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A Growing Problem For Indigenous People in Canada's North
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Today, homelessness and inadequate housing in northern Canada disproportionately afflicts Indigenous people. (1) This is a striking fact in a region where Indigenous people lived very independently (though of course not autarkicly) until the second half of the twentieth century. In the years since then both economic development and state initiatives have transformed their lives. 

Speaking to a public inquiry in the 1970s, Charlie Snowshoe explained the consequences of federal northern development for himself and his community: (2)
...when they started coming in with these low rental housing and welfare. The people, the native people of the north, were independent until you brought in that low rental housing, and that's where we first got sucked into that business. They subsidized the oil, the gas, taking our own houses away from us, moving us from where we used to be, where we could cut wood for ourselves in town. I was one of them. Today I am sorry. I was sorry long ago, but right now if I move out of that house, I don't know where else I have to go to.

....The only thing I can say is that change in life sort of crept upon us and we are realizing now what we got into. At the time, everything was changing, and I used to say we were sleeping at the time government stepped over us. But we weren't sleeping. We were our living in the bush and didn't know what was going on in the community....  

Although it is important to remember that the Canadian North is an enormous geographical area (half the size of Australia) ―with significant cultural and historical diversity― we believe that Indigenous people in many parts of the north would recognize aspects of their experience in these words of Charlie Snowshoe.

In the years since Mr. Snowshoe spoke, much has changed. Dene, Métis, Inuit and the other Indigenous peoples of the Canadian northlands have organized successfully to bring about a major transformation in economic and political power structures. They have moved from the margins of decision-making to the centre. Over the last thirty years, they have negotiated new treaties with the Crown, established various forms of Indigenous governments, and transformed territorial governing institutions. In each of Canada's three northern territories, Indigenous individuals are political and economic leaders, and many others are in positions of influence in organizations, actively working towards positive change. (3)
But if there are important political and economic gains, the social transformation is far from complete. The legacy of cultural disruption and decades of undemocratic administration survives in higher rates of suicide, lower educational attainment, higher unemployment and higher rates of homelessness, among other indicators of broad social distress in Indigenous communities. Inequality within Indigenous societies is growing. 

In many ways, housing is at the centre of the processes that sustain social distress. Lack of housing alternatives traps women and children in unsafe and stressful situations. (4) For example, in the Statistics Canada Measuring Violence Against Women: Statistical Trends 2006 it was reported that 12% of adult residents of the Northwest Territories (NWT) had experienced violence by a spousal partner as compared to 7% in other jurisdictions. There are just five family violence shelters in the NWT to serve all 33 communities and 80% of the women who use the services are Indigenous. Many women have to leave their home communities to find shelter accommodation, because most of the smaller communities do not have such facilities. With the lack of housing, trauma treatment programs and other supports needed to leave an abusive relationship permanently, many end up returning to their home community and their relationships. 

Lack of housing of course also affects men. Christensen's work in Inuvik and Yellowknife displays the ways in which the monopolized private housing market and inadequate public housing provisions marginalize and trap working age men. Men who are attempting to recover from addictions are unable to find suitable, private accommodation, where they will not be exposed to destructive behaviour. Men without this problem may be "between jobs" in the volatile, resource-based economy, unable to qualify for adequate supported housing or to afford the high costs of private rentals. (5)
There is a need for further research on the sources of today's problems and on effective ameliorative measures, but two things seem clear: 
(1) there is a problem of adequacy --there are not enough shelters, beds, and other measures to provide relief; and 
(2) the role of the state and state programs in creating current difficulties must be recognized.

A full range of social welfare programs were introduced in Canada’s North soon after they became available in the south. (6) In 1944, Canada had brought in a cash-benefits system for Canadian children, and in 1951, it introduced a universal old age pension system. In 1956, the Canadian government brought in an unemployment-insurance system. And in the years that followed, the federal government began playing a greater role with respect to both health insurance and social assistance. 

These programs were being devised for Canada as a whole just as southern Canadian decision-makers and members of the public became aware of certain areas of distress in northern societies, most due to earlier contact with outsiders. For example, there were serious epidemics of influenza, measles, tuberculosis and other diseases. While in earlier periods of Canadian development, these health problems had stimulated little response, in the period of active state policies following the Second World War, intervention seemed mandatory.

Delivery of services to the widely distributed northern Indigenous peoples who lived in a territory covering over one million square kilometers was challenging.  It was soon determined by decision-makers in the federal government that settlement of Indigenous peoples into communities should be encouraged in to make education and health services available to the population.(7) Housing was provided. The housing was rudimentary and expensive and furthermore, it entailed a sort of money trap: people who had heretofore built and maintained their own shelter were ever after expected to pay cash rent. These are the origins of a system of public housing that still exists in most of the over 100 smaller, predominantly Aboriginal communities in Canada’s North. 
There were a number of perverse impacts. As Indigenous people were induced, persuaded and encouraged to settle in communities, they were literally moved away from their traditional patterns of land use and residence. Settlement of people into permanent communities that were intended to become their primary residence involved two similar processes. Sometimes, families were encouraged to move into housing in villages located in territories that they already inhabited. In other cases, whole communities of people were moved, sometimes great distances. The 1996 Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples documented "dozens" of relocations of groups of Indigenous people, for administrative convenience or to make way for development. (8) The Commission commented that "[w]e believe that relocations must be seen as part of a broader process of dispossession and displacement, a process with lingering effects on the cultural, spiritual, social, economic and political aspects of people's lives. We are troubled by the way relocations may have contributed to the general malaise gripping so many Aboriginal communities and to the incidence of violence, directed outward and inward." (9)
Community settlement, displacement, forced relocation, residential schooling, the introduction of social welfare transfers and other disempowering measures disrupted relations between women and men, as well as between generations. These externally generated processes of broad social change have created long-standing difficulties for the Indigenous societies of the Canadian north. As we have noted, however, they have not destroyed them. Despite housing shortages and other problems, most northern communities are still very good places to live; in many, an adapted form of traditional land use, and Indigenous languages, remain strong. There has been no mass depopulation of the countryside, and where surveys have been done, Indigenous people have indicated that their preference is to remain in their home communities. (10) That said, there is a need for measures that will sustain the smaller communities as good places to live, and for actions to deal with existing and emerging housing-related dangers in the cities

What is to be Done?

Outside of a few waged-work centres, including the territorial capitals, in most northern communities the private housing market is almost non-existent. There is waged work, but the community economies depend upon income from a variety of sources, including harvesting, the sale of fur, art and crafts, and the normal array of social transfer payments. (11) Territorial Crown corporations own most of the housing stock, and this is administered through local housing associations. Housing in the small communities is always expensive to maintain, mostly due to the need for an ongoing state subsidy to bridge the gap between what a low-income household can afford and the actual cost of operating and maintaining the housing unit (including the ongoing cost of fuel, power, water and repairs). Tenants living in government-assisted housing units in the north pay rent that is assessed to reflect an amount that they can reasonably afford.  No tenant in public housing in the NWT is assessed monthly rent that is more than 30 percent of their monthly income. (12)
While approximately two percent of Canadian households are considered to be living in crowded conditions, the corresponding figure for Yellowknife is three percent, while the figure for rural NWT is eight percent.  Likewise, eight percent of Canadian households live in housing that (according to the federal government) requires major repairs; the corresponding figure for Yellowknife is 10 percent, while the figure for rural NWT is 22 percent. (13)
There is a different situation in the handful of predominantly wage-based centres. One illustrative example is Yellowknife, the capital of the NWT, and also that territory’s largest municipality. At over 20,000 residents, the city of Yellowknife holds half the population of the NWT. A city that benefits from a large resident public service and an economic boom due to mining, Yellowknife frequently experiences (official) full employment. It also has a homeless population that is larger in proportion to the general population than other Canadian municipalities by a considerable margin. Indeed, while roughly one percent of a Canadian municipality’s general population typically experiences homelessness in a given year, the figure for Yellowknife is five percent. (14)  

Almost all of the homeless people are Indigenous. Homeless sheltering statistics and anecdotal estimates suggest that between 90 and 95 percent of Yellowknife’s visible homeless population is Dene, Inuit or Métis.  Moreover, 25 percent of the women staying in the emergency shelter operated by the Centre for Northern Families have lived at the facility for more than five years. (15)
There are important quality of life indicators between various groups in the NWT.  For example, the unemployment rate for Aboriginal people in the NWT is more than four times greater than for non-Aboriginal people in the NWT.  Moreover, an Aboriginal household in the NWT is almost four times as likely to report having more than one person to a room than a non-Aboriginal household in the NWT. (16)
Large numbers of people confined to homeless shelters has been conducive to the spread of tuberculosis, which already exists in the NWT at a rate that is approximately four times the Canadian average. (17) A tuberculosis outbreak hit a men’s emergency shelter in Yellowknife with a vengeance in 2008, leading to more than 20 active cases. (18)  The shelter in question was ― and still is—sleeping men on mats spaced out roughly 30 centimetres apart from one another. (19) In addition to the distress and human misery caused by this outbreak, it also added roughly CA$1 million in health care costs. (20) 

There is also cause for concern with respect to illicit drug use in Yellowknife’s homeless population. When it comes to injection drug use, homelessness is one of the highest risk factors in the world for HIV infection. (21) But while Yellowknife has officially had a needle-exchange program in place for roughly two decades, public health officials in the NWT have been forbidden by their political masters from advertising its existence. (22) 

The smoking of crack cocaine already exists on a considerable scale in Yellowknife’s homeless population.  And, given that up to three-quarters of the NWT’s Hepatitis C cases are believed to occur through the smoking of crack cocaine, (23) this is additional cause for concern.

These factors, and the reality that no northern settlements or cities are free of problems of inadequate housing, overcrowding and substance abuse, argue for renewed focus on the problems of northern housing. Just as housing was at the centre of the process of social change that has created today's difficulties, improvements in northern housing provision can make a major contribution to addressing them. 
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