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1Why does 
Duty to Assist
Matter?



What the 
FUTURE 

looks like



o Furthers GoC goal of realizing housing as a right

o Provides a concrete mechanism of ensuring that people experiencing 
homelessness get access to new affordable housing options.

o Opportunities to expand and deepen ‘whole of government’ approach on 
homelessness.

o Enhances Federal leadership on how to respond to homelessness.

o Provides a clear focus for Federal / Provincial / Territorial engagement.

o Opportunity to test through Demonstration Communities.

Fulfilling Government of 
Canada objectives



o Fewer people experience homelessness (homelessness is reduced overall) 

o Fewer people were newly identified (new inflows to homelessness are reduced) 

o Fewer people return to homelessness (returns to homelessness are reduced) 

o Fewer Indigenous peoples experience homelessness (Indigenous homelessness is 
reduced) 

o Fewer people experience chronic homelessness (chronic homelessness is reduced) 

Mandatory Community Level 
Outcomes

PREVENTION!

o Fewer people experience homelessness (homelessness is reduced overall) 

o Fewer people were newly identified (new inflows to homelessness are reduced) 

o Fewer people return to homelessness (returns to homelessness are reduced) 

o Fewer Indigenous peoples experience homelessness (Indigenous homelessness is 
reduced) 

o Fewer people experience chronic homelessness (chronic homelessness is reduced) 



2Considerations 
for adaptation 
in the Canadian 
context



This statutory responsibility means there is an obligation, or a 
legal duty to ensure that reasonable steps are taken to:
a) Identify people at risk of, or who are experiencing 

homelessness
b) Offer such people assistance;
c) If accepted, people are provided with information, advice, 

and housing-led supports to avoid an experience of 
homelessness, or to make that experience as brief as 
possible.

A Duty to Assist



Federal c

c

Indigenous c

Municipal c

Provincial / 
Territorial

Who is responsible?
All orders of government 
have a role to play, carry 
responsibility and are 
accountable.



Accessing 
help …
What mechanisms 
need to be in place to 
ensure people who 
need help get it?



In the context of colonialism, ongoing racism and discrimination, 
how do we ensure the Duty to Assist is implemented in a way 
that addresses equity, diversity and inclusion?



3A proposed
Duty to Assist
Pilot



Proposed pilot of Duty 
to Assist (2019)

A Way Home Canada and the Canadian Observatory 
worked in partnership with human centred design firm 
Bridgeable to design and test a demonstration project 
pilot of how Duty to Assist could work in Canada.



Proposed pilot of Duty 
to Assist (2019)

• D2A would focus on targeting youth homelessness.  Why?
- 42% of youth experiencing homelessness have their first experience before they 

are 16.

- 50% of all people experiencing homelessness had their first experience before 
they were 25.

- Working with a sub-population such as youth allows for working out the 
practical kinks of D2A before broader implementation

• The duty would not fall exclusively on local, but rather, on public 
systems that people are more likely to engage. 
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Selected research findings on youth (PiT 2018) 

The 2018 PiT Count survey 
asked respondents at what 
age they first experienced 
homelessness.

Half of all respondents first 
experienced homelessness 
under the age of 25. This 
percentage was still high 
among older adults (aged 
50-64) and seniors (aged 
65+), with 25% first 
experiencing homelessness 
before 25.
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Duty to Assist could be delivered 
through the homelessness sector, but 
would that be sufficient?  



How might we use design thinking to 
prototype components of Duty to 
Assist in Hamilton, Ontario in order 
to deliver a more effective and 
implementable policy?





PATHWAY
MAPPING

Friends
Relatives

Teachers or counsellors
Doctor or nurse

Coach or instructor

Friend’s parents 
or neighborsFaith leader



PATHWAY MAPPING
Considerations

• In Canada, the response to homelessness does not reach 
unattached youth under the age of 16.

• 2/3 of currently homeless youth do not consider 
themselves to be homeless. 

• As a result, youth at risk of homelessness are unlikely to 
reach out to the municipality, or even the homelessness 
sector for assistance.

• Youth are more likely to seek help or talk with meaningful 
adults if they already have a relationship with them.



Who is responsible?
Meaningful adults in the lives of young 
people who identify or reasonably suspect 
that a young person is at risk of, or is 
experiencing homelessness, have a duty to 
offer support and / or facilitate access to 
supports.  This includes, for instance:
• Teachers
• Instructors
• Coaches
• Community workers
• Child protection workers
• Health care professionals
• Employment workers, etc.



How DUTY to ASSIST works

Accessing support
- Centralized Intake
- Youth Reconnect staff
- Use of technology
- Strong school-community 

engagement

Collective Impact
- Community of 

services and 
supports

Supporting youth
- Information
- Access

Supporting Teachers, 
counsellors and other 
staff

- Information
- Access



Youth Reconnect  
Reconnect is an Early Intervention Program
• School / Community partnerships

• Students, teachers and families engaged

• At risk youth identified
Program goals
•Keeping young people ‘in place’

•Stabilizing living situation

•Supporting young people AND their families

•School engagement
Keeping young 
people in place!



Supporting Indigenous youth



4Implementing
A Pilot Project



Stakeholder
Buy-In

• City of Hamilton
• Government of Canada
• Homelessness sector
• Schools and Board of 

Education
• Child protection
• Justice System
• Health Care System
• Youth homelessness sector



Planned roll-out 
of Duty to Assist 
by sector

1. Education System

3. Child Protection 
Services

4. Health and mental 
health services

5. Justice system
6. Community Services

7. Employment 
Services

8. Faith Community

2. Youth Homelessness 
sector



Engagement and relationship building:
• Education system and schools

• Child protection services

• City of Hamilton

• Indigenous community 
and services



Prevention Data Strategy
Currently homelessness data and technology systems 
in the homelessness sector are not designed to 
support homelessness protection. Can a data strategy:
• Support the use of linked administrative data to understand and 

predict youth homelessness.
• Enhance Coordinated Access and HIFIS

• Help young people access services and 
supports

• Help those working in public systems 
support youth



Planning Training and Technical Assistance:
• Supporting “Youth Reconnect” and 

“Housing First for Youth”

• Design and implement training for those working in 
public sectors including educators and child protection 
staff, to build capacity to support youth

• TTA to support working 
with Indigenous youth. 




