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Key Social Determinants of Health
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2. Social Support Networks

3. Education and Literacy
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5. Social Environments

6. Physical Environments
7. Personal Health Practices and Coping Skills
8. Healthy Child Development
9. Biology and Genetic Endowment
10. Health Services
The stories contained within this volume have been shared by
citizens who are economically marginalized and have struggled
to secure affordable, adequate and appropriate housing .
Housing is one of the primary social indicators of health. Staying healthy is important to us all. Trying to stay healthy without
proper shelter is difficult and over time, the impacts emerge.
We appreciate the honesty and generousity with which our
contributors have opened their lives to us.
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I like this town. I’ve been elsewhere but here is the lake and the animals. I love the wildlife in Kenora-deer and foxes, badgers and eagles.
Last summer I was going down the sidewalk outside of Finger & Toes.
I looked up and there was a bear. He looked at me and I looked at
him. Finally the bear went across the
street. A woman who had also been
watching from further away asked me
why I didn’t move. I laughed. I knew that
I couldn’t move that fast with the walker
so I might as well tough it out. It
worked. The bear left and I was okay.
I really hate all the needles lying around
town. Kids could get hurt by them. In
the summer, I take a grabber and pick
them up. I don’t understand why they
hand out needles and pipes. It’s like the
managed alcohol program. I actually
tried it but the concept doesn’t seem
right to me. If I want to get away from
booze, I got to not be near it. That way worked for me before-at least
for awhile. It doesn’t make sense to me but I guess it’s different for
everybody. Maybe if I go for treatment again, I will get better.

I guess I didn’t give up on everything yet. Just because I’m not the
street doesn’t mean I have to look
like a dirt road. I have access to
showers and laundry at the Fellowship and the shelter. I shower every day and keep my clothes looking
good. I had a really nice Jordon
jacket but it got stolen. I don’t like
the one I got now but I got to wear
something before I can buy new
clothes. I just got rolled so it won’t
be this month.

Rolly-Polly
I used to live outside of Kenora. I lived there peacefully for some
time, and was happy till an awful thing happened to me. My house was broken into while
I was home. I knew that there was someone at
the door, and that person was trying to break
the door down. Of course I was very frightened, and I called the police, who responded
quite quickly. I saw one person running away,
when I responded to the door. I only saw the
backside of a person, and not much to help with possible identification. This was not the first time that this happened.
My family came down and advised me that it would be to dangerous
to remain at that place, and urged me to move away. I was frightened enough to do so, and subsequently moved in with family. At
first the solution seemed to work out very well, but when it became
apparent that I would not find housing in Kenora anytime soon, that
added to the tension in those in the household.
I felt that I was the cause of the turmoil in the
home, and didn’t want to cause more anger
among my new hosts. Subsequently, I left.
Not having an alternate home to go to, I lived in
my van. I slept there, behind the steering wheel in
the driver’s seat for many nights. When it was
warmer, I would sleep on park benches, found a
place to sleep in Anishinabe Park. I would go to
the office of KDSB on a daily basis. I tried to report
there on a daily basis. The young lady behind the
counter became tired of me coming there after a
couple of daily visits, and she informed me that it was of no use that I
came there, nor how often I would report, because I was on a wait

list. I asked to speak with supervisors and they concurred with the
young lady and soon I would just wait. I also applied with Direct Management, because I had heard that there were empty apartments at
Hennessy Terrace. I never got a response from them either. Same
with Aboriginal Housing. There was nothing available in Kenora, Dryden, Thunder Bay, Ignace , Sioux Lookout, Fort Frances. I tried to
reach out further and applied in Winnipeg. I spoke with social services there, explained my situation, but nothing was available there,
either. I send applications to Steinbach, Carberry, Brandon, to no
avail. It should be noted that I am a clean living disabled senior. I also
know that there were empty apartments at other senior blocks in Kenora. I was told that I should keep the KDSB informed when I found
housing. To date, I have not heard a thing from them. It is not well
into the winter and as far as they know, I am still living on the street.
A person that goes down south for the winter invited me to look after
the cat while she is away, and that is
what I do now. So I found a warm
room, thank God, but the experience
was an awful cruel experience.
I have joined the Senior Coalition in the
hope that I may help to change the
housing situation.
No-Name
I’ve been on the streets for 6 years
now. Before that it was on and off ever
since I got taken in the 60’s scoop. I
tried living elsewhere but it wasn’t Kenora. Kenora is home. My
friends are here.
I am 52 years old. I found out 2 months ago just how bad my health
had gotten. I had a cardiac arrest and then they found blood clots in

to my brother’s place. We ate the deer meat. When I visit, Axel
still comes to me. He’ll always be my dog.
I don’t know everything that is wrong with me but I am pretty
mangled up. Most of my health got bad from drinking. My liver
heart, lungs and back are all messed up as well as my blood platelets. I had a mild stroke and then went into a coma. I lost my last
place because I was unconscious and didn’t pay the rent. They
thought I left town. My left side
doesn’t work anymore and I don’t
have any equilibrium which means I
stumble and fall even when I am sober. I hate getting accused of being
drunk when I am not.
Some health care is good but some
people are racist. Once I was being
taken out on a stretcher from the Fellowship and they dropped me. I landed on my face and they laughed. I have to use a walker. The snow
clearing on the sidewalks is awful so I walk on the road. Drivers get
mad at me but it is not my fault. We need to keep the sidewalks in
better shape for everyone in walkers and wheelchairs.

Winter is hard on everyone but especially if you are homeless.
When my hands and feet get cold, the arthritis gets worse. During
the day I spend time at the Fellowship Centre and at night I go to
the shelter. Those hours between the centre’s closing and the
shelter’s opening are bad. The mall won’t let me in even though I
spend money by sending others in to buy for me at Dollarama, the
liquor store and No Frills. I end up in gas stations and bank vestibules. The police move us along but there is no where to go and
we will freeze if we stay out. When I have coffee money, I can go
into the warmth. Sometimes I rent a hotel room just to have some
peace but then I don’t have money for the rest of the month. That
one night of peace feels really good though and is almost worth it.

really lucky if I got a place of my own but that is hard to get. I did
have a place once. I lost it because there was too much drinking. I
don’t know if I can change that.”
Hells Gate
I’ve been homeless on and off since my divorce. My life spiralled
since. I think that I just gave up being who I was and let the meanness come out. Being mean got me respect but my body has broken down and now it’s harder on the streets than it used to be.
When I was younger, I was known as a one hit wonder. One punch
was all it took to settle things. Once the nurse was digging in my
knuckle for what we thought was a bone sliver. It turned out that
it was someone’s tooth. People left me alone. I can still throw a
pretty good punch but I have to move my walker up close so it
connects.
It has been more stressful for me now that my mom is gone.
Somehow going home to visit her meant I always still had a home
but there is nothing now. I have lost 27 people in my life. A lot of
the guys that I’ve known are dead now.
I have a dog names Axel. He’s a big black lab and he was really
well trained. He always stayed by my
side. Axel got scared the first time he
saw a horse. It was funny. He went
around to my other side and started
growling. I put the leash back on him because the horse had a policewoman riding it and I didn’t want trouble. Axel
stays with my brother on the rez. He’s
gone a bit wild. He even managed to
hunt down a deer himself and dragged it

my legs and arm. While testing for that they discovered a bleed in my
brain. Nobody knows how long it’s been there but any of those things
can kill me.
They tried to keep me in the hospital but
I don’t like being around sick people.
Two doctors came and told me that I
would die if I didn’t quit drinking and
take care of myself. Easy for them to
say. I need that shot of wine to calm
down my anxiety. I can’t go in the managed alcohol program because
of health risks which seems dumb. My doctor said that I can take the
blood thinners even though I am drinking. I don’t know if they are going to give me valium again. Detox is pretty good to me though, they
give me a bed when they can but sometimes they can’t.

I am making sure that I don’t get into fights because of
the blood thinners. I don’t want to die over a bleeding
nose. It’s not too hard to avoid it-just don’t drink with
the young guys. The young ones always want to fight. I
was like that too I guess when I was their age.
I will be glad when the new shelter is ready for us. I
won’t have to walk from place to place and figure out
what to do when no place is open. When I walk too
much, my legs swell up from the clots. If those clots break loose,
that’s the end for me. Both my parents died young. I don’t want to.
It’s really important for me to have friends around who know me, accept me and laugh with me. Life without friends would be pretty bad.
Having a place of my own isn’t as
important as having my friends
around me. If I got a place, everyone would come and then we
would all be kicked out. I don’t
know what the answer is but I
won’t live without friends.

Shayla
“I am 54 but I have a young mind. I haven’t really had a home for

about 10 years. When my mom passed on the family seemed to fall
apart. I hit rock bottom and then things started changing. I was in the
hospital for quite a bit. My heart actually stopped 4 times. I was in
and out of ICU. When I got out, the Fellowship Centre let me stay in
their transitional program. It’s not the best for me because of my
COPD. The doctor told me that the basement air was making me wheeze. I am
getting a breathing machine to help. A
nurse comes in every other day to try to
help keep me out of the hospital. I am on
antibiotics and she checks my vasculitis to
make sure infection doesn’t set in again. I
am being careful because if I am not, I will
be dead.”
She is a petite woman. Hair, makeup and nails are carefully done.
Clothes are bright and coordinated. The smile is friendly but the eyes
are cautious as she measures the impact of her story on a listener
who she isn’t familiar with.
“When I was homeless, getting around was hard. I have rheumatoid
arthritis which is getting worse.” She motions towards a walker that is
tucked out of sight. “Sometimes I missed food and shelter because I
was feeling too weak to move or my
addictions had messed me up. I remember once wrapping myself in a
tarp in the back alley because I just didn’t have the strength to get to shelter.
It was winter and it was very, very cold.
I knew it was risky but I woke up in the
morning so I guess it was okay.” She
shrugs off the nearness of death and moves on.
“I often went without eating. I don’t know whether it was the sub-

was friendly with me. He called the ambulance and got me to the
hospital. It was bad. My feet were purple and my toenails fell off.
That neighbour was a good guy. I used to shovel for him until he
went into Birchwood. I went to visit him there until he passed away.
I miss him.
I try to stay away from sugar because of diabetes.

Tonto
He stands, head down and shoulders hunched over- a slightly built
but taller than average fellow. Hearing a familiar voice, he looks up
and flashes a wide grin of recognition. He shuffles over to greet a
friend. He is younger than he looks but homelessness has taken a
toll.
“I have been homeless for about 3 years
now. It’s not easy. I have seizures so I always walk with someone for safety. Sometimes people think I’m drunk when I am
not. The cops have taken me to detox or the
drunk tank when I was sober and seizuring.”

“It will be good when the new shelter gets
ready. Right now I have to walk from place
to place-leave the fellowship and go to
where ever someone is serving supper.
Leave the eating place and head up to the
shelter. Leave the shelter and head back to the fellowship. It’s a lot
of walking and I am not in good shape. In between those times, I
just stand around waiting.”
“I am in constant pain from liver disease. Not much can be done for
that. The Fellowship keeps my medication so no one steals it. I get
good care from WNHAC. I’m lucky that they are there to help. I’d be

Superman
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I have been homeless pretty much
since my mom died. I live behind
Lakewood up on the hill. I dress in
layers and usually stay warm. Sometimes people give me what I need,
like a warm jacket or good boots. It’s
not too bad but sometimes is.

Homeless people have significantly worse health than the general population.

One time I was laying on the ground outside by union gas. I was too
weak to get up. A lady asked me what was wrong and I told her I was
sick. She called for help and the
OPP called for an ambulance. I
had pneumonia and had to stay in
the hospital for awhile.

• 4 times as likely to have cancer

I get coughs quite a bit I don’t
want to get pneumonia again so
the Fellowship helps me to get
cough medicine when it starts
getting bad. I catch flues sometimes When I have a cold or the flu I try to stay away from people so
that I don’t spread it. People around here catch things pretty easy.
WNHAC takes care of me. Because I’m diabetic they check my feet. I
get blisters a lot. The bottoms get so dry that they crack so the nurse
gives me ointment to put on them.
Three years ago I got frozen up bad. I had
to crawl down the hill from my camp because my feet had froze and I couldn’t walk
on them. At that time, I didn’t have mitts
or a winter jacket. I got to a neighbour who

Homeless people in our survey are:

• 29 times as likely to have hepatitis C
• 20 times as likely to have epilepsy
• 5 times as likely to have heart disease

• 3 ½ times as likely to have asthma
• 3 times as likely to have arthritis or rheumatism

• Twice as likely to have diabetes
Despite their poor health status, homeless people cannot access the health care they urgently need.

Among homeless people in our survey:
• More than half do not have a family doctor
• More than a quarter were refused health care in
the past year because they did not have a
health card
• More than a third felt they had been judged unfairly
or treated with disrespect by a health care provider
in the past year

• 1 in 5 have had a negative experience with hospital
security
Khandor & Mason

stance abuse that kept me from getting to shelter or food or the
substance abuse that kept me from feeling how cold and hungry I
was. The only time I felt good when I was on the streets was when I
was high. That’s how you survive street life.” She sighs and continues softly, “Of course you come down and
feel so bad. That’s when you start thinking
how much easier it would be to be dead. I did
a lot of thinking about that and how to do
that. I wanted a nice tree and to leave messages around me. I had it all worked out in
my head.” Her voice trails off and she is lost
in the memory. Silence settles around her
and fills the room.
Moments later she lifts her eyes, seeking understanding. Taking a deep breath, her lungs fill and she straightens
up to continue her story.
“WNHAK took care of me-even when I was using and couldn’t be
trusted. They took care of me when I couldn’t and they are taking
care of me now. That’s where the nurse comes from. They are helping me to finally get healthy.”
“I had a dream. This is important because when I was using, I lost
my dreams. In my dream, I saw light and people around the light.
My great-great grandmother came to
me. She told me that it was not my
time because I still had things to do. I
still don’t know what it is but I know
that I am here for a reason. I also saw a
path that I walked down, along side a
woman in white. Off to the side I saw
my aunt tossing wild rice which represents our traditional way. It was beautiful. Then I saw people stuck in a mud
filed, struggling to get free. They

reached out for help. Those were people who had killed themselves.
If you kill yourself you get stuck. This is why we do a special ceremony when one of our people commit suicide. It is not our way but I understand why people take that path.”
“Things are getting better now that I got a bed. My health is getting
better and I’ve started making plans. I’m going to Clarissa for awhile.
They like me there. Maybe when I finish there I hope to get a place of
my own. I have tried to find a roommate but it is hard. To share a
place you would have to have trust and there are lots of reasons that
I don’t trust.”
“Because I am at the Fellowship Centre, I
can see my kids more often. I had four children. One daughter died when she was only
23 years old.” Sadness darkens her warm
brown eyes. “There’s two boys and another
daughter. I have 13 grandchildren!” She
laughs. “At least I think that it is 13. Four of
my grandbabies are in Kenora so I see them
more often. The eldest is about to become a
mother herself. That will make me a great-grandmother.”
“I would love a one bedroom place-it doesn’t have
to be much. I know how to do many traditional
crafts. I am good at beading. I was always able to
make money selling earrings and necklaces. I want
to make regalia. I know how to put together a vest
without stitching. Not many know how to do that
anymore.” Excitement rises as she shares her plan.
“First I will make regalia for my grandchildren and
my children. Then I will make it for others. I would
feel very good doing that. It would help others. I
could do that if I had a home of my own.”

