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Dear Mayor and Council.
We write in strong support of Councillor Swanson’s motion ‘Street Care, Not Street Sweeps: Ending
Daily Displacement in Vancouver’. The problem that it seeks to address is an urgent one, deserving
of our immediate attention, and the proposed solutions are sensible.
We are academic researchers who have been engaged in a four-year, federally funded project on the
challenges that the precariously housed face in securing and controlling their personal belongings.
The initial findings of this project reinforce the concerns raised in the motion and the associated
#Stop the Sweeps report. In particular, we note the following, based on our research:
a) The precariously housed face ongoing cycles of dispossession, destruction, and devaluation
of their personal belongings, on the part of multiple actors, including City officials.
b) This can have devastating effects on already marginalized people. Personal possessions serve
multiple purposes, directly affecting personal safety, health, spiritual and cultural practices,
relations to family and friends, psychic integrity, and selfhood.
c) The ever-present risk of property seizure and lack of storage options can force people into
untenable situations or place people into heightened forms of precarity. People may opt not
to seek medical care or other services because of a fear that their belongings will be destroyed
in their absence.
d) Seizure can also be deeply dehumanizing, denying people’s dignity as human beings. The
photographs seized in a sweep may be the last tangible link that a person has to a child or
family, for example.
e) Seizure often entails pernicious forms of devaluation, in which people’s belongings are
treated as ‘garbage’. This can go hand in hand with the denigration of the owners of these
possessions.
f) While basic equality principles are clearly violated, in that housed people’s possessions are
protected to a far greater degree than unhoused people, seizure can have intersectional and
dispossessive effects, given the disproportionate number of racialized and Indigenous people
amongst the precariously housed.
g) There are almost no remedies available to those whose belongings are confiscated or
destroyed, with precariously housed people needing to start from scratch in obtaining
possessions for survival and comfort, including ID, shelter, sleeping bags, clothing, footwear
and medications.

This problem is serious and has often gone under the radar for too long. Precariously housed people
provide vital insights into the problem, as well as appropriate solutions. Top-down interventions,
without the wisdom and experience of peers, can exacerbate the problem. We support the proposal
that staff work with community members to develop storage solutions and best practices for the
management of confiscated goods.
We are happy to clarify these findings and associated recommendations.
Yours sincerely
Nicholas Blomley
Professor of Geography, Simon Fraser University
Alexandra Flynn
Associate Professor, Peter A Allard School of Law, University of British Columbia
Marie-Eve Sylvestre
Dean, University of Ottawa School of Law.
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