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The issues of panhandling and homelessness are not so much complex as they are multi-faceted. Typically, one agency or one government department has one area of focus, and it is therefore unable to address the whole spectrum of issues at once. 

Begging, panhandling and homelessness are related yet different issues. Of Edmonton’s 2,618 homeless, as counted in 2006, we see only a small percentage panhandling. People beg out of necessity, requesting money, food and anything else required for survival. Edmonton has very few beggars because many social services which provide meals and shelter in various forms are already available. 

Panhandlers, by contrast, ask for money largely to support addictions, and can be pushy when they do so, because of the incessant nature of addiction. Powerful addictions to alcohol, or drugs such as crack, heroin, or crystal meth, are often stronger than a person’s own will power, and addicts may be driven to do just about anything for their next “hit”. This is why addicts often steal money or saleable goods from others, including family members, and if that doesn’t work, they may ask for money on the street. 

Panhandling only exists where it is successful, and is often an indicator of affluence. Panhandlers ask people for money on Jasper Ave, Whyte Ave, near Oliver Village, and outside of churches, for example, because it works. If no one gave them money, they would go elsewhere. 

In this respect the public education factor is important. People would be better off giving money to the social agencies that help people with addictions and homelessness, such as the Bissell Centre and Hope Mission. However, people should also have the option of giving the panhandlers something, particularly if they feel better and safer in doing so. For this, we recommend the social agencies work together to develop a booklet of vouchers or tickets that people can purchase to hand out, for services such as haircuts; food; or for credit toward useful purchases such as suits for job interviews. 

On the same line, many cities have put a twist on their Bottle Depot programs. Rather than giving out money, some cities provide people with credits for education, learning new skills, getting help with a resume, or vouchers/tickets for various services. Other cities wanting to keep the intent of the recycling deposit intact have installed special garbage cans, and given out special carts to can collectors designed with better wheels and storage. Such carts would be friendlier in our cold climate, would look nicer on the street, and would quickly pay for themselves in three or four hours against paying a sorter at the landfill. If the social agencies wanted to team up with the Bottle Depots, they could promote more of their services, reach more of those in need, create a steady stream of income, and help their clients to start real jobs applying the skills they already know within their community. 

Businesses should be encouraged to partner with not-for-profit groups and charities, and businesses should also be given significant tax breaks or other incentives for supporting social causes. Such structures of social partnership and entrepreneurship have many benefits.

Fundamentally, we want to build up people’s independence and self-worth. We want to help people to help themselves, and get everyone involved in this community process. We can facilitate this by hiring social workers to approach the homeless directly and ask them what they need. Some need housing, some need help with counselling and/or addictions, some need help finding a job, and some just need a cheque for first month’s rent to get back on their feet. Some people require as little as $500-1000 to get an address, food and some clean clothes to start applying for work.

Thus, setting up microfinance loan agencies, to give out low-interest loans of as little as a few hundred dollars, would help some people maintain their existing housing. According to a June 2007 report by the Sheldon Chumir Foundation for Ethics in Leadership, roughly half of all Canadians live in fear of poverty, and roughly half also believe they might be poverty stricken if they missed one or two paycheques. Microfinancing could also help existing homeless people to reignite their dreams by following a business idea, even a simple one to start, such as painting fences or cleaning up yards. 
Truly, more money is needed across the board for affordable housing, whether in the form of grants, subsidies, donations or fundraising efforts. Ironically, the more a government spends on supportive housing, the more it saves elsewhere. American figures for nine major cities show that supportive housing costs between $20-42 per person per day. The cost of keeping the same person in jail is 2.5 times higher; in a mental institution, 18 times higher; and in a regular hospital, 53 times higher. More supportive housing would help reduce wait times at local hospitals. 

Lower cost rents are also needed for a large segment of the population. If you’re a single parent, if you lost a spouse, if you lost your job, or you were injured or disabled, you would have a tough time making ends meet. If you’re on AISH disability getting $1000/month, “affordable housing” means you’re paying only $300/month. $300/month only buys you a $50,000 condo, which doesn’t exist in this city. The average $380,000 house requires a yearly income of $93,000, assuming a 5% downpayment is made.

No wonder people camp out in the river valley. It’s beautiful. You can’t even compare it to a 300 square foot white-walled bachelor apartment or a stuffy, shared-accommodation room in a group home. People also like the river valley because they can live comfortably with a community and/or with a partner. Many of our city’s shelters have restrictions around relationships, bringing in families or children, curfews, and using drugs or alcohol. Unfortunately, 60% have addictions, and the homeless population is diverse in other ways as well. At the time of the 2002 Homeless Count, 40% had mental health issues, 6% were victims of family violence, 8% were families, 8% were seniors. 30% had disabilities and 43% were Aboriginal. 

When people have failed themselves, moral and human rights codes only allow us to make one choice, the right choice, in whether society supports them or not. But the homeless require lots of different options, including places they can go with their family to flee an abusive situation, places they can go to sober up, and places where they can work with a counsellor to ween themselves off an addition. Where these options currently exist in our city, sometimes people are turned away. But when a person can’t get in anywhere else, there must always be another safe and humane option. Government particularly has to take the lead in finding spaces for the hard-to-house.
Within this issue rests the fundamental matter of policy. The City of Edmonton simply does not demand enough affordable housing, or enough of the right kind of housing. The entire focus of our city’s housing policies is on building housing units, not on housing people. The Federal Government (CMHC) says on its website that Canadian cities request between 10 – 25% in their inclusionary policies, so they must not know about Edmonton’s 5% policy, which local developers still fight tooth and nail against. 

Unfortunately, the homeless population has remained a relatively constant proportion of housing starts in the city, between 15-20%, so if we aren’t targeting in that range, we simply won’t meet the need. Besides, many European cities request twice as much affordable housing as our Canadian cities do. Are we so afraid of building too much? If we had an overabundance of housing supply, demand would decrease and so would the housing cost, thereby making homes in Edmonton more affordable. 

As for NIMBY concerns, here is the quick fix: every residential neighbourhood gets thirty units of supportive housing built in it next year. Why? Statistically, neighbourhoods benefit both economically and socially when they build good affordable housing. They bring in people who will actually take the low-paying service jobs at the gas station or coffee shop. It simply wouldn’t be fair not to spread those shorter lineups and other benefits around the entire city.

