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Abstract

People experiencing homelessness are disproportionately affected by climate-related
socioecological challenges. While the impact of climate change on this population is
increasingly studied, its collateral effects on community-based organization offering
services to people experiencing homelessness are little explored internationally and
undocumented in Quebec, Canada. Existing literature shows that such community-
based services remain overall under-resourced and poorly-adapted, thus highlighting
the need to study organizational realities. This collaborative study explored new
climate realities” effects on Quebec community-based organizations in the
homelessness sector. We conducted three focus groups bringing together a total of 17
social services professionals from 7 administrative regions of Quebec. Professionals’
testimonies first show the broader issues that amplify the effects of socioecological
problems on people experiencing homelessness, including stigma and social
exclusion, political (in)action and organizational obstacles. In particular, results show
that the climate crisis is filtered through a housing crisis, which together create new
forms of climate vulnerability and new forms of housing precarity. Secondly,
participants” experiences testify to the complexities of climate unpredictability. This
unpredictability highlights current gaps within the regional organization of services
in the homelessness sector, which often open temporary environmental respite
services based on anticipated seasonal climate patterns. This study highlights the
pertinence of a “climate shelter” model, although this appears as the minimum
required, with adequate housing being a first line of defense against new climate
realities. Policy changes are proposed to enable a simultaneous response to both the
climate and housing crises, guided by a socioecological justice perspective.
Keywords

Climate change, socioecological justice, community-based organizations, housing
crisis, climate shelter

Introduction

The effects of climate change (temperature fluctuations, extreme climate and weather
events, biodiversity decline, etc.) are increasingly diverse and diffuse (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change, 2022). Over the past 70 years, the average annual temperature
within the Canadian province of Quebec has increased by 1.1°C, surpassing the global
average temperature increase of 0.8°C (Ouranos, 2025). This change creates important
temperature fluctuations, extreme heat in the summer and extreme cold during winter,
intense precipitation, and forest fires. For example, in the summer of 2023, record
wildfires in Quebec burned more than 5 million hectares of land, and the following year
(summer 2024), torrential rains affected several regions of the province, causing
significant flooding and landslides. People experiencing homelessness are the first to be
affected by such events. Here, homelessness is understood as a process of social,
economic, and housing disaffiliation that hinders access to a stable, safe, adequate, and
healthy home (Bellot, 2005, MacDonald & Roebuck, 2018). Consequently, people
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experiencing homelessness may be unhoused, or they may be poorly-housed,
constrained to living in substandard, unsafe, or temporary housing.

Indeed, international literature (Bezgrebelna et al., 2021; Kidd et al., 2021, 2022, 2023)
shows that people experiencing homelessness are disproportionately affected by climate
change, irrespective of its specific manifestations across contexts or the scale of
environmental disruption within a community. While access to appropriate health and
social services is recognized as a protective factor in mitigating the impacts of
socioecological issues on people experiencing homelessness, current resources struggle
to respond to new climate realities and face challenges in adapting to emerging needs
(Gaillard et al., 2019; Vickery, 2015; Walters & Gaillard, 2014).

This exploratory and collaborative study contributes to the literature on the
experience of homelessness and climate change by examining how climate-related issues
affect community-based organizations in the homelessness sector in Quebec, Canada. We
use the term “community-based organizations” as a translation of the official recognition
of “organisme communautaire autonome” in Quebec, which refer to non-profit organizations
meeting the following criteria: they are rooted in the community and established at the
initiative of community members, they maintain associative and democratic activities,
they are governed by independent board of directors and they determine their own
mission, approaches, practices and orientations, which must nonetheless promote social
transformation and favor civic practices. We use the term “community-based
organizations in the homelessness sector” to refer to such community-based
organizations providing services to people experiencing homelessness, such as outreach,
shelter, educational and employment support, social housing services, etc.

More specifically, results will show that, from practitioners” perspectives, new climate
realities in Quebec are characterized by climate unpredictability, which reveals
shortcomings in current service coordination strategies, relying on the model of
temporary environmental respite services based on a meteorological threshold and
anticipated seasonal climate patterns. Findings highlight the importance of permanent
environmental respite services, and the relevance of transitioning toward a climate
shelter model. Climate shelters nevertheless appear as the minimum required, which
should be prioritized in a context of environmental emergencies. Analyzed from a
socioecological justice perspective, findings inspire reflections on the relevance of
multilevel solidarity and commitment to building a healthy environment for all.

Socioecological Change and Experiences of Homelessness

For the past 40 years, the number of people experiencing homelessness has grown,
both in Quebec and across the rest of Canada (MacDonald, 2024). Various social policies
have emerged to combat the rise of homelessness and housing precarity in Quebec,
namely a national policy (Gouvernement du Québec, 2014a), three interministerial action
plans (Gouvernement du Québec, 2009, 2014b, 2021), and a service access strategy for
people experiencing homelessness (Gouvernement du Québec, 2018). In addition to these
provincial measures, every region in Quebec has developed action plans, situational
assessments, diagnostic analyses, policy frameworks, or access strategies to organize and
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coordinate services for people experiencing homelessness. Despite these initiatives,
homelessness is expanding. Increasingly diverse populations are experiencing
homelessness (women, elderly, youth, etc.), and services (both community-based and
institutional) aimed at addressing this issue are increasingly strained due to staff
shortages and underfunding of organizations. Today, the deterioration and increasing
complexity of the social, physical, and psychological conditions of people experiencing
homelessness, and their growing need to turn to survival in encampments or makeshift
shelters, are notable (MacDonald, 2024; Réseau d’aide aux personnes seules et itinérantes
de Montréal [RAPSIM], 2023).

People experiencing or at risk of experiencing homelessness are disproportionately
affected by the physiological, psychological, and social issues caused by climate change
(Bezgrebelna et al., 2021; Kidd et al., 2021, 2022, 2023). They are more exposed to extreme
temperatures, environmental hazards, air pollution, and the rise of vector-borne diseases
caused by warming climate (Cusack et al., 2013; Every et al., 2019; Guo et al., 2014; Harlan
et al., 2012; Jaeger, 2023; North et al., 1998; Ogden, 2017; Ramin & Svoboda, 2009). These
climate-related risks can lead to a range of issues, including headaches, respiratory
illnesses, infectious diseases, frostbite, skin infections, dehydration, hypothermia,
hyperthermia, thermal discomfort, worsened physical or mental conditions, increased
substance use and overdoses, physical accidents, and death.

In their paper, MacDonald & Coté (2021) suggest a three-prong framework to
understand various issues affecting people experiencing homelessness, by differentiating
individual-relational, systemic, and structural concerns. These three levels are also
reflected in analyses of new climate realities’ effects on people experiencing
homelessness.

First, individual-relational factors refer to individual factors combining with social
issues to create socioenvironmental vulnerabilities. Individual factors include the
level/frequency of exposure to environmental hazards, which are compounded with
preexisting physical and mental health problems, substance use and the use of
medication affecting thermoregulation (diuretics, antidepressants, antipsychotics, beta
blockers, etc.), and lead to disproportionate consequences of environmental issues for
people experiencing homelessness (Gaillard et al., 2019; Gronlund et al., 2018; Jaeger,
2023; Parsell, 2011; Walters & Gaillard, 2014). These challenges and vulnerabilities are
intensified by social issues such as stigma, which lead to the exclusion of people
experiencing homelessness from public, semi-public, or private places that could provide
environmental respite (Cusack et al., 2013; Hale, 2019; Tsanga-Tabi, 2022).

Second, systemic factors include policies and governmental responses that hinder the
availability of resources or services (Kidd et al., 2021, 2022). For example, during extreme
climate and weather events, some shelter services may be temporarily redirected as
emergency measures to accommodate people who are typically housed but provisionally
displaced by floods or forest fires, making such services periodically unavailable to
people experiencing chronic homelessness (Settembrino, 2015, 2016; Vickery, 2015).
Another example relates to camp dismantling policies and practices, which displace
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people experiencing homelessness to urban margins and remote areas, further
complicating service access and increasing vulnerability (Loiseau, 2023; Paddeu, 2016).
Structural issues refer to broader social problems, which intersect with new climate
realities, multiplying social inequalities and increasing the environmental burden on
structurally-marginalized groups. For example, responses to environmental challenges
may reproduce social hierarchies, insofar as they benefit certain privileged groups more
than others, to the detriment of some. Indeed, urban infrastructure, emergency planning,
and disaster responses are largely designed around housed populations, leaving
unhoused people excluded from early warnings and safe evacuation options. Some
authors have also pointed that ecological initiatives and green development (urban
revitalization, the construction of municipal or national parks) benefit mostly to housed
people and contribute to the environmental exclusion and displacement of people
experiencing homelessness (Bleau & Després, 2024; Loiseau, 2023; Paddeu, 2016; Schade,
2012; Trossat, 2023). Additionally, the housing crisis is an important structural driver that
intensifies the impacts of climate change on people experiencing homelessness (Do et al.,
2023). As housing becomes increasingly unaffordable and scarce, more individuals live
in makeshift shelters, and poorly-ventilated or -insulated housing. These forms of shelter
offer little protection from climate-related hazards, such as extreme heat, cold, flooding,
storms, and wildfires. Moreover, recent forest fires and floods have exacerbated the
existing housing crisis, by increasing the financial vulnerabilities of certain populations,
such as Indigenous peoples (Waldram et al., 2024), who, although representing only 5%
of the population in Canada, represented up to 35% of the homeless population between
2020 and 2022 (Government of Canada, 2023). Accordingly, structural considerations
allow for an analysis of the climate crisis as an accelerator of broader structural problems.
Insofar as scholarship has primarily focused on the consequences of climate-related
issues on people experiencing homelessness, we are interested in the collateral effects on
community-based organizations offering services to this population. Literature suggests
that while access to community services (outreach, shelter, psychosocial support, social
housing) is a protective factor in mitigating the impacts of climate issues on people
experiencing homelessness, these resources remain insufficient to adequately respond to
new socioecological needs (Gaillard et al., 2019; Vickery, 2015; Walters & Gaillard, 2014).
Generally speaking, there is a global lack of readiness to respond to emerging climate
issues within Canadian social services and social work practice. The Canadian association
for social work education (CASWE), which develops accreditation standards for social
work programs, recently updated its Educational Policies and Accreditation Standards to
include new core learning objectives focused on environmental justice, ecological health,
and the disproportionate impacts of climate change on marginalized populations.
However, CASWE acknowledges that little is known about the uptake of these objectives,
and that ecosocial perspectives within curriculum development, pedagogical tools, and
social work practices, remain underdeveloped. In our earlier work, documenting
ecosocial developments in social work in Quebec, we found that ecosocial pedagogy and
practice in Quebec are embryonic, although emergent practices are sporadically arising
(Dagenais Lespérance & MacDonald, 2019; Larocque et al., 2024; MacDonald et al., 2024).
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With regards to services offered to people experiencing homelessness, more
specifically, extreme temperatures and extreme climate and weather events increase the
demand for services (Gibson, 2019; Kloos et al., 2009), adding strain to already-limited
resources and hindering their accessibility (Every et al.,, 2019; Gaillard et al., 2019;
Settembrino, 2015, 2016). However, organizational realities and challenges are
understudied in international scholarship, and undocumented in Quebec. To understand
emerging challenges faced within community-based organizations due to new climate
realities, this article relies on a socioecological justice framework.

Socioecological Justice Framework

The disproportionate effects of climate change on people experiencing homelessness
is part of a broader trend in which structurally marginalized groups bear a larger share
of the burden caused by socioecological issues (Agyeman et al., 2016, Campbell, 2015;
Larocque, 2023). Indeed, the unequal risks and consequences of climate change reflect
and amplify pre-existing disparities relating to health and social inequalities.

The concepts of “environmental justice” (Erickson, 2018), “climate justice” (Van Neste
et al., 2023) and “socioecological justice” (Rambaree, 2024) have emerged as compelling
tools for social work professionals because the communities they engage with are often
the most impacted by socioecological issues (Boetto, 2019; Teixeira & Krings, 2015; Pope
et al., 2021). While the concept of “environmental justice” focuses on the disparities of
environment-related issues between social groups and advocates for an “equitable
distribution of environmental burdens and benefits” (Hale, 2019: 33), the notion of
“climate justice” emphasizes more specifically how climate change unequally impacts
vulnerable populations (Dominelli, 2023). Both concepts are anthropocentric, focusing on
disproportionate effects on human populations. The ecocentric concept of
“socioecological justice” was thus developed to consider the interspecies effects of
ecological changes (Rambaree, 2024), moving beyond narrow understandings of climate-
related disparities and recognizing the effects of oppression, exploitation, and
domination on all life forms (Kortetmaki, 2016). This concept also sheds light on the
interrelationship between social, economic, political, environmental, and ecological
justice (Rambaree, 2024).

Although this research focuses on issues experienced within the reality of a specific
social problem, it recognizes that the socioecological issues emerging from our findings
are embedded in structural issues affecting all life forms. This multisystemic frame (micro
to macro - individual to collective) is thus valuable to reflect on broader, long-term,
sustainable solutions within the homelessness sector and beyond.

Research objectives

This research arises from a need highlighted by the Réseau SOLIDARITE Itinérance
Québec (RSIQ), a network representing over 260 Quebec community-based organizations
in the homelessness sector. Over the past three years, through informal discussions with
its members (community-based organizations) from various regions of Quebec, staff
from this network noticed a growing number of anecdotes about various climate-related
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challenges. The network partnered with the research team to investigate these emerging
issues. Thus, this collaborative study — conceived for and with Quebec community-based
organizations in the homelessness sector — was guided by the following question: How
do climate-related issues affect Quebec community-based services in the homelessness
sector? More specifically, it aimed to: 1) document the climate-related issues affecting
these organizations; 2) explore practitioners” understandings and experiences of such
issues; 3) explore their perceptions of new climate realities” effects on their organization;
and 4) analyze the organizational needs to adapt current services and practices to
emerging climate realities.

A Partnership Engage grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council (892-2023-3004) provided the funds to proceed with this research. Ethics
approval was obtained from the ethics committee of the Université du Québec a Montréal
(certificate number 2024-6770).

Methodological Strategy

To respond to the research objectives, we facilitated three focus groups bringing
together various practitioners from different types of community-based organizations in
the homelessness sector, in several regions of Quebec.

Each focus group reunited 5 to 6 participants (a total of 17 participants), which falls
within methodological norms and standards (see, for example, Morgan & Hoffman, 2018;
Ochieng et al., 2018). While some may include up to 10 or 12 participants within a focus
group, a smaller number of participants allowed for increased participation from each
person. Despite the limited total number of participants, this sample conforms to
exploratory research designs, which aim to provide a broad and preliminary
understanding of an understudied phenomenon. Participants were recruited by a
province-wide network which reunites a range of organizations working in the
homelessness sector throughout Quebec, and by a region-based network, which brings
together community-based organizations in the homelessness sector in its designated
Quebec region. The provincial and regional networks each sent a research invitation to
its membership (community-based organizations). Approximately 350 community-based
organizations province-wide received the invitation. The directors of these organizations
were solicited to participate and to extend the invitation to the staff of their respective
organization. The invitation to participate thus trickled down: from networks of
organizations, to directors of these organizations, to program coordinators and frontline
staff within these organizations. People interested in participating were invited to
complete a short survey in which they provided their availabilities and basic information
on the type of organization in which they work and its location, to ensure conformity
with our two inclusion criteria, that is: 1) that participants were representatives, directors,
program coordinators or frontline workers in community-based organizations in the
homelessness sector; and 2) that participants” organizations operated within the Quebec
province. Participants from 25 organizations responded to the survey (~8% response
rate), all of which were contacted by the principal investigator to confirm their interest
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and the timeslot of their focus group. Due to time constraints or staff turnover in the
organizations, 8 were unable to participate, resulting in a total of 17 participants.

These participants included frontline workers (n=4), program coordinators (n=4),
organization directors (n=7), and representatives from regional networks of
organizations (n=2). By varying the type of professional position of participants, we were
able to collect different perspectives on the impacts of climate issues on organizations:
frontline workers and program coordinators are attuned to the effects on people
experiencing homelessness and on daily practices; program coordinators and
organization directors are familiar with organizational challenges; and regional network
representatives are knowledgeable about broader issues relating to inter-organizational
and municipal or regional service coordination. Participants also worked in a variety of
service areas: outreach (n=4), shelters (n=>5), social integration (n=2), social housing and
residential support (n=4), and rights advocacy (n=2). They were located in seven
administrative regions of Quebec: Abitibi-Témiscamingue, Centre-du-Québec,
Laurentides, Laval, Montérégie, Montréal, and Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean. Such diversity
in the type of services offered and the region of practice allowed for the triangulation of
our findings.

Each focus group was conducted virtually (via Zoom) to facilitate pan-Quebec
participation and lasted approximately 2 hours. Within each group, discussions revolved
around five topics: 1) participants’ experiences related to climate change and their
perceptions of the effects of environmental issues on people experiencing homelessness;
2) the impacts on the organizations; 3) the adjustments made within services to respond
to changing climate and environmental realities; 4) the needs of organizations to
implement the required solutions; and 5) participants’ perceptions of their knowledge
relating to climate change and socioecological issues.

Integral focus group transcripts were analyzed based on five predetermined
categories influenced by our research questions: 1) the effects of climate issues on people
experiencing homelessness; 2) the perceived causes of these issues; 3) current changes in
intervention practices or services offered; 4) required changes to adequately respond to
new climate realities; 5) obstacles to the implementation of these changes. A thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was conducted to inductively develop these broad
categories into thematic sub-categories. The analysis was conducted by NPP and cross-
checked by MR and ML.

Results

When asked to discuss new climate realities, all participants spoke of extreme heat,
temperature fluctuations, climate unpredictability, and fluvial rain, flooding, wind
storms, and forest fires. According to them, the impacts of climate issues on people
experiencing homelessness have been evident since 2021 and 2022, as they noticed
increased respiratory problems, skin infections, dehydration, hyperthermia, and heat
exhaustion:

We've been hearing about [climate issues] in connection with homelessness interventions for
a long time, and it seems that at first, I didn’t see the direct impacts or the connections to be
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made with the work, but now, I would say that over the past two or three years, we've seen it
more clearly (Director, outreach, Group 2)

Interestingly, and this may reflect the location of the study, participants expressed less
concern about extreme cold, explaining that there is important lay knowledge on the
effects of cold in Quebec and that contingency planning efforts and organizational
strategies have long been in place to address the related challenges. In contrast,
heatwaves and extreme heat are presented both as a new phenomenon and as a major
issue for which they are unprepared:

There’s a lot of awareness about the cold, because we know cold very well in Quebec, but heat...
Heat is often more intense, more serious, more dramatic, and its effects are felt much more
quickly than cold. (Program coordinator, social insertion, group 1)

Here, in the North of Quebec, we're not used to temperatures like 40°C, and it shows. We need
emergency measures. [...] We’re starting to feel changes in the summer, and we’re not prepared
for them. So, this is part of our daily reality. (Program coordinator, shelter, group 1)

Five participants expressed concern about the well-being of people experiencing
homelessness who have chronic health issues (such as respiratory issues; first quote
below) and who use psychiatric medications that affect thermal awareness and
thermoregulation (second quote below):

And you know, the homeless population is really aging... so these are people with lung problems
too. So, during extreme heat, it’s harder to breathe. There are health problems that come with
that as well. (Director, social housing, group 3)

With medication and mental health issues... sometimes [they] don’t feel the heat the same way
others do. We also see our [service users] going out with coats and hats [during heatwaves],
and we say ‘Ouch’. You know, you want to follow them with a water bottle [...] to make sure
they don’t spend the day like that. (Program coordinator, shelter, group 1)

Such concern for heat is heightened by limited access to water sources, which was
discussed by 10 participants:

[They] get blocked from accessing water. Every time our clients want to access water, wherever
it's available, there are always reasons to prevent them: either it's in a park, or it's a fountain,
or whatever the case may be. (Program coordinator, social insertion, group 1)

Well, there are citizens who see people washing themselves or cooling off, and it really pisses
them off, and then they go to the media to say, ‘We want a fence around the fountain,” you
know? Even kids” water play areas, to a certain extent... You know, street people are sensitive
to the presence of children. They don't want to go there, but when it's super hot... (Network
representative, rights advocacy, group 1)

Three participants reported death resulting from extreme temperatures or from risky
practices during attempts at environmental respite, as explained in the following quote:
“We had one death in the summer because someone who was in a camp went swimming and
drowned” (Director, shelter, group 1).
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Four participants also expressed concerns about increased rain, humidity, and
flooding. They spoke of health problems arising from humid and wet conditions (first
quote below), as well as lost or damaged belongings during floods, resulting in increased
demands (second quote below):

Because during heavy rains, wet shoes often lead to serious foot problems. (Frontline worker,
housing stability, group 2)

The wet sleeping bags... there’s also an impact regarding the materials we give them because
these changes affect their ability to keep the gear for longer. (Director, outreach, group 2)

Three participants also expressed safety concerns in times of flooding:

I'm thinking about people living in makeshift camps who were in secluded spots close to
waterways or in wetter areas. We had some unpleasant surprises. Some people were stranded
on small islands, you know? They cross the river on foot when the water level is very low, but
when the water rose quickly... a crane had to be used to get the person out. (Director,
outreach, group 2)

Nevertheless, the main concern revolves around temperature fluctuations and
unpredictable climate patterns:

One day it's warm, so the person takes off the winter coat we gave them and leaves it
somewhere, and then the next day it’s really cold... Well, they don’t have their coat anymore,
you know? These are people who live day to day (Network representative, rights advocacy,
group 2)

Drastic temperature changes, too. Due to the heat, cold, rain, thaw, you know? There are
temperature fluctuations that make it harder to predict, or at least we have fewer stable periods
than before. So, they re pretty much... stuck in these weather conditions. And it seems like it’s
the unpredictability that’s the issue. We're not always on the lookout or prepared for the daily
needs they might have. [...]It used to be simple: in the winter, it was cold, in the summer, it
was hot. (Director, outreach, group 2)

As illustrated in the previous quotes, unpredictable weather complicates the
management of daily life for people experiencing homelessness, who have few means to
adapt to drastic changes, and it also complicates the provision of appropriate support.

Explaining the Issues Experienced Within New Socioecological Realities

Participants relied on three registers to contextualize the burden of new
socioecological realities on people experiencing homelessness, and to advocate for
changes. In increasing order of importance, these registers relate to: 1) social stigma and
exclusion; 2) political (in)action; and 3) organizational obstacles.

Stigma and Exclusion

Ten participants explained the disproportionate impacts of socioecological issues on
people experiencing homelessness by discussing stigma, which they understood as the
main cause for their exclusion from spaces that could allow for environmental respite:
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At a time when people increasingly need access to open public spaces that can warm them up
or cool them off, more and more, at least in our region, those places are closing and no longer
opening their doors to them, you know? Before, restaurants were more open - [coffee shops],
shopping centers - but those places are becoming increasingly inaccessible to them. (Program
coordinator, outreach, group 2)

Stigma is also exacerbated by the disproportionate effects of new climate realities on
people experiencing homelessness. For example, in the following excerpt, a participant
explains that soiled belongings due to climate fluctuations and wet conditions further
stigmatize people experiencing homelessness, hindering their access to services:

When temperatures change rapidly and drastically, like during autumn or spring, it gets all
wet and muddy, people don’t have anywhere to dry, clean, or even change their clothes. So
sometimes, dirty and clean clothes get mixed up together in the same bag, and that influences
others’ perception of them, and it makes it harder to access certain services, or other places.
People are stigmatized because they have a dirty appearance. (Representative from regional
network, rights advocacy, group 1)

This example illustrates the cycle of socioecological injustice, where social and
environmental injustices mutually exacerbate one another.

Political (In)Action

All participants discussed political (in)action as amplifying the effects of
socioecological issues on the well-being of people experiencing homelessness. This
political (in)action was addressed from two angles by the participants: 1) repressive
municipal policies, and 2) the housing crisis.

According to them, repressive municipal policies and practices, such as greening
initiatives or dismantling makeshift shelters, further exclude people experiencing
homelessness from spaces that could allow environmental respite and increase
vulnerability:

There was public space used by people [experiencing homelessness]. There were cohabitation
issues, so [the city] formed a kind of committee with street people and [housed] citizens to
redesign the park to make it as friendly as possible, with water play areas, shade, and
everything. And it was done. But the consequence is that now, that park is no longer used by
homeless people at all. So, you know, there are redesigns to make it more friendly and pleasant,
but they bring in a different type of population. (Network representative, rights advocacy,

group 1)
I'm thinking of a town where makeshift shelters are continuously dismantled with police

repression [...] and at some point, there isn’t anywhere left for our people to go. (Frontline
worker, outreach, group 3)

The dismantlement of camps is a particular cause for concern as it pushes people
experiencing homelessness to geographical margins, hindering service access and
increasing vulnerability to environmental issues:
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[Outreach workers] have to spot people. It used to be easy, but now people take refuge in the
woods, and we don’t find them as easily, so we do a lot of scouting. (Director, shelter, group
D)

I heard from some folks in [a city] that a camp was dismantled. People then moved to a spot
near a river. The river rose, and their camp got flooded. (Network representative, rights
advocacy, group 1)

In a different vein, all participants insisted on inadequate housing as a key
explanatory factor for the disproportionate socioecological burden on people
experiencing homelessness. They spoke at length about the current housing crisis,
marked by high rental or purchase costs and diminished vacancy rates (fueling market
competition and further price increases). On one hand, participants explained that the
housing crisis increases homelessness, and thus puts a higher number of people at risk of
environmental stressors:

There’s an increase [in the number of people experiencing homelessness] with the housing
crisis [...]. We see the numbers going up, [landlords] are asking for credit checks, they're
asking for references, and our population right now doesn’t have what it takes to rent a place,
so we see them, and they’re increasingly numerous in our services. (Program coordinator,
shelter, group 1)

On the other hand, participants mentioned that the housing crisis complicates access
to adequate housing, which can protect its inhabitants from environmental stressors, such
as heat, cold, or air pollution. Consequently, emergency shelter services increasingly
receive demands from poorly-housed people, seeking environmental respite during
extreme temperatures or extreme climate and weather events:

In our warming and cooling centres, we receive people who are living in poor housing
conditions, who live in unsanitary housing, housing that is very poorly ventilated, or poorly
heated, so we tell them: ‘Listen, as soon as you aren’t well at your place, just come over here.’
Because some of them do have housing, they pay rent, but they are at risk of passing out, of
suffocating, of just generally not being well because of all the challenges related to extreme
heat, and sometimes cold. (Frontline worker, outreach, group 1)

Thus, participants emphasized the need to construct more social and affordable housing:

If we want to stop the hemorrhaging, we need to build affordable housing - but it seems like
the solution is half-measure, because right now, the cities are saying, ‘We're building housing’
and they re patting themselves on the back, but the housing being built is rental units at $1500
per month, so we’re increasing the availability of housing on the market, but it’s not affordable.
It's not accessible to low-income people. (Director, social housing, group 3)

Organizational Obstacles to Adaptation

Participants focused most on organizational obstacles, which took up the most time
in all three discussion groups. All participants agreed on the insufficiency of current
services in the homelessness sector. They mentioned not being able to keep up with
increasing service demands due to new climate realities:
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People are sleeping in bank entrances, so we get called to move or relocate someone, but at the
same time, we're not sure where to put them because there are times when, even though the
shelter is for emergencies, we’re full. During extreme heat, there are many more people; during
extreme cold, there are many more people. 1 know this year we even installed camp beds if
needed, but we can’t magically move people from where they re trying to cool down or simply
relax. (Frontline worker, shelter, group 2)

All spoke of insufficient funding, which hinders organizations” ability to adapt their
services and respond to new climate realities:

[L]n collaboration with the organizations [in the homelessness sector] weve been offering, for
the past two years, a space for a warming shelter at night. This year, we needed it for longer
than usual. It usually goes from November 15t to April 15%, but this year we had to keep it
open for longer. And that’s fine with me, we can rent our space for that. But there is a financial
issue behind that because the organizations that rented our space for the warming shelter, they
receive a limited budget and they can’t afford to keep going for three more weeks. So, there is a
financial issue [...]. Yes, we want to be flexible, we want to offer more dates, but, realistically,
there is this financial obligation that doesn’t allow the organizations to do more, and that’s an
important factor to consider (Program coordinator, outreach, group 2)

Because a warming shelter for 77 days last winter cost 460,000. So, if we want a permanent
structure, the organizations need the resources to support that. (Program coordinator, social
insertion, group 1)

The economic consideration described in the previous quote is linked with increased
costs of commercial spaces. Six participants explained that residential or commercial
spaces are increasingly unaffordable for community-based organizations. Consequently,
climate-adapted spaces located near the population they aim to reach are often
unaffordable with the limited budget of community-based organizations: “We're talking
about a housing crisis, but there’s also a crisis in commercial spaces, and that’s something we don’t
talk about anywhere. When the housing crisis exploded, 1'd say 12 years ago, [...] commercial
spaces skyrocketed... skyrocketed” (Frontline worker, outreach, group 3). These six
participants mentioned feeling constrained to buy or rent spaces which are ill-suited to
new climate realities: “The issue is air conditioning. It’s very expensive [...]. We buy fans, all
that, but it’s not enough. We have rooms, but the issue is air conditioning” (Director, shelter, group
3).

The absence of air conditioning emerges as an important issue, especially pressing
within cooling shelters:

We don’t have any air conditioning. We're in an old building. So, the [regional body
responsible for service coordination] called us when there was a heatwave to ask if we had
cooling shelters in our area. Well, technically, yes. But in organizations without air
conditioning... So: no. People sleep poorly at night. Our resources aren’t adapted to deal with
the heat. (Director, social housing, group 3)

Moreover, all participants agreed that climate unpredictability complicates
organizational responses and service planning efforts. They speak of a rupture between
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a “before” and an “after”, where “before” refers to a time when climate and weather
patterns were more predictable, and when services adapted more easily to anticipated
seasonal changes:

Variations in temperature, in a short period of time. We just saw it. It's 13°C today, but it was
40°C a day or two ago. [...] It becomes impossible for an organization to change at the last
second and have a cooling center instead [of a warming center] because yesterday the weather
was so and so and today it’s something else completely. These fluctuations in temperatures
create real challenges for organizations [who] need to respond quickly to meet people’s needs.
(Frontline worker, housing stability, group 2)

The challenges of climate unpredictability are exacerbated by existing funding models
for environmental respite services in the homelessness sector, which remain primarily
contractual (e.g., through project calls) and periodic (e.g., funding a warming shelter from
November to March, opening a warming or cooling shelter at a certain temperature
threshold). This model, rooted in a paradigm of responding to emergencies, leads to
organizational hardships. Namely, it affords little time for the implementation of services
(first quote below) and for finding an appropriate space for the service (second quote
below), and it complicates efforts in building a lasting team due to the contractual nature
of the work (third quote below):

We get to November 20th, and [regional body] starts to realize that there's not enough room
for the winter. They put out calls for projects, giving organizations two weeks to submit
proposals and funding until March 31st, you know? And then the organizations panic.
(Network representative, rights advocacy, group 1)

We're in October, they call a meeting for November, in an emergency, don't know that winter
is coming, the resources are launched in catastrophe, in unsuitable premises (Program
coordinator, social insertion, group 1)

In terms of sustaining services, for me, it’s equivalent to keeping human resources in place,
because when it’s in small three-month project calls, you lose [staff] expertise, they're renewed
every time [...]. Sustaining the work team is essential for the organization, for the clientele,
for everyone. (Program coordinator, shelter, group 1)

According to participants, organizations are well aware of such challenges associated
with carrying out such environmental respite “projects”, and fewer willingly accept to
offer such services: “There is a greater difficulty in finding reliable winter resources. Over time,
there are fewer and fewer organizations that raise their hands [to host a warming shelter]”
(Program coordinator, social insertion, group 1).

Towards a Climate Shelter Model

Participants expressed the need for climate shelters open year-round (rather than just
warming/cooling shelters) to respond to climate unpredictability:

Climate shelter with showers, a laundry room, toilets. Those are the basics. (Director,
outreach, group 2)
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We decided to stop talking about warming shelters or cooling shelters [...] because - I think it
was [another participant] who mentioned: even in between seasons... It's actually life outside
that’s difficult, and people are exposed to the elements [...] We need an infrastructure that
allows people to get a break from the environment. So, it requires suitable spaces, spaces that
can accommodate clients in a dignified way, and in a way that doesn’t create more problems.
[...] We need to offer showers, toilets. We need to have a food reception structure. We need to
have a reception structure by making things permanent, by creating a resource that will
become a hub. (Program coordinator, social insertion, group 1)

As mentioned in the following quotes, this permanent service model can palliate a
current issue, relating to the trouble in establishing the criteria for opening a warming or
cooling shelter, and to the difficulty in informing people experiencing homelessness that
a given service is (or isn’t) available on a specific day:

Well, yeah, where I'm from, it was a big adjustment. We used to have a warming center, now
it’s a climate shelter, and it’s open 365 days a year to accommodate people... Because we
noticed that during winter we would say: ‘at a certain temperature we stay open, and the rest
of the time we’re closed’. [...] So it gets complicated. People wonder “Are they open? Are they
closed? Should I go? Should I not?” (Director, shelter, group 1)

But it’s like there’s no way people can know, for example, that it’s minus fifteen and it's open.
[...] Do I have access? Is it open to everyone? We don’t know anymore, and there’s no way to
communicate that to people. (Network representative, rights advocacy, group 2)

In addition to adequate funding, permanent climate shelters require a shift in
organizational logic, as highlighted in the following excerpt:

I'd say we need to equip shelters with emergency equipment year-round. We need to be
properly equipped to handle this, so that requires additional funding, and it requires a capacity
to stop thinking that something only happens during winter. A roof is needed year-round, not
just in winter. (Network representative, rights advocacy, group 2)

Indeed, according to participants, such changes require a heightened awareness of
and concern for socioecological issues’ effects on marginalized groups and on
underfunded community-based organizations offering services to this population.
Complacency harms prevention and adaptation:

We should have started training 20 years ago regarding climate issues and the population
[experiencing homelessness], you know. All the impacts, whether they’re on vulnerable
populations [experiencing homelessness] or people living in [...] inadequate apartments.
(Director, social housing, group 1)

It [awareness of socioecological issues in the homelessness sector] is starting, but I also think
that people don’t yet see the relationship between climate change issues and homelessness,
marginality, and, more broadly, social justice, you know? The idea is making its way slowly,
but I think we, in [community-based organizations in the homelessness sector] of [city], should
all meet to discuss it, you know? The first step would be to understand these relationships and
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realize, all of us, that these are issues are closely related and that we need to address them.
(Representative from regional network, rights advocacy, group 1)

However, it is noteworthy that the climate shelter model remains an emergency
response, criticized by five participants as incomplete and inefficient. According to
them, this shifts attention away from the need for stronger prevention efforts and
confines actions to a reactive, emergency response:

I think we need to act more on prevention: before, and not as an emergency. (Director,
residential stability and support, group 1)

Stop treating these issues as either an emergency or as something that will eventually be under
control [...]. When we talk about the climate emergency, we're really talking about something
that is taking root for the long term. [...] Resources get depleted by constantly patching things
up, patching, patching, creating something temporary that will eventually need to be replaced
with another temporary solution that will also cost an arm and a leg. [Laughs]. Sorry [for the
indignation]... So really, it's about infrastructure, sustainability, and securing long-term
financial resources for organizations. (Program coordinator, outeach, group 1)

Climate shelters, while essential, remain the minimal form of environmental relief
required, allowing services to be provided as a last resort but not offering a structural
and lasting solution to the issues at hand:

Cooling shelters are great, but they’re always temporary, they're a band-aid. It’s hard to put
levers in place and establish laws and municipal or provincial requlations to enforce affordable
housing. (Director, residential stability and support, group 3)

We're looking at the short term here. Other solutions need to address homelessness more
broadly, and that goes through housing. (Director, outreach, group 1)

As mentioned in the previous quotes, this broader solution notably concerns increasing
housing accessibility, understood as one of the main causes of homelessness: “For my part,
I'd say almost 95% of people experiencing homelessness can’t find housing. It’s really the shortage
that leaves people on the streets” (Program coordinator, shelter, group 1).

Indeed, all participants agreed that new climate realities are mediated by the housing
crisis, meaning that they would not be experienced so acutely if it were not for the
housing crisis: “In my opinion, climate change exacerbates these [housing] problems. Families of
seven end up crammed into a small apartment. It's also an issue of having decent housing to
accommodate everyone” (Director, residential support, group 3). According to them, it is
impossible to consider the climate crisis separately from the housing crisis: the effects of
climate change on people experiencing homelessness cannot be understood in isolation,
as they are inseparable from the challenges posed by a precarious and insufficient
housing system.

Discussion

This exploratory study was concerned with new climate realities” effects on
community-based organizations in the homelessness sector. We were particularly
interested in: 1) practitioners” climate preoccupations and their perceptions of the new
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climate realities’ effects on people experiencing homelessness and on services offered to
these people; and 2) in current obstacles and required changes to adapt community-based
organizations in the homelessness sector. To this end, results provide insights on two
levels: 1) the ethical aspects of climate change and the broader issues that amplify the
effects of socioecological problems, including the multiple links between housing issues
and new climate realities; and 2) possible solutions to promote socioecological justice.

Ethical Aspects of Climate Change

To begin, our results highlight the “ethical aspects of climate change” (Anand et al.,
2024, p. 209), by showing its disproportionate impacts on individuals, communities, and
organizations experiencing preexisting social, political, and financial issues. Findings
show that the effects of climate issues are filtered through broader issues, which amplify
them and create specific realities for people experiencing homelessness and for the
organizations that serve them.

Indeed, our research shows the various impacts of climate and socioecological issues
on people experiencing homelessness, due to preexisting stigma and social exclusion,
political (in)action, and lack of adapted services. Additionally, results highlight an
ecological burden on community-based organizations, which remain underfunded in
comparison with institutional services (Front régional d'action communautaire
autonome [FRACA] de Montreal, 2022). These already-strained organizations become the
primary responders in times of environmental challenges, without benefiting from the
required resources (financial, human, and infrastructure). A key finding of this research
is that the new climate realities are synonymous with climate unpredictability, which
complicates the provision of services in the current context, where climate-related
services are often funded contractually and seasonally, based on the outdated reasoning
that weather patterns are stable and predictable. This requires a paradigm shift toward
an approach focused on preparedness for unpredictability, rather than reacting to
environmental and climate emergencies. This paradigm shift entails better equipping
organizations and ensuring the long-term sustainability of environmental respite
services.

Nevertheless, beyond funding and organizational constraints, participants were
preoccupied by the current housing crisis. They explain that permanent and climate-
adapted housing appears as a first line of defense to diminish socioecological injustice,
allowing for environmental respite and diminishing health, social, and environmental
inequalities. Indeed, climate-related challenges are disproportionately experienced by
people experiencing homelessness and by poorly-housed people, whose living
environments cannot adequately protect them from the effects of cold, heat, and pollution
(Bezgrebelna et al., 2021; Kidd et al., 2021, 2022, 2023). Practitioners increasingly provide
temporary emergency shelter services to housed people. In this sense, the climate crisis
exacerbates the current housing crisis, affecting the right to adequate housing and
hindering housing accessibility, as more homes are becoming inadequate due to being
ill-adapted to new climate realities (Do et al., 2023; Waldram et al., 2024). Accordingly,
the climate crisis and the housing crisis are intertwined, as the housing crisis creates new
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vulnerabilities to the climate crisis, while the climate crisis creates new forms of
homelessness and housing precarity.

The intersection between the climate crisis and the housing crisis is significant for
community-based organizations. Due to limited budgets, they set up in the only premises
affordable to them, but which are often ill-adapted to new climate realities (e.g., poorly
ventilated, without air conditioning). In short, the climate crisis is filtered through a
housing and infrastructure crisis, which worsens climate vulnerability. Consequently, a
complete homelessness policy should plan for climate emergencies and climate
unpredictability; likewise, a complete climate policy should include unhoused and
poorly-housed people as well as initiatives to improve the accessibility of social housing
and of commercial spaces for community-based organizations to allow for climate
resiliency.

Towards a Socioecological Justice

When interpreted from a socioecological justice perspective, our study provides
insights on efforts to enhance community resilience, lessen the effects of climate-related
issues on people experiencing homelessness, and reduce the socioecological burden on
community-based organizations in the homelessness sector. As suggested by Anand et
al. (2024), the concept of solidarity is a keystone to such concerted efforts. Our results
highlight three levels of solidarity that should be fostered.

To begin, solidarity should be developed within networks of professionals working
specifically in the homelessness sector. Indeed, results reveal the need for increased
knowledge about local socioecological issues, and about the ways other regions or
countries are organizing climate preparedness and emergency responses. Discussions
between professionals allow them to mutually inspire each other with practice-based
evidence (Roy et al., 2026).

Secondly, solidarity should also be developed at a community level. Although results
highlight required changes within the federal and provincial governments in Canada to
improve climate and homelessness policies, they also point to the importance of
municipal government action. Municipal government have political leverage to address
issues relating to social exclusion, political (in)action and some organizational obstacles,
such as: urban development initiatives leading to environmental exclusion, the
inaccessibility of suitable spaces for community-based organizations, mandates to
dismantle makeshift camps, insufficient sanitation facilities, and cohabitation issues
restricting access to places that serve as environmental respite for people experiencing
homelessness. Moreover, results point to the necessity of involving various stakeholders,
including marginalized groups, housing rights groups, and community-based
organizations (Vickery, 2015) at all levels of climate action and climate-related planning.
Although First Nations, Metis and Inuit realities were not highlighted within our research
sample explicitly, as the original custodians of these lands, it is crucial to engage in such
concerted discussions, reflections, and planning efforts with them. In sum, tackling
climate-change related issues demands a concerted structural and systemic response,
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which relies on the experiential knowledge of those who are the most affected by
socioecological injustice.

Finally, from a socioecological justice perspective, the notion of solidarity should be
extended to local ecosystems. Solutions require broader re-organizing within a more
inclusive green planning by considering the impacts of urban planning on all populations
and living beings (Tschakert, 2020). To this end, in addition to offering year-round
climate shelters including sanitary facilities (as advocated by participants), it is crucial to
engage in inclusive urban development (Trossat, 2023) and regenerative climate action,
for example, by increasing shared community gardens and by creating urban forests in
marginalized neighborhoods, which would foster food sovereignty and ensure access to
green spaces and clean water, without exacerbating socioecological injustices.

Conclusion

Climate issues are considered one of the biggest challenges facing humanity
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2022). Despite abundant scientific
knowledge on climate change and on the decline of biodiversity, the disproportionate
effects of climate and socioecological issues on marginalized populations and the
collateral consequences on organizations at the front-line of these issues are not as widely
considered (Bezgrebelna et al., 2021; Kidd et al., 2021, 2022, 2023). This collaborative
research explored the perceptions of practitioners within community-based
organizations who are witnessing first-hand the unequal effects of socioecological issues
on people experiencing homelessness, and who are confronted with deficiencies within
current service provisions.

Our results serve as a gateway to understand the interrelations between
socioecological issues, homelessness, and the work of community-based organizations.
First, it highlights the ethical aspects of climate change and the broader systemic issues
that amplify the effects of socioecological problems, including the multiple links between
housing issues and new climate realities (Kidd et al., 2021). Second, it outlines avenues of
reflection on possible solutions to promote socioecological justice. By increasing
knowledge on the new realities affecting community-based organizations in the
homelessness sector, and on the emerging organizational needs of these services, it allows
for reflections on required multi-level changes to promote socioecological justice.
Although this exploratory research has a limited scope, with few interviewed
practitioners operating in a specific sector (community-based homelessness sector) and a
geographically restricted area (the Canadian province of Quebec), it shows the
importance of continuing research on the realities at the intersection of homelessness and
climate issues. It also highlights the need for a better understanding of organizational
constraints and opportunities to adapt services to changing climate realities.

However, given the complexity of climate and socioecological issues and their
multifaceted causes and effects, future studies could benefit from broadening their scope
by interviewing various types of stakeholders and professionals to foster a more global
understanding of the issues at hand (e.g., law experts; health care workers; policy makers;
groups with experiential knowledge and lived experience of homelessness; First Nations
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populations). In this regard, the perspective of those most directly affected is crucial from
a socioecological justice standpoint. It is therefore important to acknowledge that the
perspective of people experiencing homelessness was not included in the present study.
This is due to the collaborative and partnership-based nature of our research, which was
designed in response to a need expressed by community organizations: to better
understand province-wide organizational realities. The current research thus favored an
organizational-level of inquiry, focused on organizations’” new realities as well as
organizational challenges and opportunities. Consequently, the primary-concerned
individuals in this study were practitioners, who face significant challenges related to
new climatic conditions. It is from this angle that this research contributes to scholarship
in the field of homelessness by documenting organizational challenges otherwise rarely
studied.
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