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By most accounts, the Committee to End Homelessness in Victoria (the Committee) as most 

refer to it, began in the summer of 2006. Initially, the group was Ad Hoc, a ‘spinoff’  gathering of 

individuals from another community group interested in promoting the voices of people with 

experience of homelessness in efforts to address poverty and homelessness in the Capital Region. 

The group has two goals, increasing awareness of homelessness in  Victoria  by  “addressing  the  

disconnect  between  what  the  public  sees  and  what  the  homeless  see”  as  one  person  noted  and  as 

Phil Lyons wrote,  “to  get  the  voices  of  the  homeless  heard” in addressing homelessness in the 

Greater Victoria area. Founding members included Phil Lyons, Bob Wilson, Rose Henry, Alison 

Acker, Lise Wrigley, David Tataren, and David Turner.  

Committee meetings attract a range of people interested in  addressing  homelessness.  ‘Members’ 

are anyone who attends a meeting and include people with experience of homelessness or who 

are marginally housed, housed allies, local politicians and occasionally, members of the public.  

People with experience of homelessness share their stories, concerns and ideas for addressing 

homelessness, participating in Committee work when interested or available. Sometimes people 

who  are  homeless  come  to  vent  and  share  their  frustrations  with  ‘the  system’      hoping for a place 

to be heard and demand redress. Housed allies work to understand extreme poverty and promote 

change that effectively addresses issues identified by people who experience homelessness.  

From the outset, members felt it important to meet on a weekly basis to stay in touch with the 

pressing concerns of people who are homeless. Committee meetings are a place where people 
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with experience of homelessness may find brief  respite  from  ‘the  street’,  obtain  food, share their 

life concerns or update the group on events around town during the “News  from  the  Street” 

portion of the agenda. This sharing is a central component of meetings aimed at providing 

opportunities for acknowledgement and support of members with experience of poverty and 

homelessness, while generating discussion and ideas for Committee work.  

The Committee has no membership roster or dues and no formalized organizational structure. A 

chair, a person with experience of homelessness whenever possible, is elected at the beginning of 

the meeting and he or she follows an agenda drafted by the secretary. The secretary or designate, 

most often an ally, takes minutes and distributes them by email or hard copy at the meetings. 

Meetings are held Wednesday evenings from 7 pm to 8:30pm at the Silver Threads seniors’ 

social agency offices on Douglas Street on all but the second Wednesday of the month when the 

meeting is from 1:30 to 3pm at Our Place drop-in center on Pandora Avenue. Evening meetings 

were chosen as a time when it seemed that the greatest number of people might attend and 

people with experience of homelessness would be less likely to miss a community meal or a bed 

for the night. The afternoon meeting developed  from  a  series  of  ‘Power  Lunches’  and  was  added 

so that people already at Our Place, those who did not feel comfortable coming to Silver Threads 

in the evening or who feared missing an meal or shelter opportunities could take part in the 

Committee. In the past year or so concerns have arisen around the location of both afternoon and 

evening meetings and the hunt is on for a location where many more people can feel comfortable 

and the Committee pays no rent, as is the current practice. 

Many concerns have arisen during the Committee’s  seven  year  history  and  the  group has 

addressed these issues  is  various  ways.  The  following  is  a  summary  of  the  Committee’s major 
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efforts between July 2006 and December 2013. This summary is not exhaustive and may omit 

some events the Committee has fostered or in which members have taken part.  

In the Beginning 

In late 2006 after some months of meeting at Silver Threads, Committee members began serving 

a series of meals at Our Place, ‘Power Lunches”,  in part because Our Place was not providing a 

noon meal at that time. The lunches continued on a monthly basis until late 2009 providing a 

forum where Committee members could speak directly to greater numbers of people who were 

homeless or marginally housed and who were not attending evening meetings. Members heard 

the concerns of these individuals along with their ideas for addressing the issues raised. The most 

pressing concerns for people attending Power Lunches included the overwhelming need for safe, 

affordable, adequate housing, criminalization of homelessness through for example, the City 

chattels bylaw, perceived racism in service provision, the need for harm reduction services 

including a supervised injection site and the necessity for action to bring these issues to the 

attention of governments.  These issues have continued to inform  the  Committee’s  work  

throughout its history. 

In 2007, the need for a warm place to be inside at night during the winter was at the top of many 

peoples’ minds at Power Lunches. A small sub-group of the Committee along with a group of 

students from a local high school gathered a number of plastic mattress bags from a bedding 

supplier and gave them to people sleeping outside as a way to stay dry during heavy rains.  

Committee members also attended City Council meetings on a regular basis to apprise Council 

of concerns  the  Committee  was  hearing  from  people  “on  the  street” including the need to expand 

the Extreme Weather sheltering service. 
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During the winter of 2007/08 one Committee member patrolled downtown on numerous wet 

cold nights seeking those staying outside and assisting them to shelters wherever possible.  This 

allowed the Committee direct knowledge of the numbers of people sleeping ‘rough’ and the 

hardships people experienced during wet and cold winter conditions. Members brought mock 

coffins to one City Council meeting to add a visual exclamation point to their presentation of 

issues with the extreme weather sheltering service and concern for the numbers of people dying 

during the winter months. Several observers noted that pressure the Committee brought to bear 

on City Council on this issue influenced decision-makers to initiate the Extreme Weather 

Protocol earlier in the winter and extend it later into the spring. 

Spearheaded by Phil Lyons, Saturday morning stands for affordable housing began early in 

2007. Stands took place on the corner of Douglas and Pandora streets across from City Hall, 

continuing for almost two years. The goal of the stands was increased awareness of 

homelessness and the need for affordable housing. The possibility of forming a tent city in 

Victoria was raised at Power Lunches that year. Two Committee members investigated  Seattle’s 

experiences of tent cities and spearheaded a plan for Victoria.Though several proposals were put 

forward to City Council, none was acted on. Some Committee members believe that City 

Council would never support a tent city in Victoria. 

The  Mayors’  Task  Force  on  Breaking  the  Cycle  of  Mental  Illness,  Addictions  and  Homelessness 

also took place in 2007.  Chairperson Ted Hughes visited the Committee and members suggested 

that information shared by people with experience of homelessness contributed a perspective to 

the Task Force work that would not have otherwise been available to them.  Members observed 

that the Committee was little more than an information conduit to those forming the Greater 
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Victoria Coalition to End Homelessness; the  “poor  cousin”  with  no  funding  and  little  support  to  

do work the Coalition became well positioned and supported to accomplish. 

The Work Continues 

Many cite the Homeless Persons Memorial Vigil initiated in 2008 as one of the Committee’s  

most visible accomplishments. The vigil takes place every year in the week before Christmas at 

the ‘Whale wall’, a now very  faint  mural  painted  on  the  side  of  the  Chandler’s  building located at 

the intersection of Yates and Wharf Streets in downtown Victoria near the inner harbour. The 

vigil highlights not only the number of people who are homeless and die during our cold, wet 

winters but also serves as an indicator of the number of deaths that may be attributed to poverty. 

A number of attendees gather for a meal and remembrances after the vigil, an opportunity to 

share food and stories of those who passed and those who remain.  

The “Multi-Opportunity Trailer/Homeless Emergency Response Shelter (MOTHERS) Pilot 

Project: Social enterprise and binners in  Victoria’s  street-affected community”, also known as 

“Tony’s  Trailers” took place in 2008. Tony Hoare, a local self taught builder of a variety of bike 

trailers approached the Committee with the idea of reclaiming abandoned metal shopping carts 

and refurbishing them for use by binners (individuals who recycle goods found in garbage bins). 

These trailers would serve as both ways for binners to transport their finds and would convert in 

five minutes to a platform tent. Occupants could spend the night in their tent warm, dry, and off 

the ground. 

The Committee sponsored  the  MOTHER’s  Project along with the Vancouver Island Public 

Interest Research Group (VIPIRG) submitting a proposal to a local credit union. The Committee 

received a small community investment grant for the project. Though only four trailers were 
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made recipients reported greater ease doing salvage work and less worry about where they might 

spend the night, though the trailers were rarely used for sleeping. The project had enormous local 

and some international media coverage. A public event showed videos chronicling the process of 

making and using the bike trailers.  Tony’s  website  received  up  to  150  hits  a  day  after  the  debut  

of the trailers and subsequent media attention. Unfortunately, due to insufficient funds and 

difficulties in the trailer allocation process the group was unable to continue past the pilot phase.  

Despite these difficulties,  several  Committee  members  felt  this  project  was  in  some  ways  “a  lost  

opportunity”  to  do  something  really  practical  and  useful  for  people  doing salvage work and a 

project some may yet wish to resurrect. 

Several public actions  took  place  in  2009.  During  “News  from  the  Street” people reported many 

instances of having belongings confiscated by police when the individual was seated on the 

ground in front of a downtown business and not quick enough to move along when asked or 

when roused from sleep in a City park. Many people lost everything they owned, often more than 

once, as he or she did not have the $150 to pay the fine to get their belongings back. Committee 

members did whatever they could to help people get their goods and shopping carts back.  

Sometimes a Committee member would pay the fine from her own pocket. In one action, 

Committee members gathered at Yates and Douglas streets with bags and suitcases to challenge 

the City Chattels bylaw. Though participants spent several hours on the corner and blocked 

pedestrian traffic, little else happened. At the very least as one member observed, the action got 

some  people’s  attention  though  no  police  arrived  to  arrest  them. 

The most significant action of 2009 was several Committee members attempting to  ‘crash’  the  

May Day parade. Members brought a banner displaying in large letters the number of people 

who died on the street in the previous year. Though unable to enter into the parade proper, the 
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group received acknowledgement from spectators for their efforts to bring awareness to the issue 

in  such  a  public  fashion.  It  was  “the  most  in  your  face  thing  the  Committee  has  even  done” 

according to one member and an event recounted with some relish by several others members. 

A critical year for the Committee was 2010. A strategic planning session held in May with input 

from visitors from Vancouver’s  Carnegie  Center, a long established drop-in  on  Vancouver’s  

Downtown Eastside, yielded a range of issues members felt needed addressing. Issues focused 

on dynamics within the Committee, accessing funding, influencing politicians and collaborating 

with other organizations. Though not formalized into a strategic plan, these concerns continue to 

inform and influence Committee work today.   

Cited as possibly the greatest success of the Committee, a ‘Gathering on the Green’  occurred in 

the summer of 2010. The event took place on the still highly contested Pandora Green, a traffic 

median and former green space just across from Our Place on Pandora Avenue used by members 

of the public for sitting, resting or conversing. The action was spurred by eviction of tenters from 

the Green and concern over City  Council  efforts  to  “beautify”  the  space,  ameliorate  business  

fears and decrease visible homelessness in the area. Over one hundred people attended the 

Gathering for food, music and discussion. Many took advantage of an opportunity to share their 

concerns about the state of homelessness in Victoria on film, in individual interviews or at a 

speaker’s  corner booth.  Filming was part of the Terminate Homelessness Advocacy Watch 

(THAW) project. 

THAW began as  a  short  film  “to document key aspects [of] oppression... as seen through the 

eyes of persons directly affected. It will focus on the comments and attitudes of the public, the 

powerful and dominant society, in order to deconstruct and change the institutional and public 
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discourse on homelessness and spur on united and effective action... [this may include]exposure 

of repressive police, landlord or service provider actions which might reduce somewhat the 

blaming of people in poverty and unhoused, and improve service delivery” according to a 

funding proposal prepared by Committee members. The Committee received an initial grant 

from VIPIRG for the project and some follow-up funds. With the help of many supporters 

including MediaNet, the film documents numerous aspects of homelessness including social 

profiling and subsequent criminalization of people with experience of homelessness in the 

Victoria area. 

In May 2011, the Committee along with the Victoria Coalition Against Poverty (VCAP) and 

several other groups cosponsored  “Cracks  in  the  Concrete”  a  weekend  workshop  and  ‘teach-in’  

to foster coordinated action among individuals and groups working on anti-poverty issues in 

Victoria. Though the workshop generated interest and energy for anti-poverty work, there was 

little follow-up on plans generated during the weekend. Though VCAP no longer operates, 

participating organizations continue work on anti-poverty efforts. 

Beginning in 2012, a long-time Committee member acting as secretary began more sending more 

frequent invitations to politicians, decision-makers and other  persons with influence in the 

‘system’  to  attend  Committee meetings. Guests have included City Councillors Marianne Alto, 

Ben Isitt and Shellie Gudgeon as well as former MLA Joe Trasoloni (just prior to the May 2013 

provincial election) and MP Murray Rankin (twice).  Representatives from the Vancouver Island 

Health Authority (VIHA), Our Place, the Victoria Cool Aid Society and AIDS Vancouver Island 

(AVI) have attended to discuss their services and respond to member questions and concerns. 

More recently, Police Complaint Commissioner Stan Lowe spoke about the complaints process 

against the police offering  ‘how-to’  information and answering questions. Meetings attended by 
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high profile guests have proven successful with generally more participation by members of the 

street community.  

From late 2011through summer 2013, the Committee addressed numerous concerns from the 

street about changes at Our Place since the retirement of Reverend Al from his position as 

Executive Director. Reverend Al is well known and loved within the street community for his 

caring,  compassion  and  willingness  to  put  the  needs  of  ‘the  street  family’  before  those  of  any  

organization. The Committee challenged new policy that allowed police seemingly unrestricted 

access to Our Place drop-in while restricting access and food service to those over 19 years, 

leaving families few options for having a meal together. Letters to the Our Place Board resulted 

in several meetings with senior staff. Though the policy allowing families to eat together was 

reversed, police presence at Our Place remains a significant and ongoing concern with  ‘jack-ups’  

outside Our Place a regular occurrence. The Committee keeps a watchful eye, listening carefully 

to user concerns and bringing  them  to  Our  Place’s  Executive  Director  as  necessary.  

In late 2012, the Committee initiated ‘Street  Meets’ or  ‘Experiential’  meetings based on a 

process that works well at the Carnegie Center in Vancouver. Meetings targeted for people with 

experience of homelessness took place once a month on a Friday morning in  Our  Place’s  chapel. 

One housed person/ally attended meetings to take notes. Though many people with experience of 

homelessness attended the first meetings, getting people to meetings on an ongoing basis proved 

difficult. Without regular participation of people with experience of homelessness and pressure 

from Our Place to discontinue or move the meeting to other times, the group was unsustainable.  

Much  of  the  Committee’s efforts in 2012 and 2013 have focused on the THAW film and work 

with VIPIRG challenging the Pandora Good Neighbor Agreement (GNA). The  ‘short’  film 
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evolved  into  a  feature  documentary  “Taking  the  Fall  and  Rising”  completed  in  the  spring  of  

2013.  “Taking  the  Fall  and  Rising”  has  shown  at  several  public  events  including an evening at 

UVIC sponsored by VIPIRG and the UVIC Poverty Law Club, a special event of  “Movie  

Monday”  at  Eric  Martin  Pavilion  and numerous agencies in Victoria,  at VANDU and Queerfest 

in Vancouver and ArtsWells in Wells, BC. The film has received generally good reviews while 

increasing awareness of the experience of homelessness in Victoria. Filmmaker kym Hines is 

currently formulating his next project.  

The  Committee’s  alliance  with  VIPIRG  on  the  GNA  issue  evolved  from  mutual  concerns  around  

the treatment of people attending Our Place and who utilized Pandora Green. Criminalization 

and spatial marginalization of Our Place attendees seemed to increase significantly subsequent to 

the signing of the Pandora GNA in July 2009. Though intended as tools for increasing 

neighbourhood involvement and community wellbeing, GNAs may be used for other purposes. 

VIPIRG  notes  on  its  website  “The Pandora Green GNA came about as the result of the city 

paying a private consultant to get every property owner on the block in a room to decide on how 

to make them comfortable with Our Place expanding. People accessing Our Place were excluded 

from this process.”    Along with recent participation in VIPIRG research and information 

gathering events on the Pandora GNA, the Committee participated in efforts this fall aimed at 

challenging the current GNA and developing an inclusive process and content for a better 

Pandora neighborhood agreement. Committee members now attend two regular meetings around 

Pandora neighborhood issues adding their perspectives to those of business and agencies. The 

Committee  is  also  involved  in  challenging  a  ‘beautification’  project  based  on  terms of the GNA 

covering the area seeking to keep people who use Rock Bay Landing services from resting or 

sleeping on an area across the street from the shelter.  
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Though much group effort was put into a second Gathering on the Green that took place in 

September, few people attended. Lack of awareness of the event, timing that conflicted with 

other food and public events around Our Place and communication issues within the Committee 

and among participants may have contributed to the low turnout.  Those who attended seemed to 

enjoy  the  festivities  and  several  provided  comments  on  illicit  drug  issues  to  the  Speakers’  Corner  

booth on the site. 

A  major  achievement  for  the  Committee  this  fall  was  the  December  acceptance  of  a  “Who  We  

Are, What  We  Do”  statement.  The statement, drafted by Alison Acker lays out Committee 

values, ways of working together and work the Committee does.  Now when people ask who the 

Committee is we can tell them! Another step forward is the development of an anti-oppression 

training workshop set to occur in January 2014.   

The  last  event  of  2013,  the  Homeless  Persons’  Memorial  Vigil  saw  its  largest  ever  turnout- 65 

people. Attendees wrestled with according to Reverend Al, the deaths of some 150 people in 

2013 living in poverty or who were homeless.   

Into the Future 

The Committee to End Homelessness in Victoria continues. Ongoing efforts aim to inform and 

educate, challenging member beliefs  of  ‘the  way  things  are’  while  addressing  extreme  social  and  

economic inequities in Victoria that impact people living in poverty and who experience 

homelessness.  Members aim to plan and conduct more direct actions against poverty and 

homelessness in Victoria in 2014. With a small group of committed participants, the Committee 

always seeks new members, especially those who are interested in contributing their knowledge, 

experiences and skills to anti-poverty organizing at the grassroots level.  


