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Executive Summary 

The intent of this report is to identify and examine the current and emerging social issues within the community 

and to provide a community snapshot of the current social resources available to residents of West Kelowna.  

 

Research into emerging social issues was conducted during the months of December 2017 and January 2018. The 

West Kelowna Partners for a Healthy Downtown (WK PHD) provided permission to recruit interviewees from their 

volunteer membership. Over 35 interviews were held with local, regional, provincial and First Nations 

stakeholders and several community-based meetings were attended such as the West Kelowna Crime Prevention 

Roundtable in December 2017, to assist in understanding the current issues and resources available to West 

Kelowna residents. A thematic analysis revealed 28 different themes1 with regard to current social issues within 

the community and the top 5 common themes discussed among community members and service providers 

include:  

1. Barriers to Accessing Individual and Family Services; 

2. Food Security; 

3. Homelessness; 

4. Housing Affordability & Accessibility; and  

5. Lack Mental Health & Substance Use (MHSU) Services in West Kelowna.  
 

The recommendations provided in this report have been suggested based on the 28 overarching themes 

generated through qualitative interviews with local social service providers. Stemming from these themes, 4 long 

term/ongoing recommendations have been identified, including: 

  

1. Advocate and Support for an Increase of Individual and Family Supports;  
2. Advocate and Support for a Regional Social Action Planning Strategy;  
3. Advocate and Support with Planning, Developing and Implementing a Local Day/Warming Centre; and 

4. Advocate and Support Increased Visible Crime Prevention Presence.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
1 See Appendix A: Common Themes Table 
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Background 

Despite being one of the wealthiest provinces in Canada, 14.8% of the Provincial population (678,000 British 

Columbians), live in poverty according to the Market Basket Measure2. BC’s child poverty rate is 1 in 5 and BC has 

maintained the highest rate of child poverty in the nation for over a decade. Most poor people are considered to 

be part of the ‘working poor’, and about a third of BC’s poor children live in families where at least one parent has 

a full-time job. In March 2016, over 100,000 people in BC used food banks, and almost a third of them were 

children. According to the BC Poverty Reduction Coalition, the cost to the Provincial Government for not 

addressing issues of poverty is estimated at $8-9 billion annually. In contrast, the cost of a comprehensive 

Provincial poverty reduction plan is estimated at $3-4 billion annually (1). 

 

Housing and homelessness have been top issues for many British Columbian cities in the last two years, as local 

governments grapple with increasing numbers of homeless people, renters who say they’re being evicted with no 

place to go, and working couples who can’t afford to buy anything suitable for family living as sale prices continue 

to soar (2). Other issues local governments continue to struggle with in their communities are increasing levels of 

poverty, drug use, panhandling, mental health, break-and-enters and increased levels of homelessness, as 

evidenced in the presence of people sleeping in stairwells, alleys, parks and business frontages.  

 

Municipalities in the Okanagan also share a multitude of challenging social issues. Kelowna has been identified as 

one of the least affordable cities in Canada, along with major metropolitan centres such as Vancouver and 

Toronto. Kelowna and surrounding Okanagan communities like West Kelowna are highly prized locales to reside 

and vacation in and for these reasons, housing across the spectrum is increasingly difficult to access, due to limited 

supply and increasing land costs as recently confirmed by the City of Kelowna 2017 Housing Needs Assessment 

(3). Vernon and Penticton, which share similar population sizes to West Kelowna, are examples of other local 

Okanagan communities that are increasingly having to address the emergence of social issues.  

 

In terms of the local context, West Kelowna incorporated as its own municipality in 2007. In the decade following 

incorporation, much has been accomplished to develop a distinct community in terms of capital infrastructure 

improvements and adoption of new policy documents and master plans to guide the future of the community. In 

fact, West Kelowna has been so successful in development that the community is about to become the 3rd largest 

community in the Okanagan in terms of population size (4). There is certainly much to celebrate and yet there is 

much more work to do that includes addressing the same social issues all municipalities with a growing population 

confront such as homelessness, mental health and substance use.  

 

To-date, the City has recognized the importance of social sustainability by embedding social policies into the City’s 

first Official Community Plan (OCP). Many of the objectives, polices, and actions included in the OCP demonstrate 

                                                           
2 Based on concepts developed by Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), the Market Basket Measure (MBM) is a 
measure of low income based on the cost of a specified basket of goods and services representing a modest, basic standard of living. 
Taken into consideration are the costs of specified qualities and quantities of food, clothing, footwear, transportation, a shelter and other 
expenses for a reference family of two adults aged 25 to 49 and two children aged 9 and 13. 
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that the City is aware of the importance of addressing social issues. However, it should be noted that there has 

been an increase in social issues in West Kelowna in recent years such as the rise of visible homelessness, 

panhandling, youth problematic behavior, discarded harm reduction supplies and substance misuse. There has 

been much public discussion regarding concerns of increasing homelessness and presence of homeless camps in 

the community that has triggered responses from the local community. In response to this emerging social, West 

Kelowna City Council has included homelessness as part of their 2017- 2018 Strategic Priorities:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Excerpt from City of West Kelowna 2018 Strategic Priorities 

2018 Priorities 

Project Details Status Completion Date Lead 

1. Homelessness  Set up community group including 
WFN to make recommendations 

 Complete social issues white paper 
(March 2018) 

 Advocate for improved services for 
West Kelowna residents 

 

ongoing 

CAO/ 
General 
Manager of 
Development 
Services 

 

Community Response  

The community-level response to the increasing emergence of social issues in our growing community has been 

driven by local community members, faith-based organizations and not-for-profit organizations. The local 

response really began in earnest in 2012 with the development of the West Kelowna Youth Advisory Committee 

(WK YAC) (which functioned from 2012 – 2015). This committee formed in response to the increasing incidences 

of youth homelessness. Participation in this group included the RDCO, Westbank United Church, Okanagan Boys 

and Girls Club West Youth Centre, School District No. 23 and local parishes. At the time of formation, this group 

identified approximately 40 West Kelowna youth experiencing homelessness. The group identified three areas of 

action: Transportation, Food, and Residential. In all three areas, the action groups developed successful activities 

that supported youth in accessing reliable transportation to a shelter and reliable access to nutritionally-balanced 

home-cooked meals. The WK YAC led to the development of the West Kelowna Partners for Healthy Downtown 

(WK PHD) (2015 – present). The WK PHD is comprised of City of West Kelowna and Westbank First Nations Staff 

and operates as a crime prevention community network that functions to share information about the occurrence 

of, and services available for various crime and social issues facing the community’s core. Committee 

members/attendees of the WKPHD meetings include persons or services that come into contact with vulnerable 

populations and/or individuals of potential neighbourhood concern (5).  

In addition to the above-mentioned WK YAC and WK PHD, local faith-based organizations have also began offering 

services in response to these local issues. Emmanuel Church began offering temporary shelter services in 2015 
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which has led to the development of the West Kelowna Shelter Society (WKSS) in the summer of 2017, which runs 

a shelter program with a capacity of 25 shelter mats. Additionally, Westbank United Church is engaging in food 

security services through Community Meals every Monday, Wednesday and Friday and participating in a network 

of local faith-based communities providing daily meals to youth in West Kelowna. The rise of social issues such as 

homelessness and hunger has inspired a strong grassroots community-based response involving 9 local parishes 

and close to 200 volunteers. However this alone is not enough and requires a further examination of what social 

issues are of the greatest challenge to community residents, which agencies are already engaging with the issues, 

which agencies are best positioned to address the issues and what kind of further recommendations should be 

considered for support and advocacy to improve our community.  

Typically, the general practice for many West Kelowna residents when seeking service for a social issue is to travel 

to downtown Kelowna. Accessing services in Kelowna when you are a West Kelowna resident can be challenging, 

not only because of distance and what that means in terms of access to transportation, but also because of 

limitations around funding and knowing which agency is funded to support residents of Kelowna or residents of 

the Central Okanagan. In addition, many Kelowna social services are overwhelmed and overrun preventing them 

from being as responsive as a West Kelowna resident may need them to be. The travel over Bennett Bridge has 

been widely discussed through the interviews, meetings, media and local community discussions. Historically, the 

travel over Bennett Bridge has been challenging with various delays especially during peak travel times, accidents, 

inclement weather and the tourist season. For West Kelowna residents who have limited or no access to reliable 

transportation, the Bennett Bridge has been identified as a significant barrier. This barrier becomes a double 

edged sword for low-income earners who are seeking financial/housing supports in Kelowna but are employed in 

West Kelowna. The same can also be applied to youth who attend school in West Kelowna but need to seek social 

and mental health supports in Kelowna. The Bridge has also been identified in the case of emergencies, especially 

with traffic from Peachland, as concerning as the only other accessible emergency services would be located in 

the City of Penticton. General consensus by interviewed stakeholders is that the access to services within Kelowna 

has become increasingly challenging requiring that the community and the City of West Kelowna encourage, 

support and advocate for the location of Individual and Family Social Services in West Kelowna, including 

Emergency Health Services.  
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Methods 

As the examination of social issues has not been comprehensively studied in West Kelowna to-date, it was 

necessary to perform qualitative research to better understand what the current social issues are, what is 

currently being done and what further areas of support and advocacy are needed to improve our community. The 

primary method used was semi-structured interviews with the population closest and most organized to 

understand the emerging social issues, predominantly member participants of the WK PHD. Further recruitment 

of interviewees was performed through verbal and electronic referrals made by WK PHD member participants. 

 

Interviews were conducted through a semi-structured questionnaire that generally asked the following questions:  

 How long have you served and/or lived in West Kelowna? 

 What services do you offer?’ What services do you see are needed? 

 What are the barriers to accessing those services that are available?  

 What in general do you see as the most challenging social issues in West Kelowna? 

 Do you have recommendations for addressing these issues? 
 

Where possible, service usage data that demonstrated changes with regard to service access was also requested 

as summarized in Table 1 below: 

 

Table 1: Service in West Kelowna and Related Service Usage Data3 

                                                           
3 not exhaustive – unable to contact service or service has not started ie PIERS Homelessness Prevention Program 

Name of Service Provider Service Usage 

West Kelowna Shelter Society 
(temporary service ‘cold-weather’ 
shelter open nightly everyday from 
November to March) 

Mats 25 

Breakfast 25 – 27 

Lunch 25 

Dinner 30 

Shower 25 

Laundry 25 

Westbank United Church Community Lunch (Monday, 
Wednesday, Friday: 11: 30am – 
1:00pm) 
$5/meal 
$3.50/donation real cost $1.50/meal 
Budget max $1,500 per week 
($6,000/mos) 

30 – 81 meals served M, W, 
F. Lunch numbers are higher 
on Wednesday and Friday 
*94 people served for 2017 
Thanksgiving meal 

Thriftstore $10 Vouchers (1/per 
month per person) 

Amount in Voucher 
Distribution 
Sep – $260 
Oct – $200 
Nov – $330 
Dec – $200 

RDCO Crime Prevention Program – 
volunteer recruitment and retention 

Community Policing (Citizens on 
Patrol) 

41 volunteers 
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4 Reconnect is a program of the Okanagan Boys and Girls Clubs that provides outreach, support, referral, mediation and advocacy for 
high-risk youth that are homeless or at-risk of homelessness, aged 13 to 18 years. 

that includes 
education/promotion/awareness 
-network through email list and 
social media groups 

Speedwatch 41 volunteers 

Neighborhood Watch 45 volunteers 

Business Watch In development 

Okanagan Boys & Girls Club 
(Westside Youth Centre) 

Meals 40/day 

Reconnect4  15 

Housing 2 

Mental Health 4 

Youth Centre (served & visits) 2017 Served: 382 
2017 Visits: 9763 

Salvation Army – Thrift Store and 
Community Life Centre 
(usage is Central Okanagan) 

Christmas Assistance Program Families: 598 
Children: 1092 

Mat program (cold weather protocol: 
2wks) 

295 

Ministry of Social Development, 
Poverty Reduction (MDSPR) - 
West Kelowna 2017 

Disability 
Income  

617  

Income Assistance 390 

Comfort Assistance (no living portion) 38 

Okanagan Regional Library – 
Westside Branch 

Community Public Space – many 
programs operate out of here and 
there is capacity to add more targeted 
and collaborative programming 

 Wifi & Computer Access 

 Computers, Project Literacy and 
KCR  

 People visits 2016: 
108,141 

 198 programs: 10,700 
participants 

 Outside groups: 50; 345 
participants 

BC Housing (does not include 
partnerships with service providers 
for HOP and HPP programs) – West 
Kelowna 

Rental Assistance in the private 
market (families and Seniors) 
 

12 

Transitional Supported and Assisted 
Living (Seniors, Special Needs, Fleeing 
domestic violence) 

63 

Independent Social Housing (Families 
& Seniors) 

123 

Rent Assistance in the Private Market 
(Families & Seniors) 
 

135 
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In addition to the semi-structured interviews, the consultant also attended 3 WK PHD meetings, the Greater 

Westside Board of Trade (GWBoT) Crime Prevention Roundtable, a Poverty Reduction Strategy Meeting (Kelowna) 

hosted by SPARC-BC5 and the Journey Home Community Summit (Kelowna) hosted by City of Kelowna. A thematic 

analysis of the content obtained through the interviews and attendance at these meetings with service providers 

produced 28 over-arching themes6, with the five most prominent themes summarized in the next section of this 

report.  

 

  

                                                           
5 The Social Planning and Research Council of British Columbia (SPARC BC) was established in 1966 and is a leader in applied social 
research, social policy analysis and community development approaches to social justice. Our mission is to work with communities in 
building a just and healthy society for all. We are a non-partisan, registered non-profit society and a federally registered charity. We are a 
provincial organization with over 16,000 members, governed by a Board of Directors that is representative of all regions of British 
Columbia. 
6 See APPENDIX A: Common Themes Table 

Affordable Home Ownership 5 

John Howard Society - West Kelowna Adult and Youth Restorative Justice 
Program (RCMP referral based) 

4 new files per month. 
28.5% males 
71.5% females 

Central Okanagan Food Bank 
2545 Churchill Rd, West Kelowna 

Low-barrier food security n/a - contact was unavailable 

WorkBC – Maximus – West Kelowna Resource centre offers workshops, 
labour market information, job boards 
and occasional support from staff 
members. Work search, EI benefits 
and Reachback, or Income Assistance. 

n/a – contact unavailable 
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Summary of Findings7 

Emerging social issues in West Kelowna are driven by challenges with affordability and accessibility regarding the 

basics of shelter, food, medicine and education. Low income to lower-end middle income families (household 

income range of $18,421 to $76,770) are struggling to retain housing, access nutritious food and medicine and 

this further challenges youth and families in accessing education and social supports. This section outlines the five 

most prominent themes with regard to the current and emerging social issues in West Kelowna that became 

evident through the research interviews conducted in December 2017 and January 2018 and from attendance at 

meetings regarding emerging local social issues.  

1. Barriers to Accessing Individual and Family Social Services 
 

The most prominent theme that arose was the inability of West Kelowna residents to access basic services due to 

the location of these services in Kelowna. Thus, many West Kelowna residents have to travel to Kelowna to access 

these services. This geographic barrier has greatly contributed to an escalation in social issues in complex ways 

depending on the service being sought (i.e. housing, food, income, medicine, and education). In a limited way, 

existing service providers located in Kelowna are starting to perform outreach in response to an identified need/ 

request by the WK PHD and provide social services to community residents of West Kelowna. For example, 

Partners in Resources (PIERS), a non-profit based in Kelowna that provides person-centered employment services, 

life skills coaching, as well as support with housing and financial management issues, has a staff member providing 

service out of the West United Church Monday to Friday 9am – 12pm. Currently, this resource is limited to 3rd 

party8 referrals from the Ministry of Social Development, Poverty Reduction (MSDPR). However, shortly the 

service will be expanding to offer housing support services to a limited number of clients through the Federal 

Homelessness Prevention Program.More recently, a MSDPR Outreach Worker has become accessible on Tuesdays 

at the Okanagan Regional Library and then Wednesdays at the West United Church. However this access is 

complicated by resident’s lack of awareness and understanding of what the existing services are and how to access 

the different services. By the time this paper is delivered, a Kelowna Gospel Mission Outreach Worker will also be 

providing limited one day per week outreach casework services. 

 

2. Food Security 
 

“Monday, Wednesday & Friday are my favorite days because I feel loved.” – Community Member 

speaking about West United Church Community Meal Service, 2017. 

In West Kelowna, there are diverse spaces through which residents can currently access social resources that 

strive to prevent food insecurity and increase food security. Most identifiable is the West Kelowna Community 

Food Bank where registered clients can access the foodbank once every 30 days. Hampers are based on the size 

of household and are designed to last 5 – 7 days. Other programs and services West Kelowna residents can access 

from the foodbank are Tiny Bundles, Kids Snack Pack, Christmas hampers and toys, Client referrals, Community 

garden, daily bakery items & buns, emergency hampers, free shoe vouchers, and home deliveries (for those with 

                                                           
7 See Appendix A: Common Themes Table 
8 3rd party referrals are for people who are unable to access the office of MSDPR and need a 3rd party to coordinate access. 



Page 12 of 25 
  

mobility challenges). The three main populations that regularly access the food banks are those on social 

assistance, those living with a disability and the working poor (6).  

 

In recent years, West Kelowna service providers have begun to work hard to ensure 

there is equitable access to food. Westbank United Church offers a Community 

Meal Program three days per week and serves 30 to 80 individuals per meal. The 

community meals began in March of 2017 and the Meal Program is looking to 

eventually expand the service to a full-week meal service. Approximately nine local 

faith based organizations are collaborating to provide daily hot meals to the 

Okanagan Boys and Girls Club (OKBGC) Westside Youth Centre (i.e. West United 

Church provides dinner for 40 youth once a week), and this work began in 2012 and 

continues to be maintained and coordinated through the Youth Centre. West 

Kelowna Shelter Society (WKSS) offers breakfast and dinner (serves 25 – 30 meals; 

includes bagged lunches)9. Salvation Army provides emergency food vouchers and 

access to their Rutland Hamper services to West Kelowna residents who have 

exhausted food bank access. There are two Salvation Army outreach workers that 

will assist with transportation for the Hamper service. The Beyond the Bell program 

serves 40 youth per day a nutritious snack as part of a YMCA afterschool program 

that is run out of George Pringle Elementary School. There are efforts by the Central 

Okanagan Food Bank, WKSS, and Westbank United Church to increase the security 

of these food pathways, recognizing that the WKSS is a cold weather shelter and 

their seasonal closure will result in a significant loss of accessible meals in the 

community. 

 

In terms of the anecdotal effect of providing community meal services, the 

Westbank United Church has noticed that once they started providing food, the 

incidence of vandalism and graffiti in the area decreased. Additionally, members of 

Westbank United Church assert that the community that accesses their meal 

program have become protective of the space and often are found preventing 

vandalism and graffiti.  

 

3. Homelessness 
 

Currently, there is significant Federal and Provincial government interest in reducing chronic homelessness10 as 

evidenced through various Housing First initiatives (7) (8) and recent Federal and Provincial budget 

announcements to increase housing accessibility and affordability. There are great examples across the nation 

and provincially of various successful campaigns to end homelessness (9) (10). For example, Alberta’s 7 Cities11 on 

housing and homelessness (11), Medicine Hat’s Plan to End Homelessness (12), the Greater Victoria Coalition to 

                                                           
9 Only available when shelter is open November to March. 
 
11 The seven cities are: Calgary Homeless Foundation; City of Grande Prairie; City of Lethbridge; Homeward Trust Edmonton; Medicine 
Hat Community Housing Society; City of Red Deer; and Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo 

Figure 2. Westbank United 
Church Community Meal Service 
- Volunteer 

Figure 1. Westbank United 
Church Community Meal Service 
– Produce donation 
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End Homelessness (13), and more locally, the 21-member Journey Home Task Force initiated by the City of 

Kelowna to address homelessness in the community (14). People experiencing homelessness are confronted with 

multiple daily barriers to access and secure stable housing and thus the response requires high level collaboration 

and increased communication across government, non-government and private sectors. 

 

 

Homelessness in West Kelowna has been historically difficult to track as many of the related services (i.e. shelters) 

are located in Kelowna. Additionally, no formal homelessness counts have ever been performed in West Kelowna. 

Homelessness counts provide data that is beneficial (and at times required) in securing funding from more senior 

levels of government to address homelessness. In recent years, attention to homelessness in West Kelowna has 

been raised through the activities of Social Justice Students from Mount Boucherie School and the development 

of the West Kelowna Youth Action Committee (2012-2015) that formed due to a concern about youth 

homelessness in West Kelowna. At the time of formation, the coalition estimated 40 youth were experiencing 

homelessness in West Kelowna (15). Subsequently, the West Kelowna Partners for Healthy Downtown was formed 

in 2015, in part to address issues with homelessness in West Kelowna. Despite these two initiatives, there 

continues to be no official counts of people experiencing homelessness in West Kelowna. The only numbers that 

can be confidently reported are the numbers collected by the West Kelowna Shelter Society (WKSS). The WKSS 

formed in the summer of 2017 and initially was a service provided by the Emmanuel Church from 2015 -2016. 

Currently, WKSS is renting their shelter operating space from Emmanuel Church. The Emmanuel Church initiated 

a severe weather overnight shelter in 2015 that served 7 – 10 sleeping spaces a night between the winter months 

of November - March. In 2016, this service increased to 15 sleeping spaces. In 2017, the WKSS was formed and 

currently serves a maximum of 25 sleeping spaces. The WKSS has been at maximum capacity this season and have 

had to turn away individuals seeking refuge from the weather overnight. The WKSS Executive members and 

Shelter Manager were able to confirm that the majority of individuals seeking shelter are residents of West 

Kelowna, often identified as the working poor. However, they have also acknowledged that there is migration 

from the Kelowna shelter system due to overcrowding. However, that has slowed down since the opening of 

Cornerstone12 in Kelowna and yet the WKSS continues to operate at capacity. 

 

Connected to the general theme of homelessness is youth homelessness in the community. The local concern for 

youth homelessness is what led to the development of the West Kelowna Youth Action Homelessness Committee 

(2012-2015) and subsequently the development of the WK PHD (16). Additionally, respondents from RDCO, 

                                                           
12 Cornerstone is a new cold weather shelter located at 425 Leon Avenue that opened November 30th, 2017 and will operate until spring 
of 2018. There are currently 80+ guests staying at Cornerstone every night. (http://www.johnhowardbc.ca/regions/cso/services/shelter/) 

Figure 4. West Kelowna Shelter Society mat program 
Figure 3. West Kelowna Shelter Society dinner and breakfast meal 
set up 

http://www.johnhowardbc.ca/regions/cso/services/shelter/
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OKBGC, WFN, RCMP, Emmanuel Church, YMCA and SD No.23 all identified a noticeable increase of youth between 

ages 12 – 15 engaging in risky behavior – such as opiate use and excessive daytime intoxication. The OKBGC 

Westside Youth Centre served 382 individual youth during 2017. This service level suggests that there are a 

significant number of families that are struggling with issues of accessibility and affordability in West Kelowna. 

There are approximately 15 youth on the Reconnect13 case load, 2 youth accessing the Housing Support Worker 

and 4 youth accessing the Outreach Mental Health Worker. All of these services are primarily focused with youth 

who are experiencing precarious housing or homelessness, as well as, mental health support.  

 

4. Housing Affordability and Accessibility 
 

Information obtained through the interviews demonstrated that it is becoming increasingly difficult for West 

Kelowna residents to secure long-term housing. This issue is deeply impacting low-income earners (household 

income range of $18,421 to $32,083), and recently, it is starting to affect middle class income earners (household 

income range of $49,907 to $76,770). According to many of the interviewees, finding and keeping people housed 

is really challenging, especially with an increased focus federally and provincially in housing the chronically 

homeless. Those who are precariously housed are often overlooked by Federal and Provincial housing programs 

and as a result, the prevention of homelessness is not a current priority. Part of the prevention of homelessness 

is related to housing affordability and accessibility. The current vacancy rate in Kelowna CMA is estimated at 0.2%, 

considered one of the lowest vacancy rates in Canada. Kelowna has been facing a chronically low vacancy rate for 

well over a decade usually hovering between 2% - 4%. Within the last three years however, the vacancy rate for 

Kelowna has remained below 1% which has had a significant impact on the surrounding rural communities as 

people seek access to housing in commuter/bedroom communities such as West Kelowna and Lake Country. The 

increasing demands for housing and increased population growth have driven the cost of housing out of range for 

many low-income and middle-class income earners. 

 

The City of Kelowna released a Housing Needs Assessment Report in October 2017 that asserted that 

approximately 23,000 to 25,000 new housing units needed to be built within the next 20 years to meet the housing 

demand for both market and non-market housing. Currently, the City of Kelowna has 7,500 new housing units 

planned for the next five years, 500 of those units are allocated to non-market housing (17). There is plenty of 

evidence that new housing unit starts have to be increased immediately to address the anticipated need for 

housing units as the population continues to grow.  

 

In recognition of community growth and affordability concerns, the City of West Kelowna has, since incorporation, 

undertaken a variety of housing initiatives, including the adoption of zoning regulations to permit secondary suites 

and carriage houses, enabling smaller parcel sizes in residential zones, implementing developer incentives to 

target increased density within Westbank Centre close to existing amenities and services, and collaborating with 

government organizations such as BC Housing to identify land and resources available for transitional and 

supportive housing (18) (19). In addition, the local development industry has recognized the need for additional 

                                                           
13 Okanagan Boys and Girls Club Reconnect Program provides outreach, support, advocacy, referrals and mediation for high-risk youth, 
youth who are homeless, or at risk of homelessness * provides short-term service to youth ages 13-18, parent teen mediation, residency 
issues, alcohol and drug referrals, one-to-one support/counselling, hygiene and contraceptive education and products, and street 
outreach. 
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rental units in West Kelowna and there are currently approximately 500 rental units in various stages of 

development/development planning.  

 

There are a handful of existing Provincially-funded programs for people experiencing housing insecurity. The bulk 

of these programs are funded and operated by BC Housing, such as the Rental Assistance Program (RAP) and 

Shelter Aid For Elderly Renters (SAFER). Both programs support low-income families and seniors to stay in private 

market rental through subsidies14. BC Housing also provides funding to non-profits that specialize in housing such 

as shelter and outreach organizations. Locally, many of the BC Housing funded service providers are located in 

Kelowna. Many of these non-profits that specialize in housing have been most successful when municipalities 

participate through purchase or donation of land or official endorsement of the housing program. Local examples 

include the CMHA Willowbridge development that benefited from a long-term relationship between CMHA, City 

of Kelowna and the Province of BC. BC Housing also provides funding to non-profit housing providers for programs 

such as the Homelessness Outreach Program (HOP) and the Homelessness Prevention Program (HPP). 

Respectively these two programs can provide a maximum of $450 rent support to individuals and families, usually 

for limited periods of time such as 3 – 6 months. One respondent with a Kelowna-based non-profit that receives 

BC Housing funding, indicated that the AHOP and HPP program supported 225 individuals/families with an address 

in West Kelowna over the last two years 2015 – 2017. As of March 2017, BC Housing provides 459 distinct service 

allocations to West Kelowna through their Transitional and Support Living, Independent Social Housing, Rent 

Assistance in the Private Market and Affordable Home Ownership programs (20). 

 

5. Lack of Mental Health and Substance Use Services in West Kelowna 
 

Mental Health and Substance Use (MHSU) was a common discussion point in most of the interviews. Primarily, 

discussions centered on what resources are available and how accessible these resources and strategies are in 

addressing emerging gaps in MHSU services for residents of West Kelowna. MHSU is a complex discussion because 

there are diverse factors that affect mental health and access to support, and there are ever-changing barriers to 

substance misuse recovery systems. These competing structures and systems were often identified during the 

interviews as evidenced through the limited number of detoxification beds, long wait lists for local and Provincial 

treatment facilities and a broken continuum of access to recovery transition homes.  

 

Other challenges to accessing MHSU supports depended on one’s access to housing, income and the severity of 

their mental health or substance use. Additional challenges are added when accessing caseworkers who specialize 

in navigating MHSU system are limited by geography, with the nearest service locations in Kelowna, as well as the 

availability of these caseworkers. Further barriers were identified in terms of access to individual and family 

programming such as after-school care and life skills programming. Finally, the Opiate Crisis which continues to 

take lives at an exceedingly increasing rate is challenging all MHSU systems and strategies (21). Provincially, in 

2016, there were 670 illicit drug overdose deaths and in 2017 there were 1156 overdose deaths, a 73% increase 

of overdose deaths in a year. Moreover the crisis has hit West Kelowna particularly hard according to the Heat 

Map of BC Paramedic Administrations of Naloxone (22) and Interior Health’s overdose numbers (23). Due to the 

size of the municipality and confidentiality reasons, exact figures currently are not reported for West Kelowna. 

                                                           
14 See Table 1: Service in West Kelowna and related service usage data: BC Housing West Kelowna 2017 direct housing supports 
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However, Interior Health concedes West Kelowna and Penticton have been hit hard by the Opiate Crisis and the 

heat maps (24) confirm this reality. The crisis is affecting middle-income housed individuals at a greater rate than 

any other substance misuse population and this has been identified as is a harder population to reach with Harm 

Reduction education. The most recent strategy of attempting to get awareness and education to this population 

is through supporting local pharmacies and pharmacists to distribute it at no-cost to their patients. 

 

Currently, access to Interior Health MHSU services is located downtown Kelowna. Interior Health is striving to 

remedy this by increasing services in their current West Kelowna Health Centre, as well as providing outreach 

nurses and social workers to the community of West Kelowna. However, the rise in MHSU needs is challenging 

Interior Health’s capacity to be responsive and timely.  

 

Interior Health is not the only provider of mental health services, the Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA), 

Okanagan Mental Health Services Society (OMHSS), and Brain Trust are a few examples of other mental health 

service providers. However, the majority of the mental health services provided by these organizations are also 

located in Kelowna. This is also true for the recovery systems such as detox, residential recovery, and after-

recovery services. The recovery system is currently limited, overwhelmed and is not continuous in care, resulting 

in many challenges for clients to sustain recovery.  

 

The Opiate Crisis has further impacted the MHSU systems of care as they attempt to identify strategies swiftly to 

keep people alive. Harm reduction strategies such as dispensing clean needles and training responders in 

recognizing an overdose and how to administer Naloxone have increased and are becoming increasingly 

accessible. Staff from the City of West Kelowna, members of local RCMP detachment and staff from WFN Law 

Enforcement are reporting an increase in the requests for the local clean-up of drug-use related paraphernalia 

including harm reduction supplies. The increase of clean-up required is an area that will continue to be difficult as 

ever changing strategies are identified to address the Opiate Crisis and provide escalating harm reduction services.  
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Recommendations for Action, Advocacy and Support 

In this report there are four overarching recommendations offered. All of them are considered long-term and/or 

ongoing and will require refinement as each goal is achieved. Included are a series of complimentary 

recommendations that will support an enhanced response to the emerging social issues. At this time, all of the 

recommendations will identify how the City of West Kelowna can either advocate or support development of 

services and programs that are responsive to the needs of West Kelowna residents. There are no 

recommendations in this report to increase funding, add personnel or purchase land/buildings. The four 

overarching recommendations include: 

 

1. Advocate and Support for an Increase of Individual and Family Life Supports 
 

Overview of Recommendation(s): 

Interviews with local stakeholders and clients demonstrated that access to services such as income assistance, 

housing supports, transportation, disability supports, and mental health and substance use supports are limited 

to non-existent in West Kelowna. However, both the stakeholders and clients interviewed identified that these 

needed services are starting to arrive in West Kelowna. As discussed previously, PIERS operates out of the 

Westbank United Church Monday to Friday 9:00am to 12:00pm and the MSDPR Outreach Worker is now available 

at the Library and Westbank United Church one day per week for limited hours. Both of these examples are of 

services whose home office is located in Kelowna but they also provide outreach services to West Kelowna. An 

example of a proactive organization that has already begun examining their service delivery to West Kelowna is 

the Okanagan Regional Library (ORL).  

 

In 2016, ORL developed a Westside Needs Assessment and Service Recommendations Report (25). In this report 

ORL referenced an independent review performed by ORL Board in 2013 that found that communities on the west 

side were underserved by $326,000 (26). ORL is actively working toward addressing this identified gap in service 

and has made recommendations to increase their service delivery to the west side by increasing access to the 

library locations in the west side and increasing various community-based programming that include outreach 

community programming. Community Engagement Coordinator, Tara Thompson, suggested that it is also possible 

for other community-based services to share space at one of the two ORL locations. That said, while most 

organizations may not have the same capacity as ORL to directly understand the scope of underserving West 

Kelowna, there are ways to encourage their increased participation with the community and innovative 

collaborations can be considered in the immediate future to start creating increased local access to services and 

supports. 

 

A significant part of the challenge is the general lack of knowledge of what social services are available and 

accessible in West Kelowna. Additionally, there is further need to continue applying a local government focus and 

strategy to address the social issues that includes identifying areas of collaboration with other local governments, 

law enforcement, community, non-profits and charities that will increase opportunities for efficiency and 

effectiveness. The following recommendations will identify achievable areas of action that can contribute to 

increasing capacity to develop a more responsive social sustainability strategy. 
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Specific Recommendation(s) related to Individual and Family Life Supports: 

 

1.1 Finalize and Distribute the Community Resource Guide:  

All stakeholders including the City of West Kelowna have expressed a desire to see a resource guide 

developed to showcase the existing social services available in the community to increase the ease and 

navigation of these services by community members. Through the research undertaken as part of this 

report, a draft resource guide has been developed in collaboration with WK PHD entitled the “West Kelowna 

Community Survival Guide”15. It is recommended that this draft be finalized and updated annually by the 

City through collaboration with WK PHD as the resources for social services continue to grow in the 

community. Through developing this guide, it was also suggested that the City of West Kelowna website 

host a space where residents can digitally access knowledge about various community resource supports. 

This guide should also be shared with Westbank First Nation and other local governments to help 

communicate the existing services that are available to residents of the greater Westside community.  

 

1.2 Advocate and Support for Increased Public Awareness and Engagement Events:  

Currently MSDPR through Minister Shane Simpson, is conducting 28 community forums in the Province to 

discuss poverty reduction16. This activity has inspired local stakeholders and there is a keen interest in the 

community to host a forum including representatives from Westbank First Nation, Peachland, RDCO, 

Interior Health, BC Housing, MSDPR, MCFD, Salvation Army, PIERS, WKSS, CMHA, YMCA and the Central 

Okanagan Foodbank. Minister Shane Simpson and SPARC-BC both hold funding opportunities that would 

support hosting such a forum. Westbank First Nation representatives favour a collaborative endeavor that 

includes representation from City of West Kelowna, Westbank First Nation, RDCO and executives from the 

non-profit and social service sector hosting forums to discuss the social issues and identify strategies that 

they can collectively address. It is therefore recommended that the City of West Kelowna participate in such 

a forum, should an opportunity become available.  

 

Another suggestion is that when possible, West Kelowna Mayor and Council accept invitations to be 

keynote speakers at, attend or publicly endorse initiatives that would bring attention to the social needs of 

community residents in West Kelowna.  

 

1.3 Continue to Support Increased Access to Youth and Family Programming:  

The City of West Kelowna has been working with School District No. 23 to provide access to after-school 

recreational programming. There have been some challenges with participation which may be due to 

challenges with promotion, education, accessibility and awareness of the programming. Through 

information obtained from the interviews, there is evidence that the community favours the City of West 

Kelowna to continue collaborations with the local School District as well as Westbank First Nation and other 

local governments to continue exploring spaces where programming can be managed and operated. 

Additionally, there are youth and family based organizations such as Okanagan Boys and Girls Club, YMCA 

and the Foundry that are currently serving West Kelowna and will benefit from support and advocacy from 

                                                           
15 See Appendix D: DRAFT WEST KELOWNA COMMUNITY SURVIVAL GUIDE 2018 
16 https://engage.gov.bc.ca/bcpovertyreduction/  

https://engage.gov.bc.ca/bcpovertyreduction/


Page 19 of 25 
  

the City to increase their service delivery activities in West Kelowna. Any applications, such as for the 

development of youth centres, family centres, and health & fitness centres, that identify an increase in this 

service delivery area will benefit from local government interest and support of application – particularly 

with zoning considerations. 

 

1.4 Support Innovative Solutions to Transportation Barriers:  

The City of West Kelowna has already supported and worked alongside BC Transit to increase and improve 

public transportation access and to improve the service within the community. In addition, the City of West 

Kelowna has continuously lobbied the Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure to address 

transportation challenges within the community, including the review of the Main Street/Dobbin Road 

couplet. The City of West Kelowna is also continuing to work with BC Transit to better streamline access to 

transportation. Beyond what West Kelowna has already achieved in easing transportation pressures in the 

community, there are other ways public transportation barriers can be addressed. Many low barrier non-

profits provide diverse solutions to transportation barriers such as no-cost delivery of food, medicine, 

household items, and outreach transportation to places such as foodbanks or social services, or bus tickets. 

Many of their funding applications are made stronger by demonstrated support from local governments 

such as municipalities. In this area, City of West Kelowna can provide letters of supports to agencies that 

seek to engage in these innovative approaches to transportation barriers.  

 

1.5 Continue to Advocate and Support for the Development of a Westside Health 

Unit/Hospital/Emergency Health Services/Urban Health:  

The Greater Westside (West Kelowna, Westbank First Nation and Peachland) is growing at a fast pace. 

Westbank First Nation is currently experiencing the most rapid growth with a reported 28% population 

change between 2011 and 2016 (27). West Kelowna has also experienced its own growth at 5.8% between 

2011 and 2016 (28). The growth in population has increased the demands on local health services. 

Additionally, the population growth has also increased pressures on the transportations systems that create 

dangerous delays for those seeking emergent medical help. There is ongoing concern identified by service 

providers about the population growth, the aging of population base and access to emergency and health 

services. Often interviewees would comment about Bennett Bridge being congested and their concerns 

about emergency vehicles being able to cross the bridge in a timely manner for someone experiencing a 

medical emergency. The overall suggestion is that an emergency medical service needs to be located in 

West Kelowna where it can triage and stabilize patients for Kelowna General Hospital. In addition, this 

emergency health space could also provide front line mental health and substance use services. This is an 

area where City of West Kelowna could request a feasibility study from the Ministry of Health and request 

that Interior Health create a space on their lands located in Westbank Centre that is responsive to the 

unique needs of the Greater Westside. 

 

1.6 Advocate and Support for Increased Access to Housing Supports:  

In the summer of 2017, work was completed by community organizations to establish an official cold 

weather shelter in West Kelowna. In addition, PIERS, Salvation Army and OKBGC (among other local 

community organizations) are currently providing limited, yet diverse, housing supports to residents. 

However, the bulk of agencies that provide housing supports continue to be located in Kelowna such as the 
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Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA), John Howard Society (JHS), IH Outreach Urban Health, and Ki-

Low-Na Friendship Society (KFS). Yet many of these facilities are funded to serve the population of the 

greater Central Okanagan (and not just Kelowna residents). These agencies provide resources such as 

increased access to Rental Tenancy Act (RTA) workshops and programs that educate landlords and tenants 

about their rights under the Act; increased access to the BC Housing Vulnerable Assessment Tool17 (VAT); 

and increased access to BC Housing funded programs: Homelessness Outreach Program (HOP), 

Homelessness Prevention Program (HPP)18. Many of these agencies would be very responsive to advocacy 

from the City of West Kelowna that encourages increasing their program and service delivery activities 

locally, potentially in locations providing other regional and community services, such as the Okanagan 

Regional Library, Salvation Army and Westbank United Church. 

 

In addition, it is recommended that the City advocate for, or perhaps coordinate, a local point-in-time count 

to formally understand the number of persons currently affected by homelessness in the community. This 

type of data can also be beneficial (and at times required) in securing funding from more senior levels of 

government to address homelessness in West Kelowna.  

 

1.7 Advocate and Support for UBCO and OC Service Learning Opportunities:  

Another potential pathway to consider is collaboration with the University of British Columbia – Okanagan 

(UBCO) and Okanagan College (OC) to develop a Community Service Learning hub in West Kelowna. This 

could be an opportunity for students in programs such as Social Work, Nursing, Human Service Worker, 

Dental and Trades to gain access to hands-on experience which would benefit the community of West 

Kelowna with increased access to services.  

 

2. Advocate and Support for a Regional Social Action Planning Strategy 
 

Overview of Recommendation(s): 

 

Currently, the only social issues network operating in West Kelowna is the WK PHD formed in 2015 and modeled 

after the Partners for Healthy Downtown in Kelowna. WK PHD is a grassroots volunteer crime-prevention response 

to the need for connectivity and collaboration in addressing the rise of social issues in West Kelowna. To-date, this 

network has done a fantastic job of collaboration and information sharing. However, there appears to be a greater 

need in West Kelowna for a group that is more formal and able to develop action committees to target specific 

areas affecting the entire community such as Food Security, Housing Security or Transportation. Additionally, 

other local rural communities in the Okanagan such as Lake Country, Peachland and WFN are also in need of 

structures that will be able to mobilize and apply action to address local social issues. Through the Journey Home 

Task Force efforts, there have been several community stakeholder meetings where representatives from these 

                                                           
17 The Vulnerability Assessment Tool (VAT) helps provide a consistent and fair way of identifying adults who could most benefit from 
supportive housing and different approaches to handling their cases. The tool can also help prevent people from falling through the 
cracks in the system by coordinating services among agencies. 
The VAT assesses a person’s level of vulnerability in 10 areas: Survival skills, Basic needs, Indicated mortality risks, Medical risks, 
Organization/Orientation, Mental health, Substance use, Communication, Social behaviours & Homelessness. 
18 Several organizations in Kelowna are funded for this service and some of them have a mandate to serve Central Okanagan, including 
West Kelowna.  
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communities have been present and have articulated the need for a regional strategy for the more ‘rural’ 

communities that surround Kelowna. Additionally, there is a need to build relationships and secure points of 

effective collaboration in order to achieve development of a structure that can be responsive to the social needs 

of the greater community.  

 

Specific Recommendation(s) related to Regional Social Action Planning Strategy: 

 

2.1 Advocate and Support the Re-Instatement of the RDCO Social Development Coordinator Position: 

The RDCO Social Development Coordinator position was available to the Central Okanagan Regional 

District between the years 2010 to 201519.  

 
“The Social Development Coordinator (SDC), utilizing an urban health approach, acts as a resource 
for not-for-profit and government service organizations, the community at-large and the Regional 
District of Central Okanagan. Derived and expanded from the former Drug Policy Coordinator role 
(August 2007-2010), a specific focus remains; to assist organizations who provide harm reduction, 
prevention, treatment and enforcement services for compromised persons in need. The target 
population may be homeless (at risk), chemically dependent, mentally and/or physically ill, brain 
injured, criminal justice involved and/or compromised in other ways. The SDC promotes 
community health and wellness (safety) by assisting partnership building between existing services 
as well as to problem-solve, help strengthen programs and encourage, facilitate and support the 
development of initiatives geared to helping the target clientele and our community at large.” (29) 

 
The RDCO Social Development Coordinator provided service to the whole region and was the driving force 
behind establishing and coordinating the West Kelowna Youth Action Advisory Committee (2013-2015) and 
the WK Partners for Healthy Downtown (2015 – present) (30). Based on the understanding of this role and 
the successes20 that have resulted, there are questions as to why this position no longer exists and what 
would be required to reinstate the role. Especially for the communities of West Kelowna, Westbank First 
Nation, Peachland, Lake Country and rural areas of the RDCO that are requiring a high level of coordination 
and connection to social action activities in absence of formal social services within these communities.  

 

3. Advocate and Support with planning, developing and implementing a local Day/Warming Centre 
and Access to Public washrooms in key community locations 

 

Overview of Recommendation(s): 

There is general consensus among stakeholders that there is a lack of space that is low-barrier where people can 
go to escape the elements of the cold winter months and hot summer days. This results in an increase of people 
found in the stairwells around the Lions Hall, OKBGC Youth Centre, George Pringle Elementary School, Okanagan 
Regional Library and other various locales within West Kelowna. Along with an increase of people either hanging 
out or sleeping in/near these spaces, there has also been an increase in vandalism, graffiti and fouling of these 
spaces. There have been community actions taken to mitigate destruction of property, such as the development 
of community meals, an increase of mats at the WKSS, addition of a Porta Potti at Lions Hall (January 2018) and 
an increase of outreach social workers. While these actions have certainly worked to reduce problems there is still 

                                                           
19 See Appendix C: RDCO SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT COORDINATOR ANNUAL REPORTS 2010 – 2014. 
20 See APPENDIX C: RDCO Social Development Coordinator Annual Reports 2010 - 2014 
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a need for a public space that is low-barrier and accessible during daytime hours. All interviews with local 
stakeholders agree there is a need for a local day centre or warming centre, however there are questions 
concerning where it will go and how will it operate and who will operate it21. What is agreed on is that a day centre 
is needed and in an ideal situation, the day centre would be multi-agency and multi-serviced and would function 
also as a resource centre. At this time, local stakeholders have access to funding support and operational support 
for a day center but suitable space within the community for this centre has yet to be identified. 
 

Specific Recommendation(s) related to the Day/Warming Centre and Washroom Provisions: 

 
3.1 Advocate and Support for Locally-Managed and Operated Day/Warming Centre:  

It is recommended that West Kelowna Council support this activity and be supportive of development 
applications that seek to move forward with the establishment of a Day Centre/Warming Centre. Local 
examples include the People Place22 in Vernon, BC, Foundry 23in Kelowna, Helping Hands in Squamish24 and 
Our Place25 in Victoria. 
 
3.2 Continue to Consider the Provision of Publically Accessible Washrooms in Key Community Locations: 

It is further recommended that West Kelowna staff and Council continue to consider the incorporation of 
publically accessible washroom facilities in key community locations as part of the planning and/or 
redevelopment of park spaces and other civic spaces in the community to improve access to public 
washrooms and prevent the fouling of parks and public spaces. As an interim solution, in January 2018 the 
City of West Kelowna implemented a Potta Potti at Lions Hall to provide a temporary washroom facility.  

 

4. Advocate and Support Increased Visible Crime Prevention presence 
 

Overview of Recommendation(s): 

In general, information obtained through the interview process demonstrated that there is a community 

perception that the response time of the RCMP when contacted for service regarding social issues is slow-to-non-

existent. At the GWBoT Crime Prevention Roundtable December 14th, 2017 this concern was brought up by 

community to the panel. The WK CAO and the WK RCMP Regional Operations Officer acknowledged that the 

shortage of members as a result of medical leave at the WK detachment challenged timely responses. The WK 

CAO outlined that the City is undertaking efforts to address the shortage of members. This process, initiated in 

2016, includes hiring two new RCMP officers. In addition, the City of West Kelowna is advocating with the Province 

to add more members under their jurisdictional scope. At present, there are 46 WK RCMP members, 7 of which 

are on watch and there is a minimum of 4 RCMP members on at any time. WK RCMP is currently developing a 

matrix to track response times and starting next year, 2019, they will be able to provide information on how long 

it takes to respond, on average, to an individual call. 

 

Specific Recommendation(s) related to Increased Crime Prevention Presence: 

 

                                                           
21 Salvation Army is a strong candidate – support for collaborative effort with this organization at the helm is viable. 
22 https://chimp.net/charities/people-place-society  
23 https://foundrybc.ca/kelowna  
24 https://www.squamishhelpinghands.ca/  
25 https://www.ourplacesociety.com/  

https://chimp.net/charities/people-place-society
https://foundrybc.ca/kelowna
https://www.squamishhelpinghands.ca/
https://www.ourplacesociety.com/
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4.1 Advocate and Support the Increase of Visible Crime Prevention Presence:  

In light of understanding that work is ongoing in the area of crime prevention, there are other areas that 

the City can support the increase of crime prevention presence in Westbank Centre. One significant and 

promising area is through the continued support of the RDCO Crime Prevention Program and the 

development of Volunteer Community Policing, Block Watches and the soon-to-be developed Business 

Watch. The RDCO Crime Prevention Coordinator has developed a robust volunteer presence throughout 

the Regional District and the greatest concentration of volunteers to-date has been developed in West 

Kelowna. This includes 42 Community Policing Volunteers and 40 Block Watch Areas. Through the RDCO 

Crime Prevention Coordinator, community hotspots can be identified and an increased volunteer presence 

can be undertaken. The presence would not engage in any enforcement, but rather they would be a distinct 

visual and active presence. The added bonus of collaborating with this volunteer sector is that they receive 

regular training from the RDCO Crime Prevention Coordinator around best practices. Further, there is an 

opportunity to collaborate with the RDCO Crime Prevention Coordinator and the GWBoT to develop a 

service similar to the one operating in Kelowna called Downtown on Call (DOC) and provided by the 

Downtown Kelowna Association. The DOC covers a 42-square block radius in Kelowna and is available to 

help 7 days a week. The DOC is able to provide information about community services, give directions to 

tourists, escort retail staff or customers to their vehicles, or provide emergency assistance. 
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