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Portland Hotel Society 
PHS Community Services Society 
 

Background  

The Portland Hotel Society (PHS) began in 1991 with a downtown eastside hotel converted to house the 

homeless. The Society was formed in 1993 with a focus on housing the “hard to house.”  PHS initiatives centre 

on building community capacity as well as securing stable tenancy for people frequently faced with eviction.  

The PHS hotels are supported with minimal resources but they do not replace the need to build new and better 

equipped homes.  

CBC news report on the “Housing First” initiative that greatly reduced homelessness in Portland, Orland 
http://www.cbc.ca/national/blog/video/healtheducation/off_the_streets_1.html 

 

Mission Statement  

 To promote, develop, and maintain supportive affordable housing to 

adults poorly served elsewhere in the community 

 To foster a sense of community  

 To provide asylum, advocacy, services and housing to those who have 

mental illnesses, physical disabilities, HIV/AIDS status, a history of criminal 

activity, substance abuse problems, and/or for other reasons are unable to 

find permanent housing 

 To provide services and housing to people regardless of race, colour, 

culture, religion, gender, sexual orientation, marital status, and illness. 

 

Staffing 

Staff are hired based on their understanding, caring, and commitment to the 

needs of those served by the PHS.  

Executive Director and Founder: Liz Evans 

Managing Director: Mark Townsend 

 
 

Housing Related Projects Operated by the PHS Community Services Society: 
Common elements:  

Most PHS buildings have two staff on duty 24 hours a day.  The majority of residents are subsidised through 

income assistance to pay for their housing.  Clinical health care and support services are provided by the PHS 

and external partnering organizations such as Vancouver Coastal Health, AIDS Vancouver, etc (see last page). 

4Real TV Series – Actress Eva Mendes connects with community advocate Liz Evans: 

http://www.4real.com/tv/details.asp?pageid=16 

 

“People just need a place to 

be…they need a place where 

they can exist without being 

judged and hounded and 

harassed.  These are people who 

are frequently viewed as 

liabilities, blamed for crime and 

social ills, and…seen as a waste 

of time and energy. They are 

regarded harshly even by people 

who make compassion in their 

careers.” 

Liz Evans (PHS Director) 

in “The Realm of Hungry Ghosts” 

by Gabor Mate 

 

http://www.cbc.ca/national/blog/video/healtheducation/off_the_streets_1.html
http://www.4real.com/tv/details.asp?pageid=16
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The Portland Hotel  

The PHS has operated this 86 unit hotel since 1991.  The building has 

one-bedroom units, studios, handicapped suites, and bathrooms in 

every room.  Clientele are commonly labelled as “hard to house” 

adults, “at risk homeless” and live with concurrent disorders.  All 

residents are on income assistance and come with an array of health 

challenges.  Home support services include on-site nursing and family 

physician services, medication storage, a methadone program, daily 

hot meals, counselling, acupuncture, massage therapy, needle 

exchange, and AIDs outreach. 

Maclean’s Magazine – Arthur Erickson, “the grand old man of Canadian 
architecture” builds the Portland Hotel: 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=M1ARTM0012218 

 

Enhanced Living Support – ELS 

This development was completed by the Katherine Sanford Housing 

Society in 2000.  The building includes 18 apartments for adults living 

with mental illness. There is an onsite manager, support provided by 

PHS management team, and expertise provided by a psychiatrist. 

 

Regal Place Hotel 

The hotel consists of 39 units operated by PHS since 2000, after renovations 

were done by the Metro Vancouver Housing Society.  Residents are adults 

attempting to move away from substance misuse. The drug and alcohol 

culture in the building is damp, not dry - residents may still use episodically.  

Attempts are made to support them through existing programs focused on 

specific goals, greater stability and independence, but addictions supports 

are limited.  Residents are placed via VCHA’s “access” system. 

 

The Stanley / New Fountain Residence  

With the support of the City of Vancouver and BC 

housing, squatters from the former Woodward’s 

building were relocated to this 103 unit building.  

Residents pay low rent and include adults & 

youth with physical, mental, and drug use issues.  

The Stanley is currently housing 85 people who are just off the street.  Residents get 

support from an outreach team provided by the VCHA in partnership with 

community non profit agencies.  

 

“To live in a place that is 

supposed to be so 

hazardous… and still live 

like a human being.” 

Tazz 

(resident at the Stanley) 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=M1ARTM0012218
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Unity Housing 

Five rented single-family dwellings house 26 Unity Housing Society members who live with serious mental 

illnesses in the community.  Residents make up the Unity staff, in conjunction with one PHS facilitator for 

support. 

 

Sunrise and Washington Hotels 

(Includes the Radio Station Café, the Washington store, and the 

Washington Needle Depot) 

The PHS has managed both of these hotels since 1998 housing 53 and 

88 residents respectively.  Residents are “at risk homeless” adults from 

the DTES, many with social, physical, addictions, and emotional 

challenges.  Clinical outreach services are available to residents, and 

home support is provided on-site.  The Sunrise houses the PHS 

Community Dental Clinic, a laundry, Vancouver Co-op Radio, and the 

resident run Radio Station café that 

provides jobs and affordable food.  The 

Washington’s ground floor includes the 

Washington Needle Depot, run in 

partnership with the Life Is Not Enough 

Society (LINES).  The Washington Store 

provides the community with nutritious 

food, and is run by local residents in 

partnership with VCHA.  

 

Roosevelt Hotel 

PHS has managed this 48 unit hotel on behalf of the BC Housing Management 
Commission since December 2007.  The site provides “low threshold” services 
that reduce substance-related harm to people who are not ready to engage in 
treatment.  These services help prevent infections, blood-borne pathogens and 
other health problems, aiming to stop the adoption of higher-risk behaviours. 
 

Rainier Hotel 

PHS will manage this 43-room hotel on behalf of BC Housing, with services targeted specifically for women who 

are drug and alcohol free, with support from VCHA to provide alcohol and drug treatment services. 

 

Smith Yuen 

PHS administers this 53 unit apartment via a contract from VCHA, which was developed and is property 

managed by the Katharine Sanford Housing Society. The units are targeted at seniors living with serious mental 

illnesses.  The site provides communal meals, and each resident receives mental health case management from 

the Strathcona Mental Health Team. Residents are placed by the Mental Health system directly. 

“When I first started out 

[working for the PHS) I 

thought I knew some stuff 

about how the world works. 

There really is a profound 

experience of unlearning…It 

is humbling to recognize 

how much our assumptions 

get in the way of our own 

ability to provide care.” 

Sarah Evans 

(Manager for Vancouver 

Coastal Health HIV-AIDS 

Harm Reduction programs) 
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DR GABOR MATÉ, staff physician for the PHS, on health changes of long-term residents: 
People become way more trusting and open up a lot more emotionally. They control their HIV and we can control their 
medications better.  Infections are controlled much more quickly because they come to the clinic. This is because they have a 
sense of trust with the staff. There are a lot of positive changes but that doesn’t amount to recovery from addiction.  For 
that, a lot more would have to be in place. 

 
 

Housing Developments 
The PHS is currently working on the following projects under development 

 

Pennsylvania 

The original Portland Hotel, this 70 room SRO has been renovated according to 

the City’s Heritage Guidelines, in partnership with BC Housing, the City of 

Vancouver, the Federal Government, and the Metro Vancouver Housing 

Society, plus assistance from a local developer.  Due to open Dec 1st 2008, this 

project will house 40 low income residents in self contained suites. 

 

Woodwards 

The Woodwards Development will house 125 units of purpose built 

SRO replacement housing, managed by the PHS, targeted towards 

community residents. 

 

Alexander St. 

BC Housing awarded the PHS an allocation to develop and manage 

“low barrier” housing at 590 Alexander St. The project is currently in 

the design stage. 

 

Station St. 

This 80 unit supported housing development will house residents 

currently in SRO’s or that are homeless. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“[Initiatives] to present a 

different kind of solution for a 

problem that is essentially a 

public health problem and not 

a criminal law problem.” 

Neil Boyd 

 (Professor and Associate 

Director - Simon Fraser 

University Criminology) 
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Health Partnerships and Initiatives: 
Portland Clinic 

The PHS manages a small clinic that provides services targeted towards adults living in SRO’s managed by the 

PHS who do not make use of traditional clinical services.  The full time registered nurse (RN) is employed by the 

PHS and works with two PHS physicians whose sessions are provided through the VCHA. 

 

The Interurban Art Gallery  

Since it’s completion in 2003, this project hopes to de-stigmatize the DTES through art created by its residence.  

The Gallery also provides art workshops, and is largely supported by volunteers.   

 

The Portland Community Dental Clinic  

Dental care is essential in creating individual capacity.  This is the only dental clinic for low income residents of 

the DTES, many who have never seen a dentist in their lives.  UBC Dental Faculty trains their 4th year dental 

students at the clinic.  Care is subsidized through an endowment raised by the PHS. 

 

The Pigeon Park Savings Credit Union  

Opened in 2004 through a partnership between VanCity and the 

PHS, this financial service represents a symbol of social inclusion 

to community residents.  VanCity subsidizes its operation, 

currently providing financial services to over 4,000 DTES 

community members.  

 

 

The Life Skills Centre (LSC) 

At 412 East Cordova, the LSC is managed by the PHS via VCHA 

funding.  Events and programs at the centre are extensive and 

include: multi-cultural community kitchens, literacy programs, 

women’s wellness programs, art groups, pathways to employment, structured peer training, movies, HIV & 

IVDU support.  Stable employment is aided through a meal program, laundry facilities and showers.  

Participants have access to welfare and housing advocacy, and participate in community beautification.  The 

LSC boasts over 5000 members.   

 

Washington Needle Depot 

This needle exchange and distribution program is a peer-based initiative that provides sterile drug 

paraphernalia and collects dirty syringes.  This involves entering the user community, specifically the alleys and 

parks of the DTES. 
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RUSS MAYNARD, InSite Supervisor, on the court ruling that kept InSite open (May 2008): 
The PHS knew that Vancouver Coastal Health couldn’t ‘fight’ for InSite, so they took it upon themselves to take the case to 
court.   At one point, Mark Townsend, the managing director of the PHS, phoned me and said, ‘Hey, the federal 
government lawyer is about to make his case.  I want you to grab some users that are willing to come, and get them down 
to the court case.  This lawyer is about to get up in front of hardly anybody and say things that are less then flattering 
about this group of people.  If he’s going to do that, I want them there.’  Remember we’ve got lawyers working pro bono 
and they have someone paid by the government with unlimited resources.  Our law students are working night and day, 
just like you see in the movies.  I’m at work, and I get a call from Liz Evans, the executive director of the PHS, and I can hear 
in her voice that she’s in tears: ‘Russ, the court case just ended, and we won! We won! We won!’  The judge said Canada’s 
drug law has never been updated.  If there’s a student partying because its graduation, someone that makes a living selling 
drugs, or someone born into a family full of addiction and put out on the street to make money, all this falls under the 
same law.  The judge told the government to go back and do their job by updating the law, instead of this ridiculous club 
that has to beat everyone over the head with. 

PHS Community Services Society: Social Investments and Community Developments 
The PHS pursues developments that share their philosophy of building community capacity.  Some PHS 

community investments in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver that are not directly related to housing 

initiatives include: 

 

InSite: Supervised Injection Facility  

The only supervised Injection Facility in North America has been managed by the PHS in partnership with VCHA 

since 2003.  The site allows marginalized street entrenched drug addicts to 

access health care.  InSite provides a safe place off the street to inject under the 

supervision of a nurse, using sterile equipment.  The Supervised Injection Site 

(SIS) fundamentally promotes addiction as a health issue and averages 800 visits 

per day.  InSite reaches people who are poorly served by conventional services, 

stops death from overdoses, and curtails the spread of infectious diseases.   

- Video  Tour: http://www.vch.ca/sis/videos/sis-video.wmv  

- Comments about InSite: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LL4vqM1VdC4  

 

Onsite: Community Detox 

The PHS partners with the VCHA in the management of Onsite. Above InSite 

there are two residential floors that offer detox and treatment support services 

to people using the Injection site.  When an SIS participant wants help to end 

their addiction, staff can take them upstairs and register them into the detox 

program.  12 detox beds and several transitional beds are available for patients 

waiting to get into long-term treatment. 

 

Community Transitional Care Team - CTCT 

This health care team delivers medical support in partnership with the PHS to treat infections in the IDU 

population.  People in the program receive medical support while living in PHS Housing.  The team of nurses 

often treat chronic or repeated infections that have failed to be treated in a hospital setting. 

“The reason people should 

care is because people are 

dying.” 

Dr. John Blatherwick 

(Vancouver’s former chief 

medical officer)  

http://www.vch.ca/sis/videos/sis-video.wmv
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LL4vqM1VdC4
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PHS Partners:  

 
 VanCity 

 Pigeon Park Community 
Advisory 

 Love is Not Enough Society 
(LINES) 

 Vancouver Area Network of 
Drug Users (VANDU) 

 Vancouver District Labour 
Council 

 Food Bank 

 Douglas College 

 WISH & PACE Mobile Access 
Program, Vancouver Public 
Library 

 Local Chinese Business 
People 

 Projections 

 Consumer Board 

 Radio Station Café 

 Vancouver Association of 
Chinese Canadians 

 Neighbourhood Safety Office 

 Bladerunners  

 City TV 

 PIVOT 

 

 Society of Women’s 
Empowerment, Education 
and Training (SWEET) 

 Asian Society for the 
Intervention of Aids (ASIA) 

 Women Against Violence 
Against Women (WAVAW) 

 Community-based Academic 
Initiatives 

 Vancouver Coastal Health 
Authority (VCHA) 

 QUEST 

 Grief to Action 

 Watari, Safe Crack Use 
Coalition, Pathways, 
Grassroots Opportunity 
Workers (GROW) 

 Vancouver Bach Choir 

 Reach 3 

 Community Grocery Store 

 Environmental Youth 
Alliance 

 Independent Community 
Television Cooperative 

 Nevco 

 Polygon Homes Ltd  

 Prostitution Alternatives 
Counselling and Education 
Society (PACE) 

 Vancouver Foundation 

 Capilano University Literacy 
Program 

 Western Aboriginal Harm 
Reduction Society (WAHRS) 

 Community Directions: A and 
D working group 

 On to Ottawa Initiative 

 United Way 

 BC Association of People on 
Methadone and Grandview-
Woodlands Peer to Peer 
Support Network 

 Fong Leung Tong Society 

 The Studio 

 Potluck Café 

 COOP Radio 

 Downtown Eastside Youth 
Activities Society (DEYAS) 

 Downtown Eastside Media 

 Katherine Sanford Society 

 BELL Canada 

 
 
 


