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When you’re living on the streets, you don’t really care what time it is. Or, for that matter, what 
day it is. The only thing you know for sure is that you’re hungry, says Jake, a North Vancouver-
bred 20-year-old and former homeless youth. 

And you’ve got to get some food. 

“You’re not eating all day, for 24 hours sometimes. You’re just walking around waiting for an 
opportunity to steal food. It’s your main goal,” he explains, matter-of-factly. 

“Your morals just kind of float out the window.” 

Jake had been playing the role of the outsider for most of his life, years before the hunt for food 
took a starring role in his day-to-day. The bullying, physical and emotional, started in elementary 
school. His parents thought, as many do, that telling the principal would fix the problem. 
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It didn’t. 

Over the years, Jake’s anger grew. By the time he reached high school, it started to boil over. To 
fit in, he chose to hang out with the “bad kids," the ones that fit together because the popular 
mould was too small. 

He embraced the look his new crew afforded him. He wanted others to be scared and, hopefully, 
leave him alone. Unfortunately, the rebel facade wasn’t the only thing he picked up. Drugs soon 
became a part of the package. 

“I was labelled a type of person and I just stuck with it. I was that kid who didn’t get along with 
anyone. I wanted that image but you end up doing all the other stuff,” says Jake, leaning back in 
his seat, thick arm propelling a hand atop his dirty blonde hair. 

“I did everything — weed, coke, ecstasy.” 

About two years ago, Jake was kicked out of his house. It wasn’t the first time, but this one 
stuck. 

While on the streets, the Lonsdale Quay area served as a home base of sorts for Jake. A popular 
place for homeless youth to congregate and sleep during the winter months, the area offers a 
valuable network for those living on the margins. 

But that support proved a finite resource. Eventually, Jake grew tired of the grind. He didn’t 
want to spend the night in the Quay’s parkade anymore and he’d run out of people to call and 
couches to surf on. 

It was time, he says, “to do things way better.” 

  

Reaching out 

One night Jake called the North Shore Safe House, a four-bed facility staffed 24-hours a day, 
devoted to housing and helping homeless youth. 

According to Paul Butler, Hollyburn Family Services’ youth coordinator, the safe house is more 
than a place to sleep and get a bite to eat. The facility lets youth, when they’re ready, “get back 
to basics.” 

“We have services wrapped around the kids. It’s immediate intervention to deal with many 
issues,” says Butler. 

“When you have a young person in the cycle of change you do it. There are steps young people 
have to go through to get ready for change and we have to be ready to support that.” 
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And change, adds Butler, has many faces. For some, it’s dealing with anger, mental health issues 
or sexuality. For Jake, it meant kicking drugs and getting a job. Over time, he’s managed to 
accomplish both goals. He’s also progressed through various supportive housing options 
available on the North Shore, first moving from the safe house to one of the youth-focused, two-
bedroom transitional apartments. 

He’s now living in one of the brand-new transitional homes donated by the district, geared for 
those ages 18-24. He’s able to stay there for a maximum of eight months, at which time he plans 
to find his own place. 

Jake’s success hasn't been a whirlwind affair, however. Trusting staff and the reality of a safe 
environment takes time, but because of the support he’s received Jake’s now poised to tackle a 
challenge he never thought possible: post-secondary education at Capilano University. 

“I never thought I’d go back to school. It just wasn’t an option before. I want to open my own 
restaurant in North Vancouver, so I’m going to take a business course and then a chef course,” 
he says. 

“Going back to school changes how you look at things. I’m excited.” 

  

Upswings 

As Jake looks ahead to the world of higher learning, the reality of youth homelessness in the area 
grows worse. In 2011, the North Shore posted the largest jump — 38 per cent — in youth 
homelessness across Metro Vancouver, representing 40 counted homeless youth. 

The North Shore Homelessness Task Force has been asking staff at local schools to assess youth 
homelessness since 2008 but last year was the first time the annual, oft-discussed Metro 
Vancouver Homeless Count included a youth-specific tally. 

The other demographic exhibiting growth in homelessness is seniors. Last year, the Lionsview 
Seniors' Planning Society found that there were 60 people over the age of 55 on the North Shore 
that are considered homeless. Most of those 60 people are believed to have places to live on an 
intermittent basis, while 10-20 are considered street entrenched, living in camps, under bridges 
and empty shipping containers — a stark reality highlighted by the recent death of 53-year-old 
Douglas Richard Lalonde. 

To combat the problem, the Lionsview Seniors' Planning Society began a pilot initiative with 
Hollyburn Family Services last summer dubbed the Seniors at Housing Risk Outreach Project. 
With grants from the United Way, the District of North Vancouver and West Vancouver, the 
venture aims to assist seniors in need of housing for reasons as varied as physical limitations to 
insufficient income. The latter example is believed to represent more than 1,500 local seniors, 
some of whom receive less than the $15,344 poverty line for singles, others less than the $18,676 
designated for couples. 



Unfortunately, the pilot program is funded for only eight hours per week, far less than Lionsview 
staff believe the demand requires. 

“We’ve had 20 people through our doors. We want to work very proactively because although 
this may seem like a small number, some of the people are very vulnerable,” says Vivien 
Christison, chair of the housing committee at the Lionsview Seniors' Planning Society. 

“Of the 20 calls for service about 10 have been extensively worked with.” 

Because of the limited funding, others working with seniors say there are potential clients not 
being assisted. Jane Osborne, coordinator of the North Shore Adults Support Network, says there 
are many seniors on the North Shore who don’t yet know the program exists and could benefit 
from a referral from her organization. She hasn’t sent them, however, because of the hourly 
restrictions on the service. 

Compounding the issue are two other major hurdles: the aging of a significant portion of the 
population and the refusal of many seniors to leave the North Shore. 

In five years, the population of those over 65 is expected to increase by at least 24 per cent. In 
the next decade, Lionsview staff forecast the local seniors population — now at 26,930 — to 
almost double. 

Of those, current and projected, who need to find affordable housing, many will be required to 
move to other municipalities where rent is a bit cheaper. But that isn’t easy for those who may 
have spent their entire lives in the community. 

“There are seniors who have always lived here. Their social networks are here. Their doctor is 
here, their grocery store is here,” says Leya Eguchi, a caseworker with Hollyburn Family 
Services and coordinator with the North Shore Homelessness Task Force. 

“Making new friends is difficult and some cling to the ones they have.” 

And the solution? 

Like many systemic problems there are multiple big answers — more money, increased 
involvement from senior levels of government, vigilant demands from municipal councils for 
affordable units in all new developments. 

All will help. 

But the first step, says Eguchi, doesn’t require the lobbying of others. Solving this problem, she 
says, starts in a decidedly more personal place. 

“Acknowledge the problem. Break stereotypes. It is not always drugs and alcohol. For seniors, 
it’s not that. I know a guy who was eating marshmallows because he couldn’t afford anything 
else,” says Eguchi. 



“Paint a different picture.” 

Part four next week 
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