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Editor’s note: This is the first of a multi-
part series on addressing homelessness in 

Renfrew County. 

ROBERT FISHER
Staff Reporter

PEMBROKE - Co-ordination was the 
watchword when discussing the county 
response to homelessness during a discussion 
at the recently-opened warming centre in 
Pembroke. 

The centre, housed in the Ontario 
Addiction Treatment Centre (OATC) in 
Pembroke, opened for the season Dec. 7. 
The centre was open from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m. 
for the first week and staff hoped to be able 
to open 24 hours a day by this past Saturday. 

The space, recently renovated to serve as 
a warming centre, has a dedicated entrance 
and about 20 large recliners for people to sit 
or sleep in. There is a separate sitting area for 
conversations, a kitchenette and washrooms. 
People can keep belongings in lockers and/
or cubbies which have been built along one 
wall of the space. 

The warming centre was in a trailer last 
season and in a different location. Manager 
of Community Supports for the County of 
Renfrew, April Muldoon, explained that the 
county had virtually no role in operation of 
the centre last year, aside from some funding. 
An ad hoc warming centre committee 
determined that the county should take a 
more prominent role and a larger space, 
washrooms and kitchenette amenities helped 
determine that a new location was needed. 

The centre is what is referred to as a “dry” 

space. That means people, generally, have to 
come in sober or perhaps slightly intoxicated 
but they are not supposed to consume in 
the centre and they cannot come in in an 
advanced state of inebriation and ‘sleep off’ 
the high. 

“If somebody’s state of mind is such that they 
can’t reasonably participate in conversation, if 
it feels like their health is at risk,” the person 
would be referred to emergency services or a 
hospital, said Muldoon.

There are no cots or beds in the centre. 

Muldoon was clear that the space is not a 
shelter which could entail different rules 
and procedures due to the centre being 
determined a residential facility as compared 
to a drop-in centre. “It’s not a homeless 
shelter,” she said. 

“It’s intended for people to come in out 
of the cold, to have somewhere safe to be,” 
and be able to get needed rest which may 
be important in helping address other issues 
an individual may be experiencing besides 
homelessness. 

Muldoon said they estimate the homeless 
community in Renfrew County to be about 
35 to 40 people. The number does not 
include people who are precariously housed 
(i.e., couch surfing or staying in hotels). 
The number who are experiencing chronic, 
or long-term homelessness, is a smaller 
subset of the total. The number would be 
higher if those who are precariously housed 
or who are intermittently unsheltered are 
included. This is often referred to as “hidden 
homelessness.”

Staff at the county and those working 
with the shelter from Ontario Works, 
Renfrew County Paramedic Service and 
OATC staff want the centre to evolve to a 
point where those accessing the centre are, 
“going to be connected to programs like our 
homelessness prevention program. Ontario 
Works caseworker, Sherry Thompson, 
meets with clients at the centre and can help 
them with short-term accommodation and 
connecting them with other services Ontario 
Works provides. The main staff at the centre 
is from MacKay Manor which is a residential 
substance use treatment facility. “We have 
a good group of people with some really 
good background experience to provide 
that ongoing support to clients,” Muldoon 
explained. 

People experiencing homelessness may 
have several barriers to getting stable 
housing, treatment if needed and work; 
including addictions, no identification or 
a lack of skills. Establishing trust, noted 
Muldoon, is the first step in the process. 
Some in the unsheltered community have 
lost trust in the system because they feel the 
system failed them and is, at least partially, 
responsible for their situation. Social 
assistance payments in Ontario haven’t been 
increased in several years which puts strain 
on people who are living on assistance and 
increases poverty levels (see our story from 
Dec. 4 on the latest FeedOntario Hunger 
Report). Every person has unique needs. 
“How can we tailor the services we provide 
so that it will best support that person,” 
and “leaning on the expertise of our mental 

health service providers and our addiction 
treatment service providers.”

Ontario Works (OW) and Ontario 
Disability Support Program (ODSP) 
are undergoing an update which should 
allow more people to access the supports. 
Previously, people had to be “employment 
ready.” The programs are changing to state 
clients have to be “service ready” which 
could allow people to receive support while 
they are upgrading or gaining job skills as 
part of their transition from homelessness. 

The launch of the Mesa program earlier 
this year; Mesa is a Renfrew County-
conceived program to provide community 
paramedicine services to the homeless 
community, uncovered some issues that 
officials were less aware of within the 
community, such as open wounds or other 
symptoms resulting from the high toxicity 
of the drug supply, allowed individuals to 
be connected to the Renfrew County Virtual 
Triage and Assessment Centre (VTAC) for 
care. The paramedic service, “now have an 
ability to potentially link them to a health-
care provider that could help them navigate 
some of the challenges,” a person may be 
facing. 

Muldoon said the OPP Mobile Crisis 
Response Team (MCRT), which pairs an 
OPP officer with a mental health-care worker 
is another example of seeing, “what can be 
managed within the community and what 
kind of ongoing care can be provided in the 
community to free up,” emergency room 
doctors and nurses so they can concentrate 
on cases of medical emergency. 

Asked whether the MCRT team may play 
a role in helping deal with someone in crisis 
and get them to a point where they could be 
brought to the warming centre, Muldoon said 
it was possible. When she thinks about how 
the warming centre could operate, when it’s 
open 24 hours a day, “it really is sort of like a 
triage centre,” where people with nowhere to 
go can attend and speak with caseworkers or 
health professionals to find out what a person 
may need and what can be done to connect 
them with those services. 

Muldoon acknowledged having the OPP 
work to build a relationship with clients of 
the centre and engage with them could be 
helpful because of how vulnerable to abuse 
a homeless individual can be. “They deserve 
somewhere safe just as much as anybody 
else.”

Stephanie Rose is a commander in the 
Community Paramedic Program with the 
county paramedic service. She sees the 
community paramedicine role with the 
centre as one of responding to calls when 
needed and hopefully being able to deal 
with the situation in the moment then, 
the following day, work to help connect 
the individual with other supports. The 
community paramedicine program would 
operate as an “umbrella” focused not just on 
the immediate need, “but you’d be looking at 
any type of chronic illness, as well.”

OATC (and more broadly the larger 
organization Canadian Addiction Treatment 
Centres, CATC) clinic lead in Pembroke, 
Jenni Pinkerton, mentioned that the 
organization works in concert with the 
Mesa program and the collaboration on 
the warming centre is another example of 
co-ordinating with other care providers in 
the community to offer wraparound care to 
those who need it. The Pembroke location 
will be a pilot program and CATC will use 
the experience to work toward implementing 
similar warming centres in other communities 
where it has locations. Pinkerton explained 
that the space in Pembroke was an empty 
area in the OATC which has now been put 
to effective use. 

Tara Edeh, regional manager with CATC 
based out of Pembroke, said the organization 
works to try to form partnerships with other 
groups in communities where it provides 

Breaking down silos to improve response 
to homelessness in Renfrew County

Continued on page 3.

Attendees at the warming centre in Pembroke can rest in large reclining chairs. They are 
provided a sheet to put over the chair and a blanket for warmth when they arrive. 

Submitted photo

Lockers which the clients can use to secure their belongings.                    Submitted photo
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services and has facilities. “We also have 
other partnerships with Renfrew Victoria 
Hospital,” for counselling services, she 
explained. “We have always partnered 
with public health when it comes to harm 
reduction supplies.”

Speaking, specifically, about the warming 
centre, Edeh said it’s a new idea for CATC 
and, “we’re open for more discussions on 
similar properties that we may have across 
the province.” She knows other communities 
need similar facilities to the warming centre 
in Pembroke and she hopes CATC can play 
a role. 

Edeh also recognizes the opportunity, 
working in concert with the warming centre, 
to help get people connected to addiction 
treatment services if they want it and to other 
ancillary and complementary services. “It’s 
just a holistic wraparound service that’s 
being offered,” Edeh said, and helping break 
down barriers to support.

Thompson added that, for her work, 
the warming centre is another connection 
point to help get people the supports they 
may need and that the Mesa program has 
been important in helping establish those 
connections. “Before Mesa began, we 
didn’t necessarily have that, we didn’t have 
that direct wraparound approach with the 
paramedics, community mental health, 
addiction support. The warming centre is 
the next step for us, it’s really wonderful.” 
Everyone the centre works with has a story 
and the co-ordinated effort of those who are 
working with the centre ensure everyone has 
a voice. “That’s how I start my assessment 
with unhoused people, just to get them to tell 
me their story.”

The concerted approach, with a variety 
of service providers engaging with 
individuals, can lead to a better chance of 
catching someone at the right time, hearing 
a phrase or something else that can become 
a breakthrough in getting them to the next 
step of care. All of the providers speak to 
each other and records are carried from one 
point of service to another; with consent of 
the client, to help ensure consistency of care 
and prevent people from becoming frustrated 
having to repeat themselves multiple times. 
“One of the biggest barriers,” Muldoon 

began, “within health care and within 
any system, is having to repeat yourself,” 
which is frustrating and can lead to a lack 
of emphasis and perhaps part of the story 
being missed in the re-re-re-telling which 
can impact the quality of service and care 
the person receives. 

Pinkerton said she works closely with 
the Mesa teams and has seen a vast change 
in the mindset of clients around consent 
because the professionals have been able 
to build a level of trust. “Patients are so 
accepting because they have recognized that 
everybody is collaborating and working as a 
team. It benefits immensely and it’s really 
nice to see (the clients) recognizing that it’s 
for their own benefit and how much they 
are benefiting from everybody working as 
a team.” They’re beginning to re-establish 
some trust in the system. 

County Health Committee chair
“We’re not going to enforce our way out of 

homelessness, mental health and addiction,” 
said Renfrew County Health Committee 

chair and mayor of Admaston/Bromley, 
Michael Donohue; echoing OPP Insp. 
Stephan Neufeld’s thoughts that the solution 
to homelessness isn’t a strict law enforcement 
approach (see story on page 7 OPP MCRT 
team seeing success in Upper Ottawa Valley)

Homelessness and encampments were 
discussed during the Nov. 13 Health 
Committee meeting. County chief 
administrative officer Craig Kelley updated 
the committee on the status of encampments 
in Pembroke and Donohue followed up to 
note that there is a “substantial criminal 
element” associated with the homeless issue 
and referred to a significant recent arrest and 
that the work of the community crime unit is 
important to reduce the impact of “predators 
within our community.”

Donohue explained, in more detail, to 
the Gazette that he was referring to the 
drug sellers, suppliers and organized crime 
that prey on the vulnerable in the homeless 
community. Again, echoing Neufeld’s 
comments on the impact of street gangs and 
organized crime on homeless individuals 

(see same story on the MCRT program). 
Donohue spoke about the pervasiveness 

of addiction and it “overcomes individuals,” 
and what he was expressing during the 
meeting was that sellers are, “predatory 
and all they’re doing is ensuring that their 
business model continues to be successful.”

The issue of homelessness is complex 
and multi-faceted. There is no single reason 
why a person ends up homeless nor is there 
a single solution to move an individual from 
homelessness to stable housing. “People 
aren’t choosing this life. There are a lot of 
factors that have led them to this position,” 
and the county is attempting to meet the 
community where it is and deal with the 
unique needs of each person. The county 
needs to be ready to work with a person when 
they are ready to seek help and when they are 
ready to re-engage with the system. Donohue 
sees the application for a Homelessness and 
Addiction Recovery Treatment (HART) Hub 
as important to the success the county may 
ultimately have. HART hubs are supportive 
spaces that are designed to meet the unique 
needs of the community where the hub 
operates. They are not intended to be a one-
size-fits-all solution. 

Donohue was reluctant to speak to 
unique challenges that a rural community 
like Renfrew County faces in addressing 
homelessness, rather he took a larger view is 
that the complexity of homelessness doesn’t 
fit neatly into a prescribed box with solutions 
that can be applied to every person or every 
community. The complexity of issues, which 
cross traditional silo boundaries, is one of 
the reasons, he explained, that the county 
is moving to a committee of the whole 
structure so that silos and barriers can be 
broken down and groups are working in 
concert rather than in opposing directions 
or overlapping each other. 

The biggest impediment to success, he 
said, is funding. “The municipal sector of 
property tax doesn’t do health in Ontario,” 
and there doesn’t, “seem to be a game plan 
that we can access here. So we’re developing 
our own.

“We are taking steps now,” said Donohue, 
“to address this issue in our community so, 
province, you need to get on board with how 
are you going to fund this,” because property 
taxes aren’t going to do it. 

robert@thevalleygazette.ca

Continued from page 2.

ROBERT FISHER
Staff Reporter

PEMBROKE - Warden Peter Emon won re-election for 
the next year at the Dec. 10 inaugural session of council for 
the County of Renfrew by an 11-6 vote. Coun. Rob Weir, 
mayor of the Township of Greater Madawaska also ran for 
the position. 

Coun. Jennifer Murphy moved that the ballots be destroyed 
and was seconded by Coun. Mark MacKenzie from McNab/
Braeside. Before calling the vote, Weir invoked his right to 
examine the ballots. 

Following a break, Emon made a ceremonial walk to his 
seat and welcomed the assembled council and audience 
saying that they had, “witness(ed) democracy in action.” 
He thanked council for their professionalism and said their 
dedication has resulted in council becoming an increasingly 
respectful place of governance. 

Emon highlighted the many positives of the region, 
including its natural features, growing agriculture sector, 
tourism opportunities and, “our innovative health-care 
network. “We live and guide a very special place.”

The warden highlighted the opportunities and challenges 
the county faces, spoke about the strategic and operational 
plans that will guide the region for the next year and beyond 
and reiterated the need for a, “rebalanced and sustainable 
fiscal relationship between the three levels of government.”

He recognized those who had nominated him for the role 
in previous years and appreciated the “kind words” of Coun. 
James Brose, mayor of North Algona Wilberforce and Coun. 
Anne Giardini, mayor of Laurentian Hills for nominating 
and seconding his nomination, respectively, this year. He 
also thanked Weir for standing for election and expressing 
a vision, “that is shared by many of us in these chambers.”

The ballots were destroyed following Emon’s remarks.

Committees
Council passed bylaw 1-25 to establish the standing 

committees for the coming year, which are: Corporate 
Services (Coun. Jennifer Murphy chair, Coun. David Mayville 
vice chair), Operations (Coun. Glen Doncaster chair, Coun. 
Dan Lynch vice chair), Development & Property (Brose 
chair, Weir vice chair), Health (Coun. Michael Donohue 
chair, Coun. Neil Nicholson vice chair) and Community 

Services (Giardini chair, Coun. Debbie Grills, vice chair). 
Council also approved the following ad hoc committees: 
Algonquins of Pikwakanagan, Community Health Programs 
Advisory Committee, Highway 17 Committee, Land 
Division Committee, Municipal Accessibility Advisory 
Committee, Warming Centre Committee, Recreational Trails 
Advisory Committee, Climate Action Advisory Committee, 
Transportation Advisory Committee.

The standing committee structure is changing for 2025. 
Committees will now operate as a committee of the whole rather 
than subsets of the full council to attempt to reduce overlap in 
responsibilities and improve efficiency of the council. 

robert@thevalleygazette.ca

Emon re-elected warden for 2025

Warden Peter Emon speaks to council and assembled guests at the Dec. 10 meeting for the County of Renfrew 
following his re-election as warden for 2025. 					                YouTube screen capture

The people that made the warming centre happen. From left, Garry Davis, Building 
Infrastructure Coordinator; Commander Amber Hultink, County of Renfrew Paramedic 
Service; Denis Lazary, Supervisor of Technical Services; Barb Tierney, Mesa Coordinator; 
Chief Administrative Officer Craig Kelley; Tara Edeh, Regional Manager, Ontario 
Addiction Treatment Centre (OACT) Pembroke; Jason Davis, Director of Development 
and Property, and Jenni Pinkerton, Clinical Lead/RPN, OACT.      County of Renfrew photo



Keetch’s Building Supplies 
613-757-2616  |  6 North St, Killaloe

C.A. Reiche & Sons Ltd. 
613-735-4104  |  Hwy 41, PembroKe

Eganville Country Depot 
613-628-2272  |  Hwy 41, 60 W. egaNville

SHOP ONLINE
www.careiche.ca

Keetch’s Building Supplies 
613-757-2616  |  6 North St, Killaloe

C.A. Reiche & Sons Ltd. 
613-735-4104  |  Hwy 41, PembroKe

Eganville Country Depot 
613-628-2272  |  Hwy 41, 60 W. egaNville

SHOP ONLINE
www.careiche.ca
In-Stock Spring Flooring 

Clear Out - NOW ON!
Wood Pellets

Now Available!

IN THIS ISSUE

Serving Barry’s Bay and Neighbours weekly

alley
The

GAZETTE
LOCAL NEWS, LOCAL PEOPLE. OUR COMMUNITY NEWSPAPER.Wednesday, January 8, 2025 Vol. 16 - Issue 1VV

KHR council.................3

MV council...................4

RVH CEO retires..........9

Ottawa Valley IPV........10

MVDS Christmas  
fair..............................13

Year in Review....14&15

MV Wolves.................16

$3.00 
tax included
Agreement # 42064023
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Happy New Year
From all of us at the Valley Gazette

Editor’s note: This is the second instalment of the Gazette 
series on homelessness in Renfrew County.

PEMBROKE – The first story in this series looked at 
the new warming centre operated by the Renfrew County 
Mesa program in coordination with the Ontario Addictions 
Treatment Centre (OATC) (see our Dec. 18 edition). We also 
spoke with Insp. Stephan Neufeld, detachment commander 
with the Upper Ottawa Valley OPP, about the approach his 
force is taking to the issue of homelessness and how the role 
the new Mobile Crisis Response Team is playing.

This instalment will look at the The Grind in Pembroke and 
the work they are doing on the frontline to serve the homeless 
community, and the issue of long-term stable housing. 

The Grind, created by former-OPP officer Jerry Novak; who 
still serves as executive director, began as an organization 
geared to helping people in need, particularly youth, in the 
community. It’s mission and breadth of operation has grown 
over the years as other organizations shuttered and needs of 
the community expanded. The location in Pembroke provides 
hot meals in a dine-in setting and an all-day coffee shop 
where people can feel safe. They do a breakfast program 
Monday through Friday, lunch Tuesday through Friday and 
have a Cordon Bleu-trained chef on staff. 

“It basically started out as a coffee house for people to 
come in out of the cold, to have a safe place that was non-
judgemental and supportive,” said manager Tina Spurrell. 
“We’ve grown exponentially.”

The Grind provides access to mental health supports and 
can connect those in the homeless community with other 
supports they may need, including health supports, sexual 
assault victim support and Ontario Works. While not a food 
bank, they do have a well-stocked pantry and can provide 
food to people on an emergency basis. There is a rack of 
shelves with clothing available for people to take. 

The warming centre does not have showers or laundry 
facilities for those using the centre. The Grind has an 
arrangement with a local laundromat to provide vouchers 
so people in the homeless community can get clothes cleaned 
and is in the process of installing laundry facilities on site. 
They also have shower facilities available. A hair stylist 
comes to The Grind once a month to cut hair and a dental 
hygienist who comes regularly.

The Grind works to serve the homeless community

Story continued on page 2.
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“We have a number of programs aimed at supporting 
those who are marginalized, homeless, those with 
addictions and mental health issues,” Spurrell continued. 
“Often (mental health and addictions) go hand in hand, so 
as we’re growing, we’re recognizing the needs and where 
to fill the gaps.” 

Showers are only available to the homeless community, 
including those who are precariously housed and may not 
have regular access to showers. 

The Grind does not charge for any of the services or 
programs it offers. 

“Every person is unique and treated uniquely and the 
supports we offer are geared to what they need,” Spurrell 
explained. 

The missing piece in the equation is stable, long-term 
housing. Spurrell recognizes it and, in her view, the biggest 
issues are cost and availability. An individual on income 
support can’t afford the $1,200 per month cost of a one-
bedroom apartment. 

“I was just speaking with a client this morning,” she said, 
“who’s moving to a new house for a room and he says he 
got a deal. It’s $500 a month. For a room.” If utilities are on 
top of the basic rent, the cost quickly gets out of reach. “If 
you’re getting, let’s say, an apartment for $1,200 a month, 
there’s not a lot left over,” for food and other basic needs. 
“There’s also the availability issue.”

Some who are homeless will gravitate to Pembroke 
because of the other services available – the hospital, 
the OATC and other services; increasing the demand for 
available housing. There is also a student population from 
Algonquin College who need housing, further stressing 
the available supply. 

“There’s a lot of availability that is highly unsuitable 
and it’s very unfortunate that quite often these people rent 
these facilities and are taken advantage of.

“It’s the availability and the cost of living, I believe,” 
Spurrell said, that are the barriers to achieving stable 
housing within the homeless community. 

One objective, outlined by Neufeld in his discussion with 
the Gazette, was to catch people upstream. That means 
having services and interventions available to help people 
before they get to a point where substance use or mental 
health issues get too advanced. LGBTQ+ youth make up 
between 25 and 40 per cent of the homeless community 
in Canada, according to information from the Canada 
Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC). They are 
also seven times more likely to suffer from substance abuse, 
five times more likely to have mental health concerns and 
twice as likely as the general population to experience 
poverty or homelessness. 

Spurrell acknowledges that catching individuals 
upstream is not a straightforward issue. In some cases a 
person may not know where to go to get help. They may 
not be ready. In the case of LGBTQ+ youth, they may not 
feel comfortable going to a teacher or guidance counsellor. 
“It’s a culmination of determining the needs of the client 
and figuring out how to get them,” the help they need. “I 
don’t think there’s one true answer.” 

Members of Indigenous communities may have other 
complicating factors that are generational, based on how 
Indigenous communities have been treated by settlers over 
centuries. “Perhaps similar issues,” Spurrell suggested, 
“but completely different in how they came to be or how 
they were formed.”

For LGBTQ+ youth, a supportive family may make 
accessing needed assistance easier than those whose home 
environments are unsupportive or actually hostile. An 
LGBTQ+ youth in an unsupportive home may just keep 
quiet and not seek out help, which could exacerbate any 
mental health issues they are experiencing.

The Grind, Spurrell explained, treats everyone as a 
human being and with the respect and dignity they deserve 
regardless of race, creed, sexuality or gender. She would 
like to think that more information and education may help 
reduce some of the stigma around LGBTQ+ individuals 
even in their own homes and quoted Oprah Winfrey saying, 
“When you know better, you do better.”

She followed up to say, “We definitely need more supports 
at an earlier age to recognize behaviours or concerns. Or 
having outlets where somebody who, perhaps can’t talk to 
their family or their teacher; somewhere that they can talk 
to somebody. Anonymously, if need be. 

“There needs to be more one-on-one recognition that 
this child is going through something,” and needs support. 

People can be very shut off and disconnected when 
dealing with personal issues or if they feel the system has 
let them down. “If you respect them and you get to know 
them, they open up and you’re better able to support them.”

The Grind also owns a small transitional housing space 

which is operated by Pembroke Regional Hospital Mental 
Health Services for clients who are coming out of treatment. 

Spurrell said it is unfortunate that more attention is 
given to instances where intervention and support was 
not successful and not enough is paid to the successes. 
“The majority of clients that come here, I would rather 
spend a day with them than many other people. You learn 
to love them.”

Housing
Experts who work with homeless communities and on 

trying to solve the homelessness crisis say that long-term 
stable housing is a key component to people getting the 
support they need and provide an atmosphere of confidence 
for individuals transitioning out of homelessness. 

Jason Davis, director of development and property, 
agrees. The biggest impediment is funding.

“100 per cent,” he said. Achieving stable housing is an 
objective and Davis feels the Mesa program can play a role 
in getting to that point because of the work it is doing to 
co-ordinate and bring together disparate groups who have 
been working independently on the issue of homelessness 
in Renfrew County.

Another key is to combine the housing with the 
complementary wraparound supports people need to help 
them re-integrate into the broader community. 

“When we’re dealing with individuals that are on 
the street, part and parcel of the wraparound support is 
ensuring that they have the right access to programs,” Davis 
explained, which is part of what the Mesa program does. 

Davis acknowledges the warming centre is not a 
permanent solution. The county has some transitional 
housing and is creating new transitional housing units in 
the Carefor location in Pembroke. 

Transitional housing, Davis believes, can be part of the 
solution provided that the supports are in place and that 
the term of the housing is suitable to give people time to 
achieve stability before moving on to permanent housing. 
The Mesa program is the bridge to ensuring the needed 
supports are available as a person moves through what he 
calls the housing continuum. 

“Once they’re in that program of transition housing, they 
then get ensured that they have access to the right programs, 
whether it’s ODSP (Ontario Disability Support Program), 
whether it’s community services programs. To ensure they 
have the right ID, to ensure that they have the right access 
to either community paramedicine or doctors.”

Some communities have created tiny home communities 
for the homeless. One program in Fredericton, called 
12 Neighbours, provides housing in small, fully-
functional, self-contained tiny homes in a setting where 
the wraparound supports are available and works with 
community members to help them transition to employment 
on a timeline that suits their needs. Oshawa has a tiny 
home pilot program. The City of Peterborough built a 
tiny home community of transitional housing. It differs 
in that the units are not fully self-contained. Residents 
must use communal bathroom facilities. A project in the 
planning stages in Bancroft called Little Blue Cabins is 
a similar transitional housing plan with sleeping cabins 
and communal eating and bathroom spaces. 

A tiny home pilot program launched in early November in 
Lower Sackville, NS. The project is a partnership between 

the provincial and local governments, and private-sector 
companies The Shaw Group and Dexter Construction as 
well as the charity The United Way. The pilot started with 
26 single units and four double units that can house up to 
24 people. An additional 35 units are coming on stream 
which will house up to 35 more individuals. The units are 
fully functional and come fully furnished. Rent is set at 30 
per cent of the tenant’s gross income and includes utilities 
(shelter costs). Thirty per cent of gross income for shelter 
costs is a well-used measure of affordability. The province 
provided $9.4 million for construction costs and annual 
operating costs are expected to be about $1 million (the 
province is providing $935,000). 

The county has applied to the province for a HART Hub. 
HART stands for Homelessness and Addiction Recovery 
Treatment. Those projects include a housing component 
and Davis said the county is hopeful their application 
will be successful. The program also includes the needed 
wraparound supports for individuals. 

Davis said the county is reviewing its Renfrew Community 
Housing Corporation portfolio, looking to renew and 
revitalize properties and take advantage of opportunities 
to expand the portfolio through converting larger units to 
smaller to increase the number of units available. He is also 
hopeful that cost reductions from making locations more 
efficient can be used to build new units. 

“Anytime we have to do a major renovation for a 
building, especially the single-family detached or our 
townhomes, we want to say, instead of renovating to a 
brand new building at one (unit), we’re going to two or 
three for one.” He gave examples of one detached home 
that was converted to a duplex and, with funding from the 
province and federal government, another single detached 
home that will be converted to a triplex. Additional staff 
have also been hired to help maintain the properties. The 
county also recently purchased an old school building 
in Deep River that will be converted to housing in  
some form. 

While the project in Deep River may not be housing 
specifically for homeless individuals, creating more 
housing frees up space that can be used for new people 
entering the county housing system. 

The Gazette reported previously that the county will 
be investigating the possibility of creating a municipal 
services corporation that will have as part of its mandate 
the construction if new housing projects. “The cost benefit 
may not be there,” Davis said, “but if it’s there, then let’s 
look at that,” which could be another part of the solution. 

The director said there may be opportunities in the plan 
the federal government announced last year  to make 
a catalogue of pre-approved plans available based on 
wartime housing the government built after the Second 
World War. The first iteration of the Housing Design 
Catalogue was to have been released in December with 
about 50 pre-approved designs. The biggest issue, Davis 
noted, is funding. “We’re always handcuffed by funding.” 
The county has plenty of land available for housing. Paying 
for it is the issue. 

“There’s lots of stuff going on,” Davis enthused, “but we 
need the funds.” Some funding comes with conditions that 
may not be suitable for Renfrew County, either. 

“Why handcuff us. Give us the funds, we can build.”
robert@thevalleygazette.ca

Story continued from page 1.

The Grind in Pembroke provides meals, laundry and other services to people experiencing homelessness in Renfrew County.
Robert Fisher photo
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