Dear Cambridge City Council,

| am a resident of Ward 6 and am writing in support of the motion moving Council to direct
staff to report back on the prevention of displacing unsheltered people during extreme
weather events. This is a timely and important move that the City of Cambridge can take to
uphold unhoused people’s section 7 Charter rights to life, liberty, and security of the
person, and ultimately save the lives of our unhoused neighbours.

| recognize that efforts to respond effectively to homelessness in Cambridge, and
specifically encampments, have been challenging and contentious. This is ho doubt
because homelessness has reached crisis levels in communities across Canada' as there
is not enough safe, permanent, and affordable housing for people in need"” and not enough
resources to meet the different needs people have, with more families, youth, newcomers,
and older adults than ever experiencing homelessness.” The homelessness crisis effects
everyone it touches — most importantly people who are homeless themselves - but also
their friends, families, businesses, and the broader community. This is why we must focus
on effective responses to homelessness that support our entire community to thrive.

At the same time as the decades-long homelessness crisis grows, so too is the climate
crisis, with extreme weather events increasing in frequency and duration.” Unhoused
people are at higher risk from these events because of their circumstances. Extreme heat
puts unhoused people at risk of dehydration, heat exhaustion, and heatstroke, while
extreme cold puts them at risk for hypothermia and frostbite." These are serious health
risks, especially considering that unhoused people are much more likely than the general
public to suffer from physical health challenges" and have a life expectancy rate half that of
housed people."

Given the risks of extreme weather events on unhoused people, it might seem
counterintuitive to prevent displacement during these times. But itis not for 3 reasons.

1. No one should have to resort to sleeping outside orin an encampment, during an
extreme weather event or ever. As the former UN Special Rapporteur on Housing
wrote, “Encampments are thus instances of both human rights violations of those
who are forced to rely on them for their homes, as well as human rights claims,
advanced in response to violations of the right to housing” [emphasis in original].""
Ideally, all unhoused people would be able and willing to access indoor space
during extreme weather events. But this simply isn’t the case. As arecent article in
The Record noted, when generously counting for all the emergency shelter beds
across the region, including ones not available yet, and room for 70 people in winter
warming stations to come in Winter 2025, at the peak of the region’s capacity, there
are a total of 674 shelter spaces for the 2,371 people experiencing homelessness in
the region, 1,009 of whom live outside.* This means that even if everyone living in
an encampment in Cambridge were to take up social services’ offer to come in
from the heat or cold, we would only have a fraction of the space available to



accommodate them. At our best, at least a third of unhoused people would be left
outside, likely more in Cambridge specifically.

2. People living outside are resourceful and find ways to survive in extreme conditions.
This includes finding spaces that are out of public view and shaded, putting up tarps
to keep out the sun, putting a tent on pallets to avoid being soaked, and using
sleeping bags and blankets to keep warm, to name a few strategies. When
encampments are displaced, it is very common that people lose some or all of their
belongings.* Losing these belongings during extreme weather events can be a
matter of life and death.

3. Thereis significant evidence to show that when unhoused people are displaced,
they lose access to life saving resources.” Outreach workers and health care
providers cannot find individuals who they previously supported in an encampment,
which can be have a serious negative impact on their health, including cutting off
access to medication and treatment plans, essentials such as bottled water, food,
and warm socks, and providing continuity of care around accessing housing.
Research also shows that when people are displaced, 91% remain unsheltered and
79% stay in the same neighbourhood following a move along order. This means that
displacement does not effectively respond to local concerns, including those of
businesses.”

For these reasons, it is unnecessarily risky to displace unhoused people during extreme
weather events and puts their lives in greater risk than ever. That said, | recognize the multi-
institutional nature of encampment responses in the City of Cambridge and the complexity
of moving forward with such an initiative. As such, | ask Councillors to vote in favour of a
staff report, where these issues can be explored in depth so that you can make informed
decisions on how to move forward.

Thank you for your consideration,

Erin Dej, resident of Ward 6
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