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Meeting Details  
Event: Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing Symposium  
Date/Time: February 20-21, 2025 

Participants: Lived experts, service providers, housing and homelessness advocates.  
Review Panel members: Sylvia Maracle, Pamela Glode Desrochers  
 

 

Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing Symposium 
Since 2017, Pan-Canadian Voice for Women’s Housing (PCVWH) has convened annual gatherings 
promoting an intersectional approach to the housing needs of women, Two Spirit, Trans, and 
gender diverse people. At the February 2025 symposium, held in Toronto, Neha worked with 
PCVWH to hold break-out group discussions on the themes of intergenerational housing and 
infrastructure; land back; inter-governmental cooperation and jurisdictional divides; service 
provision and accountability; sustainable, holistic housing; and lived experience in human rights 
processes and accessibility. 
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Intergenerational housing and infrastructure 
Participants emphasized the importance of housing that allows multiple generations to live 
together, while meeting their specific needs, which aligns with values and traditions of diverse 
cultures, and allows those values and traditions to be passed on. As one participant said, 
intergenerational housing is vital “so that our youth can be taught to remember who they are.” 
 
There were three key themes in the break-out group discussion: diversity of inter-generational 
housing needs, the importance of holistic approaches to housing that meet needs beyond basic 
shelter, and the need to respect the autonomy and agency of tenants.  
 

Diversity of housing needs 
There is not a single model for intergenerational housing. What is comfortable and suitable for one 
family may not be comfortable and suitable for another, depending on the size of the family, the 
ages of family members, and the background and cultures. 
 
One participant said that housing providers make too many assumptions about the number of 
bedrooms or amount of common spaces families require. They said not everyone wants or needs a 
separate room for every family member: “What a household looks like needs to be defined by the 
household.”  
 
Another said supportive housing is housing that provides “dignity, safety and security. If being in a 
room by myself makes me anxious, I have the option to be around people. If I want private space, I 
have my own room.” 
 
Similar issues came up in other break-out groups. In one, a participant suggested that there should 
be options to move to a differently configured housing arrangement – for example, with a greater 
number or fewer rooms – as family size and needs change. 
 
Another noted that many government social programs currently penalize inter-generational living, 
by clawing back benefits based on the income levels of other family members. 
 

Holistic approaches to housing  
Participants said intergenerational housing must be more than just shelter. Intergenerational 
housing should be culturally safe and culturally informed. One person said the difference between 
a shelter and a home is that “connection to community, feeling you belong in the place you are 
housed.” 
 
Participants talked about the importance of common areas, shared by a family or by the larger 
community, where young people can learn and participate in the family’s traditions. Specific needs 
named in the discussion included: 
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• Spaces to bring youth and Elders together for teaching and ceremony 
• Access to nature/green spaces to pass down traditional methods of healing and caretaking 
• A place where a sacred fire can be lit according to traditions of the residents 
• “Energetic spaces” where families can play together. 

 
Participants also talked about the importance of on-site, and “true low-barrier” access to supports 
such as therapists and childcare. 
 

Agency and autonomy 
Throughout the discussion, participants emphasized the importance of listening to residents and 
responding to the needs that they identify. One said, “There needs to be a harm reduction 
approach in meeting people’s needs. We need to be meeting them where they’re at in that 
moment, and ask ‘What is your priority right now?’ Nobody asked me. They assumed I needed 
groceries, a house, a bed. If they asked me, I would’ve said I needed somebody to watch my kids.” 
 
Another said that there needs to be effective, accessible mechanisms to allow residents to report 
problems if things are going wrong and their needs are not being met. 
 
Participants also talked about co-operative housing models that provide residents greater 
autonomy to apply their own skills and knowledge to meet the needs of their families and their 
neighbours.  
 
Some suggested that one of the advantages of an intergenerational housing model is that each 
generation may have unique contributions that they can make. A specific example was shared from 
Edmonton where kokums in the intergenerational housing arrangement can step in to care for 
children if the parents need to take time away. Among the benefits, this makes access to treatment 
easier for parents. 

Land back 
Participants in this breakout group talked about land back as a necessary response to historic and 
ongoing injustices that are at the root of the housing crisis, as well as a practical means to protect 
land and ensure access to affordable housing. When this breakout group was summarized in 
plenary, one participant said, “In order for our communities to have safe, adequate, and affordable 
housing in the next century, we will take the land back.” 
 
Key themes in this conversation included upholding the legal rights of Indigenous Peoples, the 
need to restore and respect Indigenous laws and jurisdiction, and the benefits of community land 
trusts. 
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Upholding the legal rights of Indigenous Peoples 
Participants emphasized that Canada’s claims to the lands of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis rely on 
colonial laws and legal fictions. One person said, “Land back is not a request. The land is still 
ours.” 
 
First Nations, Inuit, and Métis land rights are inherent rights grounded in Indigenous Peoples’ own 
laws and affirmed in the Treaties they entered into with the Crown. These rights are now explicitly 
recognized in international human rights instruments that Canada has committed to uphold.  
 
Participants also talked about ways in which other communities have also experienced violent and 
genocidal displacement from their lands, including the slave trade and the displacement of Black 
Canadians. Transferring lands to collective, community ownership and control was identified as 
part of the necessary reparations for these crimes. 
 

Indigenous governance 
Restoring lands to Indigenous Peoples includes recognition of Indigenous authority to govern those 
lands. One person emphasized that it’s not just a matter of Indigenous governments managing 
lands according to Canada’s laws: Indigenous Peoples’ own laws and governance traditions must 
be respected and, as needed, supported in its revitalization. 
 
Another said they used to think that federal, provincial, territorial governments needed to do more 
to manage public lands in the public interest, “but I now believe we need to go back to the original 
landowners.”  
 

Community land trusts 
Participants talked about the importance of land being collectively owned by particular 
communities and protected from sale. Benefits of community land trusts named in this 
conversation include: 
 

• Making housing more affordable.   
• Preventing the buying and selling of land for profit. 
• Preserving neighbourhoods and communities from gentrification. 
• Maintaining cultural ties to specific lands and territories. 

 

Inter-governmental cooperation and jurisdictional divides 
This break-out group talked primarily about housing conditions in First Nations reserves. In the 
feedback to the plenary, one participant expressed concern about this focus, given that PCWVH is 
primarily urban-based. Citing the principle of “nothing about us without us”, this person called for 
greater engagement with First Nations governments. 
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The two main themes of the conversation were inadequate housing on reserves and challenges 
controlling access to reserve lands. 
 

Inadequate housing on reserve 
The group talked about on-reserve housing that doesn’t meet the needs of First Nations families. 
One person said, “The Government of Canada is not a good service provider. We get housing built, 
but not the size of houses we need.” A critical concern is that as a family’s housing needs change, 
they are often stuck with the house they were initially provided, with no opportunity to move to a 
larger home. 
 
Participants also talked about substandard construction that leads to mold, sewage leaks, and 
other issues that make people sick. Substandard construction also shortens the life of the building. 
Participants said contractors building homes on reserve are getting away with sloppy construction 
that would not be allowed anywhere else – and there is no way to hold them accountable. One 
person said, “We need a rigorous and equitable standard for housing on- and off-reserve, with 
funding to enable it.” 
 

Controlling access to reserve lands 
One participant talked about strangers to the community are who taking advantage of the 
jurisdictional and capacity challenges of First Nations governments that cannot adequately control 
access to reserve lands. People who are not from the community are camping out on reserve lands 
in cars and trailers. This new development is happening alongside rapid growth in cannabis shops 
and other businesses controlled by outsiders. The challenges in controlling access to reserve lands 
raises concerns about community safety, particularly in the context of missing and murdered 
Indigenous women, girls and 2SLBGTQQIA+. 

Service provision and accountability 
This breakout group discussed measures needed to meet the needs of women, Two Spirit, Trans, 
and gender diverse people – while ensuring that the service providers themselves don’t do more 
harm than good. One participant called for greater honesty and transparency about the impacts of 
the housing crisis on service provides and the quality of support they are able to offer: 
 

“We don’t talk about this in public. We don’t talk about how much of a crisis housing and 
shelters are in because we fear that we will lose our funding. We need to say this is a mess: 
that families are staying in unsafe conditions.”  

 
The key themes of the conversation were listening to the community that is being served, lowering 
barriers to accessing supports and services, and adopting national standards and accountability 
measures for service providers. 
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Listening to the community being served 
Participants said it was vital that service providers listen to women, Two Spirit, Trans, and gender 
diverse people, rather than making assumptions about their needs. One said, “checking in with the 
community” is how service provides can “make sure we are not doing harm…. We need to ensure 
that we are on the right track and if we are not, to course correct.” 
 
Listening to the community requires careful attention to the power dynamics in these relations. 
One person said, “We need to design services that are void of power hierarchies.” Participants also 
said that when developing policies and making decisions about services, people with lived 
experience must be at the table “every time.” It is also important to ensure that people with lived 
experience are fairly compensation for the time and expertise they contribute. 
 

Lowering barriers 
The group talked about the complexity of the housing system and how all the different eligibility 
requirements create barriers that prevent women, Two Spirit, Trans, and gender diverse people 
accessing the services and supports they need. One person said about service providers, “We 
create barriers. We need to lower the bar to get people into appropriate housing.” Another said, 
“We need to be knocking down barriers, not creating them.” 
 
A participant commented that people needing urgent access to services cannot be expected to 
navigate such a complex system. “We cannot put pressure back on people who need services.” 
 
One talked about the importance of a shared intake system for anyone seeking access to an 
emergency shelter. Having to call around looking for a place that has space and will accept you 
adds to the stress and trauma. “They are repeating their stories over and over. There needs to be 
triage to do this. Imminent risks also need to be addressed through immediate emergency 
outreach teams. This brings services to those that need it, rather than them finding us.” 
 

Standards and accountability for non-profit service providers 
The group talked about the need for national, minimum standards for service providers. One 
commented that service provision is too often shaped by funding frameworks. National standards 
would help keep the focus on the needs of women, Two Spirit, Trans, and gender diverse people. 
 
One person noted that objective standards benefit the organization as well as the people they 
serve. “Having these national standards in place gives us the leverage to advocate for the funding 
needed to live up to them.” 
 
One person said that standards have to be detailed because the details are crucial. For example, 
they said there should be standards related to provision of meals and the quality of meals. 
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The same person also said that all service providers should be subject to accreditation and 
auditing to ensure that they are living up to these standards. “These audits should include meeting 
with people with lived experience and asking them how they are doing…People with lived 
experience are best to determine these standards.” 
 
Another person suggested that shelters and other service providers should have independent 
oversight committees that include people with lived experience. 
 
The break-out group also discussed the need to extend tenant protections to transitional and 
supportive housing. One said, “We need tenancy laws that protect all tenants, regardless of where 
they live.” 
 

Sustainable, holistic housing 
This group had a wide-ranging discussion about rethinking housing models – and the urgency of 
doing so in light of the global climate emergency. Key themes included: the need for greater 
diversity in housing options, adoption of universal accessibility standards, creative approaches to 
lowering building costs, the importance of community and neighbourhoods, the need for more 
housing in Indigenous communities, and responding to climate change. 
 

Diversity in housing options 
Participants said they wanted more options based on individual and family needs. Specific 
concerns were expressed around the shortage of housing suitable for larger families or inter-
generational living. 
 

Accessibility standards 
Participants noted that as the population ages, any home that is not accessible is potentially 
precarious. One said, institutionalizing elderly people in nursing homes should not be “the new 
norm.” 
 

Creative approaches to reduce building costs 
The group talked about ways to lower the cost of increasing the supply of social housing.  
It was noted that in many northern communities, building materials cost much more than they do 
in the south. Locally sourced wood and other materials could significantly reduce the cost of 
building new housing. One recommendation was to eliminate policies that restrict the ability of 
Indigenous people to harvest their own building materials. 
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The group also talked about the potential to turn publicly-held lands over to housing non-profits 
and to convert existing buildings that are unused or underused. One participant suggested creating 
regional databases of land and housing stock, focusing not only on public lands and buildings, but 
also private holdings that may be underused, including lands held by churches. 
 

Building neighbourhoods and communities 
Participants talked about how feeling part of a neighbourhood or community is vital to what makes 
a home adequate and culturally appropriate. As one person said, “If you don’t feel respected or 
part of your community, you feel isolated.” Another said, “As a queer person whose neighbors are 
gay as well, I feel more safe.” 
 

Much more housing is needed in Indigenous communities 
Indigenous communities urgently need more housing to address overcrowded and poor quality 
homes. Providing more First Nations, Inuit, and Métis people the option to live in their home 
communities is vital to maintain traditions and practices that require access to their traditional 
territories. However, it was noted that houses are not adequate unless there is also access to safe 
drinking water. 
 

Climate precarity 
The group talking about ways that the climate crisis is putting increased stress on housing, 
including the impacts of extreme weather. Participants said that building codes need to be updated 
to promote more environmentally sustainable and more resilient housing. One noted that green 
technologies that reduce the costs of cooling and heating would significantly reduce the day-to-day 
cost of housing. 
 

Lived experience in human rights processes and accessibility 
The break-out group on lived experience identified critical concerns related to supportive housing 
as well as the vital role that peer-to-peer support can play – if recognized and supported. Key 
themes included: accessible housing, need for different streams of supportive housing, the need 
for more support workers, and investing in peer-to-peer supports. 
 

Accessible housing 
An example was shared of a supportive housing building that had a wheelchair ramp but whose 
doors were too heavy. Participants said all new housing should be built to be accessible. Human 
rights codes need clear, explicit provisions on accessible housing and these should apply to 
supportive housing.  
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Responding to diverse needs 
Participants said that one-size-fits-all approaches don’t work for supportive housing. People have 
different needs and sometimes the way supportive housing throws people together creates conflict 
or makes people feel unsafe. One person said supportive housing should be designed form the 
outset with specific needs in mind and tailored to those needs. 
 

More support staff are needed 
Participants noted that there are no criteria for how many support staff are required. An example 
was shared of a support worker who is responsible for 300 people but is only funded weekly for two 
shifts of four hours each. 
 
The group said unless there are support workers onsite every day, issues build up and become 
impossible to deal with. 
 
One participant said there also need to be standards about onsite security and the presence of 
security guards. 
 

Invest in peer-to-peer supports 
Participants said peer-to-peer connections result in better outcomes but require investment. 
People with lived experience have unique expertise that can’t be reproduced through training. At 
the same time, like any other support worker, peer support workers may need additional training 
and supports to cope with all the demands placed on them. 
 
Some participants said there needs to be clear criteria for peer support workers. The example was 
shared of people being asked to support others when they haven’t reached a healthy place on their 
own healing journey: “We expect people to take on responsibility where they may not be prepared 
yet.” 
 
In addition to formal peer support workers, participants talked about the role that residents can 
play in addressing their own needs. An example was provided of an action committee formed to 
address concerns of Two Spirit, Trans and gender diverse residents. A member of that resident 
action committee said, “We are empowered as a group and as individuals.” 
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