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In this stakeholder analysis, I 
examined parties involved with the 
homeless and under-housed 
population in Vancouverʼs Downtown 
Eastside. The homeless struggle with 
many ongoing issues. With the threat 
of COVID-19 and government's rapid 
measures, increased their 
vulnerability. I outline eight key 
stakeholder groups and their 
responsibilities and priorities. The 
analysis takes place during the outset 
of COVID-19 in the city..



Living in the 
Downtown 
Eastside (DTES)



Location
The DTES comprises of  seven sub-
neighbourhoods. Whi le there are 
over lapping factors, each has their  
own dist inct communit ies and 
cultures. Many studies address the 
DTES inc luding al l  neigbourhoods. I  
have focused on the Oppenheimer 
Park Distr ict,  which has a high 
percentage of  homelessness and 
encampments. 

Image: https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/downtown-eastside-plan.pdf



History & Background
The DTES i s  one  o f  Vancouver ʼ s  o ldes t  ne ighbourhoods .  I t  i s  home to  many Ind igenous  
peop le ,  as  we l l  as  ear ly  immigrants  inc lud ing the  Ch inese  and  Japanese .  About  18 ,000 peop le
l i ve  in  th i s  a rea  once  named the  “poores t  pos ta l  code”  in  Canada.  The  loca l  t rans ient  
indus t r ies  led  to  many s ing le-occupancy  rooms (SROs) .  SRO accommodat ions  where  p rov ide  
shor t - te rm rooms wi th  shared  fac i l i t i es  (L inden e t  a l . ,  2013) .

Due to  i t s  conven ient  locat ion,  t rans i t  sys tem,  and  p rox imi ty  to  downtown,  the  area  i s  
a t t rac t ive  to  bus inesses  and  midd le/h igh income earners .  Inves tment  in  the  area  resu l ted  in  
the  convers ion o f  a f fordab le  hous ing in to  tour i s t  hote ls  and  other  deve lopments .  Remain ing 
SROs were  in  i l l - repa i r .  Med ia t ing the  p ros  and  cons  o f  gentr i f i ca t ion,  the  c i ty  a t tempted  to  
meet  the  needs  o f  the  d iverse  communi t ies  (C i ty  o f  Vancouver ,  2013) .

Due to  the  f requent  use  o f  d rugs ,  the  popu la t ion has  a  Hepat i t i s  C  V i rus  ra te  o f  70% and  an 
HIV ra te  o f  30%.  Sex  work  has  a l so  added  to  the  spread  o f  communicab le  d iseases  (L inden e t  
a l . ,  2013) .  They  are  more  l i ke ly  to  have  other  hea l th  i s sues  and  d isab i l i t i es  (Marsha l l  e t  a l ,  
2019) .

The  chang ing landscape  has  added  inc reas ing burdens  on the  vu lnerab le  popu la t ions  l i v ing in  
the  DTES.



Ongoing Issues

Homelessness & Affordable  Housing
The lack  o f  a f fordab le  hous ing,  pover ty ,  inc reased  commerc ia l  deve lopment  have  le f t  many out  on 
the  s t ree ts  or  in  temporary  hous ing.

Poverty  & Unemployment
The unemp loyment  ra te  in  the  DTES i s  22%.  There  i s  a  lack  o f  f inanc ia l  suppor t  and  serv ices .

Drug Use
Drugs ,  l i ke  in jec tab le  coca ine  and  op io ids ,  became widespread  lead ing to  an inc rease  in  
HIV/AIDS.  

Mental  Heal th
Many in  the  DTES suf fe r  f rom menta l  hea l th  i s sues  aggravated  by  d rug use  and  lack  o f  menta l  
hea l th  serv ices .  

Infect ious D isease
The h igh ava i lab i l i ty  o f  sex  work  and  drugs  has  led  to  the  inc rease  spread  o f  in fec t ious  d i sease .

Crime
In  2002,  19% of  “ c r imes  aga ins t  persons”  and  36% of  d rug ar res ts  in  the  c i ty  took  p lace  in  the  
DTES.

(L inden e t  a l . ,  2013)



DTES & 
COVID-19



To control the spread of COVID-19, the Province introduced new regulations in March 
2020 (Vancouver Coastal Health, 2020a):

1.Capacity: Publ ic gatherings were l imited to 50 people. Restaurant dining was not al lowed.

2.Social Distancing: People must stay two meters apart, unless they are in the same 
household. The city l imited publ ic spaces, such as play areas and shared publ ic seating.

3.Business Operations: The province ordered the closure of non-essential businesses l ike 
restaurants, personal services, and of f ices. Take-out food was al lowed. Non-essential 
health care and surgeries were postponed. 

4.Hygiene measurements: The province recommended regular handwashing, avoiding 
touching your face, regularly dis infecting surfaces, and covering coughs and sneezes. 
Those who exhibit symptoms should take a COVID-19 test and stay at home. 

Exacerbation of Problems



Exacerbation of Problems
The homeless  in the DTES have been exper ienc ing many layers  of  hardship.  With the advance of  COVID-19 
throughout the c i ty,  these issues worsened.  Soc ia l  d is tanc ing,  s tay ing at  home and l imit ing travel  are 
d i f f i cu l t  measures to fo l low when you are homeless  in a  densely populated area,  and re ly on publ ic  goods 
and serv ices.  Many soc ia l  serv ices,  inc lud ing f inanc ia l ,  menta l  hea l th,  and food serv ices  c losed or  reduced 
the ir  hours ,  cutt ing of f  v i ta l  l i fe l ines for  the homeless.

Housing:  Because accommodat ions,  l ike hote ls  and SROs,  reduced capac i ty to  lessen the spread of  COVID-
19,  people were put out onto the streets  (Woodward,  2020).  The ex is t ing temporary camps and tents  in 
Vancouver  and V ic tor ia  compr ised of  over  1,000 ind iv idua ls ,  who needed shel ter  to  proper ly  soc ia l  
d is tance (Tanner,  2020).

Access to Food & Services:  Shops and restaurants  c losed,  render ing access  to to i lets  and food l imited,  i f  
not,  complete ly unava i lab le.  The homeless  use restaurants ,  l ike McDona lds,  for  bas ic  hygiene (Smith,  
2020).

Access to Services:  With government orders  for  bus inesses to c lose,  hea l th serv ices  shrank (Bramham, 
2020).  Soc ia l  d is tanc ing caused iso lat ion amongst community members,  increas ing ind iv idua l  drug use 
compared to recommended drug use at  sa fe in ject ion s i tes  and with others .  The c i ty saw sp ikes in 
overdoses in March and Apr i l ,  surpass ing the number of  repor ted COVID-19 cases.  Safe in ject ion s i te 
v is i ta t ion dropped by one th i rd (Woodward,  2020).

Financial  Serv ices:  To rece ive f inanc ia l  ass is tance and save money,  the homeless  needed d irect  and easy 
access to f inanc ia l  serv ices  (Takeuchi ,  2002).



Focus: Housing

This analys is  examines the worsened condit ions during the beginning of  COVID-19 
(March-July  2020).  COVID-19 preventat ive measures reduced stable housing and 
isolated indiv iduals.  

The homeless  populat ion has an uncer ta in sa fety net  of  bas ic  needs and the extreme 
measures to conta in COVID-19 intens i f ied the ir  l ive l ihoods.  Lack of  adequate hous ing 
prevented the ir  ab i l i ty  to  adhere to soc ia l  d is tanc ing measures.  Consequent ly,  th is  harmed 
persona l  sa fety and hygiene.  

Whi le  hous ing is  the major  concern,  s takeholders  needed to cons ider  access to food,  
f inanc ia l  suppor t ,  and addic t ion serv ices.  

This  s takeholder  ana lys is  covers  the COVID-19 emergency response's  impact on the DTES 
homeless  populat ion.  I t  does not cover  the pervas ive systemat ic  issues re lated to hous ing,  
rac ism,  drug addic t ion,  and menta l  hea l th.  These are a l l  factors  and deeply rooted and 
re lated.  



Tents at Oppenheimer Park, Vancouver. Global News, 2020. Retrieved from: https://globalnews.ca/news/6877156/coronavirus-oppenheimer-park
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DTES Residents 
(Oppenheimer)

There are 4,200 people l iv ing in the 
DTES Oppenheimer ne ighbourhood 
(Huang,  2019).   Of  Vancouver 's  homeless  
populat ion,  62% res ide in the DTES 
(Marsha l l  et  a l .,  2019).  The homeless  are 
33% are Indigenous,  73% are male,  47% 
are between the ages of  35 to 54.

DTES Overview

67% low-income
22% unemployed
40% rely on government 
payments (Linden et al., 2013)

55% White
21% Chinese
14% Indigenous
10% Other (Huang, 2019)Ben Nelms/CBC. Retrieved from: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/vancouver-

downtown-eastside-coronavirus-covid-19-care-facility-1.5524334



DTES Residents (Oppenheimer)
In Vancouver, 2,095 people are homeless (BC Non-Prof i t  Housing Assoc iat ion, 2020). BC 
Housing housed 600-700 people l iv ing in camps in temporary accommodations dur ing 
COVID-19.

The homeless understood the COVID-19 safety measures and des ired to ful f i l l  them. 
However, without housing, the homeless cannot pract ice soc ia l  d istanc ing, se l f- iso lat ion, 
and proper sanitat ion. The cascading ef fects from the lack of  housing was mult i fo ld.

Socia l  d istanc ing fur thered iso lated the community and harmed their  wel lbeing. A 
not iceable decrease of  safe inject ion v is i ts  corre lated to a spike in overdoses. 

As the c i ty c losed restaurants and publ ic  serv ices, the homeless were cut of f  f rom usual 
sources of  food and bas ic  needs.

To increase their  autonomy, res i l ience and dec is ion-making power, they need f inancia l  
ass istance and re l iable support.
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Vancouver Residents
There are 630,000 residents in Vancouver and their demographic 
makeup contrasts the DTES. They are 43% immigrants and 2.2% are 
Indigenous. Low-income residents represent 17% of the city 
population. There is an equal split between male and female 
(Huang, 2019).
Primary concerns were personal safety, the containment of COVID-
19, public safety, f inancial support and economic recovery. As 
unemployment increased and businesses were interrupted, f inancial 
insecurity distressed the community.
With the threats of l imited resources, they were also interested in 
securing access to supplies and services. They looked to the 
government to intervene by enforcing social order and appropriate 
spending.
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Housing Providers

BC Housing, in partnership with developers, hotels and property 
owners, secured temporary housing to prevent a potential outbreak. 
Providing immediate housing for those at risk of contracting COVID-
19 was their primary goal. Some accommodations only housed those 
with symptoms or COVID-19, which sti l l left people on the streets.

Non-prof it and private providers needed to protect their own staff 
and current tenants. Many l imited capacity and disallowed visitors. 
Several experienced f inancial hardship, which impacted their abil ity 
to operate at full capacity. The approach to adequate housing 
was gradual due to resource management, whether it was 
intentional or not (Rankin, 2020).

Including: SROs, non-profit housing, shelters and temporary housing, 
community centres and city-owned housing

Pr
io

ri
tie

s

Housing 
Providers

Health & Safety

Ability to 
Operate

Supporting 
Clients



Housing Advocates

Housing advocates appealed to the government at the munic ipal ,  provinc ia l  and 
federal  levels.  They are in direct conversat ion with local  counci lors and mayors. Their  
stance also covers Indigenous issues and front l ine workers who support the 
homeless.

In an open letter,  the Union of  BC Indian Chiefs out l ined act ions that governments 
could do to protect the vulnerable in the DTES from COVID-19. Address ing the core 
issues of  the DTES, they asked for broader and more sustainable approaches to care 
of  res idents. Housing were key points to al low for proper sel f- iso lat ion (Phi l l ip et a l .,  
2020). Other factors of  homelessness were addressed: Indigeneity, addit ions /drug 
use and poverty.

Advocates expressed that while emergency powers have been enabled, 
governments have not used them to the ful l  extent to develop crit ical  housing 
supply (Var ley et a l .) .

Including: BC Poverty Reduction Coalition, Union of BC Indian Chiefs
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City of Vancouver

The c i ty oversees the execut ion hea l th and safety programs and the management of  publ ic  
spaces,  goods and serv ices.  The c i ty has a  duty to communicate any new bylaws and best  
sa fety pract ices.  As an internat iona l  por t  c i ty,  the economy and trade were h igh pr ior i t ies .

Long before COVID-19,  people used Oppenheimer Park,  c i ty  proper ty,  as  an encampment 
s i te long before COVID-19 .  The c ity  has struggled to maintain publ ic  safety and 
housing opt ions.  Due to i ts  t ight f iscal  capacity,  i t  cal led upon the province to help 
bui ld enough housing (Zussman,  2020).  

The c i ty is  wel l -aware of  the homelessness in the DTES and ant ic ipated an outbreak.  C i ty 
of f ic ia ls  a imed to develop a  long-term plan compared to a  rapid p lan to not overwhelm 
resources.  Because the DTES faced mult ip le cr ises,  the c i ty  looked at  housing coupled 
with health serv ices .

The c i ty developed the Inner-City  COVID-19 Response Strategy .  The strategy has three 
p i l la rs:  Prevent,  Test  and Trace,  and Suppor t .  Under  the p i l la r  o f  Suppor t ,  inc luded 
Temporary Hous ing Referra l  Team and Rapid Response Team. The strategy inter twined 
coord inat ion and communicat ion with the Indigenous community (Vancouver  Coasta l  
Hea l th,  2020b).

Including: Vancouver Coastal Health, Community Centres
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BC Housing
BC Housing, a government arm, provides outreach, housing, provis ions, and s ite 
management. It  owns var ious housing throughout the c ity.  BC Housing worked with 
Vancouver Coastal  Health, the province, and par tners to monitor COVID-19 (BC 
Housing, 2020).

In Apr i l ,  i t  ident i f ied e ight temporary housing locat ions, such has hotels,  to convert 
board those l iv ing in Oppenheimer Park (BC Housing, 2020). Taking care of  a l l  
tenants, i t  a lso provided health serv ices.

Acknowledging f inance as a necessary means to housing, BC Housing introduced the 
BC Temporary Rental  Supplement Program. The program provided low and moderate-
income renters addit ional payments from Apr i l  to August 2020 (BC Housing, 2020).

In execut ing, the new init iat ives, i t  considered the capacity of  i ts  staf f  and 
obl igat ions to their  par tners.
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BC Authorities

With funding f rom the federa l  government,  prov inc ia l  bodies  are respons ib le for  the d i rect  
hea l th care of  the ir  res idents  (Government of  Canada,  2020).  The BC CDC named those 
unshel tered as a  pr ior i ty  group and acknowledged encampments and the drug cr is is .

Hous ing was a  major  concern as encampments grew and created addi t iona l  r isks  for  the 
DTES res idents  and surrounding area.  They concentrated their  ef forts  to move people 
from Oppenheimer Park to prevent a major outbreak (Zussman,  2020).  

Shane S impson,  Soc ia l  Development and Pover ty Reduct ion Min is ter,  announced more 
temporary hous ing under  Emergency Program Act .  The prov ince would c lear  out the park,  
hous ing people in e ight hote ls  and two emergency response centres in the shor t- term. 
They hoped to have no one on the streets  when the pandemic  ends.  Their  long-term plans 
are to bui ld 5,000 modular  homes with in the next  year  (Zussman,  2020).

However,  the prov ince has a  broad range of  ob l igat ions and interests .  I ts  pr ior i t ies  looked 
at  the task at  hand: contro l l ing the spread of  COVID-19 and i ts  economic  ef fects .  I t  
suspended non-COVID-19 re lated hea l th issues.  Under  a  s tate of  emergency,  i t  may use 
pr ivate or  publ ic  land as  they see f i t .  Hous ing advocates cr i t ic ized the prov ince ʼs  
subopt imal  use of  th is  ent i t lement (Var ley et  a l .) .

Including: Office of the Provincial Health Officer, Ministry of Municipal Affairs and 
Housing, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Mental Health and Addictions, BC Centre for 
Disease Control
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Federal Government
The Government of  Canada needed to address  the uniqueness of  each prov ince.  I t  had to act  
swi f t ly  to  curb the spread of  the v i rus,  whi le  prov id ing uni f ied measures and suppor t ing 
loca l ized ef for ts .  The drast ic  hea l th measures ha l ted economic  act iv i ty,  a f fect ing jobs,  
spending,  and bus inesses.  A l lev iat ing the sever i ty of  these economic  s ide ef fects  was the 
second major  pr ior i ty.

Pr ime Min is ter  Trudeau created a  Cabinet  Committee to respond to the v i rus.  I ts  main ro le was 
the distr ibut ion of  funds and deploy new regulat ions .  The government spent $1,101 mi l l ion 
on COVID-19.  Prov inces and terr i tor ies ,  research,  publ ic  hea l th response ( inc lud ing Indigenous 
Serv ices  Canada),  immediate publ ic  hea l th response,  communicat ions and publ ic  educat ion,  and 
persona l  protect ive equipment rece ived most funding (Government of  Canada,  2020).  A $82-
bi l l ion a id package for  bus inesses and income re l ie f  was a lso introduced.  Many homeless  were 
not ab le to access f inanc ia l  a id due to the ir  lack of  f inanc ia l  serv ices and too ls .

The government announced cont inued funding to protect  those most vu lnerable as  par t  o f  
rebui ld ing the economy.  Hous ing and encampments were h igh concerns for  the federa l  
government when look ing at  the DTES populat ion.
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What Happened
Across Mult ip le  Levels  of  Government:

• The government spent $1,101 mi l l ion on COVID-19 ($500 mi l l ion to prov inces and terr i tor ies)  and 
introduced a f inanc ia l  a id package.

• The c i ty,  Vancouver  Coasta l  Hea l th,  and BC Hous ing secured 478 spaces in hote ls  and in two emergency 

response centres.

• Al l  three leve ls  o f  government introduced measures spec i f ica l ly  for  homeless  people,  inc lud ing the Reaching 
Home program for  funding accommodat ions and food programs (Takeuchi ,  2020).

Provinc ial  (BC Hous ing,  2020):

• BC Hous ing prov ided temporary hous ing for  a l l  those l iv ing in Oppenheimer Park.

• BC Hous ing prov ided c leaning,  hea l th,  and meal  serv ices  at  SROs,  government hous ing and other  
accommodat ions.

• BC Hous ing deployed a renta l  ass is tance program.



The City  of  Vancouver (C i ty of  Vancouver,  2020):

• The c i ty set  up a  res ident network headquar ters  to prov ide community member-del ivered COVID-19 updates.

• VCH prov ided emergency hea l th serv ices  to those exper ienc ing homelessness.

• VCH and the c i ty  worked together  to prov ide safe access to drugs and harm reduct ion.  

• City-owned hous ing is  be ing rout ine ly c leaned and guests  are prov ided meals .  L imits  on capac i ty are s t i l l  in  
ef fect .

• The c i ty prov ided tenants  l iv ing in SROs and low- income hous ing with hygiene serv ices  and suppl ies .

• The c i ty organized safe outdoor  spaces for  food consumpt ion and handwashing (ex.  around the Evelyn Sa l ler
Centre).

Residents:

• Access to bas ic  needs were made ava i lab le to a l l  res idents .  A l though,  those exper ienc ing homelessness faced 
barr iers  to  atta in ing food,  water,  and shel ter  on a  cons is tent  bas is .

• Community groups and hous ing prov iders  were under  pressure to de l iver  bas ic  needs and respi te to loca ls  with 
l imited resources.

What Happened - Continued



Insights



Met and Unmet Needs

• The quantity of  housing and support for the homeless /under-housed are def ic ient.  
The Union Gospel Miss ion c la imed there are over 3,000 people in the DTES that 
need help (Zussman, 2020).

• The province housed the most v is ib le not necessar i ly  the most vulnerable, leaving 
out many people (Zussman, 2020).

• Governments focused on highly encampments, not those on the streets 
(Ghoussoub, 2020).

• BC Housing al located temporary housing for those with symptoms only. Those 
without symptoms or tested negat ive for COVID-19 remained at r isk.

• The c ity and province were cr i t ic ized for not taking immediate and more drast ic  
measures to protect the homeless, especia l ly  under a state of  emergency.

• The homeless lack autonomy, as they are highly re l iant on donat ions and 
community ass istance.



Temporary Relief

All levels of government and local organizations prepared some rel ief  and 
housing in the DTES. Vancouver mobil ized several c ity-owned accommodations 
and channel led basic needs to the DTES residents. They focused on the 
encampments, neglecting other communit ies. 

The scope of the lack of housing, food and basic hygiene would be manageable, 
i f  governments had previously invested in the community. The DTES COVID-19 
emergency strategies provided moderate and temporary support. The resi l ience 
to withstand future emergencies requires ongoing support.



Relationships

The COVID-19 emergency response included all levels of government, 
community groups and residents. Each tier has their own set of 
responsibi l it ies and power. The federal government played the role of 
funding various ministr ies and organizations that can execute special 
programs, l ike housing. Vancouver needs a robust budget for housing in 
the short and long-term to tackle homelessness.

As we move up the hierarchy from residents to the federal government, the 
complexity and breadth of considerations increases. Higher levels of 
government have more priorit ies and constituents to consider.



Changing Priorities

As COVID-19 progressed, national focus evolved from 
containment of the virus (regulations, messaging, and hospital 
capacities /resources) to economic measures and testing. As the 
pandemic evolves, priorities will shift again. 

Housing remains an issue and may worsen as the rental relief 
program has ended. Although we cannot predict what will 
happen next, governments can provide adequate housing and 
living standards for all. 
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