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Executive Summary
BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

Immigrants and refugees in Toronto, particularly refugee

claimants, are at-risk for homelessness. As a result, increas-

ing numbers of immigrants and refugees are requiring shel-

ter, drop-in and other housing services. The needs of im-

migrants and refugees who have become homeless may be

different than those who are Canadian-born. Newcomers

may be adjusting to a new language and culture and may

also face unique challenges with respect to employment,

health and legal issues. However, most shelters and drop-

ins are not mandated to meet the needs of immigrants and

refugees who have become homeless. Most shelter and

drop-in staff lack the time, skills or resources to effec-

tively house and settle newcomers. Moreover, there have

been few systemic attempts to develop shelter and drop-

in services that are accessible, appropriate, and respon-

sive to the needs of this population.

Best Practices for Working with Homeless Immigrants

and Refugees is a community-based action-research project

sponsored by Access Alliance Multicultural Community

Health Centre and funded by the Supporting Communities

Partnership Initiative (SCPI) with the following objectives:

• Document the experiences of adult immigrants and

refugees who have used single men’s and women’s

shelters and drop-ins (i.e. “visibly” homeless) in

downtown Toronto.

• Develop best practices among shelter and drop-in

staff for working with immigrants and refugees.

• Facilitate the linking of shelters/drop-ins with

health, settlement, legal and community-based

social services.

The specific goals of Phase I, the research phase, were to:

• Interview adult immigrants and refugees who have

used single men’s and women’s shelters and drop-ins

in downtown Toronto.

• Interview shelter and drop-in staff to identify the

service needs of homeless immigrants and refugees.

• Conduct focus groups with staff from settlement

agencies, community legal clinics and community

health centres to identify ways to strengthen links

with shelters and drop-ins.

• Develop an analysis of the rules and practices that

inhibit access to services for homeless immigrants

and refugees.

• Develop recommendations for increasing access and

improving services.

• Develop and disseminate the research report “Best

Practices for Working with Homeless Immigrants and

Refugees.”

This project and the work of Access Alliance

Multicultural Community Health Centre is grounded in the

Ottawa Charter on Health Promotion which states that

the prerequisites for achieving health are peace, shelter,

education, food, income, a stable economic system, so-

cial justice and equity.  Access Alliance believes in the

fundamental right of people living in Canada to have ac-

cess to adequate and affordable housing, as it is an essen-

tial component of their overall health and wellbeing.
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METHODOLOGY

The research employed a community-based, qualitative

methodology that included:

Steering CommitteeSteering CommitteeSteering CommitteeSteering CommitteeSteering Committee
• Homeless immigrants and refugees, shelter and drop-

in staff, and staff from other community-based

agencies who provided input on all aspects of the

research methodology

Semi-Structured InterviewsSemi-Structured InterviewsSemi-Structured InterviewsSemi-Structured InterviewsSemi-Structured Interviews
• 30 adult homeless immigrants & refugees who have

used single shelters and/or drop-ins

• 27 shelter and drop-in staff (front-line and managerial)

Focus GroupsFocus GroupsFocus GroupsFocus GroupsFocus Groups
• 19 representatives from settlement, community legal

and community health sectors

Community Reference GroupsCommunity Reference GroupsCommunity Reference GroupsCommunity Reference GroupsCommunity Reference Groups
• 14 individuals (including community agency staff and

immigrant and refugee shelter users) who provided

feedback on the recommendations

FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

The research phase of the Best Practices for Working with

Homeless Immigrants and Refugees project has generated

11 findings and 21 recommendations for addressing hous-

ing, homelessness and access to services for immigrants

and refugees, and the needs of the service providers who

work with them. The findings and recommendations are

organized into eight themes: socio-economic status, hous-

ing and homelessness, shelter and drop-in services, lan-

guage, discrimination, coordination of services, training,

and future research and funding.

I was raised to be educated, to go to

university, then finish from university and

have a good job. But all those dreams are not

there. I end up at the bottom staying with the

homeless people, chronic alcoholics and

people that are criminals.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS

FINDING #1:FINDING #1:FINDING #1:FINDING #1:FINDING #1: Immigrants and refugees are at-riskImmigrants and refugees are at-riskImmigrants and refugees are at-riskImmigrants and refugees are at-riskImmigrants and refugees are at-risk
fffffor homelessness due to poor homelessness due to poor homelessness due to poor homelessness due to poor homelessness due to povvvvvererererertytytytyty,,,,, cuts to social cuts to social cuts to social cuts to social cuts to social
programs, unrecognized employment and edu-programs, unrecognized employment and edu-programs, unrecognized employment and edu-programs, unrecognized employment and edu-programs, unrecognized employment and edu-
cation credentials, delays in work permits, andcation credentials, delays in work permits, andcation credentials, delays in work permits, andcation credentials, delays in work permits, andcation credentials, delays in work permits, and
mental illness.mental illness.mental illness.mental illness.mental illness.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #1: With support from appropriate levels

of government, community agencies should continue to

address poverty, cuts to social programs, lack of recognition

for foreign trained professionals and workers, delays in

work permits, and mental health issues among homeless

immigrants and refugees in Toronto and across Canada.

When I got pregnant I had nowhere to go. So I

had to go into shelters. Then last year I had

my own place, but then after the rent was

expensive and I couldn’t [pay my rent] I

ended up back  in the shelter.

HOUSING

FINDING FINDING FINDING FINDING FINDING #2: #2: #2: #2: #2: The current housing market inThe current housing market inThe current housing market inThe current housing market inThe current housing market in
TTTTTorororororonto is inadequaonto is inadequaonto is inadequaonto is inadequaonto is inadequate fte fte fte fte for meeting the needsor meeting the needsor meeting the needsor meeting the needsor meeting the needs
of immigrants and refugees.of immigrants and refugees.of immigrants and refugees.of immigrants and refugees.of immigrants and refugees.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #2: Federal, provincial and municipal

governments should work together to immediately

implement a National Housing Strategy in Canada.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #3: The federal and provincial governments

should provide funds to the municipal government to

develop affordable housing that is accessible to immigrants

and refugees.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #4: Not-for-profit housing providers

should make a commitment to ensuring that immigrants

and refugees have equitable access to all forms of not-for-

profit housing.
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We experienced trying to find a house…it is

very difficult to find a house here in Toronto.

The rents are very high and there are certain

premises where the landlords

are a little difficult.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #5: Community-based agencies should

continue to pressure the appropriate levels of government

to amend the Tenant Protection Act (TPA) and reinstate

rent control.

SHELTER AND DROP-IN SERVICES

FINDING #3:FINDING #3:FINDING #3:FINDING #3:FINDING #3: Despite the number and variety ofDespite the number and variety ofDespite the number and variety ofDespite the number and variety ofDespite the number and variety of
sheltersheltersheltersheltershelters and drs and drs and drs and drs and drop-ins in op-ins in op-ins in op-ins in op-ins in TTTTTorororororontoontoontoontoonto,,,,, the needs of the needs of the needs of the needs of the needs of
homeless immigrants and refugees are not con-homeless immigrants and refugees are not con-homeless immigrants and refugees are not con-homeless immigrants and refugees are not con-homeless immigrants and refugees are not con-
sistently being met.sistently being met.sistently being met.sistently being met.sistently being met.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #6: The federal, provincial and municipal

governments should jointly increase funds to create new

shelters and drop-ins, and to support existing shelters and

drop-ins, to specifically meet the needs of immigrants and

refugees in Toronto.

The role of shelters has changed, or the

clientele has truly changed in the last four

years. The number of newcomers going to

shelters is just growing in leaps and bounds.

From youth shelters to adult shelters, a

population that was less than one percent is

now at least  50 percent and higher. The

workers are definitely not equipped to

deal with them.

RRRRRecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendationtiontiontiontion #7: In coordination with shelters, Shelter,

Housing and Support Division (SHS) should evaluate whether

these shelters are meeting the specific needs of immigrants

and refugees, particularly women.

FINDING #4: FINDING #4: FINDING #4: FINDING #4: FINDING #4: Many shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are not
accessible for immigrants and refugees due toaccessible for immigrants and refugees due toaccessible for immigrants and refugees due toaccessible for immigrants and refugees due toaccessible for immigrants and refugees due to
uncomfuncomfuncomfuncomfuncomfororororortatatatatabbbbble enle enle enle enle envirvirvirvirvironments and laconments and laconments and laconments and laconments and lack ofk ofk ofk ofk of cultur cultur cultur cultur cultur-----
ally appropriate services.ally appropriate services.ally appropriate services.ally appropriate services.ally appropriate services.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #8: Shelters and drop-ins should work

together with Shelter, Housing and Support Division (SHS)

and the Ontario Association of Hostels (OAH) to develop

definitions of “culturally appropriate services” and to develop

and share culturally appropriate service delivery models.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #9: The provincial government should fund

the Shelter, Housing and Support Division (SHS) and its

constituent shelters to develop standards on the delivery

of culturally appropriate services, and to ensure that these

standards are rigorous and measurable.

What is the most challenging is still the

language barrier. Not always can you ask for

service so you have to wait until you can get

some one, so that’s tough.

LANGUAGE

FINDING #5: FINDING #5: FINDING #5: FINDING #5: FINDING #5: Many shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are notMany shelters and drop-ins are not
linguistically accessible to immigrants and refu-linguistically accessible to immigrants and refu-linguistically accessible to immigrants and refu-linguistically accessible to immigrants and refu-linguistically accessible to immigrants and refu-
gees.gees.gees.gees.gees.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #10: Shelters and drop-ins should work

with Shelter, Housing and Support Division (SHS) to develop

pilot programs to address the issue of language access in

shelters.

RRRRRecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendationtiontiontiontion #11: The Shelter, Housing and Support

Division (SHS) should build on existing guiding principles

within Shelter Standards on linguistically appropriate

services by developing standards on language.
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RRRRRecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendationtiontiontiontion #12: The City of Toronto should ensure

that all city-funded agencies and services (including shelters

and drop-ins) have consistent access to funding for

interpreter services to better meet the language needs of

immigrants and refugees, and other clients, with limited or

no English language skills.

Well I find it is very difficult. Because being

on Welfare, or being homeless basically, you

have no references, and most landlords don’t

like that. I tried to get a place one time and

the landlord needed first and last, that’s

number one, I don’t have that, and secondly,

it’s my colour, some landlord don’t like that. I

went to this lady and she said she has a

problem with Black people. I say what, if you

have problems with Black people, that’s

Black people. Black people are not all the

same. But we have those kind of stereotype

and the other problem is even once the

landlord knows you are on Welfare, they

have a problem accepting you.

DISCRIMINATION

FINDING #6: FINDING #6: FINDING #6: FINDING #6: FINDING #6: Immigrants and refugees may faceImmigrants and refugees may faceImmigrants and refugees may faceImmigrants and refugees may faceImmigrants and refugees may face
barriers to accessing housing and services for thebarriers to accessing housing and services for thebarriers to accessing housing and services for thebarriers to accessing housing and services for thebarriers to accessing housing and services for the
homeless due to discriminatory practices amonghomeless due to discriminatory practices amonghomeless due to discriminatory practices amonghomeless due to discriminatory practices amonghomeless due to discriminatory practices among
some landlords and shelter and drop-in staff.some landlords and shelter and drop-in staff.some landlords and shelter and drop-in staff.some landlords and shelter and drop-in staff.some landlords and shelter and drop-in staff.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #13: Community legal clinics and other

community-based agencies should continue to raise

awareness about discrimination in housing and other

barriers to housing through education and advocacy with

the public and various levels of government.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #14: The Supporting Communities

Partnership Initiative and other appropriate funding bodies

should support research to study the rate and nature of

evictions among immigrants and refugees in Toronto.

The staff, the ones who work in the shelters,

they must be screened so that they don’t end

up being racist and discriminate other

people. They should be screened.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #15: Shelters and drop-ins should develop

in-house anti-racism/anti-oppression policies that are

delivered appropriately and monitored on an ongoing basis.

RRRRRecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendationtiontiontiontion #16: Shelter, Housing and Support Division

(SHS) should evaluate the delivery of anti-racism/anti-

oppression services to ensure that shelters and drop-ins

meet existing standards.

COORDINATION OF SERVICES

FINDING #7: FINDING #7: FINDING #7: FINDING #7: FINDING #7: There is a lack of effective coordi-There is a lack of effective coordi-There is a lack of effective coordi-There is a lack of effective coordi-There is a lack of effective coordi-
nation of services among shelters and drop-insnation of services among shelters and drop-insnation of services among shelters and drop-insnation of services among shelters and drop-insnation of services among shelters and drop-ins
and betwand betwand betwand betwand between these sereen these sereen these sereen these sereen these services and settlement orvices and settlement orvices and settlement orvices and settlement orvices and settlement or-----
ganizations, community legal clinics and commu-ganizations, community legal clinics and commu-ganizations, community legal clinics and commu-ganizations, community legal clinics and commu-ganizations, community legal clinics and commu-
nity health centres.nity health centres.nity health centres.nity health centres.nity health centres.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #17: Settlement agencies and shelters and

drop-ins should work with appropriate levels of government

and other key stakeholders to develop systems and

structures to improve coordination of services between

sectors.

Much of the time there isn’t enough

communication between, for example, the

shelter system and the settlement agencies

nor among the settlement agencies

themselves.
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Well I think at all levels, whether it be staff,

organization or sectoral, I think that there

needs to be more education around why

people come to Canada, and then what’s

available for people when they do come here

and all depending on if they come sponsored

or not sponsored, when sponsorship breaks

down, that sort of thing.

TRAINING

FINDING #8: SFINDING #8: SFINDING #8: SFINDING #8: SFINDING #8: Shelter and drop-in staff requirehelter and drop-in staff requirehelter and drop-in staff requirehelter and drop-in staff requirehelter and drop-in staff require
improved and up-to-date information on currentimproved and up-to-date information on currentimproved and up-to-date information on currentimproved and up-to-date information on currentimproved and up-to-date information on current
immigration and refugee policy and how to com-immigration and refugee policy and how to com-immigration and refugee policy and how to com-immigration and refugee policy and how to com-immigration and refugee policy and how to com-
plete refugee claimant forms.plete refugee claimant forms.plete refugee claimant forms.plete refugee claimant forms.plete refugee claimant forms.

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #18: Shelters and drop-ins and other

community-based agencies should collaborate to increase

the capacity of their respective organizations to plan and

deliver training on diversity, immigration and refugee policy,

and completing refugee claimant forms.

FINDING #9: FINDING #9: FINDING #9: FINDING #9: FINDING #9: Some shelter and drop-in staff re-Some shelter and drop-in staff re-Some shelter and drop-in staff re-Some shelter and drop-in staff re-Some shelter and drop-in staff re-
quire more knowledge on the culture, religionquire more knowledge on the culture, religionquire more knowledge on the culture, religionquire more knowledge on the culture, religionquire more knowledge on the culture, religion
and history of immigrant and refugee groups.and history of immigrant and refugee groups.and history of immigrant and refugee groups.and history of immigrant and refugee groups.and history of immigrant and refugee groups.

RRRRRecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendaecommendationtiontiontiontion #19: Together with Shelter, Housing and

Support Division (SHS), agencies that deliver training to

shelters and drop-ins should evaluate whether their training

on specific issues affecting immigrants and refugees (such

as immigrant and refugee policy, cultural competence, anti-

oppression/anti-racism, and completing refugee claimant

forms) is reaching the agencies and individuals that need it

most.

FUTURE RESEARCH AND FUNDING

FINDING #10: FINDING #10: FINDING #10: FINDING #10: FINDING #10: There is insufficient knowledgeThere is insufficient knowledgeThere is insufficient knowledgeThere is insufficient knowledgeThere is insufficient knowledge
and information about the scale of visible andand information about the scale of visible andand information about the scale of visible andand information about the scale of visible andand information about the scale of visible and
hidden homelessness among immigrants andhidden homelessness among immigrants andhidden homelessness among immigrants andhidden homelessness among immigrants andhidden homelessness among immigrants and
rrrrrefugefugefugefugefugees in ees in ees in ees in ees in TTTTTorororororonto among policonto among policonto among policonto among policonto among policy maky maky maky maky makererererersssss,,,,, aca- aca- aca- aca- aca-
demics, shelter/drop-in staff and other servicedemics, shelter/drop-in staff and other servicedemics, shelter/drop-in staff and other servicedemics, shelter/drop-in staff and other servicedemics, shelter/drop-in staff and other service
providers. This knowledge gap hinders the de-providers. This knowledge gap hinders the de-providers. This knowledge gap hinders the de-providers. This knowledge gap hinders the de-providers. This knowledge gap hinders the de-
velopment of broad policy and program initia-velopment of broad policy and program initia-velopment of broad policy and program initia-velopment of broad policy and program initia-velopment of broad policy and program initia-
tives that address homelessness among immi-tives that address homelessness among immi-tives that address homelessness among immi-tives that address homelessness among immi-tives that address homelessness among immi-
gggggrrrrrants and rants and rants and rants and rants and refugefugefugefugefugees in a systemic mannerees in a systemic mannerees in a systemic mannerees in a systemic mannerees in a systemic manner.....

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #20: The Supporting Communities

Partnership Initiative and other appropriate funding bodies

should support research to quantify the full extent of

hidden and visible homelessness among immigrants and

refugees in Toronto.

FINDING #11: FINDING #11: FINDING #11: FINDING #11: FINDING #11: Many of the findings and recom-Many of the findings and recom-Many of the findings and recom-Many of the findings and recom-Many of the findings and recom-
mendamendamendamendamendations oftions oftions oftions oftions of the  the  the  the  the Best PrBest PrBest PrBest PrBest Practices factices factices factices factices for or or or or WWWWWorororororking withking withking withking withking with
Homeless Immigrants and RefugeesHomeless Immigrants and RefugeesHomeless Immigrants and RefugeesHomeless Immigrants and RefugeesHomeless Immigrants and Refugees project re- project re- project re- project re- project re-
quire actions that cannot be adequately addressedquire actions that cannot be adequately addressedquire actions that cannot be adequately addressedquire actions that cannot be adequately addressedquire actions that cannot be adequately addressed
within the limited time and budgetary scope ofwithin the limited time and budgetary scope ofwithin the limited time and budgetary scope ofwithin the limited time and budgetary scope ofwithin the limited time and budgetary scope of
the current SCPI fund. This project has identifiedthe current SCPI fund. This project has identifiedthe current SCPI fund. This project has identifiedthe current SCPI fund. This project has identifiedthe current SCPI fund. This project has identified
key issues and challenges that require sustainedkey issues and challenges that require sustainedkey issues and challenges that require sustainedkey issues and challenges that require sustainedkey issues and challenges that require sustained
efefefefeffffffororororort and fundingt and fundingt and fundingt and fundingt and funding.....

RecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendationRecommendation #21: The federal, provincial and municipal

governments, through programs such as the Supporting

Communities Partnership Initiative should make a

commitment to the development of best practices for

working with marginalized populations, such as immigrants

and refugees, in future funding initiatives.
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MAIN CONTRIBUTIONS OF RESEARCH

The contributions of the research for the Best Practices

for Working with Homeless Immigrants and Refugees project

lie in two key areas:

1. Provides scientific (evidence-based) verification of a number1. Provides scientific (evidence-based) verification of a number1. Provides scientific (evidence-based) verification of a number1. Provides scientific (evidence-based) verification of a number1. Provides scientific (evidence-based) verification of a number
of key problems and solutions for which previous knowledgeof key problems and solutions for which previous knowledgeof key problems and solutions for which previous knowledgeof key problems and solutions for which previous knowledgeof key problems and solutions for which previous knowledge
wwwwwas either scaas either scaas either scaas either scaas either scattertterttertterttered and pared and pared and pared and pared and partial,tial,tial,tial,tial, or simpl or simpl or simpl or simpl or simply impry impry impry impry impressionistic andessionistic andessionistic andessionistic andessionistic and
anecdotal.anecdotal.anecdotal.anecdotal.anecdotal.

This research brings together the experiences, stories and

recommendations of adult immigrants and refugees who

have used shelters and drop-ins (i.e. “visibly” homeless) in

downtown Toronto, shelter and drop-in staff, and service

providers in the settlement, community health and com-

munity legal sectors. Although this research focussed on a

specific sub-set of the homeless population researchers,

policy makers, and service providers are urged to consider

how the findings, recommendations and actions are rel-

evant to other homeless populations and other geographi-

cal contexts. The results of this study will hopefully shed

light on problems, issues and potential solutions for other

communities locally, provincially and nationally.

2. By linking findings with recommendations and subsequent2. By linking findings with recommendations and subsequent2. By linking findings with recommendations and subsequent2. By linking findings with recommendations and subsequent2. By linking findings with recommendations and subsequent
proposals for action, provides a vital shift from identifyingproposals for action, provides a vital shift from identifyingproposals for action, provides a vital shift from identifyingproposals for action, provides a vital shift from identifyingproposals for action, provides a vital shift from identifying
problems to generating solutions.problems to generating solutions.problems to generating solutions.problems to generating solutions.problems to generating solutions.

Homelessness has reached crisis proportions in Canada. To

address this crisis, research on homelessness and housing

should seek to bring about understanding as well as change.

In this study, a community-based research approach was

employed to directly inform the development and imple-

mentation of action strategies to address homelessness

among immigrants and refugees in Toronto. As such, this

study defends and promotes the application of community-

based action-research on homelessness and housing to en-

sure that research questions, methodology and analysis

are responsive to — and grounded in the realities of —

participating communities.

FUTURE ACTIONS

A key purpose of the Best Practices for Working with Home-

less Immigrants and Refugees project is to bridge the gap

between research and action on the issue of homelessness.

Using a community-based approach, the second phase of

the project has involved the prioritization of recommen-

dations by the Steering Committee. Steering Committee

participants, including homeless immigrants and refugees

and staff from community-based organizations, called for

action in four key areas:

• linguistic accessibility of shelters and drop-ins

• delivery of culturally appropriate services in shelters

and drop-ins

• coordination of services between settlement sector

and shelters and drop-ins

• coordination of training on issues affecting homeless

immigrants and refugees

To address these issues, Access Alliance Multicultural Com-

munity Health Centre will host a series of “roundtables” to

develop pilot project ideas and build partnerships. The

specific goals of the roundtables are:

• To bring together key agencies and individuals with

an interest in the particular theme area.

• To build on key issues identified through the re-

search and develop opportunities for action.

• To brainstorm pilot project ideas.

• To facilitate the building of partnerships to conduct

projects.

To ensure that the roundtables reflect the broad range of

expertise and interests of stakeholders the participants will

include representatives from community-based organiza-

tions and various levels of government. It is hoped that the

roundtables will generate systemic and sustainable solutions

for the problem of homelessness among immigrants and

refugees in Toronto and other Canadian urban centres. A

roundtable report will be distributed to participants, key

stakeholders, and interested individuals and agencies.
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