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“[The drop-in process] has been like eating an 
elephant one bite at a time.”

FORMATION OF PEER ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

In late 2016, Nick Zurowski, René Labelle, and Jason Colling requested a 
meeting with Ron van Wyk, Executive Director of Mennonite Central 
Committee Community Enterprises (MCC CE). The topic was the potential 
drop-in centre under consideration by the Homeless Action Advisory 
Committee (HAAC) Shelter/Drop-in Working Group, of which van Wyk was a 
member. The meeting was held, whereupon Zurowski, Labelle, and Colling 
stated their position that people with lived experience of homelessness 
should be a part of the drop-in design process.


In agreement with this position, van Wyk approached the Drop-in/Shelter 
Working Group with the request, suggesting that MCC CE conduct a 
feasibility study with people of lived experience, herein referred to as “peers.” 
Jennifer Hawkins was selected by MCC CE to coordinate this study. After an 
iterative and reflexive initial consultation process including key informant 
consultation, peer consultation, and 2 peer focus groups, a group of 5 peers 
(Zurowski, Labelle, Colling, Harvey Clause and Val Mercer.) presented some 
of their ideas, thoughts, and experiences to the HAAC working group. At that 
time, Hawkins submitted a brief of findings to date, discussed further below. 


After additional consultation between Dena Kay Beno, Homeless Coordinator 
for the City of Abbotsford, Hawkins, and van Wyk, a process was agreed 
upon to move forward with a peer engagement project. The proposed project 
covered three phases: Conceptual Design, Evaluation, and Model Testing. An 
initial Peer Advisory Committee (PAC) was selected for the first phase, the 
results of which comprise this report.


The initial members of the Peer Advisory Committee (PAC) were selected 
based on three criteria: initiative, commitment, and experience. PAC 
members approached decision-makers, showed up to every subsequent 
meeting, and have 1) lived experience of homelessness, and 2) experience 
engaging other peers. 
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After consultation with several key informants and peers, as well as 2 peer 
focus groups, the following key messages were presented to the HAAC 
Shelter/Drop-in Working Group:


• The project needs peer involvement at every stage

• Lived experience and dignity are essential in service delivery

• The centre should start simple and basic—“just start” and refine later


Main issues uncovered during the initial consultation process included the 
acute need for essential services such as bathrooms, showers and laundry. 
Participants spoke of difficulties finding a place to take care of basic survival 
needs, detailing harsh realities of life on the street. Themes of rest and safety 
also surfaced, with participants highlighting the need for a place that felt non-
judgemental and comfortable.


Employment opportunities also surfaced, including small, cash-based job 
options and peer leadership development and employment. Participants 
expressed a desire for the opportunity to use transferrable skills in a work 
environment. 


All themes and key messages were further verified in the survey results, 
discussed further below.

“People don’t realize…”

• how much it sucks to be  homeless
• how homeless people aren’t lazy like everyone thinks
• how many kind people there are out there on the 

streets
• how difficult and exhausting it is to drag your stuff 

around everywhere
• how hard it is not to have privacy
• how a lot of the times you just want to be with other 

people

OTHER  
MESSAGES

“It’s easier to get warm than dry.”

photo credit: Abbotsford Today
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“The basic public needs to be educated that we’re 
not a disease.”

RATIONALE 

The influential release of the report “Nothing About Us Without Us” in 2008 
by the Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network provides a framework for 
meaningful peer engagement that continues to inform research efforts [4]. 
Recent studies in British Columbia provide examples of emerging best 
practice and continue to build the evidence base that peer engagement is an 
effective tool in policy planning, capacity building and in promoting equity [1, 
3, 5]. Browne et al note that given the significance of peer engagement, the 
funding is well-justified [2].


It is the position of MCC CE that persons with lived experience not only have 
the right to be heard on decisions that impact their lives, but that the process 
itself is of value to all parties. Community organizations, such as those 
represented at the HAAC Shelter/Drop-in Working Group, can take the lead 
on promoting greater social inclusion [1].  MCC CE recognizes that dignity, 
mutual respect, and also flexibility are essential to the success of the project. 


PROCESS 

This drop-in centre feasibility work was more of a public engagement 
process than research; however, the methods were rooted in participatory 
action research (PAR) theory, a form of research often used with socially 
excluded groups [4]. People with lived experience are involved in every stage 
of the project, and the process invites social change.


At the outset, PAC members attended training and team building conducted 
by Positive Living Fraser Valley, whereupon members discussed 
expectations, rights and responsibilities. Two subsequent meetings between 
MCC CE and PAC members resulted in a ratified contract. PAC members 
then met bi-monthly to discuss and design the peer engagement process. 
PAC members designed a survey tool and collected data using a 
convenience sample, discussed in greater detail below. The PAC liaison 
collated the results and met with PAC members to discuss and interpret the 
survey results. The conclusions and recommendations detailed in this report 
were put forward and verified by PAC members.
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“I work harder than most people just to make it 
through every day alive.”

SURVEY 

After deliberation as to the most effective means of engaging homeless 
community members, the PAC decided on a survey as the best data 
collection instrument. This enabled PAC members to both provide the kind of 
information requested by the HAAC Shelter/Drop-in Working Group and stay 
within budget parameters,


The survey needed to be as short as possible while still covering requisite 
concept design elements, so PAC members divided the survey into two main 
topics: location and services. Aside from the quantitative data, the survey 
included two main qualitative questions, with four additional “other” options 
where respondents could contribute information and comments. Results are 
discussed below.


In total, PAC members collected 115 completed surveys that included 284 
comments. It should be noted here, however, that there were some 
transportation issues for PAC members in travelling to the Clearbrook area of 
Abbotsford to distribute surveys. That noted, the PAC also held a BBQ 
magnet event at MCC for survey distribution that was widely advertised and 
brought people from other areas of Abbotsford.

LOCATION: WHERE DO WE PUT IT? 

Question #1: If you could choose any general area in Abbotsford for a 
drop-in centre, which area would that be? 

Respondents offered 104 suggestions for an ideal drop-in centre location. 
Answers were coded into 5 main categories: downtown, Clearbrook, the 
Gladys corridor, central Abbotsford, specific buildings, general suggestions, 
or other. “Other” included suggestions such as “near bus stops,” “close to a 
park,” or “a current spot where land is not in use.” It also included  
unintelligible or illegible comments. Specific suggestions included buildings 
such as Hearthstone, the old theatre, and the MSA hospital. General 
suggestions included statements such as “anywhere” or “I don’t know.” 


The majority of respondents indicated that downtown would be the area they 
would most choose. In interpreting the importance of a downtown location, 
PAC members added the perspective that homeless community members 
are used to most services being located downtown; thus, there is potentially 
a high degree of overlap between the desire for a downtown location and 
access to services. This is further validated in question number two below. 
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Downtown 50 48.1%

Other 13 12.5%

Gladys Corridor 12 11.5%

Central Abbotsford 11 10.5%

Clearbrook 7 6.8%

General Suggestions 6 5.8%

Specific Buildings 5 4.8%

TOTAL 104 100%

TABLE 1: LOCATION PREFERENCE

Question #2: What is your #1 method of transportation currently?  

Many respondents answered more than one option. In Table 2 below, “%” 
represents the percentage value over the total number of responses to the 
question.


The results indicate that walking is clearly the main method of transportation
—more than double that of biking or taking the bus. A small number of 
respondents indicated that they used a scooter or vehicle; however, because 
respondents chose more than one option, it is not clear that this would 
represent their main form of transportation.

TABLE 2: METHODS OF TRANSPORTATION

OTHER 
4 scooter
4 vehicle
1 humour
1 unclear

1 taxi
1 longboard

DESCRIPTION N % 

Walk 75 43%

Bike 35 20%

Bus 33 19%

Other 17 10%

Ride with Friend 7 4%

Hitch Hike 6 4%

TOTAL 176 100%
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centre? 

Respondents were asked to select their main priority in the location of a 
drop-in centre out of the following options: 1) access to existing services; 2) 
within walking distance of downtown; 3) safe walking/biking routes; 4) other. 
Under “access to existing services” and “other,” respondents had the option 
of writing comments. Respondents wrote a total of 42 comments—27 under 
“access to existing services,” and 15 under “other.”


As with Question 2, some respondents selected more than one option. In 
Table 3 below, “%” represents the percentage value over the total number 
responses to the question.

DESCRIPTION N % 

Within walking distance of 
downtown

65 37%

Access to existing services 
(specify)

50 29%

Safe walking/biking 
transportation routes

46 27%

Other (specify) 12 7%

TOTAL 173 100%

SERVICE ACCESS 
primary response

food 
second highest response 
welfare 
other 

bus, shelter, Salvation Army, 
showers/laundry, medical/
health

OTHER 
accessibility

proximity to sidewalks and buses 
comfort level

compassionate care, staff with lived experience

TABLE 3: LOCATION PRIORITIES

photo credit: CTVnews
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Question #4: If you could have anything, what would you most like to see in 
a drop-in centre? 

This question was aspirational—the golden ticket question—designed to 
reveal the highest priorities. There were 98 responses to this question, 
including 160 different comments. The most common theme in the 
comments related to essential services: laundry, showers, bathrooms, and 
food. After this, the most common theme was a sense of safety, rest, and 
shelter from the elements. This further verifies the themes that came up 
during the initial consultation: living outside is extraordinarily difficult, and 
people desperately need basic survival provision as well as rest and safety.


Following a sense of rest and safety, service provision (including advocacy 
and referral) was the third most common theme, followed closely by peer 
involvement and non-judgemental compassion. This shows that people do 
want services, but they want them in a way that affords them dignity. 
Cleanliness was mentioned repeatedly, as was access to substance use 
services and computers. Graph 1 below presents a breakdown of the main 
themes.

GRAPH 1: QUESTION 4 MAIN THEMES

16%

21%

35%

28%

Safety
Essentials
Services
Peers & Non-judgement

photo credit: Vancouver24hrs
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being the least important and 5 being the most important. 

PAC members chose the following options based on their lived experience. 
All options had high ratings, with averages above 4 on most items. Results 
are ranked here in order of importance based on average ratings.

OPTION Rating OPTION Rating

showers 1 someone to help me get ID 9

laundry 2 supervised/safe consumption 
services

10

chance to earn some cash 
in exchange for work

3 someone to talk to 11

place/cots to sleep 4 harm reduction supplies 12

staff with lived experience 5 a smile when I walk in the door 13

locker I can use 6 space to charge my phone etc. 14

access to computers 7 someone to help me with welfare 15

information and referrals 8 someone to take me to 
appointments

16

TABLE 4: RANKING OF PRIORITIES

OTHER 
top response

peer involvement, peer 
support 

also

clothing and shoes, spiritual 
support, counselling, 
stopping fentanyl deaths, 
wifi, clothing/bedding 
exchange

“It must be managed by peers—
with non judgemental services.”
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centre (either at the same location or a different one), what would you like 
to see? 

The topic of social enterprise surfaced during the initial consultation phase 
during focus groups; however, the discussion is still preliminary, and no 
advance discussion or explanation of social enterprises preceded the survey 
question. It should be noted here that “a chance to earn some cash in 
exchange for work” was rated as the number 3 priority, just behind laundry 
and showers.


Table 5 below describes the responses to the given options. Many people 
selected more than one option, and “%” represents the percentage value 
over the total number of responses to the question.

DESCRIPTION N %

Something to do with food/cooking/restaurant 47 25%

Something where I could fix things 32 17%

Thrift store 53 28%

Selected recycling 26 14%

Something to do with art 23 12%

Other 8 4%

TOTAL 189 100%

TABLE 5: BUSINESS PREFERENCE
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CONCLUSIONS 

1) The need is urgent. Living outside without essential services like a 
bathroom and the ability to stay clean is both humiliating and prohibitive. 
Something needs to happen soon—even if it is basic, simple, and/or just 
a prototype.


2) The majority of people living outside walk as their main form of 
transportation. Proximity to downtown and access to services there are 
the most important factors in the selection of a site. Old Abbotsford 
would be the best location—some place tucked aside but not too far out 
of the way. 


3) Focus groups revealed that other drop-in services in Abbotsford are 
under strain. Although 24/7 availability for the new drop-in centre would 
be ideal, to begin, the space should be open when other services—such 
as the Salvation Army—are closed.


4) Out of all services, essential services are the most acutely needed—
showers, laundry, bathrooms. These should be prioritized, available and 
accessible.


5) Professional service delivery is welcome; however, condescending 
attitudes should not be tolerated. Compassion without judgement is 
valued. Professional staff should know that people living outside do not 
want to be “case managed” in the sense that people without their lived 
experience are telling them how to live their lives and trying to fix them. 


6) People accessing drop-in services place a high value on staff and 
leadership who have lived experience. This contributes to a sense of 
safety and rest.


7) Trust and good faith is still being established between professionals and 
people with lived experience. To enhance this developing trust, there 
needs to be accountability for the process and agreed-upon measurable 
outcomes—a definition of success or failure.
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1) Open something as soon as possible.


2) Open a permanent location in Old Abbotsford.


3) Open the centre during times other spaces and services (such as the 
Salvation Army) are not available.


4) Make essential services widely available and accessible. Make them a 
priority.


5) Establish a genuinely respectful, non-condescending professional culture.


6) Include peers at the table for every stage of the process: design, 
implementation, operation, and evaluation.


7) Establish a set of outcomes and indicators that is ratified by both PAC 
and HAAC members.

PAC STATEMENT 
We are a group that has, collectively, over 60 years of experience living 
outside—a highly dangerous life where many people die. We are urban 
survivalists. 

Thank you for being willing to learn from our experience and the experience of 
others like us. Thank you to all those who had a part in making this happen. 

We look forward to being a part of solutions.
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