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On Monday, Feb. 25, Gwenda Temple, tenant services support person for the H.O.M.E.S Project, held a presentation at the Salvation Army in Nipawin to bring awareness of some of the problems landlords and tenants have in this community. Each letter in HOMES represents objectives the project hoped to achieve. H represents health, hope and homes; O represents opportunity and ownership; M represents mentoring; E represents employability, experience, education and economics; S represents safe, support, skills and service

The project was set up through grant money by the H.O.M.E.S. Committee as a means of helping the homeless or those at risk of becoming homeless find and maintain safe housing. It was expected to find the underlying causes of homelessness in relation to landlord/tenant issues and try to come up with potential remedies. Through this, it was hoped that a strategic plan would be found to improve the landlord/tenant relationship and find services available to help the people at risk.

Although the project was originally intended to last only six months, it ended up being extended to one year, and will be over at the end of March.

Over the past year, Temple worked with about 60 at risk families, helping them to make connections for both their housing and personal situations. The two are very closely connected and as such, she provided any needed referrals to community agencies.

She believes housing in Nipawin has been improved with both tenants and landlords sharing information with her. Through her work, Temple has seen the messes and damage that some landlords are left with when a tenant moves out, as well as some of the inadequate conditions some tenants are living in.

Temple has tried to mediate and build positive relationships between the landlords, tenants and the community through such projects as landlord/tenant meetings, Tenants Helping Tenants and the Yard Pride contest.

Tenants Helping Tenants, was a project in which the landlord provided the paint and some tools, the Oasis Centre helped with some of the tools and guidance, and the tenants provided the work. It was deemed to be very successful for both sides, with other tenants showing up to help the renters with the work. 

In the Yard Pride contest, Nipawin Housing Authority with help from Communities in Bloom and the Oasis Centre, encouraged anybody renting a home to look after their yard. Renters were automatically entered and at the finale, held at Central Park at the end of the season, prizes donated by local businesses were handed out in various categories. Although the event went over very well, Temple feels it could have used more support.

"It was missing important people," she explained, "you can win prizes, but if you've got the mayor pat you on the back and say, 'wow, way to go', that makes you feel like pushing that lawnmower. I think having them there would have gone a long way to making people proud of winning."

Temple added that projects such as these could go a long way towards solving many of the problems and they are something the whole community could be involved in.

"I think the community could be a huge help," said Temple. "Everybody has different skills and abilities and we could put them together. For example, if we had a landlord willing to buy the supplies and then had a carpenter from the community come in and show the tenants how to fix things."

Another objective was reviewing social and economical circumstances of the people who needed her help to overcome barriers that might have an impact on their ability to have adequate housing. She would then provide assistance with such needs as money management, nutrition, home management, scheduling and attending appointments. One of the biggest surprises she received was in realizing the number of seniors who, with no family living nearby, fit into this category. She sees a huge need for a trustee program for seniors.

She also helped put together a Community Service Directory to put people in touch with the appropriate agencies for things such as counselling, financial assistance, employment assistance, parenting skills and family issues.

Nipawin has many programs available to help people, but there are still some who fall through the cracks.

Knowing who will help can be a bit tricky as Temple found out the hard way. She tells of trying to get help for a family that she felt needed some immediate counselling. 

"I phoned some churches and got no answer, although I did get an answering machine and received a couple of callbacks who said they couldn't come. I always thought if we reached out there was help there, but it wasn't until I came across the Salvation Army and Captain Michael and Captain Susan were both able to get there that afternoon."

It seems that one of the biggest problems is the seeming indifference of the people of the community.

She cites the growing drug problems as a huge part of the problem and feels that people are turning a blind eye to it.

"The drugs and abuse in this town, we are not talking about the news here, we're not talking about Saskatoon, we are talking about our community in Nipawin. We have a drug problem."

Although conditions such as drug abuse and family violence are associated with housing problems and affect the entire community, attendance at the meeting was low. Temple believes that people in town are aware of these problems, but they just don't know what to do or are scared to get involved. She thinks that getting town council involved would help.

When asked how they could help, Temple replied, "I think that they very much have to be aware or admit to the problem. The town sets the whole space as to what you are going to do with things." 

She suggested incentives such as a saving on taxes for home improvement, making it financially easier or turning empty buildings into homes. 

"They don't seem to be as interested in wanting to hear about it as I think they should be, because they could do a lot for it," she added.

One of the biggest changes that need to be made is in people's attitude. "If you can change peoples attitude, you can change a whole lot," said Temple.

"There are some atrocious conditions out there and lack of respect from all sides, from the whole community, that need to be addressed."

Although the project will be over soon, Temple would like to see some of what she has started to put in place continue.

Anybody interested in volunteering their time and skills to help out can call the Oasis Centre.

