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L A N D AC K N OW LEDG EM EN T
We would like to acknowledge that this report was written on the the traditional and ancestral territory of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm, Sḵwx̱wú7mesh,
and səl̓ílwətaʔɬ Nations. To acknowledge these traditional homelands is to recognize its longer history – one that predates and challenges
the ongoing legacies of colonization – as well as its significance for the Indigenous peoples who have lived and continue to live upon it. As
settlers, we have a shared responsibility to continue working alongside Indigenous peoples to protect the practices and spiritualities that
were and are tied to this land. Together, we have a shared responsibility to create a community of care, especially in our work to intentionally
find and create a meaningful sense of and connection to home.
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refugee claimant is a person who has fled their
country due to a well-founded fear of persecution
based on their race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership of a particular social group and
is seeking refugee protection at Canada’s borders or
within the country. As they enter Canada’s refugee
determination system, refugee claimants are screened
for security, identity, and flight risk. They commonly
have little to no family, friends or other social networks
in Canada, no housing options, and very few resources
available to them. While working to meet their basic
needs, refugee claimants enter Canada’s complex
refugee protection system that leads to a refugee
hearing. At the refugee hearing, it is determined if the
person will receive Canada’s refugee protection. It can
take several highly stressful months, at times years, for
a refugee claimant to reach this point, and receive the
verdict. If it is determined they require Canada’s protection, they then receive either Convention Refugee
or Person in Need of Protection status, which gives
them permanent safety in Canada and enables them
to apply for Permanent Resident Status.
Thousands of refugee claimants enter British Columbia every year seeking protection from persecution to
rebuild their lives in safety. The number of people making refugee claims in BC has significantly increased in
recent years. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship
Canada (IRCC) and the Canada Border Services Agency
(CBSA) reported only 515 claims made in 2013, which
grew significantly to 3,800 in 2019. In 2020, amidst
unprecedented border closures and travel restrictions
related to COVID-19, the number of refugee claims
made in BC decreased to approximately 2,160. As
important as it is to consider the number of refugee
claimants seeking safety in Canada, numbers fail to

illustrate the nuanced individual experiences and challenges overcome by each person navigating Canada’s refugee claim system
as they begin settling into Canadian society. One major challenge
faced by many, is that of accessing safe, suitable, and affordable
housing.
In May 2018, a province-wide forum was held uniting over 60 creative community leaders, decision makers, and refugee claimants
to address the housing needs of refugee claimants in BC’s Lower
Mainland. Following this forum, in March 2019, MAP BC produced
a report entitled Towards a Housing Solution for Refugee Claimants
in BC: A Plan for Action. Key recommendations towards addressing the urgent shelter and housing needs of refugee claimants in
BC, made by this essential report were:
1. To strengthen and expand the collaborative capacity of 		
service providers who are working to address the housing
needs of refugee claimants;
2. To identify an approach that will better leverage and expand
existing housing inventory and referral systems; and
3. If necessary, to develop a new system targeted towards 		
refugee claimants.
Subsequently, the Government of British Columbia’s Ministry of
Municipal Affairs communicated its intentions to support a project
that ensures that refugee claimants are matched to the right type
of housing upon arrival and during the early stages of settlement.
This later became the British Columbia Refugee Claimant Housing
Referral and Data Management System (BC CHARMS) project.
At its core, BC CHARMS is a collaboration among public and private agencies to better support the housing search and settlement
process for refugee claimants. As part of the BC CHARMS project, this report draws from conversations with over 80 current and
former refugee claimants as well as representatives from service

providing organizations. It aspires to serve as a platform for storytelling and a vehicle to share deep insights and experiences.
The centralized theme in this report is the question of home. When
asked about its importance and meaning, many refugee claimants
responded by insisting that a home is more than just a place to live
in to them, it must be a place to find joy, familiarity, and comfort in
the communities in which they live in. While these are simple feelings and pleasures to have, they are unfortunately not the reality
that many refugee claimants experience themselves.
Who Belongs? Am I Eligible? What Makes a Home? Where Do I
Go? The Future is Bright. Mostly posed as questions, these sections ask readers to consider the realities that many refugee claimants live through, inviting them to learn as well as understand the
diversity of such experiences. Within each section, readers are
encouraged to think about not only the hardships that many refugee claimants have had to endure since their arrival, but also the
hope they have for the future to come.
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Regardless of their background and their immigration status,
these stories act as a reminder for everyone that refugee claimants
deserve the dignity and respect that comes with finding and living
in a safe, accessible, and affordable home.
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Convincing people to trust you is difficult, especially as a newcomer. When
my husband and I arrived in Canada, we
needed to find a place to stay but we did
not know anyone here who could help us.
Despite calling all the shelters in the area,
they told me that they could not find an
available bed for us. Because we could
not afford to pay for a hotel suite, we had
no other choice but to sleep in a park for
two nights.

When I think about all the barriers that
have prevented me from becoming more
independent, I cannot help but wonder if
I have changed or grown since my arrival
five years ago. But then I am reminded
of the fact that sharing my life story with
others has freed me from the shame that
I once carried. As a female refugee claimant, I now want to empower others to also
speak openly about the challenges that
they have faced and to find the will to
keep going. I want them to feel inspired
by each other’s stories and to feel the
strength in each other’s words, as I have
from them.

11
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This was a tough time for us – I cried every
day. Fortunately, my husband and I were
given the chance to move to one housing provider that was further away from
the city centre. Despite our initial hesitation, our time with the housing provider
and the wider community was wonderful.

When my husband and I eventually tried
looking for our own place to move into,
a local Canadian family offered to help
us. Although we needed their support to
negotiate with the landlords, it hurt us to
realize that we cannot be easily trusted
because of our refugee claimant status.

To belong is to be recognized and accepted
as a member of society. Refugee claimants
who arrive in Canada with the impression
that they will be readily welcomed upon their
arrival soon come face-to-face with discriminatory, cultural, emotional, and language barriers that prevent them from being immediately
accepted into their new homes. Everyone is
expected to eventually integrate and find a
sense of belonging within their communities,
but the ease by which this can be achieved varies with each individual.

Despite our best efforts, refugee claimants continue to face systemic discrimination and stigmatization on a regular basis. Racism,
sexism, and classism are among the many forms of prejudice that
are familiar to newcomers, though the stigma against welcoming
them further complicates how refugee claimants experience discrimination themselves. Sandra shared that over the past year of
them living in Canada, both she and her son have been denied as
tenants many times due to their immigration status and their skin
colour. “Wherever I go, I will always carry my identity as a Black
woman. My immigration status may change – I may not always be a
refugee claimant – but I will always be a Black woman.”
Other Black refugee claimants shared a similar story. Christine
spoke about how she has had landlords turn her away despite confirming with them over the phone earlier that day that their unit is
still available for rent. “When I arrived at their place, they would not
open their door or answer my calls. I would see them looking at me
through their windows, ignoring me completely.” Lilian revealed
that she and her Black roommate have been discriminated against
by their landlord, recalling what happened during their most recent
open house. “When my landlord told us that he was going to show
the place to another possible tenant, he asked my roommate and I
to go into our rooms and to stay there until the visitor left. He said
that if visitors found out that my roommate and I are Black, they
would not be a tenant.”
Similar instances of racism and discrimination have also occurred
between other racialized refugee claimants. Sara recounted the
moments where she needed to protect her and her family from
the racism expressed by some landlords. “Some [landlords] told
my family and I that they do not rent out to Mexicans – they said we
were loud. Because we did not want to attract more attention to ourselves, we chose to not tell them that we are refugee claimants as

well.” She added that their neighbours would act strangely around
them when they saw her and her family outside. “They would try
to avoid us whenever possible. If we ever made eye contact, they
would turn around and not talk to us but would still watch us from
the inside through their windows.” Although her experience is not
directly related to housing, Natalia shared that when she and her
husband tried seeking legal help, they were initially turned away
because of their race. “We called Legal Aid, but they said they preferred not to work with Mexicans. Our settlement worker was worried about their response, but we were able to find a lawyer.”
No one should ever have to experience and tolerate racism or discrimination of any kind, yet some refugee claimants shared that
they have learned from these experiences. “People should not take
advantage of our situation. One day, we will own houses. Right
now, we are learning – what we are going through, we do not want
others to go through.” Having taken the time to reflect on the challenges that she has had to endure to find a home and to begin her
new life, Fatima added that everyone has a shared responsibility to
care for each other, regardless of their immigration status. “Everyone immigrated to Canada at some point – majority of people
just came. Some came easily, some came with challenges. But we
should accommodate others.” Lilian echoed Fatima’s sentiments,
albeit on a larger scale. “The government should be more serious
about discriminations and racist behaviour. People need to know
there are serious consequences to racist behaviours. ... So many
people are suffering from this.”

The Government of British Columbia has the following resources to
address issues of discrimination:
1. Parliamentary Secretary for Anti-Racism Initiatives
2. Parliamentary Secretary for Gender Equity
3. Parliamentary Secretary for Accessibility

13
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“Now that I am a refugee claimant in Canada, how do I make sure that I am not a burden?
What can I do to make others believe that I belong here?”

BC CHARMS

in a city where I felt like I did not belong.
I wanted the comfort of being
close to my loved ones.”

Some refugee claimants face additional barriers that prevent them
from integrating into their new community, all of which may result
in feelings of frustration and uncertainty. “I thought that I would be
independent here as I was back home, but everything is different.”
As someone who is in the process of learning English, Sahar said
that she struggles to navigate through a new system that she does
not completely understand. She recounted a story from when she
had to deal with a lawyer whom she had originally trusted but who
later began harassing her, describing this moment as a fearful and
unsafe time in her life. “When someone is new to a culture, people
take advantage of them. They know that they do not have any support and do not have access to the right information.”

Refugee claimants are under a lot of stress. In addition to anticipating and preparing for whatever comes their way, they are often
left feeling discouraged and alone. “I feel like I owe something to
someone, like I do not deserve to be here,” said Maria, a refugee
claimant who left her home country to live a better life in Canada
with her partner Adriana. “My documents are taking a long time
to process as a result of the pandemic. Because I am still waiting
to receive my work permit, most of my time is spent at home by
myself... I feel like I am becoming more depressed.”
This feeling of uncertainty resonated lot with refugee claimants,
including Grace. “I do not talk to many people here, because I am
not familiar with their culture and I want to avoid any kind of conflict with them. I am not connected with a lot of people here... I am
alone.” As an elderly refugee claimant, she hopes that she will one
day be able to sponsor her family to join her in Canada, though not
in the subsidized building she currently lives in. “Children under
eighteen cannot stay as everyone is a senior and some have health
conditions, which makes it unsafe for children to be around.”
In reflecting upon their journey and the uncertainties they have
faced, Mehran and Darya recognized the people who have helped
them along the way. “When we first arrived, we did not have a

Together, Mehran and Darya’s story is among the many stories that
showcases the pressure that is put upon refugee claimants and the
loneliness that comes with that kind of stress. Ruth shared similar
sentiments as well and expressed that she struggled to do everything alone. “It was hard to live by myself in a city where I felt like I did
not belong. I wanted the comfort of being close to my loved ones.”
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CHALLENGES THAT IMPACT REFUGEE CLAIMANTS’
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Although multiculturalism is framed at the centre of Canada’s
national identity, some refugee claimants feel as though they are
left behind in its margins. For Kevin, he struggled to understand
gratitude as anything but a transactional exchange. “Now that I am
a refugee claimant in Canada, how do I make sure that I am not a
burden? What can I do to make others believe that I belong here?”
His questions touch upon the guilt that he and so many other
refugee claimants carry when navigating between old and new
homes. Throughout this process, however, community involvement has allowed him to get to know his neighbourhood more
personally. “I enjoy meeting new people and listening to their stories. I want to get to know others as I want them to get to know me.”

choice of where we would like to live. If we did not want to stay
with our friends living here, we would have had to live in a shelter.” Expressing their gratitude towards their friends, they admitted
that their housing search – and the overall process to integrate into
society – was very challenging. “Because we were in a desperate
situation, our friend suggested that we should try negotiating with
the landlords and building owners. We tried this, and one landlord agreed to rent their place to us if we paid six months of rent in
advance and had two co-signers on our lease. We were fortunate to
have a friend willing to lend us some money, but we thought about
those who are faced with similar challenges but do not have their
loved ones here to support them.”

WHO BELONGS?

“It was hard to live by myself

Without providing refugee claimants the space to clarify any
questions or concerns that they may have, these cultural expectations to immediately adhere to and assimilate into society may
not encourage them to participate in it. Instead, it may lead them
onto the wrong path. As noted by Gloria, “What scares me for refugee claimants is that not everyone is going to come out and say
that they are scared. They are pushed to stay in shelters... I have
seen them get mixed-up with the people in shelters and now they
are using drugs.” Now that she works in a shelter herself, Gloria
stressed that refugee claimants cannot shoulder all the blame and
that it is important to support them no matter where they are in
their journey. “Refugee claimants can be easily influenced... I have
seen it happen many times and there is nothing you can do about
it. Still, I try to offer them my help whenever I can.”

BC CHARMS

WHO BELONGS?

“Because I do not speak English, I feel like I have to just accept whatever is given to me,
even if I do not like it – I feel like I do not have any other choice.”
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New languages are a barrier for many
refugee claimants, especially when
they are unable to understand what
the people around them are saying. Maria expressed her disappoint-

Although the inability to speak English
should not be one of the reasons why
refugee claimants feel disconnected
within their communities, it unfortunately
is the reality for some people. However,
these barriers even extend to people

17

96% of refugee claimants who participated in
this project said that one of the biggest challenges they face when integrating into Canadian society are the cultural differences. This
impacts their understanding of how to buy
groceries, how to find a job, how to get to know
their neighbourhood, and more.
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ment in not being able to communicate
her feelings and explained that she is
afraid of the possibility of other people
taking advantage of her. “Because I do
not speak English, I feel like I have to just
accept whatever is given to me, even if I
do not like it – I feel like I do not have any
other choice.”

who do speak English, albeit with what
native English speakers may regard as
a foreign accent. Despite being able
to speak five languages himself, Demir
said that his English is often scrutinized
by other native English speakers. He
recalled going to a grocery store and
asking someone nearby where the dairy
section was. “I pronounced the word
‘dairy’ as day-ree. The woman laughed
at me and made me repeat the word
three more times until she told me that
it was pronounced dehr-ee, not day-ree.”
Similar events like this have occurred in
the past, all of which have made Demir
increasingly frustrated by those who are
impatient with him when he is unable
to find the right words to express himself. “Some monolinguals here see their
mother tongue as privilege.”

Service providers have noted that the inaccessibility of safe and affordable housing
– alongside the emotional, financial, and
discriminatory barriers – prevents refugee
claimants from integrating into and contributing to their communities. Despite
their ongoing work to help refugee claimants navigate through the housing market,
some service providers said that many
landlords are reluctant to consider a refugee claimant as a possible tenant. “When
we try calling around the community to
find temporary housing for refugee claimants, some of the landlords are reluctant to
accept newcomers into their homes. There
is some racism, but there is also the insecurity of whether they will be paid on time
or at all.”
Although financial insecurity is often used
as an excuse to not accept refugee claimants as tenants, there are other prejudices
as well. For service providers that directly
support queer and transgender refugee
claimants, they said that there is a lot of fear
and uncertainty when looking for housing.
“Queer and transgender refugee claimants experience higher levels of isolation.
They behave as if they are afraid of sharing their information, because they have
been exposed to events that have forced
them to reveal information related to their
sexual orientation and gender identity.”

Because of this kind of trauma, one service provider emphasized the importance
of carefully approaching conversations
related to housing. “If a refugee claimant is
queer or transgender and presents themselves in a different way, it will change the
type of shelter that we may refer them to,
so our conversation with them has to be
done with a lot of respect and tact.”
Given that there is a limited amount of
affordable housing and shelter availability for them to choose from, it can
be challenging for service providers to
prioritize the preferences and expectations of refugee claimants. Many refugee
claimant families are expected to separate
from each other in order to find temporary shelter, but such discussions require
service providers to take a cautious and
compassionate approach. “In the case
of families, we have seen that the type of
shelter they are referred to might depend
on the composition of the family. There
have been cases in the past when there is
nothing available for the families, we go
back to the difficult discussion of separating the family and if they are open to that
option.” They added that despite these
barriers, service providers should still try
to find affordable housing that meets the
specific needs of each refugee claimant.
“If someone comes from a community and

they are fleeing persecution, they do not
want to be identified by anybody in their
community – they want to be anonymous.
Even with those basic indicators, we have
to approach them with a trauma-informed
lens and on a need-to-know basis.”
By understanding their traumas, service
providers can be more thoughtful in their
approach to finding affordable and accessible housing for refugee claimants. However, language barriers continue to impact
some refugee claimants’ ability to properly
communicate their experiences with the
people around them, particularly those
who are offering their help. “Language
capacity is a huge issue. There is so much
going on and their situation changes all
the time. Refugee claimants are in crisis
and are often dealing with trauma. The
mental health and capacity really affect
the situation a lot.” For service providers
who act as mediators for both refugee
claimants and their respective landlords,
these language barriers can affect the
ways in which landlords consider refugee
claimants as potential tenants. “We have
received some complaints from landlords,
because refugee claimants do not speak
the language and it is hard to communicate with them. ... Because refugee claimants are oftentimes unable to advocate
for themselves, we are brought in to try to

navigate the situation to prevent the relationship from breaking down.”
A community built around mutual trust and
collaboration can go a long way, especially
when refugee claimants feel encouraged
to become more active members in their
communities. “During our first interview
with a refugee claimant, we try to figure
out their settlement needs. We connect
them with food banks, language classes,
and other services that we do not personally provide because we know that they are
important for their mental health.” Such
opportunities have also been provided
by transitional homes meant for refugee
claimants. “To better integrate into society
and become more productive, it is crucial
for refugee claimants to feel like they have
a safe place to which they belong in. ... We
have tried so hard to create what we call
‘intentional community’, because community does not happen by accident. We are
throwing cultures together in our building
that would otherwise never connect. Such
a community provides opportunities for
them to tell their stories, and therefore,
feel safe, accepted, and belonged.”
Although this may be the ultimate goal,
service providers said that it is unrealistic to expect refugee claimants to easily
integrate into society right after getting

settled. “We cannot expect refugee claimants to become productive, high earner
members of society in the short term
because they have been through hell and
back. There are a lot of things they need
to wrestle with, and for that, they need
to have a safe place to settle down first.”
As noted by another service provider,
patience is needed to give refugee claimants the space to heal, rest, and build their
trust alongside the people around them.
“When refugee claimants are here and
are in a state of culture shock, they are not
going to hear everything that they need to
know the first, second, third, or fourth time.
They may be able to grasp what is being
said to them after speaking to someone
from their own cultural group that can
explain to them in a way that they can
understand. It is not as simple as going
through a two-hour course — it is about
repetition, which may take years to grasp.”
Even though everyone agreed that building a sense of belonging and cultivating a
safe space both play an important role to
ease the integration process for refugee
claimants, one service provider explained
that there is a lack of connection in our current settlement work. “I think finding the
way to connect Canadians and refugees
– and immigrants in general – together is
a way to partly bridge [that divide]. I think

this is something that is missing in a lot
of our settlement work.” They mentioned
that the system that currently exists creates a series of expectations and burdens
for refugee claimants to live up to. “When
we look at the funding formula for refugee
settlement, it is focused on ‘market citizenship’: How do we get you in? And how do
we get you to apply? How do we get you
to earn money, pay taxes, and become
what we call a ‘productive Canadian’ just
by virtue of engaging in the economy?”
Rather than assume what would work best
for refugee claimants, service providers
believe that this system ought to become
a collaborative and sustainable way for
refugee claimants to feel empowered
throughout their journey to belong, one
that is economically, socially, and culturally
supportive. “There are unfortunate cases
of service providers who lack cultural sensitivity, where they do not know the right
language to use or how to create a safe
environment. They are often the first people whom refugee claimants and other
newcomers meet – it sets up the trajectory of expectations and sometimes it can
prevent refugee claimants from wanting to
access these services in the future.”
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Service Provider Perspective: Who Belongs?

BC CHARMS

AM I ELIGIBLE?

I had a feeling that finding a home
would be difficult... but I did not
know that it would be this difficult.

After spending a night in a hotel suite,
I wandered from shelter to shelter until
one accepted me. During the first three
months of my stay, they helped me submit my refugee claim and I began receiving income assistance from the government. Although I initially assumed that
this was enough for me to begin looking
for my own place to stay, I was unfortunately mistaken.

20

It has been nearly a year since I started
living in this shelter. I have tried to move
out several times, but each time has been
unsuccessful. Landlords would ask how

long I have been in Canada for and if I
have a job, but whenever I explained to
them that I am a refugee claimant living
in a shelter and that I receive income
assistance, they decide to choose someone else to be their tenant. To them, my
background implies that I am unable to
pay my rent on time; to them, my lack
of references and a good credit score
proves that I am an irresponsible person.

21

Many landlords do not trust me. Their
lack of trust makes it difficult for me to
find housing elsewhere. I want to move
out, but I am unsure how to when the
standards that landlords use to judge me
as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ tenant only considers
my status as a refugee claimant.
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Am I Eligible?

Finding housing is among the first set of priorities for refugee
claimants upon their arrival. But when they are deemed ineligible,
refugee claimants, like Carolina, struggle to look for other solutions.
“I have been living in this shelter since my arrival twelve months
ago... I have tried to move elsewhere, but whenever landlords ask
me about the places that I have lived in and I tell them that I have
only ever lived in shelters, they refuse to accept me as a tenant.”
Having faced similar challenges herself, Fatima agreed and said that
refugee claimants are often put in a vulnerable position. “When a
landlord finds out that their tenant is a refugee claimant, they take
advantage of them. ... It is not difficult to request a bank statement,
but when they see that you are on welfare, they do not feel secure
to rent the place. They want someone who is working.” These set of
expectations often leaves refugee claimants with little to no choice
but to make personal sacrifices to afford to live in a place that has
the bare minimum available. “For the first two to three years, I lived
in a basement suite with no windows with eight other people,”
recounted Eduardo. “I did not realize until much later that people
should not be living in such spaces – no one told me otherwise.”

But sometimes these obstacles cannot be avoided. With most spaces
wanting to prioritize the most marginalized populations that must
be served immediately, single male refugee claimants unfortunately
have very few options to choose from around immediate housing
support. As Joseph recounted, he had to move from one shelter to
the next, which was an incredibly stressful time for him. “I was only
able to stay [at the shelter] for three nights, and while it was not the
best, it was a place where I could rest my head. They were only able
to give me a bed to sleep, but I needed something more than that,
because I was just coming out of the hospital.” Given that the settlement worker whom he had spoken to was not able to find him
another alternative, Joseph was left in an uncomfortable situation:
leave the shelter by the next morning, figure out his next steps, and
if nothing worked out, line up again to return back in the evening.
“Throughout this entire process, I was completely lost and confused.
... I could not do anything but accept the situation.”

Approximately 70% of respondents said that they spend
50 - 100% of their income on rent.

BC CHARMS

CHALLENGES THAT IMPACT REFUGEE CLAIMANTS’
HOUSING ELIGIBILITY

98%

INACCESSIBLE &
UNAFFORDABLE HOUSING

54%

LONG WAITING LIST

94%

HOUSING INELIGIBILITY

94%

FINANCIAL HARDSHIPS
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When caught in a desperate situation, however, refugee claimants
have found ways to address and sort out obstacles that come in their
way. Despite living separate lives from each other, both Arian and
Burak arrived in Canada with their respective families and expected
to find a place shortly after settling into what they thought would be
their temporary homes. However, when they were confronted by the
reality of how expensive the housing market is, they both decided to
remain in their respective homes for the time being. “I was able to
negotiate with the owner of the Airbnb,” said Burak, “and because
we decided to stay there for longer, she agreed that I could pay her
in cash.” Similarly, Arian found himself having to arrange alternative
solutions with his Airbnb host as well. “It was hard, because there
were four of us living in a tiny space. Fortunately, our host was kind
and allowed us to stay. I helped around and fixed the space, because
the tenant before us had left a mess.”

AM I ELIGIBLE?

Am I Eligible?

Refugee claimants are often deemed as ineligible tenants
because of their lack of references and credit scores. Refugee claimants who arrive in Canada with the impression
that while they are meant to provide a level of reassurance
and security for landlords, references and credit scores put
refugee claimants in a disadvantageous position compared
to those that have access to all these forms of identification
and validation. Recognizing that housing in the province has
become more unaffordable and inaccessible, it is important
to consider other alternatives in determining housing eligibility that does not leave refugee claimants in long waiting
lists, in financially precarious positions, and in unsafe living
conditions with other people.  

As cities become more unaffordable for
its low-income residents, Eduardo emphasized that it is unfair to expect poorer populations to move elsewhere and to make
space for wealthier individuals, couples,
and families. “I do not agree with the idea
that in order to find a cheaper place to live,
we need to move to the suburbs. ... There
has to be a place for refugee claimants in
Downtown Vancouver – nothing perfect,
but something average and affordable.”
His concerns identify some of the accessibility gaps in our current system, which fail
to consider the other expenses that make
living outside of the city centre harder
to tolerate. Rising transit costs and gas

BC CHARMS

prices make it difficult for refugee claimants to choose a reliable option to travel
to and from their home, which is an additional cost that many are not able to cover
themselves.
In addition to all the expenses that refugee
claimants need to negotiate with and pay
for, Eugene also pointed at the existing systems that have made it difficult for refugee
claimants to find suitable housing. “I have
noticed that when people are looking for
housing, they receive recommendations
from their friends and family. For newcomers, we do not have those existing connections inside Canada where we can ask
someone to introduce us to someone else.
… Those places are more liveable and in
better conditions because they are usually
from other people’s recommendations.”

HOUSING STATISTICS FROM KINBRACE (2020)
Average market rental prices across the Lower Mainland
Room in shared house

Studio		

1 Bedroom		

2 Bedrooms		

3 Bedrooms

Average*

Average

Average

Average

Average

Basic**

Basic

Basic

Basic

Basic

In 2020, the average cost for a
1-bedroom unit in South Surrey

($/month) ($/month)

($/month) ($/month)

($/month) ($/month)

($/month) ($/month)

($/month) ($/month)

Vancouver West

1000

850

1750

1600

2300

1750

2800

2400

4000

2900

is approximately $1,000/month and in Vancouver

Vancouver East

800

600

1700

1600

1700

1400

2000

1800

2800

2500

West is approximately $2,300/month. These are

North Shore

900

700

1700

1500

1900

1700

2500

2100

3300

3000

the cheapest and most expensive options across

Burnaby

800

700

1500

1400

1600

1400

1950

1750

2500

2300

New Westminster

800

700

1500

1400

1600

1500

2000

1800

2500

2300

the Lower Mainland, respectively.

Richmond

800

600

1600

1500

1700

1600

2100

1900

2500

2300

Delta

900

700

1500

1400

1600

1500

2000

1900

2500

2200

Coquitlam/Port Moody 750

650

1400

1300

1500

1400

1900

1600

2350

2100

Pitt Meadows/Maple Ridge 700

650

1200

1150

1250

1200

1600

1450

2200

1900

Surrey

700

600

1300

1200

1450

1300

1800

1600

2000

1800

Surrey (South)

550

400

900

850

1000

900

1400

1300

2000

1800

Langley

700

600

110

1000

1300

1100

1600

1400

2300

2000

Aldergrove

600

600

1000

1000

1200

1100

1300

1250

2000

1800

Abbotsford

600

500

1000

900

1100

1000

1300

1200

1900

1700

Chilliwack

650

550

1000

950

1100

1000

1300

1150

1800

1700

*The average rental price is the average price for rental units of
that size/area, as advertised on Craigslist.
** The basic rental rate is the price for a cheap option for that
size/area. Rental units that meet this budget may be smaller, underground, unfurnished and unrenovated.
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to choose from. “I do not know where we
will go. ... I try not to think about it too much
for the sake of my mental health.”

AM I ELIGIBLE?
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With housing becoming increasingly more
competitive and expensive, many refugee
claimants struggle to find a place that is
safe, affordable, and accessible. “My partner and I are facing the reality that Canada
is in right now,” shared Eduardo. “Our building has been sold in the last three years to
two people. ... Now it is owned by private
property managers.” He explained that
these private property managers are known
for evicting tenants and renovating old
apartments, a process that is also referred
to as renovictions. “Renovictions should
not happen, but they still do.… The landlords have not done a single maintenance
work in over forty years. It is unsustainable,
because the landlords will claim that they
cannot do anything about the building and
that it should be rebuilt.” He said that there
are little options left for him and his partner

BC CHARMS
© MOSAIC 2021

Many refugee claimants who depend on
government welfare said that the amount
they receive is often not enough to cover
all their monthly expenses, especially with
rising cost of living and housing becoming more expensive. For large families,
these financial hardships become even
more evident. “Most of our income goes
towards paying for the rent,” said Sara,
a mother of five. “We rely on the Food
Bank to prepare our homecooked meals,
because it is cheaper to do that than to
eat out.” Manuel and Rafael shared a similar story but noted that their challenge
was to keep the food that they brought
home from the Food Bank to themselves
while also living with other flatmates. “We
expect our food to still be there for us.
Instead, other people would start eating

our food.” They said that their reliance on
the Food Bank is because of how much
they are paying for their rent, and since
there are other people also living with
them, this lack of privacy becomes even
more frustrating. “It is not good if there
are strangers living in your house – you
cannot live comfortably.”
Beyond accessing additional social services, however, there is also the issue of
recognizing, transferring, and upgrading
one’s credentials. Upon receiving their
work permit, some refugee claimants
have expressed their frustration in not
being able to immediately find a job that
fits within their skill range. “I graduated
with a degree in Mechanical Engineering and was a Logistics Manager [back
home],” explained Arian. “Now, I am an
Amazon delivery parcel driver. I have no
time or money to upgrade my education,
because I am busy working to pay for my
living expenses and support my family.”
Because their academic and work-related
accomplishments are largely unrecognized in Canada, refugee claimants
struggle to find other opportunities that
would otherwise be available for them –
like Demir. “Even with the work permit, it
will be difficult to find a job here. I have
two PhDs and I am overqualified for all the
jobs here. ... I want to pursue academia,
but that will take some time – all of the
papers that I have previously published
are not in English.”
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“When we first arrive,
some of us still have to
apply for our work permits.
Because we are unable
to earn our own income
immediately, it is hard for us
to afford to pay for anything
besides the rent.”

© MOSAIC 2021

Among the 50 refugee claimants who participated in this
project, approximately 98% of
respondents said that they struggle to find accessible and affordable housing throughout the province. In addition, approximately 94% of respondents noted that they currently face some level of
financial hardship that has made it more difficult for
them to find housing suitable to their needs.

Although having a reliable source of
income is one of the many dependable
ways to build a solid tenant-landlord
relationship, this is not the reality for all
refugee claimants. While some of them
arrive to Canada with a savings account
already in place, the conversion rate from
their home currency to the Canadian
dollar often puts refugee claimants in a
tough position. Upon realizing that they
were going to run out of money eventually, Mehran and Darya spoke about how
expensive everything is in Canada. “The
exchanges rate of our home country’s currency against the Canadian Dollar is too
high – we did not have enough money
with us. A big portion of our money got
spent on the lawyer – we did not have
enough left for housing.”

AM I ELIGIBLE?
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Long waiting lists are often a discouraging sign for refugee claimants. “We
applied for BC Housing two years ago,
but we have not received any results yet.
In comparison, some people who arrived
within the last two years have applied for
BC Housing and have received a place
from them.” Unsure about the selection
process and how people are prioritized
within the system, refugee claimants like
Naza continue to add themselves onto
the waiting list in the hopes that they
will soon be chosen. But given the high
demand for subsidized housing, refugee
claimants are oftentimes left to rely on
whatever is available on the market and
use whatever money that they have to pay
for it. Fatima noted that although the government does provide a small financial
subsidy for eligible newcomers, it is not
enough to pay for everything. “When we
first arrive, some of us still have to apply
for our work permits. Because we are
unable to earn our own income immediately, it is hard for us to afford to pay for
anything besides the rent.”

BC CHARMS

AM I ELIGIBLE?

18,000

THE NUMBER OF SUBSIDIZED HOUSING
UNITS IN THE LOWER MAINLAND

99%

Service Provider Perspective: Am I Eligible?

Although the intentions behind the intake and referral forms are
meant to prioritize the vulnerabilities of newcomers, a few service
providers have admitted that this process needs to be updated
in order to fully support the needs of all refugee claimants. “Our
intake form and vulnerability checklist are not the best. They are
a set of check boxes that only gives you a small glimpse into the
situation of a refugee claimant... but we are trying to help those
who are the most vulnerable, because we have a limited number
of housing units.” To ensure that their refugee claimant clients are
well-accounted for, some settlement agencies try to follow up with
them to see if they can access the other services that are available for them. “We have to call different housing providers to see
if there is an available vacancy in one of their units. If we can refer

the client to their organization, we explain to the refugee claimant
what they should expect and what time they should arrive there by.
Once we have confirmed everything, we have to call them again
to make sure that the client has arrived and is waiting in the reception area.”
Despite the careful approach that some settlement agencies try to
take when checking in on their clients, they also recognize that the
constant moving experience is tough for refugee claimants, which
is something they want to mitigate and work towards completely
avoiding. “Refugee claimants who have little to no money are constantly moving from one temporary shelter to the next... there is
no permanent place for them to live in, which adds a lot of stress
for them.” One settlement agency summarized these thoughts by
considering the importance of providing timely support. “If refugee claimants get thrown out of their accommodations, we need
to be ready to help. They should not be kept waiting.”
But this is unfortunately often easier said than done. Given that
many of the housing providers spoke about limitations to their
support and services due to lack of available and accessible units,
it is difficult for them to imagine how they can provide more support when there is a physical capacity that prevents them from
accepting and helping more people. As noted by one housing

provider, “If they have high needs – such as they need someone
to help them get in and out of bed or to access the washroom or
who cannot live in a dorm-style accommodation – we usually are
not able to accept them as a referral.”
Because of these existing barriers, refugee claimant families, single parents, couples, and individuals continue to look for support
from service providers every single day. Yet many service providers shared that they are not well-equipped to support the amount
of refugee claimants looking for housing. “We currently do not
have affordable housing specifically for refugee claimants. Unlike
larger cities that have buildings dedicated towards supporting
newcomers, we are still working towards building similar projects
in our community.” Another housing provider shared similar concerns, though they spoke about the difficulties of finding available
and accessible space within a large city centre. “Our greatest challenge is that we do not have enough units available. We are looking at either expanding or redeveloping our building to add more
units, because we see the great need to house refugee claimants.”
Looking beyond their own services, one service provider said that
the high living costs are what makes the housing search more difficult for large families. “Refugee claimant families with children are
often only able to afford a one- or two-bedroom unit, because they
do not have the money to afford anything bigger.”

731

THE AVERAGE NUMBER OF SUBSIDIZED UNITS
THAT BECOME AVAILABLE
EACH YEAR IN THE LOWER MAINLAND
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22,915

THE NUMBER OF APPLICANT HOUSEHOLDS
ON BC HOUSING’s HOUSING REGISTRY
(as of September 30, 2021)

There is simply
not enough to house
everyone in need.
Kinbrace (2020)
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When refugee claimants connect with a service provider, they are
asked to go through an intake process that confirms their level of
vulnerability. Because there is a great need for emergency shelters
and transitional homes that extend beyond what can be provided
for refugee claimants, however, many service providers have had
to carefully consider who they are able to accept and who they
must turn away. “There are more people looking for settlement
and housing support than what we have capacity for. What we are
trying to do is find the most vulnerable people as well as those who
fit the mandate that we set as an organization from the beginning.”

THE PORPORTION OF SUBSIDIZED
UNITS THAT ARE OCCUPIED

BC CHARMS

BC CHARMS
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What Makes A Home?
It is hard to find a home when people do
not trust you and make you feel unsafe.
I began couchsurfing when I arrived
in Canada, though my experience was
complicated by the pandemic. Because
everyone was afraid of catching the
virus, I had a tough time finding a place
to settle down – I moved back and forth
between different cities within three
weeks of my arrival. When I spoke with
a settlement agency staff member, they
told me to either look into emergency
shelters or basement suites. Although
they were the only options available for
me to choose from, I did not feel safe in
deciding between either of them – the
lack of privacy in both spaces made me
want to look elsewhere.

Back on Facebook, I tried looking for
another place to live. Through our language exchange lessons over Messenger, one of my friends introduced me to
her friend who said that she was looking
for someone to rent out the first floor of
her house. I immediately accepted her
offer and am now living in my own home.
I plant and grow my own vegetables and
am finding my own furniture online for
free. Even though I do not think I will be a
homeowner any time soon, I am optimistic about the future here.
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I was able to meet my first landlord
through Facebook, though I had an
uncomfortable time living with him.

Despite signing a lease that stated that
all the expenses were included in the
rent, he tried to stop me from using the
drying machine in the house because the
electricity bill was too high. Along with
him never cleaning up after himself and
us not seeing eye-to-eye with each other,
I decided to move out after four months.

Living under unsafe conditions is a common
reality for many refugee claimants. Although

emergency shelters are often illustrated as the
last option to choose from, they are sometimes
the only available option for refugee claimants
when they first arrive. For refugee claimants who
arrive in Canada by themselves and are unfamiliar
with what an emergency shelter is, the realization
that they will need to live in a shared dorm-style
accommodation with other strangers comes as a
shock, which was the case for Gloria. “It was very
hard to live in a shelter. It was my first time seeing
drug addicts – one of them slept next to me, and
I could not sleep for the rest of the night.” Similarly, as someone who still lives in an emergency
shelter and has been living there for the past year,
Hessein agreed that it has been a rough experience thus far. “Every single day, the police are
called here. Somebody is in a fight, someone got
stabbed – it is unbelievable... I do not see it as a
safe environment.”
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... many refugees are at a loss and are unsure
how to best support themselves while still
being able to afford a place that they can
wholeheartedly call their home.
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What Makes A Home?

A home can be understood as both a feeling
of familiarity and a sense of security. For refugee claimants who are coming from countries
that are culturally different, the settlement
process can feel both exciting and terrifying.
But with cost of living continuing to rise across
the province, as well as the additional challenges that the global pandemic has brought
upon, many refugees are at a loss and are
unsure how to best support themselves while
still being able to afford a place that they can
wholeheartedly call their home.  

BC CHARMS

Privacy is oftentimes considered to be a luxury. With enough
money at hand, tenants can afford a home without needing to
sacrifice their own personal preferences and boundaries. Unfortunately, that is not the reality for refugee claimants, many of whom
need to live alongside other strangers in order to afford to live in
a place. As someone who wishes to be more independent but is
unable to as a result of the inaccessible and unaffordable rental
market, Mona explained that she currently lives in an apartment
unit with three other women. Although she and her roommates
get along with each other, she admitted that it has not been easy
living in a shared space with people whom she barely knows. “It is
not commonplace in my culture to live with other people... but I
have to stay here, because I cannot afford anything else.”
To not have a choice in their preferred living environment is also
a problem shared between Maria and Adriana as well as Manuel
and Rafael. Because neither of them could afford to live in a bigger place, both couples have had to settle living in places that are
not only small but are also shared with other strangers. For Maria

and Adriana, they currently live in a small studio apartment with a
washroom that is located outside of their unit in the hallway and is
shared between other tenants. Because of its small size, they mentioned that their place does not offer them the privacy that they
sometimes need from each other. “When we are upset with each
other, we have nowhere to go. We want to have the space to think
and reflect, but we have no other choice but to stay in the same
room as each other.”
For Manuel and Rafael, they shared that there were some issues
with the other tenants in previous months. “This house has eight
rooms. We had problems with people using drugs and other illegal things... we called the police before, because there were a
number of heated arguments and fights in the past.” Because their
landlord has stepped in and supported them throughout their
stay, however, they shared that they also feel safer. “Our landlord
has had to intervene and either kicked out or moved the two tenants that were causing the most trouble. … [He] is amazing and he
is very understanding. He takes care of us.”
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Reflecting upon the challenges that they had to go through in the
first few months renting their first house, John and Mary shared that
their former landlords would take advantage of their newcomer
status by frequently doing things without their permission or prior
notice. “Although they initially said that we would be the only ones
living in the house, they took it upon themselves to live in the downstairs suite after we moved in without informing us.” They shared that
their former landlords would also do renovations around the house
at odd hours of the day without letting them know beforehand. As
time went on, though, John said that these renovations became
alarmingly invasive. “During these renovations, our landlords would
sometimes come upstairs. At first, I thought it was alright, because
they might have been doing some renovations upstairs, too. But they
would come into our room and disturb us while we were sleeping.”
Because they had no sense of privacy with their former landlords
around, John and Mary tried looking for a place elsewhere. Fortunately, they were able to find a house that was not only large enough
for their family but also gave them the privacy that they did not realize they needed until what happened to them before. “The great
thing about our current landlords is the fact that they do not bother
us. It gives us a peace of mind.”

WHAT MAKES A HOME?

“When we are upset with each other, we have nowhere to go.
We want to have the space to think and reflect,
but we have no other choice but to stay in the same room as each other.”

An amicable working relationship established between tenants and
landlords is possible and, between service providers, encouraged.
Mandana shared that living with her landlord has given her the
chance to practice her English with native English speakers, something she was not completely comfortable doing a year ago. “It was
really difficult for me at the beginning, and I did not have enough
confidence to talk to her. But little by little, I started feeling more confident and now I can communicate a lot better with her.” By working
alongside her landlord, Mandana reflected on how she was able to
face her own fears. “It is very important to take the courage to start
communicating with others to practice the language.” Although she
is grateful that she had found a sense of belonging with the people
who were originally from her home country as well as her sister who
lives close by, she said that it was important for her to look beyond
her comfort zone. “It is good to stay in your own community to get
support and feel like home, but you need to take the risk of joining
other communities and get integrated to the society.”

BC CHARMS

62%

UNSAFE LIVING
CONDITIONS

72%

52%

DISCOMFORT WITH
NEIGHBOURS & LANDLORDS

Neighbours and landlords are among the first people who
meet and interact with refugee claimants.   They ultimately set

the expectations for what is to come and are the ones who can
forge a positive relationship with each other. Daniel spoke about
maintaining a friendship between his previous landlords, all three
of whom he said were nice people. “I try to stay on good speaking
terms with them to avoid burning any bridges.”
But not everyone has had the same experience as Daniel, which
is something that he admits to as well. “I have been very lucky.
… there are a lot of cases of abusive landlords, many of whom
try to take advantage of refugee claimants who do not have references or support.” Some refugee claimants, including Eugene,
have had to tread very carefully around their landlords, in fear that
they would be manipulated or exploited by them. “Before moving in, our landlord inspected my former roommates’ rooms and
mine. The landlord was trying to make us pay for the damages,
even though the damages were there before we moved in – some
of the damages were there because of the poor construction of
the apartment.” He expressed his frustrations over the incident,
noting how their landlord’s actions were unreasonable. “It is unfair,
because we cleaned everything. Apart from the damages that we
had not caused, everything was fine – the place was spotless.”

LACK OF
PRIVACY

IMPACTS OF
COVID 19

Even now, Eugene said that he continues to face similar issues with
his current building manager. “I have tried explaining to her that
she needs to fix some of the things that were broken or damaged
before I moved in. She said that she would prefer me to call her
about these issues rather than sending emails or text messages... I
think it is because she does not want to leave a paper trail behind
her to hold her accountable and prove that she is being negligent
of her responsibilities. Saying that, though, when it comes to making me and other tenants sign things, she is very diligent in making
sure that things are written down and signed.”
In addition to this, Eugene shared that his current building manager does not give him enough personal space to feel comfortable in his own apartment. “I wish I could live in a place where I do
not feel like I am being watched. Right now, I feel like the building
manager is too invasive.” Lilian felt similarly and said that she continues to feel uncomfortable by the constant surveillance of her
current landlord. “[He] is always at home and watches [my roommate and I] all the time. He checks in every week to make sure we
work, and he even asks what we do and where we work. ... It is
really rude to ask people what they do – as long as we are able to
pay the rent on time, why should he care what kind of job we do?”

gee claimants who arrived in the beginning of the global pandemic
like Natalia and her husband, there was a lot of uncertainty. “We
arrived in Canada two days before the borders closed, so everything
was complicated. The airport staff tried calling a couple of shelters
for us, but they were all full.” She went on to talk about how the
pandemic made it difficult for them to officially start their integration
journey. “Our first eligibility interview was postponed by about a
month. During that time, we did not have any information about the
settlement agencies in our area or the claim process itself.”
Although it has been over a year since the beginning of the
global pandemic, refugee claimants continue to feel the impact
of these delays in their everyday life. As mentioned by Mohammad, “I have not received my work permit yet, so I cannot afford
to move elsewhere. I submitted my claim around eight months
ago, but because of the pandemic, everything has been delayed.”
With landlords becoming increasingly stricter around using credit
checks as a form of financial reassurance, refugee claimants are
caught in a dilemma: How do they advocate for themselves when
the tenant-landlord relationship seems to be built upon financial
reassurance? How do they find other housing alternatives when
they are unable to afford anything else? How do they seek support
when they do not have access to a reliable internet source at home
and services providers only offer their support online? As openended as these questions may be, they are also the lived realities
of many refugee claimants, some of whom continue to struggle to
navigate through the virtual networks of patience and help.

According to the UNHCR (2020), the number of asylum
claims in Canada since 2016 have been steadily rising and
had hit its peak with over 64,000 asylum claims in 2019.
This number dropped to nearly 24,000 in 2020 due to the
COVID-19 global pandemic. In March 2021, the number of
asylum claims sits at approximately 3,615.
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68%

When COVID-19 was officially announced as a global pandemic
by the World Health Organization, everyone in Canada saw the
immediate closure of businesses around the country.    For refu-

WHAT MAKES A HOME?

CHALLENGES THAT IMPACT REFUGEE CLAIMANTS’ SENSE OF SAFETY AND SECURITY IN THEIR HOMES

BC CHARMS

In their attempt to find both temporary and permanent housing
for refugee claimants, service providers try to navigate around
the reality of the limited affordable housing that is available while
respecting refugee claimants’ cultural values and preferences.
“There are some needs that are very specific to this population
that are different than the mainstream. We need to ask ourselves
how we educate those mainstream users around the needs of
refugee claimants.”

Alongside the issues around availability, however, are the issues
around affordability. While they are eligible to receive income
assistance from the government each month, the amount that refugee claimants receive is oftentimes not enough to pay for their
rent, let alone their other expenses. “Because they are spending

Fortunately, there is a collective effort among service providers to
provide the necessary tools and resources for refugee claimants
to find their own housing. “We are connected to a few landlords in
the area, but we also do cold calls around the community. We try
to give tools of empowerment to the refugee claimant clients to
use themselves, because we cannot guarantee that we are going
to find them housing. Of course, if they are struggling, we will help
them make the calls ourselves.” However, this sometimes requires
service providers to mediate several discussions between landlords and refugee claimants around safety and reliability. “The
issue is convincing a landlord that the family would be able to pay,
knowing that they do not have a job or that they are receiving
income assistance that is much less than the rent itself.” By advocating for them, settlement agencies and workers try their best
to support refugee claimants to help them avoid the possibility
of any discriminatory issues that may come up. “Refugee claimants are sometimes in more precarious types of housing where
landlords are not great and try to evict someone. So, if they have
information about what their rights are, that would be great.”
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With emergency shelters regarded as temporary solutions, some
housing providers admitted that there are often barriers to providing their units to refugee claimants due to their refusal to live
in dormitory-style accommodations. “When they are not properly
briefed beforehand by their settlement worker, some refugee
claimants are shocked and traumatized when they realize that
they would have to share their dorm with another stranger, some
of whom may have a history of an addiction.” Recognizing the
lived experiences and traumas that may make sleeping near other
people difficult to endure for refugee claimants, housing providers mentioned wanting to lessen the possibility of misunderstandings. “We have a website that has photos of what the dorms look
like, so maybe that could be better shared with settlement agencies. Or we could even make a walkthrough video when none of
the clients are there. Of course, it feels very different when the
rooms are full, but we could potentially look into doing something
like that.”

most of their income assistance on rent, refugee claimants have
to decide what is their first need, because everything else is unaffordable. They have to decide if they are going to pay for their
phone bill, their groceries, their counselling sessions, or their rent
– they cannot pay for everything.” With housing prices and overall cost of living continually rising each month, service providers
worry about how refugee claimants will be able to find a place to
stay. “Our refugee claimant clients are very vulnerable due to the
traumas that they have experienced and the resettlement process
that they are going through. They are unaware of the housing system in Canada: how to pay for rent, how to ask for references, how
to prepare for credit checks – all of which landlords ask for.”

WHAT MAKES A HOME?

Service Provider Perspective: What Makes A Home?

When I first arrived in Canada, I did not
know where to go or who to turn to. My
first two nights were spent sleeping outside in the cold, because all the shelters
were full and I had no money with me. By
the next morning, I met someone who
told me that there were shelters available
for refugee claimants. I tried calling them,
but nearly all of them responded by saying that they did not have any space
left for me. Although I was getting frustrated, one settlement worker said that
she may be able to help me, but that she
would have to talk to her manager first.
Before hanging up, she told me to wait
for another call from her. If I did not hear
back from her by the end of the day, she
advised me to reach out to BC 211.

For the next five hours, I waited for her call.
I went to a nearby mall and sat in the food
court, unsure when or if I would be able to
leave. As I worried about being left alone
for another night, I received a call from the
same settlement worker. She told me that
she was able to prepare a room for me to
stay in. After giving me the directions to
the transitional home, I quickly followed
her instructions and later found myself in
a warm and welcoming environment.
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I learned about the services that are available for me throughout my three months
stay. When I tried looking for housing elsewhere, they even found me a subsidized
house, which is where I live in today. I am
grateful for their love and support – when
I think about my first home in Canada, this
is the home that I remember.
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way, she tearfully explained that the beginning was very tough for
both herself and her husband. “You need to feel settled so that you
can begin thinking about what you want to do next.”

Without consistent lines of communication, refugee claimants are
often left unaware of who they can trust and who can support them.
Having originally arrived in Canada as a tourist, Juliana did not know
where to begin in her refugee claimant journey. “I could not find a lot
of information. I had to do a lot of research to find the right documents
and lawyer.” Having had to go through the troubles of connecting with
agencies while learning English at the same time, Fernando also felt
lost and uncertain for a while. “I did not have a work permit and I could
not speak the language – so it was complicated for me. When I started
looking for a place to stay, everything was too expensive.”

Service providers want to support the settlement and integration of refugee claimants. There are often moments of joy shared
between the service provider and refugee claimant, which Rafael
and Manuel both expressed as they shared their appreciation for
the assistance they were given immediately upon their arrival.
“When we visited [the settlement agency], everyone was really
nice. They were worried about us, because we did not know where
we were going to stay.” Natalia shared that once she and her husband began connecting with some of the settlement agencies and
housing providers in their area, they became more comfortable in
their new home. “Everyone is really helpful and kind here. ... We
have access to social services, and everything else we need.” This
feeling of gratitude is also shared between Javier and his family,
all of whom were thankful for the dedication of the service providers. “While we were looking for housing, there was a settlement
worker who took care for us; I could tell he really wanted to help
us. We were lucky to find people who cared for us and were not
just doing their job.”

Many service providers try to diversify their work in order to help as
many newcomers as possible, though the lack of awareness around
what is available – and the miscommunication that further confuses
everyone involved – makes these resources and services harder to
find for those who need them the most. This is especially the case for
affordable legal information, advice, and representation, as reflected
by Mehran and Darya. “We did not know that Legal Aid was such a
thing until our settlement worker told us – but it was already too late.”
Nasim agreed that more work could be done to spread awareness of
these free legal services. “It is really difficult for the newcomers here,
especially when they do not know English. ... I did not know Legal Aid
is free for refugee claimants.”

To meet people who are passionate about and are committed
to providing care for newcomers makes a huge difference for
refugee claimants. Because of the lack of resources and limited
capacity of staff, however, service providers sometimes struggle
to provide that kind of guidance and support. Naza recounted the
hardships that she and her husband had to go through. “When we
arrived in Canada, we needed to find a place to stay, but we did
not know anyone here. … We did not have any information about
how things worked, so I was really afraid of the police or anyone
else and would not give enough information about our situation
when I called places for help.” Although they were eventually able
to find a place through the connections that they made along the

Joseph’s question touches upon the advantages that come with
the ability to speak English in a predominantly English-speaking
province. “This was not an issue for me, but in thinking in the perspective of a [current] refugee claimant... the number one obstacle
is language,” said Mehmet, who tried to list off some of the challenges that current refugee claimants face. “Housing comes immediately after.” Demir agreed and said that although he can follow
up with those who fail to call or email him back, he said that this is
not the case for other refugee claimants. “What if my English was
really poor or if I were old? I know some refugee claimants who
cannot speak the language and have not been able to find a place
for themselves after two years.”

In addition to – and as a result of – the lack of resources and limited capacity of staff, a few of the refugee claimants thought that
some service providers prefer to leave refugee claimant who
could speak and understand English on their own. Eugene said
that upon visiting one settlement agency and explaining to them
his situation, he was turned away. “I assume that they thought that
because I could speak English and was coming from the United
States, that I was not the one that needed much help. ... While I
understand that there may be more people in precarious conditions than myself, [the settlement agency] did not give me an alternative to look forward to.” Joseph said that he faced a similar issue
and thought that it might have been because he came from the
United Sates, too. “Maybe he assumed that I had more networks
because of where I lived?”
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“While we were looking for housing, there was a settlement worker
who took care for us; I could tell he really wanted to help us.
We were lucky to find people who cared for us and were not just doing their job.”

WHERE DO I GO?

Where Do I Go?

Refugee claimants often arrive in Canada with little to no knowledge of the people and systems that are there to support them.
Given the cultural barriers that are present, some of which they
may not be familiar with, refugee claimants are unfortunately
the ones that bear the responsibility to make significant choices
by themselves. From moving into a place that is suitable to their
needs to connecting with services that can support them with
their settlement, refugee claimants’ attempts to navigate around
a country that otherwise feels foreign to them can sometimes
leave them feeling excluded from a community that they initially
thought would welcome them with open arms.  

Nasim shared that she and her family also faced similar challenges,
albeit with their lease. “When we moved to this place, because our
friend was transferring her lease to us, all we had was an unofficial
piece of paper. When a settlement worker saw it, she warned me
that it was not official and that I needed to have an official lease
agreement the next time I rent a place. So, I was not sure if our
landlord will give our deposit back in case we had to move out.”
She said that her building manager asked her to pay $300.00 to
complete the transfer process, something that her husband quickly
became suspicious about. “He went to the manager asking what
the money was for. She denied receiving any money from me, and
I could not find her note.” Here, she was referring to a piece of
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paper that was given to her by the building manager that asked
for the money. “I did not want to complain as I have enough going
on now. After a while, she said that she had asked for the money
because we were staying in a studio which was against the law, so
she tried to intimidate us not to do anything.” In addition to her
previous troubles, she said that she was also unaware of what she
should have done prior to moving into their current place. “I did
not know we had to take pictures before moving in to document
the damages previous tenants had done to the place – I learned
that from the workshops I attended.”

not know anyone or anything... I have witnessed other people suffer without shelter and food, and I had both of those things while
living with them. They have a good heart.” Even though she was
welcomed with open arms by members of her community, Irene
said that she wishes she could meet other people who have been
through a similar journey as herself. “I wish I could connect with
other refugee claimants, especially in settlement services, because
they understand the challenges that I have been through. They are
able to offer housing support that meets our needs and can help
us advocate for ourselves, too.”

Moving to a new country can be an alienating experience, which
makes mentorship opportunities even more important. Thankfully, Irene said that she has had the fortunate opportunity to stay
with people who were originally from her home country. “They
provided a space for me to sleep and eat; they introduced me to
some local settlement agencies that helped me through the legal
documents and processes.” She said that they gave her the reassurance that everything would be fine, which was what she needed
to hear. “I am grateful for them, because when you are new, you do

As a couple who have also faced similar challenges, Gabriella
and Miguel agreed that they would have liked to connect with
other refugee claimants to learn from their housing search experience. Now that they have found their own place and are working
towards becoming homeowners themselves, Gabriella mentioned
wanting to give back to her community and to be a mentor herself.
“It would be great if there was a mentorship opportunity to connect new and old refugee claimants with each other, so that they
know about the process and can feel supported by someone who
is familiar with it and was in a similar position as themselves, too.”
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The lack of accessibility has had lasting consequences for some
refugee claimants, including Hessein, who shared that he had
fallen victim to an online scam after looking for housing in the city.
“The housing advertisement looked very real on Craigslist, so I
applied for it. The owner called and told me to pay the deposit in

cash and that she will send me the key to the apartment. I did that,
but I did not receive anything from her. Suddenly, my money was
gone, and I did not have any evidence to prove that.” Because he
did not know anyone and was not connected to any of the services
in the area at the time, he said that he struggled to figure out how
and where to find a place to stay. “It took me a couple of months to
figure out the housing search process, but by then, I was crashing
and couch surfing at my friends’ places.”

WHERE DO I GO?
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Knowing what to do and who to turn to is tough, especially for
refugee claimants who are unaware of the resources that are
available for them. Similar to the stories mentioned earlier, Ariand
recalled that he and his family were unaware of all the resources
and services that were available for them immediately upon their
arrival. “There are some good resources out there, but the lack
of information and communication makes them unusable. As
refugee claimants, we want to become more active members
in our communities, but we do not know how to do that.” Sahar
agreed and said that if refugee claimants knew who to contact the
moment they enter the country, the more control over their future
they would have. “There are a lot of services available and there
are a lot of different places to turn to, but when the right information is not accessible, things begin to move very slowly for us and
makes our situation even worse.”

BC CHARMS

WHERE DO I GO?

Service Provider Perspective: Where Do I Go?

This unawareness is also an issue among service providers.
Because there are hundreds of them located across the province,
service providers are sometimes unaware of each other’s work and
capacity, which has been a source of frustration for one service
provider. “When someone calls us late at night or during the weekend asking for immediate support, most services are unavailable
because they are only open during regular office hours from Monday to Friday. What does that refugee claimant do for the night
if they are unable to access anything?” They go on to mention
that this unawareness leaves them feeling as though there are no
options left to consider. “When we try to call different shelters, we
sometimes receive the response that they are unsure if there will
be an availability. This causes our staff to work overtime to support
the refugee claimant so that they are not alone.” One housing provider adds that while they understand the troubles that settlement

workers go through to find appropriate housing for refugee
claimants, they caution against simply referring refugee claimants to emergency shelters or transitional homes when they did
not receive the confirmation that there is an available bed or unit
there. “There are some settlement workers that would send refugee claimants to our doors, even if we do not have a bed for them.
… Because they do not know where they are or what is going on,
we are in this horrible situation of trying to work out what to do.”
As a result of this long exchange and the uncertainty that sometimes follows, some refugee claimants give up. “The inaction of
the organization sometimes leads refugee claimants to look elsewhere for support. Refugee claimants would sometimes call someone and there would be a delay in response — by the time we try
to call the person back, they may have disappeared because they
were using a shared phone from another organization or shelter.”
Because some refugee claimants abruptly leave, service providers
are left wondering what could be fixed in the current system. One
service provider mentioned that it is important to not give false
hope to refugee claimants, especially when questions have not yet
been answered. “The BC Housing system that we currently have is
not the best, because it lists out all of the housing options that are
available. The problem is that when you click on a specific address,
you find out that these places are no longer available. We need to
avoid doing that, because it sets up the expectations from both the
support worker and the refugee claimant.”

Beyond the process of working on behalf of refugee claimants,
however, service providers also emphasized the importance on
providing refugee claimants the space to advocate for themselves. “While refugee claimants normally stay in our space for
six months, by the three-month mark, we support their transition
by helping them apply to BC Housing. Through this process, we
talk to them about where they want to live so that when they leave
us, they will be able to find more permanent housing.” This support has looked differently over the past year, as the global pandemic has forced service providers to move their services online
and shift their work remotely when possible. “We are still able to
accept referrals, but because of the pandemic, everything is done
remotely, which adds a layer of detachment because we have to
see if the refugee claimant client can use email or Zoom to connect with us.” Many service providers continue to work towards
building a more collaborative intake and referral system, recognizing that a centralized system would help mitigate the lost and
uncertain feelings shared between many refugee claimants. “It is
important for us to have access to all of the updates related to
where refugee claimants are in their housing situation. Are they
still homeless? Are they living with a friend? In a shelter? With
a centralized system, we are able to keep this information up to
date and inform them when a housing provider has a vacancy that
meets their needs.”

CHALLENGES THAT IMPACT
REFUGEE CLAIMANTS’ SETTLEMENT JOURNEY
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Upon their arrival, refugee claimants are faced with several questions, some of which they may not immediately know the answers
to. Where do I go? And who can I trust? While broad, these questions act as a guiding tool for refugee claimants when navigating
around their new environment. But when the resources that are
meant to welcome them are inaccessible or unavailable, service
providers agree that refugee claimants are often left lost and unaccounted for. “The challenge is that we do not have a clear picture
as to how many refugee claimants are out there and so we help
whoever happens to know about us.”

BC CHARMS

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT

When I reflect upon my time spent in
Canada thus far, I think about how my
dreams have since shifted. Immediately

upon my arrival, I saw myself settling
down in a new home – I thought that there
were plenty of available spaces for newcomers to choose from. But after spending a few days in a hotel and relocating to
a shelter, I realized that that there were a
number of barriers that stood in my way
from accessing these homes. Despite
being a quiet and well-mannered person, in the eyes of landlords, my lack of
credit score and inability to provide a reference check has made me an unsuitable
and ineligible tenant.
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The Future Is Bright

Throughout all the obstacles that have
stood in my way, I have never given up.
I am inspired to help newcomers who
are currently going through similar challenges that I went through. Rather than
wanting to live in my own home, I dream
that I will one day be able to set up a
shelter for refugee claimants. I want to
make sure that refugee claimants know
that there is someone available to help
them throughout their journey. In doing
this work, I do not want to see more newcomers be pulled onto the wrong path
because they believe that no one is there
to support them.
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Living in a shelter was a difficult experience for me. I could not find comfort in
my shared living space, especially with
complete strangers who scared me. Fortunately, because I am a newcomer, all

the staff at the shelters that I stayed in
and the settlement agencies that I visited
wanted me to find a place where I could
call my own. All of them advocated for
me and I eventually found a place that I
am currently living in today.

A home is more than a physical space for refugee claimants – it is also a space for them to think
about their future. Especially for refugee claimants who came to Canada without their friends or
families, thinking about the future is as an opportunity for them to envision what a reunification
with their loved ones may look like. For Roya, she
spoke about home and how she yearns to see her
family safe and sound. “There is war back home
and there are explosions every day. I am really
worried about my family. I hope I can become stable here some time, so they can join me.” Similarly,
Fatima expressed her desire to see her children
once again. “I am waiting for my hearing. I do not
know when it will happen, but when it happens, I
will be a permanent resident and my children can
come. When that happens, I will be complete with
my family.”

Although the future holds a lot of risk and
uncertainties, many refugee claimants continue to hope for the best for the sake of
something to look forward to. Despite the
challenges that he is currently going through,
Arian is confident that he will one day be
able to find a place large enough to comfortably fit his entire family. “I want to be able to
provide more for my children. I want my son,
who has special needs, to be able to explore
and be happy. He cannot do that when he is
confined in a small, cramped, and dark space
– it makes him uncomfortable and aggressive, which puts the entire family at harm.”
In imagining this significant moment for him
and his family, he wishes that these dreams
were not as difficult to achieve. “I am thankful
for what I have been given, but I want things
to be easier for myself and for other refugee
claimants – a lot of barriers stand in our way.”
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“I am thankful for what I have been given,
but I want things to be easier for myself and for other
refugee claimants – a lot of barriers stand in our way.”

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT

The Future Is Bright

In recognizing the challenges that refugee claimants have faced, it is important to
acknowledge the hopeful future that lies
ahead of them. Although all of the refugee
claimants spoke about the challenges that
they have faced in looking for housing in the
province, many of them were still optimistic
about what they look forward to in the future.
From outlining their housing hopes and
preferences to recounting their own stories
of resiliency, refugee claimants continue to
imagine what else lies ahead of them beyond
the grief that they have experienced.   

Imagining the future as a place of joy and
celebration, Lilian spoke about wanting to
be reunited with her children and living
under the same roof as them. “When I get
a job, I would like to get a mortgage, so
when my children come here, we will not
have problems with the rent. I love to live in
the outskirts. ... Maybe a place that I can do
some farming to live off my own produce.”
Also hoping to live his life outside of the city,
Ricardo shared that he is looking forward to
not only move to a quieter place, but to support those who have gone through similar
challenges as he has as well. “I would love to
support people who are or were in a similar
position as myself – coming from a country
where you were harassed and discriminated
against for being yourself.”

In learning about the lives of others and finding inspiration from
their stories, Mehran and Darya recounted the moment they realized that they, too, have the power to make a difference. “When
we volunteered at a settlement agency and met refugee claimants
who started their own businesses, we thought to ourselves that
we can do that, too – it is possible to be successful in this society as refugee claimants.” Listening to the stories of other refugee
claimants helped them think beyond the possibilities of what they
can achieve in Canada. “Not only did we meet people who were
former refugee claimants and who now own their own businesses,
but we met people who were so satisfied with the work of their
settlement agency that they had to come back to repay them.”
Acknowledging the barriers that exist, they insisted that it is still
important to follow your dreams, even if there are challenges that
stand in your way. “It is important to have the courage to start now
rather than later.”

Adriana and Maria also shared a few of their goals. “I already graduated with my bachelor’s degree, so I hope to pursue my master’s
degree in the future,” said Adriana. She added that she wanted to
also “build a family and raise my kids here,” a dream that she admitted will be difficult given her current circumstances. In reflecting
upon their settlement journey in Canada, Adriana and Maria mentioned that they were aware of some of the challenges that they
would inevitably face as refugee claimants. “Before coming to Canada, I was aware of how difficult things would be,” Maria revealed.
“But my life in our home country was worse than this, so that was the
sacrifice I decided to make.”
Although many of the refugee claimants who participated in this
project have shown great resiliency, their success stories should not
be the underlying expectations when structural changes still need
to be made. The barriers that were outlined earlier and repeatedly
mentioned throughout the report have greatly affected refugee
claimants. As noted by Mona, refugee claimants should not be disregarded as completely helpless. “Most refugee claimants are welleducated and skilled people who are forced to leave their home
countries. We would have stayed there and led a successful life if
we had a choice.”
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Refugee claimants are resilient. ”Every experience is valid,” said
Eduardo. “Our stories as refugee claimants are stories of survival and of resiliency.” Resiliency can be understood as having
the capacity and strength to recover from difficult setbacks. Celebrated as a form of personal and collective empowerment, it is
meant to acknowledge the sacrifices that refugee claimants have
had to make and their courage to confront the obstacles that have
stood in their way.

In recognizing how disempowering it can be to have to rely on others for support and to not have the same level of independence
as before, other refugee claimants spoke about wanting to make a
difference in their community and to improve the lives of recently
arrived newcomers. Eduardo shared that his role as a translator
has offered him the chance to engage with people whose voices
are often left unheard and whose experiences are often left unaccounted for. “I enjoy my work, because I get to listen to all of the
personal stories of refugee claimants – not just the successful
ones, but also from those who feel like they are unable to speak
up. Many refugee claimants who cannot speak English are scared
to speak up. They try to insist that they are fine, but in reality, they
are terrified.” Despite feeling afraid as well, Eduardo insisted that it
is important to stand by what you want to say and have others hear
your voice. “When I spoke my truth, I was afraid – but you should
not be afraid, because you want to educate others so that they do
not make the same mistakes in the future.”

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT
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“When we volunteered at a settlement
agency and met refugee claimants
who started their own businesses,
we thought to ourselves that we can do
that, too – it is possible to be successful in
this society as refugee claimants.”

Their reminder of finding and having courage is also reflected in the
dreams of other refugee claimants. When asked about what they
want to do and what they hope to be able to achieve in the future,
both Mona and Fatima responded by saying that they would like to
become social workers to support newcomers who have faced similar challenges as themselves. Mona explained that becoming a social
worker meant that she would be given a chance to support those who
are facing similar challenges as she had once faced. “I hope to be a
social worker so that I can help people who are stuck in unknown situations and are looking for guidance and support.” Fatima added that
it is hard for those born in Canada to fully understand the challenges
that come with being a newcomer, because they have not faced these
issues themselves. “Some Canadians do not know how to reach out.
Maybe it is because of the cultural differences, but it is very difficult to
seek out help when it is not being offered. … When you ask for help,
though, then they will open their arms. They need to be prompted.”

By forging these relationships from the beginning, settlement agencies, housing providers, and local community members can contribute to a system that better supports refugee claimants. One service
provider spoke about the hand-off experience as an opportunity for
refugee claimants to move forward in their community, but said that
it is also a vulnerable time for them as well. “We cannot simply expect
refugee claimants to follow up with the agencies whom we refer them
to – we need to do a proper introduction, whether that be online or
in person.” They stressed that a collaborative and community-based
approach is necessary, because refugee claimants need to know that
the new place that they are moving into is a place that they can trust
and feel safe in. “Refugee claimants have so much going on in their
lives. When we think about the refugee claimants who were sponsored by a family or by the church, we were able to step in and work
with each other immediately.”

In recognizing the importance of supporting refugee claimants immediately upon their arrival, there are efforts being made to make the
settlement process more efficient. As mentioned in the Introduction
of this report, a new system is in the process of being developed. Also
referred to as BC CHARMS, this online database will connect refugee
claimants to available housing units across the province. While it will
continue to work alongside settlement agencies, housing providers,
and other community members to provide robust settlement support,
BC CHARMS will decrease the time that it will take to see and review
unit availability across the province. By using a collaborative-based
approach as its fundamental framework, BC CHARMS aims to provide
a better illustration to how many refugee claimants are still houseless
as well as what can be done for future policy and funding models to
ensure that more affordable, suitable, and safe housing can be made
readily available for future refugee claimants.
But that is not all that is being done. Throughout this report book,
refugee claimants and service providers alike have noted the lack of
centralized information for what resources and services are available
for refugee claimants upon their immediate arrival. To ensure that
everything that is available is accessible for refugee claimants who are
unsure of where to go and who to trust, a Refugee Claimant Navigation
Website is currently being developed and will outline these resources
and services in an easy-to-read and click through format. Recognizing
that refugee claimants may be too overwhelmed to read through an
abundance of information, this website will only have the basic information that outlines what these resources cover and will redirect them
to the contact information and locations of these services. Ultimately,
this website will provide refugee claimants a clear direction on what
their first steps could look like so as to begin their new life in BC.
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Although there are plenty of moments where refugee claimants are
left feeling hurt and frustrated by the pace of the system, there are
also moments of joy celebrated between everyone in the community.
In wanting to make sure that refugee claimants feel included, service
providers said that they try to get to know some of the cultural and religious places in the area so that refugee claimants can be introduced
to them at the very start. “Sometimes refugee claimants find someone
from their community who is able to provide assistance for them. The
client would feel like they are getting the best out of their situation,
because they found someone who could help them and is familiar
with their cultural background.” One service provider insisted that
while these connections are necessary, it is also important to make
sure that all the necessary information is communicated and understood by everyone involved. “Some refugee claimants temporarily
stay with a friend, someone whom they already knew beforehand or
whom they met recently. Many of them rely on their community for
support and are then referred to us once they make this connection.”

THE FUTURE IS BRIGHT
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Service Provider Perspective: The Future Is Bright

Ultimately, the path to finding a sense of belonging, to be deemed
as an eligible tenant, to build a space that later becomes a home,
and to discover where to go and who to trust is oftentimes a tough
journey for refugee claimants. In order to make their experience
less stressful, service providers have agreed that they play an
important role in actively shaping the impressions and perspectives of refugee claimants. “A service provider has to be more than
just a respectful service provider, because it is not an affirmative
way to approach people. Newcomers and refugee claimants need
more affirmative action – they need to feel as though their identities are celebrated, which goes beyond just being recognized.”
By working towards a system that earnestly supports all refugee
claimants regardless of their background, service providers are
able to actively create a warm and welcoming space for everyone.

ONLINE MAP FOR SAFE NEIGHBOURHOODS AND SPACES:
Have an online map that outlines safe neighbourhoods and spaces
be readily accessible for queer and trans refugee claimants. It
should provide reassurance that these vulnerable groups will not
be targeted, assaulted, and/or harassed as a result of their gender
identity and sexual orientation.
SAFETY AND SECURITY GUIDEBOOK:
Have a guidebook that outlines a list of organizations to look
towards for support if or when a landlord breaches an agreement
with or abuses a refugee claimant tenant. It should also provide a
set of recommendations for refugee claimants to hold their landlords accountable, including recording and documenting issues to
prevent further unfair treatment.
INTRODUCTION TO FINDING HOUSING WORKSHOP: Have a
set of introductory workshops for refugee claimants to learn more
about housing in the province, cultural differences and expectations, as well as their rights and responsibilities.
SUMMARY OF HOUSING HANDBOOK:
Have a handbook that summarizes all the things that refugee
claimants should prepare for when visiting an open house as
well as what to be wary of and who to contact when scams begin
to appear.

INTRODUCTION TO HOUSING A REFUGEE CLAIMANT WEBINAR:
Establish a webinar that will require landlords to learn about their
rights and responsibilities alongside the benefits to accepting a refugee claimant as a tenant.
MUTUAL PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN LANDLORDS
AND SETTLEMENT AGENCIES:
Establish a partnership program between settlement agencies to
connect with landlords who are interested in accepting a refugee
claimant as a tenant, but still have some questions around what the
expectations will look like and what supportive networks will be
available.
CONTINUED SUPPORT FROM SETTLEMENT AGENCIES:
Establish and maintain a strong connection with each refugee claimant client as they are being settled into their new homes. Continue
to provide help in the form of mental health and wellness resources,
training workshops, family and childcare support, legal aid, and more.
WEBSITE THAT ADDRESSES REFUGEE CLAIMANTS NEEDS
IMMEDIATELY UPON THEIR ARRIVAL:
Establish a website that is easily accessible for newly-arrived refugee
claimants who may be unaware of the resources and services that
are available for them. Because looking through a website filled with
resources can be stressful and overwhelming, this website should be
simple enough to navigate through for non-English users who want
immediate answers to make their first contact with the settlement
agencies. Among all the resources that this website will include,
like legal and health-related services, a link for refugee claimants to
connect to local settlement agencies will also be made available for
them to be referred into the BC CHARMS database.

BC CHARMS

“A service provider has to be more than just a
respectful service provider, because it is not an
affirmative way to approach people. Newcomers and
refugee claimants need more affirmative action – they
need to feel as though their identities are celebrated,
which goes beyond just being recognized.”

Although we tried to be as comprehensive as possible, all the stories that were shared only offer a brief glimpse to what it is like
to be a refugee claimant in Canada. Given what they have had to
go through in order to seek protection from persecution, some of
the refugee claimants whom we interviewed struggled to translate their settlement experience into visible and tangible words,
including the personal sacrifices that they have had to silently carry
throughout their journey. Even with translators present during
some of the interviews, we are aware that these stories do not fully
encompass the lived realities of the refugee claimants involved.
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There is no easy way to address and solve the ongoing housing
crisis. Given the work that is currently being done by service providers, however, there are opportunities to ensure that refugee
claimants are well-accounted for and are provided with the settlement support that they need. The responsibility to care for refugee claimants rests upon everyone – we should all work towards a
future that does not require refugee claimants to have to sacrifice
their safety and wellbeing in order to afford a place to stay and
ultimately gives them the power to choose where they want to live
as well as the support to feel included in their new homes.
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Many of the challenges that refugee claimants have experienced
– their limited eligibility to work as a result of their immigration status, their lack of financial stability that prevents them from finding
housing, the racism and xenophobia that denies them the chance
to integrate into their new communities – are unique to them and
cannot be easily understood by those who have not experienced
something similar themselves. Yet it is important to remember that
refugee claimants are more than just their suffering. Despite the
barriers that they have faced and continue to face, their resiliency
should not be reduced to stories that are merely shared for the
sake of our awareness and nothing else. Their presence and stories carry weight, and rather than simply wishing them the best
of luck, we have a responsibility to think about the work that still
needs to be done and what we can do to help.

IMMEDIATE ACCESS TO RESOURCES:
Have all the settlement agencies and housing providers’ contact
information be immediately available in a booklet or website that
could be given to refugee claimants upon their arrival.

This work needs to be done through a partnership with landlords as
well. While we recognize that this work will take time, we are committed in our efforts to include everyone in our vision to make affordable housing a reality, especially for refugee claimants. Given their
existing mutual relationship with landlords, below is a list of recommendations shared by some of the service providers around what
could be offered and what is sustainable:

BC CHARMS
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Conclusion

As short as their stories may be, all of the refugee claimants
involved in this project were able to cover the reality of the unaffordable housing market and how it is not just a standalone issue.
Because of their firsthand experience, below is a list of recommendations shared by some of the refugee claimants around what can
be done given the tools and resources that are currently accessible.

