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Executive Summary 

 
Homelessness and lack of safe, adequate, affordable housing are 
critical issues for young people in the Cowichan Region. Research 
conducted over the past five years has emphasized growing concern 
around the increasing numbers of youth experiencing homelessness 
and lack of affordable housing; concurrently, the past five years has 
seen significant increases in issues related to poverty, mental health 
and substance use, particularly for youth.  
 
Many of the youth in our community who experience housing 
instability are also struggling with one or more pressures including 
poverty, isolation, discrimination, abuse, harassment, mental health 
concerns criminal involvement, and sexual exploitation.  
 
The longer a youth lives without stable housing, guidance and 
supports, the more likely these concerns will increase, potentially 
having long-term negative consequences. Research and evidence 
strongly support the premise that addressing homelessness has a 
demonstrable return on investment in terms of reduced financial cost 
to society and improved community health and social well-being. 
 
The Close to Home Project was developed in response to concerns 
that were voiced at many tables over the past few years, and in 
particular, at the Mental Health and Substance Use Collective Impact 
Table, where dialogue around these issues led to the conclusion that 
adequate housing is a pre-cursor to moving forward and addressing 
community health and youth well-being in a meaningful way.   
 
The aims of the Close to Home project were to develop a Housing First model for the Cowichan 
Region, and as a first priority, develop an Implementation Plan for Addressing Youth 
Homelessness, with a focus on the design, development and implementation of a supported youth 
housing/shelter facility.  
 
Consultations and research in the Cowichan Region have identified the need for developing a 
spectrum of housing for youth, and a system of care that supports young people to access and 
maintain housing, as well as to move forward in life.  
 
Key to this model is the understanding of the geographic and demographic diversity of the 
Cowichan Region and of the youth who live here, in particular, Indigenous youth, to ensure nuts'a' 
maat shqwaluwun ς that we are working with One Heart and One Mind. Our model articulates a 
multidimensional lens for understanding youth and the context of the Cowichan Region through 
which youth homelessness and housing needs to be approached, and our commitment to work 
together. 

 

Homelessness describes 
the situation of an 

individual or family without 
stable, permanent, 

appropriate housing, or the 
immediate prospect, means 
and ability of acquiring it. It 
is the result of systemic or 
societal barriers, a lack of 

affordable and appropriate 
housing, the 

individual/householdôs 
financial, mental, cognitive, 

behavioural or physical 
challenges, and/or racism 

and discrimination. Most 
people do not choose to be 

homeless, and the 
experience is generally 

negative, unpleasant, 
stressful and distressing. 

(Canadian Observatory on 
Homelessness, 2012)   
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The Partnership Framework 
 
The Close to Home project was hosted and led by Cowichan Housing Association in partnership 
with Our Cowichan Health Network and Social Planning Cowichan, and in collaboration with the 
Mental Health and Substance Use (MHSU) Collective Impact Team.  
 
The power of Collective Impact is being able to gather, reach out, connect with, hear the voices 
of, and include in many different ways, all of the people who need to be involved. Over the past 
year, many agencies came together to participate in committee work, Housing First education 
sessions, to share their knowledge, define the solutions and be part of the work and way 
forward.  
 
The Importance of Community Context 
 
The context for this project is the Cowichan Region, a geographically, culturally and 
demographically diverse area, located on Vancouver Island, BC. This region stretches from the 
Pacific Coast of Vancouver Island to the Strait of Georgia (Salish Sea) and southern Gulf Islands to 
the east. It reaches north to Ladysmith and south to the Malahat/Mill Bay area.  
 
Cowichan is part of the traditional unceded territory of the Coast Salish Peoples. It is home to eight 
local First Nations: Cowichan Tribes, Ditidaht First Nation, Halalt First Nation, Lake Cowichan First 
Nation, [ȅŀŎƪǎƻƴ CƛǊǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴΣ aŀƭŀƘŀǘ CƛǊǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴΣ tŜƴŜƭŀƪǳǘ ¢ǊƛōŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘȊΩǳƳƛƴǳǎ CƛǊǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
 
The process of developing our Housing First Plan for Youth recognized the critical influence of our 
land and geography, and of all who live and work here. As well, it integrated the sheer volume and 
complexity of agencies and organizations that are currently involved through different tables, or 
under umbrellas that are working on these challenges through a particular lens, to coalesce and 
combine their collective knowledge and efforts.  
 
Understanding the Diverse Needs of Youth in the Cowichan Region 
 
Youth are incredibly diverse. They are male, female, agender, transgender, LGTBQ2S; they are 
Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal, newcomers and life-long residents. They live in both urban and rural 
settings and in a variety of family circumstances. They are even parents. Many youth are working 
hard to stay safe, to keep a roof over their heads or to survive on the streets, to support 
themselves, and to stay in school. 
 
Building on the context of the Cowichan Region, the Housing First for Youth Plan was developed 
out of research, and region-wide engagement with youth and the organizations who serve them.  
 
Paramount to this process was to go far beyond counting, research and consultation, to reach out, 
invite voices, build trust and relationships, engage in authentic conversations and accommodate 
participation in many different ways.  
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Understanding the diverse needs of youth in the Cowichan Region came from a range of 
processes: data from a Point in Time Count in summer of 2017, the Close to Home Project Needs 
and Gaps analysis involving formal interviews, focus groups and a survey of at risk youth. It also 
came from listening to both youth and adults through numerous community conversations, and 
through focused conversations with our Youth Housing First and Youth committees.  
 
Examining the Research and Best Practices 
 
In our work to develop a framework and plan for the unique context and needs of the Cowichan 
Region, we also reached out to other individuals and communities for their experience and were 
able to draw and weave from these examples for strategic, operational and inspirational 
information. Our thanks to all who have come before us, whose knowledge and experience helped 
us to develop our own framework and action plan. 
 
Our Land, Our Cultures, Our Youth: Integrating a Cowichan Youth Lens 
 
First and foremost, the Cowichan Region Housing First Plan recognizes the diverse and complex 
situations of youth from around the region. Our model is based on a recognition of this diversity 
and was informed by youth and organizations that serve them.  
 

Indigenous Youth Cowichan is part of the traditional unceded territory of the Coast Salish 
Peoples. It is home to eight local First Nations: Cowichan Tribes, Ditidaht First 
Nation, Halalt First Nation, Lake Cowichan First Nation, Lyackson First Nation, 
Malahat First Nation, PeƴŜƭŀƪǳǘ ¢ǊƛōŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘȊΩǳƳƛƴǳǎ CƛǊǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴΦ Housing 
and supports that serve Indigenous youth must recognize their culture and 
history and must be part of the journey to help begin to heal, build 
community, and reconnect with culture and family. This would happen 
through cultural teachings, lessons, and traditional practices guided by elders 
from their home community. 

LGBTQ2S+ Youth LGBTQ2S+ youth face challenges and barriers ranging from homophobia, 
biphobia, and transphobia. LGBTQ2S+ youth need an option that provides a 
safe place where their sexual orientation and gender identity is respected and 
celebrated. 

Young Families with 
Children 

Youth with Children need specific supports around child care and parental 
education, as well as separate housing with enough space for their families. 

Newcomers Newcomers would need specific supports around the English language, 
cultural education, and community connection. 

Rural/Urban Rural youth would specifically need transportation support, as well as mobile 
wrap-around services.  

Developmental Developmental growth is different for each individual; specific life skills will 
vary depending on the youth, but might look like cooking, cleaning, work 
ethic, education, etc. 



 

Page 8 of 40 Close to Home: Housing First to Address Youth Homelessness and Affordable 
Housing in the Cowichan Valley, BC 

 
The Cowichan Region Housing First for Youth Plan 

 
 
The Cowichan Region Housing First Plan aims to build an integrated system of care that puts our 
young people at the centre, and places a focus on housing and preventing youth homelessness.  
 
wŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ tƭŀƴΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
immediate objectives are to address respite, shelter and transitional housing while fostering 
long term, permanent housing opportunities.  
 
Our model is built upon a knowledge of the geography and people of the Cowichan Region that 
inform the two foundations of housing and a system of care. We depend on collaborative, 
community-wide involvement with continuous communications, and the voices of our youth.  
 

Plan Objectives 
 

I. Shelter, Transitional and Permanent Housing that meets the 
needs of all youth 
 

II. A System of Care that provides for the range of supports 
needed to ensure youth are appropriately sheltered or housed 
and that youth well-being is central  
 

III. Leadership, participation and involvement strategies that 
recognize and provide for differing needs and that highlight the 
voices of youth 
 

IV. A process for sharing information and keeping everyone 
connected 
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Priority Actions 
 
Firstly, in recognition of the sheer lack of housing options and services in the Cowichan Region for 
youth, the initial and primary objective is to create a range of housing opportunities from which to 
begin.  The second objective is to gather, develop and cultivate the range of service partnerships 
needed to support youth in a Housing First approach.  
 
At the time of this report, collaborative work has begun on all fronts and the passion and efforts of 
the community are shining a light on action.  
 
1. Respite Housing: 

Social Planning Cowichan will host a project to develop a Youth Host Homes Program. 

2. Youth Home (13 ς 19 age group): 

Cowichan Valley Open Learning Cooperative (CVOLC) Leadership Class are leading the 
development of a youth home concept to support youth aged 13-18 in need of emergency 
assistance and support.  

3. Transitional Housing: 

Canadian Mental Health Association (Cowichan Branch) is exploring expanding their capacity and 
adding housing site options to accommodate youth transitional housing. A current opportunity to 
house young mothers with children is in discussion. 

4. Scattered Site Housing: 

CMHA is exploring expanding their capacity to provide scattered site housing to accommodate 
youth. They have a small number of youth aged 19 - 24 in scattered site housing and develop a 
Moving Forward Plan with each individual. 

5. Permanent Supported Housing:  

IƛƛȅŜΩȅǳ [ŜƭǳƳ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ 
housing geared to young mothers and their babies and youth in general.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Photo Courtesy of Social Planning Cowichan 
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1. Introduction 
 
Homelessness and lack of safe, adequate, 
affordable housing are critical issues for young 
people in the Cowichan Region. Research 
conducted over the past five years has emphasized 
growing concern around the increasing numbers of 
youth experiencing homelessness and lack of 
affordable housing; concurrently, the past five 
years has seen significant increases in issues 
related to poverty, mental health and substance 
use, particularly for youth.  
 
Many of the youth in our community who experience housing instability are also struggling with 
one or more pressures including substance use, mental health concerns, isolation, discrimination, 
abuse, harassment, criminal involvement, poverty and sexual exploitation.  
 
The longer a youth lives without stable housing, guidance and supports, the more likely these 
concerns will increase, potentially having long-term negative consequences. Research and 
evidence strongly support the premise that addressing homelessness has a demonstrable return 
on investment in terms of reduced financial cost to society and improved community health and 
social well-being. 
 
Housing First offers a model of best practice for addressing youth homelessness and housing 
issues. This approach prioritizes providing permanent housing to people experiencing 
homelessness and serving as a platform from which they can be supported to be well and flourish. 
To achieve this, we need a collective effort on the part of many agencies and organizations at all 
levels.  
 
The Close to Home Project was developed in response to concerns that were voiced at many 
tables over the past few years, and in particular the Mental Health and Substance Use Collective 
Impact Table, where dialogue around these issues has led to the conclusion that adequate housing 
is a pre-cursor to moving forward and addressing community health and youth well-being in a 
meaningful way.   
 
This project recognized the sheer volume and complexity of agencies and organizations who are 
currently involved through different tables, or under umbrellas that are working on these 
challenges through a particular lens, and who would like to coalesce and combine their collective 
knowledge.  
 
The aims of the Close to Home project were to develop a Housing First model for the Cowichan 
Region, and as a first priority, develop an Implementation Plan for Addressing Youth 
Homelessness, with a focus on the design, development and implementation of a supported youth 
housing/shelter facility.  
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For the purposes of this project, youth are loosely defined as between the ages of 15 to 25 years 
of age, and who are considered to be at risk or experiencing homelessness and/or housing 
adequacy issues. 
 
The Project 
 
The Close to Home Project was developed during fall of 2016, launched in June of 2017. Working 
within the unique regional context of the Cowichan area, the objectives of the project were to: 
 

i. Engage community local governments, service providers, umbrella organizations, 
businesses and housing providers to build knowledge and capacity for addressing youth 
homelessness and housing issues through the Housing First approach. 

ii. Understanding the unique context and circumstances of the Cowichan Region, design, 
develop and adopt a locally relevant and appropriate approach to youth homelessness 
based on Housing First principles. 

iii. Work collaboratively with community partners to design, develop and begin 
implementation of a youth housing project.  

iv. Document and evaluate the process and achievements toward an understanding of what 
works and lessons learned for going forward.  

 
Over the year, it reached out to communities around the region to dialogue, build a Youth Housing 
First committee to guide the process, and to gather input into needs, gaps and solutions. Over 
time, the MHSU Youth Housing First Committee evolved into a broad-based, Collective Impact 
group. 
 
The following sections will outline: 
 
¶ The national picture of youth homelessness 

¶ Learnings from other communities 

¶ The context of the Cowichan region 

¶ The process of community engagement and results of the needs and gaps analysis  

¶ Formation of the Housing First for Youth Plan and actions underway 
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2. National Picture of Youth Homelessness and Housing  

Defining Youth1 Homelessness 
 

ά¸ƻǳǘƘ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ between the 
ages of 13 and 24 who are living independently of parents and/or caregivers, but do not 

have the means or ability to acquire a stable, safe or consistent residence. 
(Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, 2016) 

 
Youth homelessness is a complex social issue involving young people who need adequate supports 
to help them move forward in their lives. From a Human Rights perspective: All young people have 
the right to the essentials of life, including adequate housing, food, safety, education and justice.  
 

 
 
ά.ȅ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

address youth homelessness, we are undermining the 
ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΦέ 

                                              
(Gaetz et al.:2016) 

 
 
 
 
 

Youth homelessness and precarious housing is a serious issue across Canada. Over the course of 
the year, there are between 35ς40,000 young people who experience homelessness, and on any 
given night between 6ς7,000 (Gaetz et al., 2016). The issue of hidden homelessness and 
inadequately housed youth is more difficult to quantify. 

Pathways and Systemic Factors 
 
The pathway to youth homelessness is neither linear nor experienced as a single event. Many 
youth experience multiple family ruptures and multiple episodes of living outside of the home 
(episodic homelessness). Youth facing homelessness or housing instability are highly vulnerable 
and therefore more likely to encounter further abuse, trauma, violence, exploitation and 
prostitution while on their journey to stable housing. Not surprising, many of these youth present 

                                                           
1 Various age ranges are used to define youth. Some agencies and programs in the Cowichan Region have services for 

youth as young as 12 or 13 years old, while some include youth up to age 30. Local service providers in the Cowichan 
Region have pointed out that when youth are defined or categorized with a wide age range (e.g., 13 to 24 years) it is 
important to consider there will be significant differences with the needs, circumstances and development between pre-
teens, teens, adolescents and young adults.  
 

 

Photo courtesy of: Social Planning Cowichan 
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with complex physical and mental health concerns as well as high levels of substance use, often 
beginning at an early age.  
 
The systemic factors that make youth vulnerable to sexual exploitation is involvement in the child 
welfare and/or correctional systems, poverty, and racism/oppression; individual factors include a 
history of physical/sexual abuse, limited education, learning disabilities (including Fetal Alcohol 
Effects), dysfunctional family of origin, and little or no access to family and friends. 
 
According to the National Youth Homelessness Survey (2016), those who leave home at an early 
age (16 or younger) are more likely to: 
 

¶ Experience multiple episodes of homelessness 

¶ Be involved with child protection 

¶ Be victims of crime once homeless, including sexual assault 

¶ Have greater mental health and addictions symptoms 

¶ Experience poorer quality of life 

¶ Attempt suicide 

¶ Become chronically homeless 

 

The Case for Stable Housing and Supports 
 
Studies have shown that investing in prevention costs much less than it does to keep someone on 
the streets. By focusing on prevention and housing (with supports, if necessary), we would not 
only be responding appropriately and compassionately to a problem that harms individuals, 
families and communities, but we would also be saving money (Gaetz, 2013). 
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3. Housing First for Youth 
 

Housing First for Youth (HF4Y) adapts the successful Housing First model to meet the needs of 
developing adolescents and young adults. As a program intervention, it means moving youth out of 
homelessness as quickly as possible with no preconditions. Young people are provided with a range 

of housing options, including returning home (with supports), supportive housing, transitional 
housing, and scattered site independent living. 

 
Key to this approach is that young people are provided with a range of supports that will help them 
maintain housing, learn life skills, have positive relationships with peers and adults, and re-engage 

with school, employment training, and/or employment. Shifting to HF4Y means providing homeless 
youth with the same housing and wrap-around supports that would help any young person make a 

successful transition to adulthood.  
(Gaetz et al., 2016: 13) 

From Philosophy to Programming to Systems Approach  
 
Housing First for Youth has been articulated as a philosophy, systems approach and a program. 
Gaetz et al (2017) provide some distinctions to be aware of: 

 
× HF4Y programs must demonstrate fidelity to the Housing First model, values and core 

principles as described while taking into account of the local context, including the range 
of existing services and supports. 

 
× As a philosophy however, the core principles of HF4Y can provide a community or an 

organization with a foundational set of values to guide goals, outcomes, collaboration and 
practice. Programs and services can exist within and support a broader systems strategy 
that follows the core principles without actually being considered as HF4Y programs.  

 
× !ƴŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ άΧ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ άǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜέ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀƭƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

and program elements within the youth housing/homelessness sector work towards 
supporting young people to access housing (or avoid homelessness) and to get the 
supports they need. This includes not only dedicated HF4Y programs with a mandate to 
provide the intervention, but also allied services including outreach, emergency shelters 
and other youth-serving organizations.έ (Gaetz et al, 2017) 

Housing First for youth recognizes a spectrum of housing needs that communities may have in 
place to support youth at various stages of their journey need to including: 
 

¶ in place crisis housing 

¶ returning home 

¶ supportive housing 

¶ transitional housing 

¶ independent living 
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