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LXJK Ron Durston liked t h e p n v q  his cabin provided Righk Chrystal W o n ,  whose non-profit ran the cabins, is optimistic about thefiture. I 

FLIVING IN LIMBO 
A church's plan to support the homeless is shelved, alongwith the homes ,& 

OR THE LAST two and a half years, Ron 
Durston lived in a nondescript beige build- 
ing in Kingston, Ont., that is roughly the 
size and shape of a backyard shed. One 
of 17 individual sleeping cabins for the 
unhoused that the City of Kingston co- 
managed, Durston's tiny home sat at the 
city's Centre 70 Arena in the summer and 
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z was moved to a marina in the winter. 
2 
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Before moving into his cabin, the 69-year-old was living 
in his van. He had lost his job and fallen into debt due to * 
COVID-19 restrictions. In spite of these hardships, Durston 

2 was reluctant at first to participate in the sleeping cabin ini- ' tiative, believing that he would have to share a living space e 
0 with other people. But each resident got their own cabin, 
I 
e which Durston referred to as a "fortress of solitude." He liked 
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that he could lock his aoor and shut tne world I 
he wanted. 

Durston also said that he'd come to see the other resi- 
dents as family. The area around the cabins had a community 
feel: residents had planted a vegetable garden, decorated the 
spaces between the cabins with potted plants and outdoor , . 
lights, and even set up a patio area with some salvaged Mus- 
kolta chairs and a barbecue. It was a small, if unconventional, 
neighbourhood. 

Unfortunately, at the end of September, Durston, along 
with all the other sleeping cabin residents, once again lost 
his home. 

Like many other Canadian cities, Kingston is experiencing 
a homelessness crisis. As of August 2024, 633 people were 
on the city's By-Name list, a registry for unhoused people, 
but experts estimate the actual number is well over 1,000. > 
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AlIan Baer has been a driving foree for the project a! Crossroads United in Kingston, Ont. I 
of initiative, but they hope they won't aison person for the project, has been and city council approved the plan on 
be the last. one of the driving forces behind the July 9, pledging $500,000 to prepare 

In 2021, the City of Kingston part- church's plan to host the cabins. the Crossroads United site - includ- - .. 
nered with Our Livable Solutions (OLS), Part of his inspiration for taking on ing constructing a building with wash- 

- 

an organization dedicated to address- this project came from United Church rooms, showers, a kitchen and laundry 
ing homelessness in the community, Moderator Rt. Rev. Carmen Lans- facilities - and offering to sell the cab- 

as a pilot project. The city hosted and United just three days after Kingston dubbed the new community Cross- 
paid for the cabins and covered their city council voted to wind down itspart- roads Village. 
expenses, while OLS managed day- nership with OLS. "What is one posi- But the plan began to unravel. For 
to-day operations; cabin residents ac- tive thing, one imaginative thing, that a start, the church had trouble getting 

- 

cessed city facilities at the arena and you can do in your faith communities?" neighbours on board with the idea. Baer 
- 

marina for services like washrooms, Baer remembers Lansdowne asking the organized a public meeting on June 25, 
kitchens and laundry. 

OLS founder and acting executive 
director Chrystal Wilson describes cillors in mid-April reaffirmed the con- idents from near the arena and marina; 

- 

the program as a success, noting it clusion of the program, Crossroads theywould also take questions andcom- 
has led to permanent housing for sev- began to thii seriously about hosting ments from the floor. Until that point, 
era1 former residents. However, in the cabins on an underused portion of Baer says that all of the feedback the 
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I h r c h  had received about the project 
was positive, but he wanted to let those 
who felt apprehensive about the sleep- 
ing cabins have their say. 

Some attendees were supportive 
of the project, but others voiced con- 
cerns. One asked if a traffic study had 
been done, believing Crossroads Village 

- would lead to an increase in vehicles on 
nearby roads. Another said that many 
local children play and walk through the 
area where the cabins would be located, 
and she worried about their safety. Sev- 
eral neighbours brought up the poten- 
tial of drug use and crime, while others 
thought the cabins should go elsewhere 
in the city. 

Baer said that he understood the 
dghbours' worries, but that churches 
have a mandate to push past those fears. 
He cited the Gospel of John, which 
says that God is love, and in love there 
is no fear. He also noted that for the 
two and a half years the program had 
been running, there had been no is- 
sues in the residential neighbowhoods 
where the cabii were located. In hiid- 
sight, Baer does think it would have been 
helpful to visit the apartment buildings 
surrounding Crossroads United to 
speak with people one-on-one ahead of 
the public meeting, but also says that 
would have been difficult to organize 
given the compressed timeline. 

Local opposition wasn't the only is- 
sue. Several weeks of onsite work were 
needed to prepare the property for 
the cabins ahead of the city's Sept. 30 
deadline, but that couldn't happen until 
a lease was created so that Crossroads 
United could legally have OLS as their 
tenants. Baer said the biggest obstacle 
in creating the lease in a short period 
of time was that it had to be done over 
the summer, when many of the people 
who needed to draft and approve it were 
on vacation. 

On Sept. 7, The United Church of 
Canada's East Central Ontario Region- 
al Council ratified the lease agreement 
- the final step needed before con- 
struction could begin. But just as mo- 
mentum was building, the development 
company's funding, which would have 
paid for, among other things, 24-hour 
on-site staffing, fell through less than a 
month before the eviction deadline. 

"Without operational funding, we 

won't be able to proceed with construc- 
tion of the site," says Chrystal Wilson of 
OLS. "There's sunshine in the future, 
though. We have a couple of opportuni- 
ties we hope will come through so that 
we can open in time forwinter. It would 
be heartbreaking to have a site available 
to house people and no way to operate 
it, leaving people out in the cold." 

As of publication, the cabins have 
been put intostorage by the city and will 
be held for up to two years while OLS 
tries to find new funding. On Sept. 20, 
the city released a statement saying that 
staff are continuing to offer 
housing solutions to resi- 
dents ahead of the program's 
end. Wilson says most of the 
residents are being folded , 
into the city's existing tran- 
sitional housing programs, 
though a lucky few have 
been able to get permanent 
housing. 

JIMMY ARMSTRONG, 
47, worries that the loss of 
his cabin will set him back 
in his efforts to overcome 
substance abuse. "It's been 
a long process," says Arm- 
strong. "It took a long time 
to admit that I'm an addict. 
And then it took probably 

how the city has dealt with homeless- 
ness. "I.. .trust my ability in surviving 
[more] than.. .the people that say [they] 
will help you survive," he says. 

Baer is working to stay positive about 
the continuation of the sleeping cabii 
program, even though there is seemingly 
little hope to be found. Now, he says, is 
when the really hard work begins. 

Still, he believes that everything 
his church has done over the past few 
months to prepam to host the sleeping 
cabins has had an impact, even if the 
opening of Crossroads V i e  is de- 

about a good two months 
before I could say I was an The sleeping cabins ofered mi s a lockable space of 
addict all in one sentence '.heirmn.Aeommunalvegetablegarden, outdoorlights 

and not cry. I can do it now." and a patio area created a ne~ghbourlyfeel. 

Thanks to support from 
OLS, he recently completed treatment 
at a facility in Sudbury, Ont., and has 
been working on staying clean ever 
since. 

But he worries that without the 
supportive environment of the sleep- 
ing cabins, he might wind up back on 

layed' indefinitely. For one thing, the 
public meeting started a much-needed 
conversation in the church's neigh- 
bourhood. For another, Baer believes 
the congregation's work could serve 
as a guide for other communities of 
faith interested in taking on similar 

the streets. And if that happens, the initiatives. 
possibility of relapse increases expo- Finally, Crossroads' offer has given 
nentially. It's hard for any addict to stay city council members a glimpse at possi- 
sober, but even harder for those deal- ble solutions to homele~sness that they 
ing with the stresses of homelessness. previously had not considered, showing 
Many unhoused people use substances churches as more outward-looking than 
to help numb their feelings; they also they might have assumed. 
sometimes use them to help stay awake. "What our church's involvement 
Falling asleep means running the risk of has shown is that we're willing to work 
having your possessions stolen. with community partners where we are 

For Ron Durston, the current sit- able," says Baer. El 
uation just adds to his cynicism about AnneTheiiaultisawriterinKingston, Oat 
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