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LIST OF DEFINITIONS1  
 

 
 
Asylum Claimant:  Same as asylum seeker, and a term increasingly used by Canada's federal 
government since 2017. 
 
Asylum-Seeker: A person who is seeking asylum. Until a determination is made, it is impossible 
to say whether the asylum-seeker is a refugee or not. 
 
The BVOR Program: Matches overseas refugees referred for resettlement by the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) with private sponsors in Canada. The goal is 
to engage in a 3-way partnership between the Government of Canada, the UNHCR and private 
sponsors. In the BVOR Program, the Government of Canada provides up to 6 months of income 
support through the Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP), and private sponsors provide 
another 6 months of financial support, start-up costs and up to a year of social and emotional 
support. 
 
Convention Refugee: A person who meets the refugee definition in the 1951 Geneva Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees. This definition is used in Canadian law and is widely accepted 
internationally. To meet the definition, a person must be outside their country of origin and have 
a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership in 
a particular social group or political opinion. 
 
Gender-based Analysis Plus Lens: GBA+ is a tool that evaluates the various effects policies have 
on Canada’s diverse population. The + signifies that the tool is intersectional, meaning it takes 
into account how people are shaped by many factors of their identity, including sex, gender, 
ethnicity, socio-economic status, and more2. 
 
Government Assisted Refugee: Must be registered for refugee status with the UNHCR when they 
apply overseas. Receives permanent residency on arrival in Canada and is supported by the 
Government of Canada for one year. 
 
Internally Displaced Person: A person who has been forcibly displaced but is still within the 
borders of their home country. 
 
Meanwhile Spaces: Short-term use of temporarily empty buildings for shelter.  
 

 
1 Adapted from 

 
https://ccrweb.ca/sites/ccrweb.ca/files/static-files/glossary.PDF and http://www.rstp.ca/en/refugee-

sponsorship/the-private-sponsorship-of-refugees-program/  
 
2 Retrieved March 31, 2019 from https://www.conferenceboard.ca/commentaries/immigration/default/hot-topics-in-
immigration/2018/11/26/the-value-of-gba-in-understanding-canadian-immigration-policy-outcomes  

https://ccrweb.ca/sites/ccrweb.ca/files/static-files/glossary.PDF
http://www.rstp.ca/en/refugee-sponsorship/the-private-sponsorship-of-refugees-program/
http://www.rstp.ca/en/refugee-sponsorship/the-private-sponsorship-of-refugees-program/
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/commentaries/immigration/default/hot-topics-in-immigration/2018/11/26/the-value-of-gba-in-understanding-canadian-immigration-policy-outcomes
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/commentaries/immigration/default/hot-topics-in-immigration/2018/11/26/the-value-of-gba-in-understanding-canadian-immigration-policy-outcomes
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Privately Sponsored Refugee: A person must be registered for refugee status with the UNHCR 
when they apply overseas. Receives permanent residency on arrival in Canada and is supported 
by a sponsorship group for one year. 
 
Protected person: According to Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, a 
person who was a refugee claimant and who has been determined by Canada to be either (a) a 
Convention Refugee or (b) a person in need of protection (i.e. is in a refugee-like situation 
defined in Canadian law as deserving of protection, for example because they are in danger of 
being tortured). 
 
Refugee: A person forced to flee from persecution. 
 
Refugee Claimant: A person who has made a claim for protection as a refugee in Canada. This 
term is equivalent to asylum-seeker and asylum claimant and is the legal term used in Canada's 
Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA), while asylum-seeker is the term more often 
used internationally. Refugee claimants make their own way to Canada, arriving by regular 
travel means or by irregular border crossings, and claim protection on arrival. Once found 
eligible to make a refugee protection claim, they then wait for their Refugee Protection 
Hearing which currently takes 18-24 months. Refugee claimants are legally in the country as 
temporary residents, eligible for Interim Federal Health Program benefits and provincial income 
assistance benefits as needed and may apply for a work permit. They are not eligible for 
federally funded settlement services. 
 
Resettled Refugee: A GAR or PSR refugee who has been offered a permanent home in a 
country while still outside that country. Refugees resettled to Canada are determined to be 
refugees by the Canadian government before they arrive in Canada (whereas refugee claimants 
receive a determination in Canada). On arrival in Canada, they receive Permanent Resident 
status. 
 
Stateless Person: A person who is not recognized as a citizen by any state. Some refugees may 
be stateless but not all are, and similarly not all stateless people are refugees. You may also 
encounter the terms “political refugee” and “economic refugee”. These terms have no meaning 
in law and can be confusing as they incorrectly suggest that there are different categories of 
refugees. 
 
Transitional Housing:  Transitional housing for RCs is differentiated from transitional houses 
designated for people fleeing abuse. In the context of refugee claimants, the term refers to 
dedicated housing with wrap-around supports for vulnerable refugee claimants. Transitional 
housing organizations help their refugee claimant residents find, furnish and move into 
permanent housing. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

British Columbia (BC) has an opportunity to play a national leadership role by implementing 

strategic policy responses through the efforts of BC’s Multi-Agency Partnership (MAP). The 

Province’s current engagement and awareness of Refugee Claimant (RC) issues, funding 

allocation, policies, and commitment to community capacity building are of great value. 

However, there is an urgent need to extend support to the housing needs of RCs because they 

face unique challenges. Building an integrative housing response system for RCs based on best 

practices will allow for a more just integration of RCs into Canadian society.  

 

The current policy landscape within British Columbia for poverty reduction as it relates to the 

settlement of RCs is advanced when compared to many other regions in Canada; however, it is 

largely silent on the housing needs of RCs. This is true for both housing needs upon arrival and 

for their transition into more permanent housing. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 

(IRCC) and the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) have reported an increase in RCs in BC over 

the past 5 years, in part related to US immigration policy changes3. Canada received an increase 

of RCs from 515 RCs in 2013 to 2330 RCs in 2018 and given current trends, over 3,000 refugee 

claimants are anticipated to arrive in 2019. This level of increase in RCs, together with the 

considerable housing pressures across the province with low vacancy rates, is having a negative 

impact on the RC settlement experience, slowing their ability to contribute to communities and 

placing pressure on the agencies that serve them.  

 

MAP, which represents agencies that support RCs, calls for urgent action to advocate for the 

complex needs of RCs and to overcome the limitations of the current social housing response 

system within BC. This report seeks to provide a framework for the provincial government to 

further support and empower this demographic. 

 
3 ISSofBC Report 2018 Retrieved March 27, 2019 https://globalnews.ca/news/4284979/new-report-looks-at-how-canada-can-

improve-policy-to-support-refugee-claimants/  

https://globalnews.ca/news/4284979/new-report-looks-at-how-canada-can-improve-policy-to-support-refugee-claimants/
https://globalnews.ca/news/4284979/new-report-looks-at-how-canada-can-improve-policy-to-support-refugee-claimants/
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It is recommended that the Province of British Columbia review the nomenclature and terms of 

housing, social welfare, health, and education support programs to formally integrate RCs into 

provincial social support systems. A more integrative response to the needs of RCs at all 

government levels should include a review of all existing federal and provincial policies that 

support or limit support to RCs. 

 

The following recommendations respond to gaps and opportunities identified in research 

through asset mapping, RC stories, and best practice case studies. Each strategic direction takes 

into consideration Canada’s Geneva Convention responsibility, Canada’s National Housing 

Strategy goal of safe and affordable housing for all, and provincial policies and programs related 

to improving housing options and affordability for those who are homeless or at risk of 

homelessness. 

 

As elaborated on in the following proposed strategic directions, it is recommended that the 

Province and community stakeholders immediately collaborate with sector agencies to build 

capacity to develop further housing options, improve inter-departmental coordination, 

strengthen the role of MAP in facilitating the implementation of the proposed strategic 

directions, and commence a pilot project on a RC Reception Centre and Support Hub for RCs. 

 

Each strategic direction is outlined in the report and stated below with a consideration placed on 

the Gender Based Analysis Plus (GBA+) lens, potential actors, timing, and funding streams. 
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Vision: Every refugee claimant arriving in British Columbia is safely 

housed and integrated into the community. 

 

 

STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS  

 
1. Sustain the collaborative capacity and effective model of the Multi-Agency Partnership 

(MAP) and its Working Groups.  
 
2. Implement a Refugee Claimant Support System that provides case management and 

streamlined access to safe housing options and other services needed from arrival that 
includes receiving temporary settlement and assistance in finding permanent housing.  

 
3. Develop and implement a comprehensive supported housing and services plan for 

refugee claimants that is distinct and separate from that offered to resettled refugees.  
 
4. Develop a Refugee Claimant Reception Centre (RCRC) and integrated Response System 

for RCs.  
 
5. Develop a communications and research strategy to engage the public and create an 

informed awareness of refugee claimants in BC and the issues surrounding them. 
 
6. Facilitate and strengthen opportunities for collaboration at the municipal level.  

 
 
 
The recommendations associated with each strategic direction are to be phased in a three-year 

period, subject to funding to ensure that the Multi-Agency Partnership’s (MAP) member 

agencies supporting refugee claimants have enough capacity to implement the various 

recommendations in a sustainable manner. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 

An increasing number of Refugee Claimants enter British Columbia every year seeking protection 

from persecution in their countries of origin, to reclaim their voice and rebuild their lives in 

Canada. In 2018, this number was 2,330 refugee claimants up from 515 in 20134. Yet, upon 

seeking asylum within Canada, RCs encounter unforeseen challenges in accessing safe, suitable 

and affordable housing. This report, initiated by Multi-Agency Partnership (MAP) and funded by 

the Ministry of Jobs, Trade and Technology, focuses on alleviating barriers that exist in the 

housing continuum for refugee claimants. It advances a series of strategic directions and actions 

based on research and collaboration with multiple partners in this service sector, includes the 

perspectives of refugee claimants, identifies opportunities and constraints in the current system. 

The goal is to secure a comprehensive housing and support services plan as an unprecedented 

influx of refugee claimants continue to seek asylum in the Lower Mainland. 

 

Canada, and by virtue British Columbia, holds an obligation under the United Nations’ 1951 

Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees to serve the vulnerable and largely unseen 

RC population. Under the commitment of the Convention, refugee claimants are people who 

request refugee protection within Canada and receive protection if they are found to be 

Convention refugees or “when they are found to need protection based on risk to life, risk of 

cruel and unusual treatment or punishment, or danger of torture”5.  

 

Currently, designated housing opportunities are largely unfunded for the growing population of 

RCs in BC. With the government’s existing mandate to protect refugee claimants, and to provide 

affordable housing according to federal and provincial strategies, the government must continue 

to act to support the refugee claimant population. Lack of a strong approach to protecting RCs, 

 
4  Government of Canada(2019). Asylum claims by year 2011-2016  Retrieved from https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum--claims/processed-claims.html  
5 Y. Lu, M. Frenette, and G. Schellenberg(2015). “Social Assistance Receipt Among Refugee Claimants in 

Canada: Evidence from Linked Administrative Data Files. Analytical Studies Branch Research Paper Series, 

no. 369”. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 11F0019M. Ottawa: Statistics Canada  

 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum--claims/processed-claims.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum--claims/processed-claims.html
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systemic Canadian policies such as a lack of designated funding for RCs, conveys a passive 

message of disregard for this vulnerable community. 
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2.  PROJECT BACKGROUND 
 

 

Globally, 68.5 million people have been forcibly displaced from their homes6. Of these 68.5 

million people, 25.1 million people are refugees, and 3.1 million are asylum seekers, also known 

as refugee claimants 7. Across the world, from Central America to the Middle East, millions of 

people’s lives are uprooted owing to ongoing conflict, persecution, corruption, violence, severe 

climates and deteriorating circumstances. Over two-thirds of the forcibly displaced originate 

from Syria, South Sudan, Somalia, Afghanistan and Myanmar8. While migration is not a new 

phenomenon, 68.5 million people displaced globally is unprecedented. The unforeseen influx of 

RC families and individuals crossing the Canadian border irregularly has cost the federal 

government a total of $340 million, meaning each refugee claimant costs roughly $14,000 9.  

 
Figure 1: Global Displacement of People Retrieved March 25, 2019, from https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html 

 
6 UNHCR(2019). “Figures at a Glance” Retrieved from https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 National Post (2018 November 29). Average cost of asylum-seeker who enters Canada irregularly is over $14,000. Retrieved 
from https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/irregular-migrants-will-cost-canada-340-million- and-rising-says-pbo 

http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
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Figure 2: Annual Refugee Claimant Arrival Trends in Canada (2001–2018)10 
 

This magnitude of movement has unequivocally altered the global landscape. Host nations are 

struggling to resettle mass influxes of newcomers, while RCs are challenged with orienting 

themselves in a new culture, accessing services, entering the labour market and securing safe, 

permanent housing. 

 

With migration patterns persisting, governance structures must navigate the economic, social 

and political significance of resettling newcomers. Nationally, Canada is no exception as it 

resettled over 44,000 “refugees, protected persons and people admitted under humanitarian, 

compassionate and public policy considerations” and 26,980 refugees in 201711. Specifically, 

Canada received a record high of 55,020 RCs in 2018, which is 5,000 more than 2017 at 50,40012. 

Provincially, British Columbia resettled 10,080 refugees between 2015 and 2018 as part of the 

Government of Canada's Refugee and Humanitarian Resettlement Program13.  According to IRCC 

statistics during the same period British Columbia received approximately 6,760 RCs14.  

 
10 Accessed March 28, 2019 from  https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-
claims/processed-claims.html 

11 Government of Canada(2018). “2018 Annual Report to Parliament on Immigration” p. 2.  
12 MAP (2018) Housing Forum. 
13 Government of Canada(2019). Asylum claims by year 2011-2016 Retrieved from https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum--claims/processed-claims.html 
14 Open Data retrieved March 28, 2019. https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0-603bfe4aec11  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/4a1b260a-7ac4-4985-80a0-603bfe4aec11
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2.1  REFUGEE CLAIMANT CONTEXT IN BRITISH COLUMBIA  

 

 
The UNHCR reports that Western nations only receive and host a small percentage of the people 

forcibly displaced across the world with low-or-middle-income countries hosting the largest 

number of people seeking refuge15. These statistics provide perspective on the impact of RCs to 

Canada in comparison to its economic performance and population size.  Immigration, Refugees 

and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) and the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) reported an 

increase in refugee claimants in BC over the past 5 years from 515 in 2013 to 2,330 in 201816.  

Specifically, in the Lower Mainland, just under 200 refugee claimants arrive per month through 

various points of entry 17.  There exists no dedicated refugee shelter capacity for RCs on arrival, 

with only a few arrivals receiving the housing and supports required. Refugee claimants enter the 

country either through regular ports of entry (border crossings, airports) or by irregular border 

crossings. They all seek refugee protection on arrival. It is difficult to predict how many RC will 

arrive in a given month or year. Current trends anticipate over 3,000 refugee claimants in 2019, 

producing a need to review the overall policy framework. This level of increase in RCs, together 

with the considerable affordable housing pressures across the province, is having a negative 

impact on the RC settlement experience and is placing pressure on the agencies that serve them. 

 

 
 

 

 
15 UNHCR(2017). Poorer countries host most of the forcibly displaced, report shows. Retrieved from 
https://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2017/2/58b001ab4/poorer-countries-host-forcibly-displaced-report-shows.html 
16  MAP Interim Response to Province (2019).  
17  Government of Canada(2019). Asylum claims by year 2011-2016 Retrieved from https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum--claims/processed-claims.html 
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Figure 3: Number of RCs Arriving in British Columbia (2008–2018). Retrieved from 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-

claims.html  

 

 

 
 
 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 418: Demographics of RCs in BC (2018) Retrieved from  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html  

 

 

 

 
18 The BC Refugee Hub has additional information on RCs in BC 

http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/BC-Refugee-Hub-Bulletin_2018_Roll_Up.pdf  

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/asylum-claims/processed-claims.html
http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/BC-Refugee-Hub-Bulletin_2018_Roll_Up.pdf
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The number of refugee claimants is increasing relative to some of the other categories of 

refugees19 and do not immediately receive the same housing opportunities or financial resources 

as the Government Assisted Refugees (GARs), Privately Sponsored Refugees (PSRs), or refugees 

through the Blended Visa Officer Referred (BVOR) program. RCs have to use their own resources 

to find housing options with the support of some agencies, friends and family or rely on the 

goodwill of local communities. The Province of BC supports local agencies and support services 

that have specialized to deliver successful settlement programs to RCs, however, these agencies 

are not funded to provide housing or have the capacity to assist increasing numbers of RCs. 

Therefore, along with the burden of recovering from displacement and associated trauma in their 

origin countries, RCs struggle to adapt to Canadian culture and immigration processes while 

facing barriers to accessing safe and appropriate housing. Upon arrival, RCs face challenges such 

as inadequate knowledge about the legal claimant determination system and processes for 

obtaining accepted identification documents. Language barriers, their lack of work experience in 

Canada and housing references, and not knowing their rights and responsibilities for tenancy 

leave the RC population increasingly vulnerable. Additionally, the current 24-month wait times20 

for RCs legal hearing and delays in receiving appropriate documentation mean a long period of 

uncertainty until RCs receive their final status as a Protected Person. Ultimately, these delays 

elongate the displacement process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 Retrieved on March 31, 2019 from https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-bc-immigrant-

agency-sees-decline-in-government-assisted-refugees/ 
 
20 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada(2019). Making a claim for refugee protection? Here’s what you should know. 
Retrieved from https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/information-sheets/Pages/refugee-protection.aspx  

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-bc-immigrant-agency-sees-decline-in-government-assisted-refugees/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-bc-immigrant-agency-sees-decline-in-government-assisted-refugees/
https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/information-sheets/Pages/refugee-protection.aspx
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2.2 RESEARCH APPROACH 
 

 

In May 2018, Refugee Claimant Housing Forum21 organizers convened over 60 creative 

community leaders, decision makers representing 45 agencies and refugee claimants for a full 

day of facilitated workshops to develop actionable strategies that address the housing needs of 

RCs in BC. The objective of the forum was to establish a creative, multi-stakeholder action plan 

with policy responses, impartial assessment and informed recommendation for refugee 

claimants across the housing continuum or spectrum (shelter, transitional, permanent). 

 

This report integrates the findings from the forum, a series of research studies related to the 

current RC referral process, asset mapping of current organizations and existing housing capacity 

as well as research on innovation in housing responses for RCs. In addition, a series of stories 

related to the settlement and housing journey for RCs were compiled, surveys were sent to key 

stakeholders, and numerous key informant interviews were held.  

 

This comprehensive report, “Towards A Housing Solution for Refugee Claimants”, is aligned with 

the Government of Canada’s “National Housing Strategy,” the Province of British Columbia’s 

policies and best practices worldwide. It comprises evidence-based policy responses to improve 

the capacity of service delivery that supports refugee claimants in their hope of establishing a 

home in British Columbia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 Report from 2018 Housing Forum retrieved March 28, 2019 from http://mapbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Refugee-
Claimant-Housing-Forum-Report-and-Action-Plan-2018.pdf  

http://mapbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Refugee-Claimant-Housing-Forum-Report-and-Action-Plan-2018.pdf
http://mapbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Refugee-Claimant-Housing-Forum-Report-and-Action-Plan-2018.pdf
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3.0 CURRENT RESPONSE TO SUPPORT REFUGEE CLAIMANTS22 
 

 

Multi-Agency Partnership (MAP) plays a unique role in the refugee claimant service sector. It is a 

collaboration between over 40 government, non-government and not-for-profit agencies in 

Metro Vancouver and the Fraser Valley that work with, and for, refugee claimants. MAP is 

ground-breaking in finding solutions and partnerships that help refugee claimants navigate the 

challenges of the legal process, housing, and employment and ultimately lead to successful 

integration into their communities in British Columbia. It is politically neutral as a partnership and 

is funded through a mix of government and private grants.23 

 

A fundamental key in easing the transitional stage for RCs is their accessing secure, affordable 

housing opportunities. Studies suggest that obtaining safe, stable and affordable housing not 

only provides shelter for newcomers, but also is a “base for access to the everyday services and 

resources for rebuilding an ‘ordinary’ life and to specialized programs to facilitate their 

settlement in Canada”24. Yet, most refugee claimants reside in the urban centres, such as Metro 

Vancouver, where low vacancy rates and an expensive housing market cause a shortage of 

affordable housing for RCs. Once a person is found eligible to have a refugee claim by the federal 

government, they can apply for income assistance, but many barriers make finding housing 

difficult. Barriers include delays in accessing employment, limited BC income assistance shelter 

rates, high market rental rates, language barriers, complex family configurations and no previous 

Canadian rental history25.  Local charities, faith communities and other communities of welcome 

provide some transitional housing and settlement support, but there remains a significant gap 

between supply and demand.  

 

 
 
23 https://mapbc.org/about/ Accessed 3/23/2019 
24 Rose, Damaris and Alexandra Charette. 2017. Finding housing for the Syrian refugee newcomers in Canadian cities: 
challenges, initiatives and policy implications. Synthesis report. p.4 
25 MAP(2018). A Forum Focused on Solutions: Addressing the Urgent Shelter and Housing Needs of Refugee Claimants in BC. 

 

https://mapbc.org/about/
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3.1 REFUGEE CLAIMANT HOUSING SPECTRUM  
 

 

Refugee claimants journey through a spectrum of housing options from their initial arrival, 

transitioning to a new country while awaiting legal hearing on their status and then settling into 

permanent housing. This spectrum, also known as the Housing Continuum, is supported by 

various organizations as a supplement to designated government funding for RCs. Referral 

organizations, such as BC211, direct RCs towards one of these housing options based on their 

family structure, income level and housing availability. The current RC designated housing supply 

can only support approximately 10% of all RCs arriving each year in British Columbia.   

 

The housing spectrum, or housing types, that are most reported for RCs to live in include: 

• Hidden homelessness through couch surfing 

• Canadian Red Cross support in commercial lodging 

• Emergency shelters designed for Canada’s homeless population 

• Women’s Transition Houses 

• Transitional housing with support through faith-based organizations 

• Meanwhile Spaces  

• Permanent housing from non-market, low-end market and market rental 
 

 
Please see the following figure for an overview of the RC Housing Spectrum and the following 

information outlining current capacity within the sector.  
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Figure 5: The Housing Spectrum. MAP(2019).  
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Refugee Claimants struggle to find adequate, long-term housing in the Lower Mainland due to 

low income, high market costs, low vacancy rates and exemptions from governmental funding 

support. The following points describe stages of the RC housing spectrum. These processes are 

not necessarily linear or equivalent in scope due to family size, cultural differences, gender and 

limited mobility due to an inflexible legal system. The following information elaborates on the RC 

Housing Spectrum. 

 
Hidden Homelessness: Due to a lack of a case management, a lack of support service capacity, 

and a fragmented referral process, RCs may end up homeless. Homelessness is often disguised 

by couch surfing or staying in hotels until funds run dry.   

 
Shelter: Emergency shelters, subsidized 100 percent, are designed for Canada’s homeless 

population. However, when RCs find themselves without any other subsidized options they are 

housed in shelters and stay anywhere from a day to a month. Certain demographics such as single 

males and single mothers find it especially difficult to find proper shelter. According to the 

research completed for this report only 10 percent of all refugee claimants in BC are able to 

access the following services due to limited spaces.  The Canadian Red Cross does fund up to 72 

hours in commercial lodging leaving many still without access to transitional or permanent 

housing.  

Support Organizations: 

 
• ISSofBC Welcome Centre: There is one 3-bedroom unit with six dedicated shelter beds for 

RCs, who pay a prorated nightly amount of the welfare shelter allowance ~$12.50/night 

• FineDay Shelter, YMCA, Salvation Army Belkin House: Family shelters provide 

accommodation for refugee claimants. Many shelters separate the adults according to 

gender.  

• Canadian Red Cross: Provides approximately 16 RCs per month with funding for a couple 

of nights in hotel and food (max 72 hours) in emergencies although the length of stay may 

be extended due to lack of alternative accommodation. 
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Transitional: A type of housing for between 30 days and three years that aims to ease transition 

from emergency housing to long-term housing. If there is vacancy, transitional housing providers 

offer 100 percent subsidized shelter for people who have no funds and are still in the process of 

being found eligible to make a claim, and are thus unable to access welfare. Once they receive 

income assistance, these spaces are subsidized to meet welfare housing allowance. Four 

organizations, located in the Lower Mainland and rooted in faith-based communities, specialize 

in providing dedicated transitional housing with wrap-around supports for vulnerable refugee 

claimants. These transition houses help refugee claimant residents find, furnish, and move into 

permanent housing. Additionally, specialized support services are offered such as counselling, 

employment counselling, tutorial assistance, peer support groups, orientation trainings and 

assistance with the refugee determination and landing processes.26  There are some new 

transitional opportunities proposed in meanwhile spaces. 

 

Some Transitional Housing Providers for RCs in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia: 

• Inasmuch Community Society  

• Journey Home Community Association  

• Kinbrace Community Society 

• New Hope Community Services  
 

Permanent 
 

• Non-Market, Affordable: Affordable housing is considered affordable when 30 percent or 

less of a household's gross income goes towards paying for housing costs. A certain number 

of the most vulnerable refugee claimants are assisted into this type of housing through 

partnerships with transitional housing providers and through BC Housing. 

• Market Low-end Rental: A type of housing where the housing provider calculates rent 

according to rental market conditions. These are often accessed through existing 

partnerships with non-profit housing providers and are available to those exiting 

transitional housing as well as the least vulnerable RCs. 

• Market Rental: Accessible to self-sufficient refugee claimants. 

 
26 Sojourn House(2019). Retrieved from http://www.sojournhouse.org/ 
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3.2 CURRENT HOUSING CAPACITY FOR REFUGEE CLAIMANTS  
 

 

Based on the most vulnerable 60 percent of the annual arrival average of 1,408 (2008–2017), 

approximately 850 refugee claimants seek housing support each year. This is conservative in the 

context of increasing systemic housing pressures. There is currently no dedicated shelter capacity 

for refugee claimants. The Canadian Red Cross pays for 72 hours of emergency shelter of RCs in 

hotels, and approximately 16 RCs are housed in emergency housing per month. Other statistics 

suggest that, when available, roughly 10-20 shelter beds are used when needed through various 

organizations (YWCA, Fraserside, ISSofBC). Anecdotally interviews with housing workers27 

suggest numbers are increasing weekly with challenges especially noted for placing larger 

families and single males.   

 

For transitional housing capacity, there are 20-25 units or rooms with a capacity to house 50 RCs 

across 4 organizations. This may be an overestimation as the number of pillows are often counted 

as beds, not necessarily an individual bed for each person. Estimates suggest that 115 RCs are 

assisted by transitional houses on average each year or approximately 5 percent of all RCs who 

arrive in British Columbia.   The following assessment based on feedback from stakeholders 

outlines the more immediate housing needs across the spectrum.   

 
Short-term shelter 
 

• Need: Estimated 150-200 beds per year dedicated to RCs (not existing shelter beds) 

• Currently have: One three-bedroom unit with 6 dedicated beds (ISSofBC) for RCs28.   

RCs can only stay up to 1 month, and there are around 72 RCs using these beds each 

  year. 

• RCs must pay $12.50 per night, per person for shelter at ISSofBC. 

 

 

 
27 Interview with SOS housing worker, March 2019. 
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Dedicated, transitional housing 
 

• Need: Estimated 100-150 additional units to accommodate need. 

• Currently have: 20–25 rooms or units available across 8 properties annually from 4 housing 

providers (Kinbrace, Journey Home, Inasmuch and New Hope).  These providers state they 

served about 115 RCs of the 2,330 RCs that arrived in 2018.  Each RC stays about 4-6 months 

except at New Hope, which allows families to stay around 21 months due to hearing delays.  

 

Permanent, affordable housing 

• Need: Initial estimated requirement of 200-250 units per year (from bachelor to 7 

bedrooms). 

• Currently have: 0 dedicated to RCs. However, non-profit housing providers have been  

accepting limited numbers of RC families into their subsidized housing.  

 
The available resources for RC housing support and services continue to confirm that the entire 

housing spectrum for RCs is lacking in capacity. Without coordinated strategies for affordable 

housing, RCs will remain a vulnerable population in Canada and in BC.  
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3.3 SECTORAL CAPACITY AND BEST PRACTICES  

 
The current emphasis on poverty reduction29 within British Columbia is important to note as are 

the efforts to address access to affordable housing. British Columbia’s Housing Plan falls under 

two main strategies: “Homes for BC: A 30 Point Plan for Affordability in British Columbia” and 

“Together BC: British Columbia’s Poverty Reduction Strategy30”. These reports aim to increase 

the province’s affordable housing, lower rental-access barriers and strengthen community 

partnerships that help ease vulnerable populations into permanent and secure housing. “Homes 

for BC: A 30 Point Plan for Affordability in British Columbia” (2018) highlights increasing BC’s long-

term housing affordability by: 

• Stabilizing the market 

• Cracking down on tax fraud and closing loopholes 

• Building homes for people in need 

• Ensuring security for renters 

• Supporting partners to build and preserve affordable housing 

 
The Province’s focus on investing over $6 billion into affordable housing, building 2,500 new 

supportive homes for people struggling with homelessness, and securing housing for women and 

children affected by violence demonstrates the Province’s commitment to making BC safe and 

accessible for all in need. Considering this, the unique housing needs of refugee claimants as a 

distinct, vulnerable population of BC should be recognized. 

 

Without distinct housing funding for RCs, they will continue to place pressure on emergency 

shelters as an initial landing place when entering BC. Partnerships and funding allocation to 

include organizations involved with the RC population will benefit the Province by reducing the 

social and health costs and gain from the community wealth of settled RCs. This report is  

 
29 Please see this site for reference to policy landscape Accessed on March 27, 2019 
https://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2019/news-release-01.htm. 
30 BC Poverty Reduction Strategy Accessed on March 28, 2019 https://engage.gov.bc.ca/bcpovertyreduction/. 

https://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2019/news-release-01.htm
https://engage.gov.bc.ca/bcpovertyreduction/
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aligned with the Province’s strategic direction to increase housing affordability31, reduce 

poverty32, strengthen partnerships in the service sector, and implement evidence-based best 

practices. 

 

Each challenge in the housing spectrum paves the way for innovation and collaborative 

opportunities. Upon review of international and national best practices in the housing sector for 

refugee claimants, the following suggestions highlight some of the innovative resolutions to 

constraints along the housing spectrum. 

 

Shelter 
 

Overburdened emergency shelters are not a suitable place to host RCs upon arrival. These beds 

are needed for the targeted homeless populations. Therefore, building a specified Refugee 

Claimant Reception Centre (RCRC) to coordinate intake, provide a case management service, and 

have a unified referral system is critical to the resettlement process. 

 

Prior to erecting this necessary facility, strengthening existing partnerships and coordinating 

available empty spaces in the Lower Mainland is pivotal to improve RCs’ entry into Canada. 

In the Lower Mainland, ISSofBC has utilized Airbnb rooms or apartments to house newcomers; 

however, there is concern that this is unsustainable and expensive without using Open Homes. 

Open Homes is a program run through Airbnb that provides free emergency shelter in a host’s 

home with available space. There are some liability concerns with Open Homes that have yet to 

be solved. However, other large Canadian cities such as Toronto have utilized other underused 

spaces such as dorm rooms at universities throughout the summer 33. 

 

 
31Accessed on March 28, 2019 from  https://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2018/homesbc/2018_homes_for_bc.pdf. 
32 Accessed on March 28, 2019 from 
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/18040/search/CIVIX_DOCUMENT_ROOT_STEM:(poverty%20reduc
tion)?2#hit1. 
33 Tavia Grant(2018). “Wave of asylum seekers floods Toronto’s shelters”. The Globe and Mail.  Retrieved from 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-in-toronto-asylum-seekers-hope-to-carve-out-a-new-home/  

https://www.bcbudget.gov.bc.ca/2018/homesbc/2018_homes_for_bc.pdf
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/18040/search/CIVIX_DOCUMENT_ROOT_STEM:(poverty%20reduction)?2#hit1
http://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/18040/search/CIVIX_DOCUMENT_ROOT_STEM:(poverty%20reduction)?2#hit1
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-in-toronto-asylum-seekers-hope-to-carve-out-a-new-home/
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In the case of a large-scale RC intake, having a contingency plan, like the Netherlands does, would 

be beneficial. The Netherlands asylum34 procedure includes a regular reception centre, 

emergency reception in pavilions, multi-purpose halls and holiday parks and crisis reception in 

sports arenas. 

 

Transitional 
 
Another interesting idea is the concept of “Meanwhile Spaces.” “Meanwhile Spaces” are 

temporary locations that are in between functional purposes, for example, reusing buildings that 

are vacant and awaiting demolition or using hotels that are for rezoning. 

Some current national examples include: 
 
 

• Sojourn House: 52 fully furnished and self-contained apartments that house an average of 

100 refugees. These include 24 single bachelor units, 12 double bachelor and 16 two-

bedroom apartments as transitional housing for individuals identified by emergency 

shelters in Toronto 

• Journey Home: A BC transitional home provider with wraparound support for RCs. Their 

“Communities of Welcome Program” provides training for community groups to help RC 

integration and support 

• Inasmuch: Use of City of Abbotsford houses that are slated for demolition related to park 

expansion. This process benefits both the developers and the RCs 

 
Reuse of buildings: 
 

• The Biltmore Hotel was restored to become temporary housing for BC’s homeless 

population. The old hotel is leased to BC Housing for six years with RainCity Housing and 

Support Society and is renamed 395 Kingsway. Onsite services are provided while tenants 

pay rent and hold a housing agreement. A similar arrangement could be made for RCs 35. 

 

 
34 Netherlands Ministry of Security and Justice(2019). Retrieved from https://www.government.nl/topics/asylum-
policy/asylum-procedure/reception-asylumseeker. 
35 City of Vancouver(2019). Retrieved from https://vancouver.ca/people-programs/Biltmore-Hotel-395-Kingsway.aspx.    

https://www.government.nl/topics/asylum-policy/asylum-procedure/reception-asylumseeker
https://www.government.nl/topics/asylum-policy/asylum-procedure/reception-asylumseeker
https://vancouver.ca/people-programs/Biltmore-Hotel-395-Kingsway.aspx
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• A vacant seniors’ home in Gretna, Manitoba was converted to provide emergency shelter 

for RCs during cold winter months36 . Similar buildings could be leased for longer-term care. 

 

Positive Action in Housing (PAIH): In Scotland, PAIH is like an Airbnb for refugees. The 

organization provides training to host families and rooms for refugee claimants at risk of 

homelessness. The comfort of a home, acclimatizing to cultural nuances and practice speaking 

English all benefit the RC 37. 

 

Long-term 
 
Differing needs, family configuration, financial capacity and eligibility influence a RC’s long-term 

housing plan. BC Housing provides subsidized housing for refugee claimants; however, there are 

a very few earmarked units specified in BC Housing buildings. Engagement with municipalities, 

non-profit organizations, intergovernmental agencies, development associations, Landlord BC, 

and diverse faith communities, within and beyond the Lower Mainland, will contribute to 

broadening housing opportunities for RCs. Further, Multi-Agency Partnership members should 

look at the Homeless Services Association of BC (HSABC) as a model and a partner. HSABC is an 

expert in the homeless sector and can be a beneficial ally in expanding evidence-based research 

on RCs and their intersection with other vulnerable communities. Strong ties with HSABC can also 

help MAP agencies move more towards implementing the BC Housing Strategies that will 

indirectly benefit RCs. 

 

A long-term strategy that will benefit the reception and welcome of RCs into a community can 

also increase research and advocacy for RCs by creating positive public awareness. It is valuable 

to change through training and community knowledge sharing the potential negative narrative 

of RCs portrayed in media coverage. By virtue, accepting and supportive communities will be 

 
36 Tessa Vanderhart(2019). Refugee shelter in Gretna, Man., closing due to lack of demand. Canadian Broadcasting Company. 
Retrieved from https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/gretna-manitoba-refugee-centre-closing-1.4427732. 
37 Canter, Lyons and Fidler(2017).  AirBnb for Refugees UK Hosts Guests. The Guardian. Retrieved from 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/08/airbnb-for-refugees-uk-hosts-guests-in-pictures. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/gretna-manitoba-refugee-centre-closing-1.4427732
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/08/airbnb-for-refugees-uk-hosts-guests-in-pictures
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more receptive to integrating RCs into the community. The influence of positive success stories 

of RCs will help communities realize the benefits and value RCs add in a community. 

 

Additionally, the MAP Housing Forum (2018) recommends strategies towards rooting RCs in their 

communities: 

• Access CMHC innovation fund to increase supply through creative partnerships that use 

new models/technologies – tiny homes, modular homes, floating houses, de-

commissioned BC Ferries. 

• Create new units of safe, affordable and permanent housing 

• Create tax incentive options to support increase of supply of housing options for RCs 

(capital gains, incentives to rent empty rooms) 

• Continue working with all levels of government to secure capital funding for housing 

• Explore/secure land trust model 

• Explore partnerships with modular housing manufacturer and BC housing and faith-based 

organizations for land. Create supply to meet the needs of families (3+ bedrooms) 

• Utilize resources of alumni claimants 

• Promote permanent housing solutions with high integration value 

• Generate creative housing models such as Social Purpose Real Estate (SPRE) 
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3.4 INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION GAPS 
 

 

Referral services and housing providers suffered a loss when Inland Refugee Society (IRS) 

unexpectedly closed its doors in 2018. IRS functioned as a central point for referrals to immediate 

housing needs. However, through the collaboration of other agencies in the sector, including 

MOSAIC’s Refugee and Resettlement Integration Program and ISSofBC through their Settlement 

Orientation Services (SOS) program, housing searching, referral and procedures have begun to 

lessen the vacuum left behind by IRS. However, a key function of IRS was being a data collection 

source at the initial stage of RC housing experiences and needs. Without the linchpin of a central 

hub and information source, interviews with service providers reveal that there is concern about 

service duplication, lack of accurate information on long-term housing availability, improper 

referrals according to RC demographic, and a lack of data on case outcomes.  

 
Furthermore, there is little consideration of cultural and ethnic tensions between certain people 

groups from the same country of origin. Interviewees mention scenarios where people from 

conflicting groups were placed in the same units, as if they were from the same demographic. An 

up to date data platform with notes on cultural sensitivities, long-term housing availability, 

management plans and RC’s specific needs will help ease communication and coordination 

between agencies. 

 
Information gaps also persist due to ambiguous nomenclature, inaccurate media portrayal and a 

diversity of reference points and regional identifiers. Increasing usage of the terms in the 

Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA) will clarify understanding about the differences 

with refugee claimants and other types of refugees. The term refugee often becomes conflated 

between refugee claimants and resettled refugees. Currently, RCs often do not know their own 

case details or the nuances of their unique immigration status.  Therefore, the establishment and 

implementation of standardized nomenclature, evaluation practices, reporting structures and 

service procedures will eliminate much confusion about the unique needs and assets of the RC 

population, provide housing options and streamline support services. 
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3.5  HOUSING-RELATED SERVICES TO REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 
 

 

There are 38 provincially funded organizations that provide settlement services to refugee 

claimants across BC.  The BC Refugee Hub has compiled a list of organizations that are 

funded by the Province to provide services to refugee claimants who settle in Metro 

Vancouver, the Fraser Valley and on Vancouver Island38.  A number of asset mapping tools 

have been explored by Pomegranate and the Refugee Claimant Asset Mapping Advisory 

Committee including the opportunity to collaborate further with the following organizations: 

• GeoBC mapping and analytics products 

• Helpseeker.org 

• BC211  
 
BC211 has the infrastructure and low-cost resources to act as a lead in collaborating and 

organizing available emergency and long-term housing units. BC211 is a valuable asset as it can 

provide services in eleven different languages from their staff to newcomers. Their process would 

be enhanced by finding out about informal networks through neighbourhood houses, churches 

and other community organizations since they already have the infrastructure.  

 

The sector representation of over 40 agencies that make up MAP holds many capacities. MAP 

provides a convening opportunity for agencies to collaborate to provide referral services, trauma-

support services, training and advocacy, and relationship building with landlords and 

municipalities.  

 

The Asset Mapping Advisory Committee highlights the urgent need for the following data and 

information: 

 
38 Retrieved on March 28, 2019 from http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/BC-Settlemement- and-

Integration-Services_Jan2019.pdf 

 

http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/BC-Settlemement-%20and-Integration-Services_Jan2019.pdf
http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/BC-Settlemement-%20and-Integration-Services_Jan2019.pdf
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• Real-time housing and related services data as part of a Referral System: highlighting 

potential role of BC211 

• Ongoing data for Housing Inventory Management  

• Data for Case Management of all RCs who arrive in BC 

• Data for Financial Analysis and Planning 

• Data for Education and Communication Hub: highlighting MAP website and BC        

Refugee Hub 

• Data Enrichment datasets: highlighting the potential role for GEOBC and BC211 
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4. REFUGEE CLAIMANT HOUSING SEARCH EXPERIENCES  
 

 

This section draws on literature research, interviews with service providers and the narratives of RCs. 

The efforts of the housing support workers and agencies providing housing are exceptional and they 

have helped approximately 10% of RCs to find permanent housing.  However, there are growing 

concerns around the needs of RCs who are not assisted, the availability of immediate shelter options 

for all RCs upon their arrival, and the accessibility of safe housing as RCs transition to permanent 

homes. This concern is valid due to at least 60 percent of RCs in BC being on social assistance within 

one year of their claim according to a research study by Statistics Canada39.  Housing concerns and 

poor housing conditions affect RCs well-being, mental health and integration into communities. 

Without adequate housing support, a potential central intake hub, and enough housing units, RCs 

will continue to suffer from ongoing displacement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
39 Statistics Canada (2015). Social Assistance Among Refugee Claimants in Canada, Retrieved March 26, 2019 from 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2015051-eng.htm  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2015051-eng.htm
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4.1  REFUGEE CLAIMANT EXPERIENCES 

 

Housing providers and referral agencies are not the only parties disoriented by the current 

fragmented responses on referrals and housing options. According to a survey conducted by 

Immigrant Services Society of BC, 65 percent of RC respondents had trouble finding housing, 55 

percent had trouble finding employment and 48 percent had a challenge with the refugee claim 

process40. Interviews with a variety of referral and housing agencies reveal that management of RC 

expectations is another information challenge. Many were surprised about the Canadian process, or 

did not know housing would be so expensive and difficult to obtain. It is valuable to instill in every 

RC a consistent and realistic understanding of the system, including expectations about the reality of 

the housing shortage and high rents in the region.  

 

Another indirect information challenge is the public’s perspective on incoming refugee claimants, 

which has resulted in issues such as discrimination from landlords due to uncertainty of length of 

stay, inability to reference check, large family size, and lack of income status. Further, information 

and communication can be dispersed about the benefits of living beyond the densely populated 

Lower Mainland. Misinformation about living in a more rural community causes hesitation among 

RCs because they are concerned about proximity of services. Key services for RCs such as the Legal 

Services Society, the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, Immigration, Refugees and 

Citizenship Canada and Canada Border Service Agency are based in downtown Vancouver, meaning 

transportation is an issue for those who can find housing outside of the City of Vancouver. It can be 

challenging to persuade clients that suburban options are workable. 

 

The UNHCR Canada Refugee Claim Process (see Appendix 2) demonstrates the proposed stages that 

an RC must go through to become a Protected Person in Canada. Once a Basis of Claim form is 

submitted within two weeks of arrival, individuals are granted Refugee Protection Claimant status. 

This enables RCs to apply for a temporary work visa, social assistance, a medical examination 

certificate and a temporary social insurance number. RCs search for housing, employment and 

 
40 Immigrant Services Society of BC(2018). Refugee Claimants in BC: Understanding Current Irregular Arrival Trends,  p. 22. 
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community support as they wait for their hearing, which will determine their eligibility to remain in 

Canada. According to official information provided by the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada 

(IRB), it currently takes 21 months before RCs attend their hearing date41. If accepted as Convention 

Refugees or Persons in Need of Protection, they can apply for Permanent Residency and begin to 

integrate into a community. Rejection can be appealed in court and, in BC, RCs continue to receive 

support. While this process seems efficient and straightforward, there are many constraints and 

barriers within the process of arrival. Furthermore, hearings are frequently delayed and all steps of 

the process are delayed and complex. A recent news article stated that RC hearings are currently 

taking up to 2 years42. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
41 Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada(2019). Making a claim for refugee protection? Here’s what you should know. 
Retrieved from https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/information-sheets/Pages/refugee-protection.aspx  
42 Retrieved from https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2019/03/20/refugee-board-chairs-car-and-chauffeur-raise-
eyebrows.html . 

https://irb-cisr.gc.ca/en/information-sheets/Pages/refugee-protection.aspx
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4.2  STORIES APPROACH 

 

This section includes the stories of refugee claimants43 living in British Columbia. They have faced a 

variety of hardships and victories in their search for political protection. Through a qualitative 

framework of conducting interviews with these refugee claimants and those who are now 

Convention Refugees (having been through the RC experience), we have been able to compile their 

stories to illustrate what a person faces related to housing when seeking protection in Canada.  

 

As part of the research strategy, Pomegranate and MAP team members met with individual refugee 

claimants to hear their housing journey stories44. This process included one-on-one meetings, phone 

calls and a story-based event called “Starting Over” at the University of the Fraser Valley that outlined 

refugee claimant stories and their housing journey. Care was taken to protect privacy and not add to 

RC trauma. In all cases, the stress of finding shelter upon arrival and finding proper housing in the 

present day was evident.  This was not a statistical sample but one based on MAP agency referrals.  

The method emerged in collaboration with an RC who then joined the research team.   Most often 

the interviews took place in a coffee shop between January and March 2019.   

 

 

“I fled from persecution in my home country on October 8, 2014 to seek refuge in Canada. 
This was the most difficult decision I have ever made. My first few days in Vancouver were 
equally stressful due to the uncertainties regarding my safety, food, shelter, appropriate 
winter clothing, [and] my mental health.” 

- “D”, Cameroon 

  

 

 

 

 

 
43 One of the interviews was with someone that had received Permanent Residence.   
44 Refugee Claimant Housing Journey Stories are further detailed in Appendix 3. 
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FAMILY/RC COUNTRY OF 
ORIGIN 

FAMILY 
SIZE 

FAMILY COMPOSITION #NIGHTS SLEPT 
OUTSIDE/ NO 
SHELTER 

#1 Nigeria 5 Couple, two sons, one daughter 0 

#2 Nigeria 3 Single mother and two daughters (2&3 years) 0 

#3 Iran 4 One couple with two sons (23 & 14) 0 

#4 Pakistan 4 Couple with two sons (8 & 6) 0 

#5 Burundi 2 One couple (60s) 1 

#6 Iraq 6 Couple with four children (12, 11, 5 & newborn) 0 

#7 Afghanistan 1 Man on his own. Wife and two children in 
Afghanistan 

0 

 

#8  Afghanistan 3 Couple with daughter (4 years) 0 

#9 Pakistan 2 Single mother with daughter 0 

#10 Iraq 2 Couple 2-5 

#11  Syria 1 Single man. Student  0 

#12 Ethiopia 3 Couple (had baby shortly after arrival) 0 

#13 El Salvador 1  Young woman 0 

#14 Albania  1  One man 0 

#15 Afghanistan 2 Couple 0 

#16 Iraq 5 Couple with three children 0 

     

Figure 6: Table of Family Composition and Arrival45 

 

 

Through interviewing RCs in BC, many stories of struggle, endurance, hardship and resilience 

emphasized the importance of strengthening RCs support system for accessing proper shelter on 

arrival through to permanent safe housing. Upon arrival at Canada’s border, RCs must go through 

the lengthy process of being interviewed and held by Canadian border agencies until their 

paperwork is verified. A new CBSA Immigration Holding Centre is to open in Surrey for people 

who are flight or security risks and whose identity cannot be confirmed. Though the process is 

being modified, there is little to address the lack of information and lack of immediate shelter 

options as well as housing and support which are unavailable to most RCs. 

 

Frightened, overwhelmed and in need of protection, RCs expect to secure immediate, available 

housing options: 

 

• The family of four from Pakistan when interviewed stated that they expected to be referred 
to emergency housing immediately after arriving in Canada. They believed that housing 
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would be made available to them because of their need of protection. This family had to 
pay for four nights at an Airbnb, as they were not able to secure immediate shelter through 
services. 

 

• A young couple from Ethiopia found themselves staying on a couch of a friend for three 
weeks. 

 

• A women’s rights activist and journalist arrived in BC near the Washington border through 
bushes near a truck crossing. She found her way to Inland Refugee Society (IRS), but was 
unable to secure shelter and spent several nights sleeping in a park. 

 

• A family of two from Burundi were shown a shelter that was cramped and was also housing 
drug addicts. They felt unsafe and were forced to find somewhere else to go. 

 

• The stresses of housing instability and unclear pathways to care cause many mental health 
concerns such as dealing with depression, suicidal thoughts and anxiety. 

 

 
The following infographic illustrates one family’s housing journey.  Please see Appendix 3 for an 

outline of the RC journey on arrival in Canada from the perspective of UNHCR.  
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Figure 7: Story of a Refugee Claimant46 

 
46 Please note this graphic illustrates the housing journey from the perception of the RC family.  The Canadian Red 
Cross did not provide housing but funded their access to housing.  
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4.3  AFFORDABLE HOUSING CRISIS:                                             
LIMITED APPROPRIATE HOUSING ACROSS THE SPECTRUM 
 
 

Affordable housing is considered lodging that costs less than 30 percent of a household’s 

income47. Over the past five years, housing affordability has decreased with rents increasing on 

average by 30 percent48. Even in the current market flux, vacancy rates are on average 1.7% to 

1% in the City of Vancouver, where most RCs access services. This has increased housing 

pressures for all segments of society including refugee claimants. Communities in the Lower 

Mainland face an increase in housing as a core need. There is an increase in the number of 

households spending more than 50% of their income on housing by approximately 7% (6,000 

households). These factors result in increased homelessness across the Lower Mainland. Data is 

limited and identification of refugee claimants and refugees can be confused, thereby not 

enabling accurate measurement of refugee claimant needs 49. 

 

In a settlement survey conducted by ISSofBC, 27 percent of respondents said they spend between 

51 percent and 75 percent of their monthly household income on housing, and 24 percent spend 

more than 75 percent50. RCs are eligible for Social Assistance when they receive their refugee 

claimant status. However, funding is not adequate for the expensive housing market in the Lower 

Mainland. A single person receives $375 per month while a family of 6 receives $785 per month. 

The following are average rental rates for BC: 

• Bachelor $972/month 

• 3-bedroom apartment $1,478 (2017) 

• Vancouver CMA average: bachelor $1,060/month; 3-bedroom, $1,801 (2017) 
 

 

 
47 Immigrant Services Society of BC (2018). Refugee Claimants in BC: Understanding Current Irregular Arrival Trends. p. 29. 
48 Metropolitan Vancouver Housing Data Book. 
49 MAP (2019). Interim Report 
50 Immigrant Services Society of BC (2018). Refugee Claimants in BC: Understanding Current Irregular Arrival Trends. p. 3. 
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RCs are not eligible for the same funding as PSRs and GARs. Therefore, finding housing in the 

city is an extra challenge when units are not designated for RCs. Other significant housing 

challenges include: 

• Standards of housing 

• Unwillingness to move to farther suburbs like Surrey, Abbotsford 

• Refugee claimants do not have knowledge of the systems to access social housing. 

• Lack of advocates 

• Lack of language, cultural nuance capacity 

• Refugee claimants are not familiar with the options they have. 

• Accessibility (for disabled individuals) 

• Discrimination based on status 
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4.4  FUNDING OF REFUGEE CLAIMANTS: SOCIAL ASSISTANCE, 
EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION CHALLENGES 

 

The funding landscape for RCs is challenging to document as they are often one of several eligible 

groups for certain funding streams in social programs and, in time, can access poverty reduction 

programs available to all who qualify in British Columbia.  However, there are two designated 

funding streams for RCs within BC in addition to selected federal supports with at least 30% of all 

designated funding for RCs coming through the efforts of non-profits, the community and in-kind 

contributions.  Most significantly, the latter forms of support are significantly stretched and not 

able to meet the needs of all RCs. These organizations rely on volunteers and donations with 

limited governmental support. The following table highlights areas of annual support for RCs in BC.  

 

List of Funding Sources Cost to the Government or 
Organization 

Designated Annual Funding 
for RCs 

Provincial Social Assistance Approximately 60% of all RCs 
receive Social Assistance 

 

Not Designated Settlement 
Housing Workers Support  

Provincial Social Housing TBD  

Provincial Stream A (BCSIS) Only a proportion of this 
funding is for RCs51 

A proportion of $4.15 
Million 

Provincial Stream B(BCSIS) Dedicated primarily to address 
needs of RCs 

$1.4 Million 

City of Vancouver Funding that goes to agencies 
helping refugee claimants 

$181,00052 

Federal IRB/IRCC/CBSA $14,000 government cost per 
RC household for legal services 

 

 
51 The Province of BC (Ministry of Jobs, Trade and Technology) cannot easily state the proportion of Stream A funding that goes 
to different client categories: temporary foreign workers, provincial nominees (not yet permanent residents), naturalized 
citizens, international students and refugee claimants.   
52 Accessed March 27, 2019 from http://issbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Press-Release-Funding-for-refugee-claimant-
services-April-26.pdf  

http://issbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Press-Release-Funding-for-refugee-claimant-services-April-26.pdf
http://issbc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Press-Release-Funding-for-refugee-claimant-services-April-26.pdf
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Legal Aid (Federal and 
Provincial) 

Approximately $800,000 from 
province and remaining from 
federal government53 

$2.7 million  

Community Support/In-kind/ 
Faith and Cultural 
Communities/Non-Profits in RC 
Sector 

$2 million plus $2 million plus  

Education Access in time but may require 
assistance to access due to 
eligibility perceptions 

 

Health Access in time as RCs are 
sometimes not considered 
eligible or face other barriers54 

 

Figure 8: Areas of Annual RC Funding Support 

The support services s outlined in the following figure which are financed by the Province can 

be accessed by RCs. However, the current referral capacity only allows for dedicated housing 

with support services for RCs to reaches 10% to 20% of all RCs. In that small percentage, there 

is inadequate support for the housing needs of RCs when they arrive and need shelter or as 

they transition to safe and appropriate affordable housing.  

 
53 Accessed March 27, 2019 from https://lss.bc.ca/assets/aboutUs/2016_17_LSSFinancialStatementsandNotes.pdf 
54 Accessed March 28, 2019 from https://globalnews.ca/news/5103493/refugee-health-care-funding-barriers/  

https://globalnews.ca/news/5103493/refugee-health-care-funding-barriers/
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Figure 9: BCSIS Stream A and B: Overview and Referrals55 

 

ISSofBC’s settlement survey revealed that many RCs entering BC are highly educated and 

previously employed in their country of origin. Compared to the rest of Canada, according to 

Statistics Canada, the percentage of RC relying on social assistance in BC is lower than in most 

provinces except Alberta56. Almost three-quarters (72%) have pursued education beyond high 

school, one in two have university degrees, and a further 11% have at least some graduate 

education57.. Occupations included lawyers, medical professionals, engineers, taxi drivers, sales 

and bank staff. Yet, when asked about their current employment in BC, many RCs had deskilled, 

with respondents who are working much more likely to be in lower-skilled occupations, with 90% 

in jobs categorized as Skill Level C (51%) or D (39%) compared with 21% (19% Skill Level C, 2% 

Skill Level D) prior to arrival in Canada58. Not only does de-skilling take a psychological toll, but it 

 
55 BC Settlement and Integration Services(2019). Stream A and B Services for Refugee Claimants. Retrieved from   
http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/BC-Settlemement-and-Integration-Services_Jan2019.pdf  
56 Statistics Canada (2015) Social Assistance Among Refugee Claimants in Canada, Retrieved March 26, 2019 from 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2015051-eng.htm 
57 Ibid, pg. 14. 
58 Ibid, pg 24.  

http://bcrefugeehub.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/BC-Settlemement-and-Integration-Services_Jan2019.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-626-x/11-626-x2015051-eng.htm
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is also an economic burden. Employment authorizations take six weeks to four months to process 

and may be valid for periods as short as six months to two years. Without being a specified 

vulnerable group, refugees are not eligible for federal and provincial supports that GARs and PSRs 

receive. For example, RCs are exempt from Student Aid and must pay international fees; Child 

Care Subsidies, Life Skills Training and school start up allowances. Discrimination is also a 

significant barrier to employment as many employers recognize the temporary Social Insurance 

Numbers that start with the number nine, and a temporary work permit acts as a deterrent59. 

Employers want to hire workers with a more permanent status even though RCs are eager and 

willing to work to provide for their families. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
59 Immigrant Services Society of BC (2018) “Refugee Claimants in BC: Understanding Current Irregular Arrival Trends”.       
p. 37. 
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4.5  DELAYS IN ACHIEVING PERMANENT RESIDENT STATUS  
 

 

Delays in achieving Permanent Resident status are prevalent throughout the entire RC process.  

Owing to the rapid influx of RCs in Canada, there is currently a 21-month delay in processing 

documents. Upon initial arrival, if visas and documents are not in order, the process can be 

lengthened. Often, hearings are postponed without a new date set. If RCs attend their hearing 

and are admitted as Protected Persons, they can wait up to 2 years for their application to be 

processed. These stresses slow the process of integration into Canadian society and add to an 

overall sense of anxiety, uncertainty and fear. The longer RCs are dependent on social assistance, 

social housing and support services, the longer it will take for them to thrive and put down roots 

in their new communities. 
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5.  CRITICAL ISSUES IDENTIFIED 
 

 

This level of increase in RCs, together with the considerable housing pressures across the 

province, requires immediate attention. As summarized above and detailed in research reports 

related to this project, there are significant issues in the current response within BC regarding 

RCs. There are also considerable strengths noted including the contributions of faith 

communities, local communities, government, volunteers and the collaborative nature of MAP.  

 

Critical issues, gaps, strengths and challenges are organized under five key areas, followed by a 

list of related findings: 

5.1   Need for Designated Reception Centre 

5.2   Limited Appropriate Housing Across the Spectrum 

5.3   Public Awareness and Communication Challenges 

5.4   Housing and Support Delays: Coordination and Integration 

5.5   Integration of Services and Responses at the Community Level 
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5.1 NEED FOR DESIGNATED RECEPTION CENTRE 

  

Critical Issues:  

a) There are no dedicated beds for refugee claimants in BC, except for one 3-bedroom unit 

composed of 6 beds at the Welcome Centre when a bed is available and the 50 transitional 

housing beds that relieve shelter pressures for 115 RCs per year. 

b) Current shelter system is not appropriate due to unique characteristics of RCs including 

family composition. 

c) RCs' valuable emotional and psychological energies necessary to meet critical refugee 

protection needs are degraded by all-consuming quest to meet basic human need of 

shelter. 

d) RCs in other shelters anecdotally report increased experience of trauma, decreased 

capacity to cope and navigate the systems. 

e) A contingency plan is needed for a largescale arrival of refugee claimants. 

f) RC-serving organizations are struggling to provide long-term, integrative support due to 

unaffordable housing and limited funding. 

g) Multiple access points for services needed by RCs leads to frustration and RCs lacking a 

sense of belonging in their new home. 

 
Findings: 

• The ISS Welcome Centre prioritizes housing for Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) and 

has one unit of 6 beds allocated to refugee claimants. 

• Approximately 10% of RCs applying in any particular year are supported by the Canadian 

Red Cross in expensive emergency hotel accommodation. 

• Length of stay in emergency accommodation is increasing from 2-3 nights to over 8 nights 

• RCs state they are often offered fragmented housing services from non-profits, faith-based 

organizations and augmented shelter systems designed for homeless population. 

• Lack of coordination and overlap of services between organizations that provide 

introductory care to RCs. 



52 
 

• RCs have misinformed housing expectations from narrated experiences of resettled 

refugees gleaned at mixed newcomer service hubs. 
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5.2 LIMITED APPROPRIATE HOUSING ACROSS THE SPECTRUM 
 

 

Critical Issues: 

a) Overall lack of dedicated supported housing options for refugee claimants; there are 5 

organizations across the Lower Mainland providing approximately 70 - 80 beds in shelter 

and transitional housing. 

b) Growing housing pressures and costs of providing augmented shelter housing. 

c) Inappropriate use of shelters causing greater stress and trauma. 

d) Increasing application times adding to urgency of finding suitable affordable housing. 

e) Lack of visibility in the process of gaining housing for RCs has led to inaccurate resource 

allocation, limited analysis, and substandard planning. 

f) Insufficient family augmented shelter housing. 

g) Poor access to affordable housing for single persons; single men in particular face barriers. 

h) Poor access to housing large enough to accommodate families. 

i) Many RCs who go into market housing face barriers and do not understand their rights. 

j) Many RCs with a connection to supportive organizations are at risk of homelessness. 

 
Findings: 

• Current housing capacity has been developed over many years by organizations funded by 

their communities. 

• RC transitional housing providers currently cover shelter costs with fundraised dollars for 

RCs who are entering the refugee claim process and are not yet eligible to apply for welfare 

shelter allowance. 

• No clear pathway for RCs to access housing options as there are several access points. 

• Insufficient data, based on the number of refugee claims, or on housing situations of all 

RCs. 

• Heavy reliance on relationships with community members, community organizations, non-

profits and private landlords to access longer-term permanent housing options. 
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• Housing providers grappling with how to grow and build capacity in order to meet growing 

demand due to funding constraints 

• Housing outreach being developed by several organizations to improve 

access to housing options. 

• Data collection is not consistent across organizations due to resource 

constraints and different protocols being used. 

• Limited research available on the needs of vulnerable groups such as children, 

women fleeing violence, LGBTQ2 people, and seniors. 

• RC concerns about moving further away from Vancouver related to dealing 

with the legal process, transportation, access to schools, jobs, services, 

community and cultural services. 
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5.3 PUBLIC AWARENESS AND COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES  

 
Critical Issues: 
 

a) Public opinion surrounding RCs is changing from supportive to becoming more hostile. 

b) There is a lack of clarity in the media, the general public and some social service agencies 

about the differences between refugee claimants and resettled refugees. Terms related  

to refugees and refugee claimants are often used incorrectly, leading to misinformation. 

c) Housing issues are a hot media topic and there is always a potential for backlash when 

discussing refugee claimants’ access to housing. In fact, the topic can be quite controversial. 

d) Communication with the media – whether traditional media or new media – takes skill, 

experience and knowledge to ensure that key messages are understood. 

e) RCs’ contributions to Canada are significant and wide-ranging but are not often covered in 

the media or known by the general public. Refugee claimants need to have their voices 

amplified to tell their own stories. 

 

Findings: 

• When faced with the personal stories of RCs and their journeys, the hearts and minds of 

people can be changed. 

• The strategic directions outlined in this report need to be seen in a wider context – each 

needs its own robust communication strategy and plan to ensure that messaging is 

consistent across the MAP membership. 

• Due to its unique membership consisting of both government and NGOs, MAP is not able 

to have its own voice to speak to the media but supports its members in voicing concerns 

and/or correcting errors. 

• MAP members are not trained in communicating with the media and are reluctant to speak 

on issues regarding refugee claimants without training. 

• MAP members would like access to key consistent messaging, media training and tools to 

enable them to speak to the media. 
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• Confidentiality and protection of refugee claimants is a priority – their stories are powerful, 

and their voices need to be heard. However, refugee claimants should always have the 

opportunity to decline media requests and have access to psycho-social support when they 

do accept a request.  
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5.4  HOUSING AND SUPPORT DELAYS: COORDINATION               
AND INTEGRATION  
 

 

Critical Issues: 

a) Data privacy concerns and internal policies have limited key organizations in sharing data 

that is essential to informing decision making processes. 

b) After approaching many organizations and receiving very limited data, it seems that many 

informal, community-based, and privately held organizations were also unable to share 

data due to either lack of proper data collection tools or privacy concerns. 

c) Consideration for an integrated systems approach to service and housing delivery. 

d) Lack of recording or access to current practices makes it difficult to suggest improvements 

and address gaps. 

e) There has been no central coordination of data collection and sharing by/among all 

organizations working with RCs. 

f) There is no coordinated housing response to the arrival of refugee claimants from time of 

registering as a claimant to finding housing. 

g) RCs rely on friends or family, agencies supporting refugee claimants through limited 

funding streams, community organizations and their own resourcefulness. 

h) RCs face increased barriers due to gradual, step-by-step receipt of eligibility to make a 

claim, eligibility to receive income assistance, employment permit, and other services, 

midst limited support systems. 

i) RCs report increased stress in finding housing, separation of families and unsuitable 

accommodation. 

j) Lack of emergency and transitional beds for refugee claimants means that agencies are in 

crisis mode when approached by refugee claimants for housing. 

k) Shortage of housing options and lack of a coordinated approach means that refugee 

claimants are constantly referred onto another organization adding to stress and costs. 
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Findings: 

• Through direct conversations with RCs, there was a strong concern expressed around the 

current approach having a negative impact on RCs and their families 

• With the increase in the number of refugee claimants over the past five years, the agencies 

and community groups that provide housing options for refugee have been overwhelmed 

with the need for housing 

• There is no clear, central place RCs can be referred to by those agencies that connect with 

refugee claimants at the point of claim. 

• A streamlined, consistent communication system is needed to help RCs overcome housing 

access barriers, to improve accurate data collection, and to provide adequate transitional 

housing. 

• BC211 has developed an infrastructure that supports data collection and signposting to 

various services meeting a range of needs. 

• BC211 has mapped out assets across the Lower Mainland and Fraser Valley that identify 

housing providers and service agencies. 

• BCGIS has a strong data infrastructure, various layers of data and a team of data analysts. 

BCGIS can play a key role to enrich RC-related data and provide strategic analytics and 

reporting tools to enable robust decision making. 

• BC Refugee Hub (ISSofBC) has been demonstrated to be a key organization to train and 

enable other organizations to serve refugees and RCs. It can play a key role to support the 

potential change management and training required to adapt new protocols and tools. 
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5.5 INTEGRATION OF SERVICES AND RESPONSES AT THE 
COMMUNITY LEVEL 
 

 

Critical Issues: 

a) RCs are reluctant to leave established centers for affordable housing further afield placing 

increasing pressure on limited affordable housing stock in urban centers. 

b) Insufficient sharing of information related to RCs and needs between levels of government 

and service areas.  

c) Limited understanding of RCs and their needs within some municipalities 

d) No central point for supports for RCs within some municipalities. 

e) Limited understanding of the capacity and contributions of RCs to the local community 

f) 3% to 8% of RCs live in British Columbia, yet there is limited information about government 

intervention for them. 

g) In some regions of the province there is limited collaboration between municipalities, 

organizations, and faith-based groups which can manifest as a lack of integration and 

coordination in the system for RCs. 

 

Findings: 

• Through direct conversations with RCs, it’s clear they have a great appreciation for support 

received at the community level.  

• In all of the housing journey stories there is direct reference to the support from RC 

organizations, cultural and faith communities, and individuals who have come along at the 

precise moment of greatest need. 

• There is a lot of confusion as to RC rights and the timing of the legal processes. 

• There is frustration at not being able to find meaningful employment or work in their area 

of expertise.  
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

MAP, which represents agencies that support RCs, calls for urgent and strong actions to 

overcome the limitations of the current social housing response system in British Columbia. The 

recommendations emerged from A Forum Focused on Solutions: Addressing the Urgent Housing 

and Shelter Needs of Refugee Claimants in BC (May 2018) and as well were drafted in 

collaboration with MAP organizations who attended a workshop to review the report drafted by 

Pomegranate Consulting on March 18, 2019. 

 

The following priority directions provide a framework to support and empower a demographic 

that deserves the opportunity to make significant contributions to our country socially, 

economically and politically. 

The recommendations respond to gaps and opportunities identified in the research through asset 

mapping, RC stories, and best practice case studies. Each strategic direction area takes into 

consideration Canada’s Geneva Convention responsibility, Canada’s National Housing Strategy 

goal for safe and affordable housing for all, and provincial policies and programs related to 

improving housing affordability and housing options for those who are homeless or at risk of 

homelessness. 

It is recommended that the Province of British Columbia review the nomenclature and terms of 

housing, social welfare health, and education support programs to formally integrate RCs into 

provincial social-support systems. Consideration of a more integrative response to the needs of 

refugee claimants at all government levels should include a review of all existing federal and 

provincial policies that support or limit support to RCs. 

Each strategic direction is discussed below with a consideration placed on the GBA+ lens, 

potential actors, and funding streams. Therefore, the overall vision for RCs is as follows: 
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Vision: Every refugee claimant arriving in British Columbia is safely 

housed and integrated into the community. 

 

 Strategic Directions  

1. Sustain the collaborative capacity and effective model of the Multi-Agency Partnership 

(MAP) and its Working Groups. 

2. Implement a Refugee Claimant Support System that provides case-management and 

streamlined access to safe housing options and other services needed from arrival that 

including receiving temporary settlement and assistance towards finding permanent 

housing. 

3. Develop and implement a comprehensive housing and services plan for refugee claimants 

that is distinct and separate from that offered to resettled refugees. 

4. Develop a Refugee Claimant Reception Centre (RCRC) and integrated Response System 

for RCs. 

5. Develop a communications and research strategy to engage the public and create an 

informed awareness of refugee claimants in BC and the issues surrounding them. 

6. Facilitate and strengthen opportunities for collaboration at the municipal level. 
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6.1 MULTI-AGENCY PARTNERSHIP ROLE   

 

Sustain the collaborative capacity and effective model of the Multi-Agency Partnership (MAP) 

and its Working Groups 

The unique challenges related to RCs present a pivotal opportunity for governments, inter- 

governmental agencies, civil leaders, and non-profits to partner in order to create innovative 

solutions with, and for, refugee claimants. The Multi-Agency Partnership (MAP) of over 40 

regional stakeholders, is committed to collaborating and coordinating their expertise and design 

forward-thinking, multi-pronged policies to mitigate settlement challenges. MAP is solely focused 

on refugee claimants.  

 

Context 

• Unique in Canada, MAP continues to be an ongoing forum for the discussion, collaboration, 

development and implementation of ideas and policy recommendations. 

• MAP working groups are currently underfunded to function administratively. 

• MAP seeks further funding to ensure the active participation, coordination and support for 

members and organizations in the RC sector. 

• MAP needs further funding to continue to deliver tangible benefits to MAP members and 

the refugee claimants they serve. 
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6.2  REFUGEE CLAIMANT SUPPORT SYSTEM  

 

Implement a Refugee Claimant Support System that provides case management and 

streamlined access to safe housing options and other services needed from arrival including 

receiving temporary settlement and assistance in finding permanent housing. 

a) Support the development of an independent data collection and distribution system that 

provides secure protocols in order to address privacy concerns and policies of 

organizations. 

b) Enable a coordinated access system that facilitates the refugee claimant journey into safe 

affordable housing and settlement services 

c) Enable the gathering and distribution of current and relevant housing referral information. 

d) Invest in BC211 to expand its mandate in identifying, supporting, signposting, and tracking 

organizations who serve refugee claimants 

e) Support MAP agencies to replicate the Abbotsford Coordinated Intake and Referral 

Framework 

f) Move towards a model such as the Integrated Housing Inventory Management Platform 

(IHIMP). 

g) Leverage the existing investment in BC Refugee Hub to extend its mandate to train all 

organizations that provide housing-related services to RCs and build housing capacity up to 

50 percent. A streamlined inventory resource that is referred to automatically will save 

time, and costs, and assist with management as private landlords and housing-service 

agencies will be enabled to handle onboarding processes themselves.  

h) Create a flexible, data-driven algorithm that assigns refugee claimants across resettlement 

locations to improve integration outcomes. The algorithm will use a combination of 

supervised machine learning and optimal matching to discover and leverage synergies 

between refugee claimant characteristics and resettlement sites. 
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i) Implement standardized reference points and identifiers regionally for data collection. 

j) Collaborate with BC211 and GeoBC for data enrichment, analytics, and reporting tools to 

support more robust decision making. 

k) Ensure an adequate data collection and management system for referral to a case officer. 

Upon request, link every individual RC with one of the agencies that provide case management 

service. The case officer will manage the claimant’s case, ensuring they receive the supported 

housing services they needfrom emergency and transitional housing to receiving permanent, 

safe, and affordable housing. RCs must be aware of their right to a case officer.  

Benefits: 

• Informs decision making and funding allocation based on higher visibility of the system. 

• Reflects the specific vulnerabilities and needs of refugee claimants (as opposed to resettled 

refugees). 

• Elimination of the referring circle, service shopping, and overlap of services accessed by 

refugee claimants. 

• Optimization of the integration experience of refugee claimants from arrival to receiving 

permanent housing. 

• Optimization of funding and resources by organizations. 
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6.3  HOUSING AND SERVICE PLAN 

 

Develop and implement a comprehensive housing and services plan for refugee claimants that 

is distinct and separate from that offered to resettled refugees. 
 

a) Develop a province wide strategic housing plan that supports the settlement of RCs in 

different communities. 

b) Amplify current capacities to help address the immediate housing shortage for refugee 

claimants. 

c) Provide funding for a coordinated system of housing outreach workers effective 

immediately, allowing the agencies currently providing housing for refugee claimants to 

extend their support and shorten the stay of RCs in transitional housing. 

d) Provide dedicated capital and operational funds for subsidized and low-market housing to 

allow the sector to participate in the building of dedicated housing for RCs, in partnership 

with other stakeholders.  

e) Support existing housing providers to double their current transitional housing capacity to 

150 beds. 

f) Provide effective housing with support for refugee claimants throughout the housing 

spectrum (shelter, transitional, and permanent housing). 

g) Provide emergency housing funds for organizations who provide shelter to RCs whilst their 

income assistance claims are being processed 

h) Strengthen and extend current housing capacities to help address the immediate 

supported housing shortage for RCs and create opportunities for creative housing options 

for RCs. 

i) Work with BC211 to activate a digital asset map that optimizes search tools and information 

for RCs, including regarding housing availability. 

j) Develop the role of BC211 to be the sole point of contact for CBSA in order to better 

coordinate the RCs access to services. 
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k) Establish and implement agreed upon service standards, evaluation practices, metrics, and 

reporting structures for all offers to RCs. 

l) Engage the community to develop a contingency plan to scale existing housing and support 

capacities in case of an influx of refugee claimants, without involving existing limited shelter 

systems. 

m) Develop a comprehensive housing plan to engage with communities beyond Metro 

Vancouver for the reception and integration of refugee claimants in those communities. 

n) Support a change or waiver to the federal National Occupancy Standards to provide 

flexibility to housing larger families in government assisted housing while the intention will 

be preserved on more appropriate housing options. 

o) Leverage housing provider relationships to access community investment alongside 

government support. 

p) Include RCs as part of the Province of BC's allocation to subsidized housing. 

q) Work with non-profit and for-profit developers to dedicate several units for RC’s in 

subsidized and low market housing. 

 
Benefits: 

• An immediate increase of capacity of supported housing for refugee claimants until a 

comprehensive plan is developed and implemented. 

• Reduced stays of most RCs from 6-8 months to 3 months, allowing more RCs to move 

through the existing transitional housing. 

• Start of key infrastructure to support the comprehensive plan. 

• Reduction of the number of refugee claimants who are homeless/ in shelters. 

• Aligned with BC’s 30-point plan for a fair housing market. 

• Provision of tax exemption for community members that offer RCs affordable housing (e.g. 

20 percent discount on market rent is entitled to a 10 percent discount to the property tax.) 
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• The creation of funded and innovative ideas for housing: AirBnB program, Use of City 

houses that are slated for demolition, hotels waiting for rezoning, etc. 

• The creation of a shared database with all housing-related resources for RCs.  

• A specific focus on housing RC women and children, in line with Policy 16.    
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6.4  REFUGEE CLAIMANT RECEPTION CENTRE  

 

Develop a Refugee Claimant Reception Centre (RCRC) and integrated Response System for RCs. 

a) Initiate the development of a RCRC in an accessible location in the Lower Mainland that 

responds to the complex needs and vulnerabilities of refugee claimants and functions as a 

hub for RC support.  

b) Provide shelter beds for refugee claimants and office space for collaborating organizations. 

c) Coordinate intake and referral through a call centre with information in a shared database. 

d) Work with CBSA, BC211 and Legal Services to identify all RCs coming to BC and offer 

assistance as needed, tracking outcomes and understanding their community support 

system.  

e) Work to identify a lead agency such as BC211 to oversee referrals to and progress through 

appropriate services. 

f) Enable an improved governance structure that deals with overlapping services between 

service providers and encourages cooperation and better services for RCs. 

g) Establish a coordinated crisis procedure at RCRC that is modeled on the extreme weather 

program in BC, should a larger influx of RCs arrive at one time. This should exclude the 

existing shelter systems. 

h) Develop one or more sites that provide short-term, augmented shelter and transitional 

housing through a municipality, the building of a new property, or purchasing an existing 

apartment building. 

i) Provide accommodation and help for the whole RC demographic, including single people, 

families, children, young adults, and the LGBTQ+ community. 

Benefits: 

• Eased the pressure on existing housing providers to provide shelter.  
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• Provision of an integrated system-based reception for all RC at point of entrance and 

regardless of individual housing transition strategy. 

• Optimization of the integration experience of refugee claimants from arrival to receiving 

permanent housing. 

• Support for RCs to safe and permanent housing while they wait for their hearings.  

• Reduction of the pressure on existing shelters. 

• Better attention to specific needs and vulnerabilities of each RC and their families. 
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6.5  COMMUNICATION AND AWARENESS 

 

Develop a communications and research strategy to engage the public and create an informed 

awareness of refugee claimants in BC and the issues surrounding them. 

a) Develop and implement a strategy to positively influence public perception of refugee 

claimants.  

b) Develop and implement a communications strategy to effectively reach a diverse audience 

on refugee claimants and their stories. 

c) Develop robust communications strategies and plans for each of the Strategic Visions 

outlined in this report, and other communication priorities for refugee claimants and/or 

MAP – paying attention to any potential backlash surrounding housing issues. 

d) Develop the tools and skills for member agencies to engage the media including media 

training, a media response toolkit and a database of success stories of refugee claimants in 

Metro Vancouver. Use the MAP website as a repository and resource for this information. 

e) Partner with universities to complete research on what RCs bring to communities and their 

journey related to certification and training.  

f) Host a series of public events to highlight the challenges and successes of refugee claimants 

in Metro Vancouver and the Lower Mainland – following the structure of the “Starting 

Over” event at UFV on March 19, 2019 and World Refugee Day Celebrations. 

g) Develop a “benefits of refugee claimants” paid-for campaign on social media, in 

conjunction with a marketing agency to share the success of refugee claimants 

h) Lobby for more services in the outlying communities including the nearby suburbs and the 

Fraser Valley communities. 

i) Develop educational programs targeting all cultural and faith communities including non-

Christian congregations about how to support RCs. 

j) Create an ongoing communication system with RC for purpose of support and advocacy, 

including collection of success stories. 
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k) Lobby BC Housing regarding RC residency requirements and National Occupancy Standards, 

two policies that are barriers to affordable housing.  

 

Benefits: 

• Increased positive awareness of refugee claimants and their needs. 

• The development of a climate where housing initiatives will be better understood and 

accepted. 

• A warmer public welcome for RCs  

• Understanding of the contributions of RCs to their communities and to Canada 

• A more capable and confident sector to respond to media inquiries and reduce the 

inaccuracy of reporting as well as providing a conduit for journalists to access timely 

resources, fact-checking, interview requests, and storylines. 
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6.6  HOUSING AND SUPPORT AT THE REGIONAL AND 
MUNICIPAL LEVEL 
 

 

Facilitate and Strengthen Opportunities for Collaboration at the Regional and 
Municipal Level  

a) Provincial support for capacity building in municipalities outside Vancouver and Burnaby so 

that refugee claimants are welcomed in new communities while having legal, cultural and 

employment opportunities addressed.  

b) Lobby for the promotion and implementation of safe city values and practices for RCs, such 

as Vancouver’s “Access without Fear” policy and proposed ‘Sanctuary City’ in New 

Westminster. 

c) Develop an inclusive policy that includes RCs as receiving similar services as other 

marginalized groups within the community.  

d) Leverage’ meanwhile’ spaces or buildings and sites that are underutilized due to rezoning 

or other related reasons for housing. 

e) Explore municipality assets for office spaces for CBSA and legal services. 

f) Increase access for adult education and ESP in partnership with school districts.  

g) Implement a property tax reduction for landlords who offer rental discounts. 

h) Convince municipalities to play a role in housing RCs, e.g., Abbotsford’s Coordinated Intake 

and Referral System and Rent Connect program. 

i) Work with UBCM to facilitate a review of zoning policies that may affect families living 

together.  

j) Many of MAP advocacy roles are best expressed at the municipal level such as recreation, 

education, and transportation and access to a rental connection program with landlords 

such as in Abbotsford.  

k) Seek houses and/or structures that are slated for demolition through partnerships with 

municipalities, and non-profit and for-profit housing developers. Ensuring that such 

housing options are habitable and maintained. 
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l) Partner with rental connect programs to ensure that RCs are educated about tenant rights 

and responsibilities. The Ready to Rent program provides a certificate that assures a 

prospective landlord that the proposed tenant would be suitable. 

m) Explore the RC cultural and economic needs and fit with the community and encourage 

affordable housing options and integration in diverse regions. 

n) Partner with municipalities to secure a discount to landlord’s property tax if a discounted 

rent is offered to RC. 

o) Work with municipalities related to accessing the Airbnb ‘Open Homes’ program. 

p) Provide increased support for complementary services and community-building initiatives. 

q) Work with CBSA to allow for virtual or remote reporting. 

 

Benefits: 

• Integration of RCs into communities and provision of wrap-around response.  

• The welcoming of RCs in new communities while having their legal, cultural, and 

employment opportunities addressed. 

• Leveraged assets for building housing and a more integrated service delivery response. 

  



74 
 

6.7  INVESTING IN A BETTER FUTURE FOR REFUGEE CLAIMANTS IN BC 
 

 

Canada and BC have welcomed refugee claimants from across the world. In fact, Canada is 

currently recognized as a humanitarian nation that honours its commitment to refugee 

claimants. To date, local communities, some municipalities, and community groups and 

agencies have supported the housing of refugee claimants. This was possible when the 

numbers were lower, however with a nearly five-fold increase in five years, together with low 

vacancy rates and a housing crisis, this has put an extreme pressure on both the refugee 

claimants as well as local communities that support them. 

 

Community groups and housing providers have relied on the good will of benefactors, local 

communities and private landlords to access housing for refugee claimants. There is a 

considerable investment of up to $2 million in non-government funding annually to support the 

transitional housing providers. Other services such as BC211 who serve a wider demographic 

but include services to refugee claimants are supported by United Way, raising funds from local 

communities of up to $1.2 million every year.   

 

There are smaller unrecognized contributions by local communities, municipalities, the private 

landlords who open their doors to refugee claimants and even provide discounted rents, the 

volunteers that support refugee claimants’ efforts to access housing and integrate into the 

community, friends, family, faith based organizations and other community groups who 

welcome refugee claimants into their homes to provide them a safe place to stay and start the 

journey to becoming Canadian citizens. 

 

The recommendations outlined in this report have been identified as ones that will help 

improve and build capacity to enable refugee claimants’ access to safe housing when they 

arrive and help support them through their housing journey to permanent housing. 
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Refugee claimants are impacted by all government and nongovernment agencies.  Studies show 

that well integrated refugee claimants provide a positive contribution to the economy. As 

refugee claimants settle and start work, the investment from both the government and the 

community will provide a sustainable resource to support future growth in the number of 

refugee claimants. A lack of support at the early stage of the RC journey could potentially have 

a negative impact on how quickly RCs integrate which may require additional future support 

from everyone.  

 

There is also a role for the federal government in supporting this work and MAP will be working 

with the Province of BC to engage with the federal government, various federal departments 

and other agencies. 
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7.  CONCLUSION 

 
 

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) and the Canada Border Services Agency 

(CBSA) report an increase in RCs in BC over the past 5 years from 515 RCs in 2013, to 2,330 in 

2018. With current trends anticipating over 3,000 refugee claimants in 2019, there is a need to 

review the overall policy framework to address this growing demographic. This level of increase 

in RCs, together with the considerable housing pressures across the Province, is having a negative 

impact on the refugee claimant settlement experience. It is also placing pressures on the agencies 

that serve refugee claimants and community capacity. 

 

The Province’s engagement and awareness of Refugee Claimant (RC) issues, funding allocation, 

policies, and commitment to community capacity building is of great value. However, there is a 

critical need to further extend support to housing needs of RCs. RCs arrive in Canada under 

unique circumstances having fled their country of origin and face unique challenges compared to 

other refugee groups. Building an integrative housing response system for RCs based on best 

practices will allow for stronger and more just integration of RCs into Canadian society. When 

RCs are integrated and find a sense of belonging through safe and adequate housing, the right to 

work, and access to health and education, British Columbia benefits from their contributions to 

communities. 

 

Research outlined in this document verifies the limitations with respect to access to housing and 

complexities of the current RC housing response system within British Columbia. RCs can feel as 

though they are navigating a complex, bureaucratic maze without proper assistance. 

Furthermore, the term “refugee” is an ambiguous term and often portrayed inaccurately by the 

media and misinterpreted by the public. RCs can feel lost, ignored, unidentifiable and 

misunderstood in the current system. 
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Our findings show that there has been considerable investment by local communities in 

supporting the housing needs of RCs. However, with a substantial increase in the number of RCs 

arriving in Canada, together with housing pressures across BC, these community resources are 

being overwhelmed. This is placing RCs in stressful and difficult circumstances for much longer 

than necessary as processing times to get their claims heard are increasing due to volume. 

 

Organizations serving this population require additional resources to build their capacity to 

improve their data collection to help inform policy decisions, more streamlined processes to 

identify and refer RCs to suitable housing options, an increase in the number of emergency and 

transitional housing units to meet the diverse needs of RCs including RC families, public 

engagement with communities and incentives to open their homes to RCs, the ability to scale up 

and develop a contingency plan to manage the growth in numbers of RCs arriving in Canada. 

 

We have identified in the report actions that can be taken in the short, medium and longer term. 

Further discussions with partner agencies, municipalities and both the provincial and federal 

governments, along with other community stakeholders, are required to support the successful 

integration of RCs in British Columbia.
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TOWARDS A HOUSING SOLUTION 
FOR REFUGEE CLAIMANTS IN BC: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix Documents  
1. 1. Housing Capacities 
2. 2. Official Refugee Claimant Pathway 
3. 3. Refugee Claimant Housing Journeys 
4. 4. List of Map BC Partner Agencies Interviewed for the Report 
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Housing Capacities In Shelter and Transitional Housing 
By: MAP and POMEGRANATE HOUSING CONSULTANCY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1  
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Shelter: 

 
Transitional or Temporary Housing: 
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Official Refugee Claimant Pathway 
BY: UNITED NATIONS HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR REFUGEES (UNHCR) 
 

Appendix 2 
  



 
 

 

APPENDIX 2 – OFFICIAL RC PATHWAY 
 

 

 
 

Source: Retrieved March 25th, 2019 : https://www.unhcr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/The_Asylum_Process_Final_27-June_v2.pdf 

https://www.unhcr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/The_Asylum_Process_Final_27-June_v2.pdf
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Stories Told by Refugee Claimants 
FIRST-PERSON STORIES ABOUT THE HOUSING JOURNEYS OF 

REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 

 
By: POMEGRANATE HOUSING CONSULTANCY (Sterling Ray and Cherie Enns) 
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“No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark.”  
― Warsan Shire, Teaching My Mother How to Give Birth 

 
 
 

A single mother from Pakistan arrives at the Canadian border in Surrey with her daughter. 
There, she is detained by the RCMP, and then taken to the Canada Border Services Agency 
office for processing. She does not have a place to take her daughter that night and does not 
know where to go. Struggling with the language barrier and lacking knowledge on the process 
for finding housing, she is told at the border to board a bus and find a hotel. After navigating 
her way to the hotel, she and her daughter stay there for two nights. She has no choice but to 
bear the financial costs for this herself. She is not alone in her experience. After the long 
journey into Canada, many asylum seekers find themselves in confusing or even desperate 
situations as they seek to make a new life for themselves and their families.  
 
This narrative includes the stories of refugee claimants60 living in British Columbia. They have 
faced a variety of hardships and victories in their search for political protection. Through a 
qualitative framework of conducting interviews with these refugees and refugee claimants we 
have been able to compile their stories together to illustrate what a person faces when seeking 
protection in Canada. As a part of the research strategy MAP team members met with 
individual refugees and refugee claimants to hear their stories. This process included one on 
one meetings, phone calls and a story-based event called “Starting Over” at the University of 
the Fraser Valley that shared refugee claimant stories. 
 
Care was taken to protect privacy and not add to the RC trauma.  Focus was on the housing 
journey.  In all cases the stress of shelter on arrival to housing present day was evident.  This 
was not a statistical sample but based on MAP agency referrals.  The method emerged in 
collaboration with an RC who then joined the research team.   Most often the interviews took 
place in a coffee shop between January and March 2019.   
 

 
60 One of the interviews was with someone that had received their Permanent Residence Status.   
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Note: Please note that this graphic illustrates the journey from the perception of the RC family. For example, the 
Canadian Red Cross did not provide housing but funded the families access to housing 
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Interviews 
 

When conducting the interviews of refugee 61claimants, the MAP research team prompted the 
conversation using the following questions: 
 
Profile of Household & Arrival: 

● What country are you from? 
● How did you enter the country? 
● Describe the composition of your family. 
● Claimed on entry or later? 
● Did staff at Border control ask or advise you on access to housing? 
● What did you understand your options would be in terms of housing? 
● What was this understanding based on? (other stories?) 
● Please walk us through the places and payment of where you stayed until you found 

your current housing. 
● How would you describe your housing journey to date? 

 
Current Housing Circumstances: 

● Household size / family size 
● Dwelling size 
● Tenure 
● Quality of current dwelling – is it in good repair 
● What are your housing expectations – where did you intend to live when you entered, 

hope to live in the next 6-12 months? 
● How did you find your current housing? 
● How will you find housing in the future? 
● Which municipality do they see themselves living in? 
● How far are they willing to go from Vancouver? 
● What factors are they considering when deciding where to live? 

 
Housing Challenges and Barriers: 

● Prompts: Overcrowding/ poorly maintained and unhealthy housing / conflict with 
neighbours / discrimination / difficulty in getting to work / school from where they live 

● Prompts: language, skin colour / country of origin / gender / religion /ethnicity / age / 
disability / knowledge of English 

 
Financing and Housing Affordability: 

● Prompts: Source of income / lack of guarantor 
● How do you pay for your housing? 
● What percentage of your income goes on housing costs excluding bills? 

 
 

 
61 The Map Research Team included a RC.   
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Other Factors: 
● Prompts: Limited knowledge / information about the housing market/misinformation 

from family or the web 
 
What help has been offered to you related to housing? 

● Prompts: help from agencies / own community / friends and family / local community 
● Which agencies did you approach? 
● How were you helped? What services or financing did you need or were able to access? 

 
Detailed journey stories are available, but it was decided for purpose of confidentiality to just 
present summary findings. The following tables outline the emerging themes in refugee and 
refugee claimants’ stories. It demonstrates the difficulty that claimants face in finding 
affordable housing: 
 
Table 1: Family Composition & Arrival 

Family/RC Country of origin Family size Family composition Detained/Arrested? 

#1 Nigeria 5 Couple, two sons, one daughter Yes 

#2 Nigeria 3 Single mother and two daughters (2 & 3 years) No 

#3 Iran 4 One couple with two sons (23 & 14) Not answered 

#4 Pakistan 4 Couple with two sons  (8 & 6) Yes 

#5 Burundi 2 One couple (60s) Not answered 

#6 Iraq 6 Couple with four children (12, 11, 5 & newborn) No 

#7 Afghanistan 1 Man on his own. Wife and two children in Afghanistan Yes 

#8 Afghanistan 3 Couple with daughter (4 years) No 

#9 Pakistan 2 Single mother with daughter Yes 

#10 Iraq 2 Couple No 

#11 Syria 1 Single man. Student No 

#12 Ethiopia 3 Couple (had baby shortly after arrival) Yes 

#13 El Salvador 1 Young woman. No 

#14 Albania 1 One man. Not answered 
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Table 2: Experience & Housing 

 

Family/RC # Nights with no 
shelter 

# Nights spent in 
hotel or Airbnb  
(self funded) 

# Nights in hotel 
or Airbnb 
(funded) 

# Nights in shelters # Nights with 
friends or 
relatives 

# Nights in other 
self-funded 
housing 

#1 0 0 14 2 months 0  

#2 0 4 1 Approx 2 months 0  

#3 0 0 0 Staying at shelter. Number 
of nights not disclosed. 

0 Oct 22-Jan 22 

#4 0 2 0 1 week. Then up to 3 
months. 

0  

#5 1 0 0 One month 2 months  

#6 0 1 4 12 nights in different 
shelters. 8-9 months at 
Kinbrace 

0  

#7 0 0 0 Couple of years in 
transitional housing 

0  

#8 0 0 0 Stayed in shelter - 
undisclosed amount of 
time. 

1 night  

#9 0 2 0 2 weeks (but paying $75/ 
week) 

1 week 4 months 

#10 2-5 0 0 8 months 0  

#11 0    Stayed with 
friend 
undisclosed 
amount of 
time. Then 
host family 8 
months. 

Student with 
housing funded by 
parents. 

#12 0   8 months 3 weeks  

#13 0 0 0 8 months Undisclosed 
amount of 
time. Abusive 
family. 

 

#14 0 0 0 0 Undisclosed 
amount of 
time with 
friends. 

Self-funded shared 
housing. 
Undisclosed 
amount of time. 
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The Process 
 
When an asylum seeker arrives at the Canadian border, they often arrive with nothing. Most 
are fleeing immediate danger from their country of origin. The first contact that they make is a 
Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) officer who arranges for their interview and intake 
processing. At times, they are first met by police and if they were not able to obtain a visa 
before arrival some families and individuals are detained when they arrive at the Canadian 
border. 
 
Screening can take many hours and can be a disheartening process for asylum seekers. Once 
they have been processed, refugee claimants must find temporary housing. Housing 
information is not always readily available at the border. Border staff do not always ask 
whether asylum seekers need housing.  
 
After a refugee claimant, has arrived in Canada, the CBSA has 72 hours62 to decide if they are 
eligible to make a refugee claim. However, when documentation such as visas are not in order, 
this process can be lengthened, resulting in long periods of detention. A man interviewed by 
the MAP team, from Afghanistan, who was forced to leave his young family back at home 
walked across the border into Canada from Seattle, Washington. He was then detained by the 
RCMP and taken to a police detention centre for 27 days. His story reveals that asylum seekers 
are not always able to immediately apply as a claimant. Lack of documentation and local 
supports can delay this process, causing further trauma. This can also have been seen in the 
story of a family of four that arrived at the Canadian border from Pakistan. Since they were 
lacking visas, they were treated as illegal and detained for a day where they made their claim as 
refugees. 
 
In the previous referral pathway, after making a refugee claim, claimants were referred to the 
Canadian Red Cross, which put them in contact with the agencies and resources they needed. 
The Inland Refugee Society of BC (IRS) and Settlement Orientation Services (SOS) were the first 
points of contact for paperwork, legal aid, and necessities like food, clothing, and shelter. This 
pathway has now changed with BC211 replacing the Canadian Red Cross, and the first contact 
agencies now being ISSofBC and MOSAIC.  From these organizations, refugee claimants are 
referred to transitional housing providers like Inasmuch Community Society, Journey Home 
Community and Kinbrace Community Society.  
 
After traveling long distances, from situations of fear, trauma and loss, asylum seekers are 
weary and hoping that Canada will provide the security they need. However, securing housing 
can be a complicated and frustrating process for refugee claimants. Some have been 
misinformed on housing availability. Some are expecting to be placed in an emergency shelter 
when they arrive. The family of four from Pakistan when interviewed stated that they expected 
to be referred to emergency housing immediately after arriving in Canada. They believed that 
housing would be made available to them because of their need of protection. This family had 

 
62 Please note that in the process of this project new processes are being considered including a new CBSA Detention Centre in Surrey.  
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to pay for four nights at an Airbnb, as they were not able to secure immediate shelter through 
services. 
 
Emergency housing is available, but can be limited and restricted. The process of securing 
temporary housing within those first few days can be overwhelming. The feeling of arriving in 
Canada and not having an immediate place to go can be a shocking and deeply frightening 
experience for asylum seekers. This was the experience of a women’s rights activist and 
journalist who arrived in BC from the Washington border. Because of the fear of being sent 
away, she decided to cross the border through the bushes near a truck crossing. She found her 
way to Inland Refugee Society (IRS), but was unable to secure shelter and spent several nights 
sleeping in a park.  
 
Many must find their own solution to temporary housing. Some call organizations such as 
Kinbrace, SOS and others, however, housing is not always available. Families and individuals 
have resorted to spending their little money on hotels or Airbnbs. Some are able to stay with 
friends or acquaintances. This can be difficult as space is often limited in these situations. A 
young couple from Ethiopia found themselves staying on a couch of a friend for three weeks. 
When emergency shelter is provided it is not always clean or comfortable. At times it is 
overcrowded. A family of two from Burundi were shown a shelter that was cramped and was 
also housing drug addicts. They felt unsafe and were forced to find somewhere else to go.  
Sometimes claimants find themselves sent back and forth between shelters and hotels, which 
they sometimes must fund themselves. Other times there is funding available for housing from 
the Canadian Red Cross to help pay for hotels or Airbnbs, but this is usually for one or two 
nights at a time and families and individuals must spend each day seeking a place to go. This 
daily process of making phone calls, visiting shelters and attempting to find a place to stay can 
be a very lonely and frightening experience for new arrivals. One claimant poignantly stated,  
 

“I fled from persecution in my home country on October 8, 2014 to seek refuge in 
Canada. This was the most difficult decision I have ever made. My first few days in 
Vancouver were equally stressful due to the uncertainties regarding my safety, food, 
shelter, appropriate winter clothing, [and] my mental health.” (“D”, Cameroon) 
 

The journey to finding longer term housing, for claimants and refugees can be long and 
frustrating. Some decide to eventually leave British Columbia as they find housing too difficult 
to find.  
 
After officially receiving documentation a refugee claimant is eligible for medical exams, social 
assistance, and to work. Claimants must now begin the search for work and more permanent 
housing as they await their hearing, which will usually take at least 60 days. If the refugee 
claimant has been accepted by the Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (IRB) the 
claimants are now officially refugees and can begin the process of integrating into the 
community. 
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Rejected claims can be appealed. In British Columbia, refugee claimants are still eligible for 
services while appealing the claim. If the appeal has been rejected they must leave the country 
within 30 days, or be deported. 
 
The stress of searching for housing and work, with the constant threat of losing shelter, all 
while awaiting a hearing can take a serious toll on the mental health of refugee claimants. 
Multiple claimants interviewed disclosed dealing with depression, suicidal thoughts and 
anxiety. Some have begun medication for this, which can be difficult to manage as they must 
find transportation to doctors in order to renew prescriptions and maintain their mental health. 
The Central Vancouver Island Multicultural Society’s report on Newcomer Mental Health and 
Well-Being revealed that newcomers to Canada face multiple barriers to accessing mental 
health support services (Dawley, 2018). These barriers include language, stigma, wait times, 
struggling with mental health and well-being, socioeconomic barriers and insurance coverage, 
initial experiences, unclear pathways to care, cultural safety and cultural appropriateness of 
services and service provider limitations of capacity (or perceived limitations of capacity) 
(Dawley, 2018). The report recommends that in order to better support newcomers these 
barriers must be addressed. Refugee claimants interviewed described the stress and pressures 
they faced in searching for housing. Designing services for refugee claimants that enable them 
to clearly understand the housing services available to them, and the mental health supports 
they can access will significantly improve their overall well-being and ability to be healthy, 
contributing community members. 
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Organization What they do Who they serve How they do their work 

BC211 24/7 Info and referral 
about government, 
social, and community 
services across the 
province.  

14,500+ active listings. 

Available in 160+ 
languages. 

Provide referrals for 
RCs to emergency 
shelter or transitional 
housing beds. 

Provide information 
about RC process and 
supports available. 

Took over First Contact 
(for RCs) program from 
Canadian Red Cross in 
2017. Back door access 
to Canadian Red Cross 
for case management. 

Funded by United 
Way. 

All populations 
are served. 

In terms of RCs, 
many are families 
and can’t be 
accommodated 
in existing shelter 
spaces. 

 

Determine underlying 
need of caller and best 
options to address the 
need.  

Database provides many 
resources.  

Phone all shelters in Lower 
Mainland and Victoria daily 
to determine whether 
there are spaces available. 

Catholic 
Charities – 
Men’s shelter 

The Roman Catholic 
Archdiocese has an office 
with staff dedicated to 
arranging sponsorship for 
refugees primarily from 
the middle east, by parish 
churches across BC.  Over 
the past decade 1000+ 
refugees are settled in BC 
because of the Catholic 
Church.  

The Catholic Charities 
Men’s Shelter is a totally 
different stream of GARs + 
RCs Even though men only,  
also takes in the man while 
the women + children stay 
in a family shelter. 

The 2 Catholic ministries 
do not work together or 

For men only. Some 
arriving, others who 
are in the shelter 
while waiting for 
deportation. About 
20% have family as 
well, all others are 
single men. 
 
Up to a dozen (12) 
RCs at any single 
given time in a 
designated dorm. At 
highest point of crisis 
about 10% of total 
beds were occupied.  
Now the total is only 
5%. 

At intake 1 of 4 advocates 
assess needs, status and if RC 
must register with Border 
Services, ISS, SOS.  They 
contact housing providers 
including SROs, plus anyone 
favourable to RCs. Used to 
contact Inland Refugee Society.  

The Advocates help RCs 
navigate the Social Service 
systems (ie. welfare). Build + 
maintain relationships with 
friendly landlords who spread 
the word to get more on 
board. RCs are considered 
easier to house than general 
homeless – harder working, 
not addicts. 
Grouping men of similar 
ethnicity/culture together in 
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Organization What they do Who they serve How they do their work 

plan to because refugees 
served are different.  

the shelter then connect with 
local outside ethnic and/or 
faith community to facilitate 
move to shared housing.  

 

Covenant 
House 

Work with youth in 
community, in the shelter 
or Supported Independent 
Living program. Most 
refugee claimants show up 
at the shelter. 

 

Male and female 
youth 16-25 years of 
age. Approximately ¼ 
of clients are refugee 
claimants.  

No time limit as long 
as following their 
plan and under 25.  

Community/drop in 
clients could be living 
on the street and 
accessing CH 
services.  

Crisis program is the 
shelter – majority 
come here. SIL 
program is 
challenged by the 
long waitlist, only 14 
beds for boys, 14 
beds for girls. 

First help them to connect to 
the system and get income 
assistance.  
 
Connect them with resources, 
opportunities to build skills, 
but cannot go to school or get 
a job or even get housing until 
their claim is heard.  
 
Sit down with their youth 
worker, look through Craigslist, 
Facebook groups, walking 
around looking for vacancies. 
Two or three will sometimes 
band together in a 1-bedroom.  

Inasmuch 
Community 
Society 

Inasmuch Community 
Society provides: 

• transitional housing 
for up to six months 

• family-based approach 

• settlement services 

• mentoring and 
integration 

• customised 
employment  

• counselling 

• tailored ESL tuition  

• basic living support 

Single women 
Couples 
Families with kids 

 
 

Inasmuch Community Society 
currently has two transition 
houses, with live-in hosts, in 
Abbotsford.  

We support refugee claimants 
through the challenges of the 
refugee claim process and 
share each other’s joys along 
the way.  

We work with refugee 
claimants to find permanent 
housing through our 
relationships with the City of 
Abbotsford, private landlords 
and community connections, 
as well as employment with 
local companies. 
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Organization What they do Who they serve How they do their work 

Our approach ensures folks 
“have their legs underneath 
them” when they leave us and 
are well integrated into their 
new community. We help 
them thrive in their new home 
and feel a true sense of 
belonging.  

Inland Refugee 
Society (no 
longer in 
existence) 

After 34 years of 
experience helping RC who 
just arrived in Canada, IRS 
of BC had to close its doors 
in 2018. It was funded by 
the City of Vancouver, 
Vancity and private 
donors.  
 IRS of BC was the first 
contact for RC. We 
provided temporary 
transitional housing. We 
had one unit at the 
Welcome Center with 6 
beds to accommodate 
three families for three 
months or until they found 
a permanent house.  
 In addition, we provided 
food, transportation, 
clothing, and English 
classes. 
The most important role 
was the coordination with 
different agencies that 
provide housing, legal, 
settlement, and 
medical/psychological 
help.  

  Any refugee 
claimant looking for 
help. 
 

Bio-psychosocial assessment 
and care coordination for 
clients. 
Explanation of the refugee 
claim process and 
determination about where 
the RCs are in the process of 
applying for refugee status. 
Coordination of the referrals to 
different agencies that offer 
transitional-emergency 
housing like Kinbrace, Journey 
Home, Inasmuch, 211, Catholic 
Charity – Men’s shelter, 
Salvation Army, YWCA, or 
other agencies and to Airbnb 
as a last resort.  
Helping RCs to apply for 
income assistance, helping 
them to find permanent 
housing through Craigslist, 
government and private 
agencies like BC Housing.  
Referral to different agencies 
for the settlement process, 
legal aid, and health. 

Journey Home 
Community 

Wraparound program for 
most vulnerable RCs. 

Temporary, transitional 
housing: 2 “welcome 
homes” side by side and 
share a back yard owned 
by Olivet Baptist Church – 
each can accommodate 2 
families, and each have a 

Newly arrived RCs – 
first week or two of 
being in Canada.  

Typically single 
moms, and 2-parent 
families. Not single 
men usually. 

Journey with the family for 12-
18 months and support them 
through the claim process and 
access to the various systems. 
Community of relational care: 
community dinners every 
Tuesday night including 
current and alumni clients.  
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Organization What they do Who they serve How they do their work 

volunteer core host 
couple. 

One JHC owned condo 
apartment unit in Surrey 
for transitional housing. 

Capacity max 5 families at 
any one time.  12-16 
families per year. 

Rules are not hard 
and fast, so can 
adapt to particular 
circumstances.  

Occasionally have 
helped some single 
women, and 
unaccompanied 
minors. 

Volunteers support family and 
community engagement. 

They can stay in transitional 
housing for 3-4 months. Once 
initial tasks underway, try to 
help them get into permanent 
housing. If they can’t find 
market or BC Housing, they can 
stay until housing is found. 

Kinbrace 
Community 
Society 

The Kinbrace community 
welcomes refugee 
claimants with housing, 
education and support. 

Our key program areas 
are:  

Housing (from transitional 
housing into permanent 
housing)  

Integration (into Canadian 
systems) 

Community (active 
community of support, 
including community 
activities and a group of 
people [the “Host 
Community”] who are 
intentionally living 
alongside Kinbrace 
residents)  

Education (READY tours 
and the “Refugee Hearing 
Preparation Guide”) 

Our transitional housing is 
located in East Vancouver. 

Newly arrived 
refugee claimants  

2 apartments 
dedicated to families.  

4 “housekeeping 
units” available for 
singles, couples, or 
small families.  

We consider the 
number of visible 
vulnerabilities that 
exist and try to offer 
our housing to those 
with the greatest 
number. (i.e. 
pregnant, single 
parent, LGBTQ+, 
senior, disabilities, 
etc). *We recognize 
that not all 
vulnerabilities are 
visible.*  

READY tours and the 
RHP Guide are 
available to all 
Refugee Claimants 
across Canada 

 

Refugee claimants live in 
transitional housing at 
Kinbrace for approx. 3 months 
while working with the 
Housing Coordinator to find 
permanent housing in BC’s 
Lower Mainland. 

Kinbrace residents receive 
Integration support (i.e. 
assistance accessing welfare, 
legal aid, medical systems, 
etc.), opportunity to attend a 
READY tour, and invitations to 
regular community events (i.e. 
weekly community dinners, 
yearly camping trip). 

Kinbrace residents have their 
own self-contained 
apartments. They also have 
access to common spaces in 
the house next door (kitchen, 
living room, community 
computer, trampoline, etc.) 

The Kinbrace core values are: 
welcome, trust, mutual 
transformation, celebration 
and prayer. 

 

Kiwassa 
Neighbourhood 
House 

Settlement and 
employment for 
immigrants and refugee 
claimants. Support for 
health issues, legal issues, 

70% families, 30% 
singles. Mostly from 
Afghanistan and Latin 
America. Majority 
don’t know English, 
and few have any 

Use their list of shelters and 
transition houses, call for 
spaces.  

Apply for BC Housing, but this 
is a problem with residency 
standards and occupancy 
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Organization What they do Who they serve How they do their work 

language and 
communication services.  

Advocacy for change to 
accommodate newcomers’ 
needs, to government, to 
landlords, to schools, etc. 
to make necessary 
changes and adjustments.  

financial resources, 
whether professional 
or non-professional. 

Average 5 – 10 
families per month 
assisted. 

 

standards, particularly for the 
large families. 

MOSAIC Non-profit charitable 
accredited organization, 
works with all newcomers 
to Canada. MOSAIC has 
been supporting refugee 
claimants for 40+ years. 
There are 22 office 
locations, 320 staff and 
funding from all levels of 
government, foundations 
and donations.  

MOSAIC delivers ‘Stream 
B’ RC-specific 
programming funded 
through the Provincial 
Government (Refugee 
Settlement and Integration 
Program). Supporting RCs 
in Fraser Valley, Vancouver 
and Surrey. 

All newcomers. RC specific programming: 
Settlement services, 
employment support and 
trauma counselling. Partners 
with Kinbrace (Ready Tour), 
OPTIONS (employment focus), 
Inasmuch, and Abbotsford 
Community Services to build 
capacity in Fraser Valley.  

Stream B staff take RC referrals 
from community agencies such 
as SOS, Canadian Red Cross, 
community centres. In-depth 
intake process/needs 
assessment, multi-lingual staff, 
values warm-handoff and 
follow-through with RCs. 
MOSAIC is the key contact for 
transitional housing referrals 
into FV  

 
Supports RCs in accessing 
emergency shelter or 
transition housing. Makes 
housing referrals as necessary 
in Metro Vancouver. MOSAIC 
has deep ties and mutually-
beneficial relationships with 
various ethno cultural 
communities and faith groups 
throughout Metro Vancouver 
(including Surrey). 

New Hope 
Community 
Services 
Society 

New Hope started as a 
program of the Faith 
Fellowship Baptist Church. 

Families with 
children. 10 – 1bdrm, 
3 – 2 bdrm suites. 
Don’t impose 

Connections with church 
groups. Beginning to grapple 
with being involved in finding 
housing – match them up with 
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Room and Board for 
refugee claimants.  

New Hope Restart – 
initially aimed at only 
sponsored resettled 
refugees, but more 
recently began to intake 
about 1/3 of their 
apartment units for RCs. 
Initially received their 
referrals from Inland, who 
would screen for 
appropriate fit – families, 
single moms with kids. 
Created a culture where 
families feel safe.  

Housing is the next stage 
after shelter, 12 – 18 
months. Endeavouring to 
move the timeline more 
firmly back to shorter 
timeline. 

 

National Occupancy 
Standards. Puts a 
strain on the 
building, but cost-
wise it helps the 
family. Prefer 
younger children, 
especially males.  

Rent is $875, need 
supplemental 
support on top of 
shelter allowance. 

Turnover rates – 3 RC 
families per year. 
Aiming for a higher 
turnover rate of 8 – 
10 families per year 

a support church, and that 
group commits to helping that 
family for a minimum of one 
year, starting with basic 
support and later helping to 
find permanent housing.  

Finding that after 6 months 
New Hope has to help with 
settlement but the staffing 
model doesn’t support that 
activity. Staff does property 
management and works with 
each family on their needs. 

In terms of RCs, won’t bring 
them into the apartment until 
they have their claim 
underway. They need to be 
able to pay rent. 

Options 
Community 
Services 

Funded through 2 streams 
– Immigration settlement 
and employment. Both 
programs include referring 
and looking for housing for 
RCs.  

Multiple interventions, 
inevitably the housing 
search comes up. 

Help everyone – 
families, singles, 
seniors, youth. More 
short-term beds (i.e., 
shelters) available for 
singles. 

316 claimants in one 
year – all needed 
housing support.  

Some of the Options program 
housing is being accessed by 
RCs – Hyland, Cloverdale (Bill 
Reid place), transitional 
housing attached to shelters 
and 2 transition houses.  

Clients can get referrals from 
the Options Housing Outreach 
program. Outreach workers 
can access emergency funds 
for up to 3 days on a case by 
case basis. Former clients 
might tell settlement worker 
about vacant units in their 
building. Options housing 
workers have good knowledge 
of things that may be coming 
up. 
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Canadian Red 
Cross 

Emergency lodging for 
families. 

In 2017, First Contact 
program ceased to exist, 
replaced by a MOU with 
BC211 to provide referrals. 
Vulnerability Index 
developed in partnership 
with BC211.  

Emergency management 
program still exists for 
clients referred by BC211. 
Funding for some nights in 
hotel and food (max 72 
hours) in emergencies.  

226 RCs served from 
Oct 2017-Oct 2018, 
primarily lodging. 

March 2018 – now: 
average time lodging 
support was 10 days. 
39 families, average 
family size 4.3. More 
and more larger 
families are coming.  

Volunteers help those in 
emergency lodging.  Refer to 
Welcome Centre for food and 
clothing, SOS and VAST. 

Still helping RCs with 
immediate needs, but not in 
referral process.  

 

Salvation Army 
Belkin House 

Emergency shelter for 
adult men and women, 30 
days maximum stay. 

No longer providing 
transitional housing for 
RCs.  

Families as well as 
singles. Male in male 
shelter, female in 
female shelter with 
children (male 
children have to be 
less than 13) Cannot 
take unaccompanied 
minors. 

 

No special stream for RCs, but 
they tend to get extended 
while they are waiting for the 
claim status. Once they have 
IA, workers encourage them to 
find permanent housing. If 
more complicated situation, 
tend to move them along more 
quickly. 

Refer to SOS, welfare office in 
the west end, Carnegie Centre, 
encourage them to team up 
and find an apartment through 
Craigslist. May have to move 
them on to other shelters. 

SOS 
(Settlement 
Orientation 
Services, a 
program of 
ISSofBC) 

SOS has supported refugee 
claimants since 1975.  

ISSofBC offers Stream A 
services, including those 
for refugee claimants, at 
its Vancouver, Burnaby, 
New Westminster and 
Langley locations. 

Refugee Claimants 
throughout Metro 
Vancouver, including 
offices in Vancouver 
and Surrey. 

Mostly singles, but in 
September there 
were a lot of large 
families and single 
moms with children. 
School age children, 
not usually youth. 

Two-three housing search 
workers.  

6 beds in the Welcome Centre. 

Support RCs in all aspects of 
the process.  

Checklist of questions to 
determine what the client 
needs. Orienting clients to the 
reality of renting in Metro 
Vancouver. 

Call BC211 for singles for 
shelter or call shelters directly.  
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For Vancouver-based 
Welcome Centre 
unit, priority given to 
mothers with 
children. 

Languages: Spanish, 
Farsi, Arabic, French.  

SOS has relationships with 
Journey Home, Belkin House, 
Inasmuch for temporary 
shelter or transitional housing, 
as well as with women’s 
transition houses.  

Once RCs have applied for 
social assistance and work 
permit, Housing Search 
Workers provide assistance in 
finding permanent housing. 
Provide knowledge of tenant 
rights and relationships. 
Relationships with suburban 
landlords.  

Searching Craigslist and calling 
landlords.  

South 
Vancouver 
Neighbourhood 
House 

Place-based approach, 
focussing on South 
Vancouver. Seeing an 
increase of RCs. Over the 
past 5 years, more RCs 
living in the 
neighbourhood. 

Mostly families  

Over last 2 years, 
increase of RCs. 

Working on new 
database, so no 
current data, but has 
definitely increased 
in past 2 years.  

Settlement workers’ job is to 
sit with them and look into 
their needs, housing being one 
of the major ones. Life goals, 
employment related issues. 
Work with MCC, Kinbrace, 
Fellowship Faith Baptist 
Church, First Baptist Church, 
Wilson Heights United Church 
to meet temporary housing 
and immediate needs.  

Also look at housing search 
websites and other resources 
besides BC Housing and Co-
ops.  250 programs, 70 staff, 
6500 volunteers. Encourage 
RCs to volunteer. Quarterly 
welcoming events for 
newcomers. Help them apply 
for work permit. Food bank at 
Victoria Drive location. 

 

 
 
 
 
 


