff for one year 
to assist the nine partner agen-
cies and support the legacy of the 
campaign. Staff and volunteers 
will continue to wrap up a num-
ber of outstanding philanthropic 
requests that will ensure all 21 
Resolve projects are completed.

The Resolve partners will  
continue their good work, to  
help provide safety and stability 
for our city’s most vulnerable, 
and a place where they can begin 
to rebuild their lives — starting 
at home.

The success of this campaign 
would not be possible with-
out our community’s can-do 
spirit. Thank you to all who have 
supported this campaign. It’s 
because of you that we can now 
say to more than 1,800 Calgar-
ians: “Welcome home!”
Alan Norris is chairman and CEO 
of Brookfield Residential Properties 
and chair of the Resolve Campaign.

Calgarians are united in ensuring everyone has a place to call home
Eighteen of 21 Resolve buildings complete  
or well on the way, writes Alan Norris.

Resolve Campaign 
has opened our eyes 

When I first heard about the 
Resolve Campaign and its 
ambitious goals to halt home-
lessness, I wasn’t sure how 
successful that would be.

But, over the months, I’ve 
read the news about the cam-
paign’s new buildings and 
constructions. 

Resolve is substantially 
adding to the inventory of 
affordable apartments or 
suites for people one build-
ing at a time.

That takes a lot of work and 
a lot of time, which they have 
certainly invested.

Of note, I think Resolve 
has really educated us about 
homelessness, too. It was in-
teresting to read that home-
lessness doesn’t just affect 
the (mostly) men we see on 
downtown streets.

The homeless are both 
men and women, and both 
young and old. It takes much 
diversity in skills to work 
with people and help people 
who are so different from 
each other.

Resolve and the social 
agencies who work with 
the campaign seem to have 
that diversity. It seems to be 
working.

Keep it up, Resolve.
Amy Richards, Calgary

Help those who 
have less than you

I work at a downtown mall 
and I walk past homeless 
people every day.

It’s conflicting to walk from 
a place of excess and consum-
erism, such as a mall, when 
just outside the doors you see 
someone who has nothing.

There seems to be lots of 
discrepancies in our society 
between the haves and the 
have-nots.

It’s important for those 
who have something, to think 
about sharing and giving. 
Jordan Frost, Calgary

Few people choose 
life on the street

Most people who don’t have 
a stable home don’t choose to 
live that way. 

Sure, there is a handful 
of homeless people who 
like the idea of a care-free, 
responsibility-free life on the 
street. But they represent the 
minority of homeless people. 

I talk to these people when 
I see them and most want to 
change things for themselves. 
I think the idea of a warm bed 
and a safe home holds much 
more appeal for people than 
an uncertain and unsafe exis-
tence on the street. 
Pierre LaValle, Calgary

Calgarians care 
about each other

My heart breaks a little when 
I see the lineups of people 
waiting to get inside to a shel-
ter, or waiting for a free meal.

The lives of the homeless 
can’t be easy, but as a Calgar-
ian, I am proud that we have 
facilities and shelters to serve 
these people. 

Through my volunteer 
work, I’ve seen so many 
dedicated Calgarians who 
work and volunteer at these 
facilities. Some have given up 
high-paying jobs to do this 
meaningful work.

Still others give up hours of 
their time each week to help. 
It shows me that Calgarians 
care about the homeless and 
want to help them however 
they can.

Congratulations, Calgary, 
on caring.
Rose VanVleet

Income support 
system falls short

Why is the identity of 
Calgarians without a home 
subsumed by a term that 
describes the absence of 
something? 

 In her book, The Origin 
of Totalitarianism, Hannah 
Arendt suggests that creat-
ing homelessness is a step 

toward denying a person the 
right of a citizen. 

Does the Alberta Income 
and Employment Supports 
Act give credence to Ar-
endt’s view when it denies an 
Albertan any income sup-
port because he or she has no 
private residence?

Is the credence of Arendt’s 
view strengthened, given 
that income support levels 
outlined in Schedule 5 of the 
regulation have not increased 
since the 2011 amount for 
a single Albertan of $627 a 
month — for food, clothing, 
shelter and items of personal 
need?  

It’s noteworthy that the 
amount of $627 a month 
buys roughly two weeks 
room and board in a kennel 
for a large dog.
Jake Kuiken, Calgary
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