
 

 

 

 

 

Homelessness 

Homelessness in the Cowichan Valley  
What is Homelessness? 

 

 

“The causes and consequences of homelessness are complex. Homelessness affects a diverse cross-section of the 
population that includes youth, women with children, and seniors. Many factors can contribute to an individual 
being homeless, which can make it difficult for individuals to regain self-sufficiency the longer they have been 

homeless.” 1 

The definition of homelessness includes people who are absolutely homeless, those living on the streets or in 
shelters, the hidden homeless who are staying with friends, family or institutions and those who are at risk of 
homelessness because of unstable economic and housing circumstances.2  
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Homelessness is a 

symptom of poverty and 

social exclusion distinguished 

by lack of housing and 

inadequate income and 

system supports such as social 

and health services. 7 

What are the Causes of Homelessness? 

 

 

Individual 
and 

Relational 
Factors:

Traumatic events 
such as job loss, 
family break up, 

mental and 
physical health, 
family violence 

and abuse, 
poverty

Diagram 1 Causes of Homelessness6 

Depending on the factors playing out in an individual’s life, many people may go in and out 
of homelessness over time.  Locally, we have unique factors that may put certain groups within 
our community more at risk for homelessness.  In the Cowichan Valley, 

• 1 out of 3 children live in poverty in Duncan, making it one of the highest child 
poverty rates in BC.3  

• In 2014, Duncan was listed as having the highest domestic violence rates in BC. 
Women fleeing their abusers often find themselves and their children without a 
home.4  

• 1 in 4 of households do not meet housing affordability or one or more standards for 
housing adequacy.5  
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Hidden Homelessness 

Historically, individuals experiencing 
homelessness in Canada were older, single 
men, but recent research shows that more 
women, families and youth experience 
homelessness.8 This knowledge adds to the 
complexity of the issues and to how we must 
prevent and respond to homelessness.   

People who are homeless are not a distinct, 
separate population; rather, they are people 
who are vulnerable to certain factors.9 More 
and more families, youth, seniors, First Nations 
and veterans are among those who find 
themselves without a home. In Canada:10 

• 27.3% of the homeless population are 

women and 18.7% are youth 

• 24.4% of shelter users are adults over 

the age of 50 

 

Who Is Homeless? 

• 28-34% of shelter users are 

Indigenous (Indigenous people 

make up 4.3% of Canada’s total 

population) 

• 2.2% of shelter users are Veterans  

Each group has its own special needs and 
situational circumstances and need solutions 
that take a holistic approach.   

Locally, in 2016 anecdotal reports 
indicated that 10 – 20 youth were among 
the visible homeless.11   

This trend is supported nationally; youth 
aged 16 – 24 are one of the fastest 
growing population of homeless in Canada 
along with children and families.12 

 

A pilot study conducted in Vancouver in 2009 suggested that for every homeless person there 
was 3.5 persons suffering from hidden homeless.13 
 
The hidden homeless are: 

“people … whose accommodation is temporary or lacks security of tenure, including interim (or 
transitional) housing, people living temporarily with others (couch surfing), or living in institutional 
contexts (hospital, prison) without permanent housing arrangements.”14 

Reports and statistics often reflect absolute homelessness or the visibly homeless.  It is hard to measure 
the hidden homeless population and there is limited reliable data on a national level or a community 
level because they don’t often access supports and services.15  
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How Big is the Issue of Homelessness? 
  

 
 

The “Precarious Housing Iceberg” illustrates (Diagram 3) the connection between precarious housing 
and homelessness.16 It shows that the visible homeless are just the tip of the iceberg and there are many 
layers that feed into homelessness.  Nationally in 2010, it was estimated that 150,000-300,000 
people were visibly homeless at one point in time, 450,000 – 900,000 were people suffering from 
hidden homeless, 1.5 million Canadians were in core housing need and 3.1 million Canadians were 
living in unaffordable housing.17 

 Diagram 3 The Precarious Housing Iceberg18 

Continued…. 
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Cowichan Valley 201427
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How Big is the Issue of Homelessness Continued… 

Continued…. 
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A key recommendation coming out of the 2014 Cowichan Region Homeless Count was the need 
to develop an affordable housing strategy which includes increasing stock and protecting current 
stock of supportive housing, transition housing, subsidized housing and market housing.  
Supports are also needed to assist those living in precarious housing from becoming homeless.23 
 
In the Cowichan Valley, homelessness is present in all areas of the region, although the majority of 
people experiencing homelessness reside in the core areas of Duncan and North Cowichan.24  The 
Cowichan Region Homelessness Report in 2014 and the Duncan 2017 Winter Homelessness Point In 
Time Count conducted surveys to find the number of people who are experiencing absolute 
homelessness, relative homelessness, and precariously housed. 25  Figures 1-4 provide a summary of the 
diverse groups of people facing absolute homelessness, relative homelessness, and precariously housed 
as surveyed in 2014 and 2017.  

In 2014, 259 people participated in the survey and 58 of those surveyed were absolutely homeless, 
75 were relatively homeless and 125 were precariously housed.26 

 

In Cowichan…. 

In 2014, the Cowichan Region Homeless Report counted 76 people as 
relatively homeless and by looking at Ministry of Social Development 
and Innovation data the report predicts that there were 90+ people 
suffering from relative homelessness.19 The preliminary results from the 
Winter 2017 Duncan Homeless Point In Time count counted 74 people 
who were hidden homeless.20 
 
In the 2014 Cowichan Region Homelessness Report, over 75% of those 
people surveyed indicated that affordable and stable housing would 
help to improve their state of homelessness.21 
 
The report also illustrated a strong correlation between precarious 
housing and homelessness. 71% of those surveyed that fell in the 
precarious housing category indicated that they had once been homeless 
and 58% had been homeless for more than 1 year.22 

 

Figure 2  

 

 



; 

 

Cowichan Housing Association Spring 2017 

6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Continued…. 

The preliminary results of the 2017 Winter Homeless Point In Time count showed an increase of people 
experiencing absolute homelessness.  192 people were surveyed and 83 people were absolutely homeless, 
74 experienced hidden homeless and 35 were at risk of homelessness. 30 

The 2014 Cowichan Region Homelessness Count found that men were highly over represented in the 
absolute homeless category; however, the gender gap closes to almost equal numbers in the categories of 
relative homelessness and precariously housed.  Aboriginal people represent over half the people facing 
relative homelessness (59%).31  

More than half of the absolute homeless population reported having a medical condition and/or a 
disability.32  

36% of people living absolutely homeless, 34% living in relative homelessness and 48% living in precarious 
housing reported having a mental health and/or a substance abuse condition.33 

Figure 3 Demographics, Cowichan Region Homelessness Count 201434 
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How Big is the Issue of Homelessness Continued… 

The preliminary results of the 2017 homeless point in time count showed that the 73% of those 
people experiencing absolute homelessness were men and 26.5% were females.35  This is an 
increase of representation of females by 5.5% and a decrease in representation of males by 6%.   

Aboriginal people represent over 33% of people facing absolute homelessness whereas the total 
population of aboriginal people in the Cowichan Valley only make up 10.6%.36 6 % of those facing 
absolute homelessness either served in the Canadian military or the RCMP.37 
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How Big is the Issue of Homelessness Continued… 

Figure 4 Preliminary Results of Duncan 2017 Winter Point In Time Count, Demographics38 
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