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24/7 Emergency Shelter FAQs 
March 31, 2022 
 
What is Happening at 502 Columbia Street? 
 
The City of New Westminster, BC Housing and the Lower Mainland Purpose Society are 
working together to transition the lower floor of 502 Columbia Street (the former Army and Navy) 
from an Emergency Weather Response (EWR) shelter, now closed, into a 24/7 Emergency 
Response Centre (ERC) shelter. This ERC shelter will have Purpose Society staff onsite at all 
times and provide shelter guests with a bed, along with support services, referrals to community 
services, meals and hygiene facilities.  
 
The 24/7 ERC shelter will be in place for 12 months, with the anticipated start date being May 1, 
2022, or when the building is ready for occupancy as a 24/7 ERC shelter following minor 
renovations.  
 
In the interim, BC Housing is working to transition the site to a nightly shelter (i.e., 8:00 p.m. and 
8:00 a.m.) until the 24/7 shelter is operational.  
 
This shelter transition is part of a larger strategy to address homelessness and housing 
affordability in New Westminster. Earlier this year, New Westminster City Council approved 
supportive housing at 60-68 Sixth Street (anticipated completion mid-2023), and non-market 
housing on City-owned land at 350-366 Fenton Street in Queensborough.  
 
The City and BC Housing continue to work collaboratively to assess the needs of the community 
and work with local service providers to ensure these are being met. 
 
What is the scope of the renovation to prepare the building for use as an Emergency 
Response Centre (ERC) shelter and will individuals be able to use the building during 
renovations?  
 
The building is being reviewed for additional life safety measures to address the increased 
operating hours of the ERC shelter. Based on the expected nature of the minor renovations, the 
City will consider allowing the upgrades to be completed while the space continues to be used, 
contingent on the development of clear operational protocols. 
 
What is a Temporary Use Permit? 
 
A Temporary Use Permit (TUP) is a special permit approved by New Westminster City Council 
that allows a land use not permitted in the current zoning of a property to be situated on site for 
a limited period of time.  A TUP was utilized to permit an emergency shelter use on the lower 
floor of 502 Columbia Street. A TUP has a maximum term of three years and can be renewed 
once by City Council for the same length of term. The site can be used in accordance with the 
terms of the permit until the expiration date. 
 
What does the approved Temporary Use Permit at 502 Columbia Street allow? 
 
At the November 15, 2021 City Council meeting, New Westminster City Council approved a 
Temporary Use Permit (TUP) for 502 Columbia Street. Click here to view the City Council 
meeting recording and access the public input and other materials. The TUP enables the Lower 

https://pub-newwestcity.escribemeetings.com/Meeting.aspx?Id=056d1636-8fca-4592-9c4c-15751fd06b9b&Agenda=Agenda&lang=English&Item=69&Tab=attachments
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Mainland Purpose Society to operate an emergency shelter which could be an Extreme 
Weather Response shelter or an Emergency Response Centre shelter. The shelter can provide 
up to 50 mats or beds for adults, offer support services, and accessed from Front Street. 
 
What is an Emergency Shelter and what are the different types of shelters? 
 
Emergency shelters provide temporary accommodation in the form of mats or beds to 
individuals who are unsheltered. Emergency shelters can take several forms, including:  

• Extreme Weather Response shelters, which are operational from November 1 to March 31 
and are activated during extreme weather events, such as periods of sub- or near sub-
zero temperatures 

• 24/7 Emergency Response Centre shelters are operational year-round, seven days a 
week, 24-hours per day, and typically provide support services, have beds instead of 
mats, and offer additional amenities such as meals and shower facilities. 

 
Who will be the operator of the 24/7 Emergency Shelter? 

 
The Lower Mainland Purpose Society will operate the 24/7 Emergency Response Centre (ERC) 
shelter. It will also continue to manage the overnight shelter, before it fully transitions to a 24/7 
ERC shelter. The Purpose Society has been operating the Extreme Weather Response shelter 
at 502 Columbia Street since December 30, 2021. 
 
The Purpose Society was established in 1983 and is headquartered in New Westminster. It has 
over 100 employees, and operates a variety of educational, health, and social services. In New 
Westminster, it operates the Health Contact Centre, which includes an overdose prevention site 
and other harm reduction services; a Mobile Health Van; a Rent Bank Program; and the 
Welcoming and Inclusive New Westminster (WINS) Local Immigration Partnership Council.  
 
What is the need for 24/7 Emergency Shelter? 
 
Based on the 2020 Regional Homeless Count, 52 unsheltered and 71 sheltered homeless 
people were identified in New Westminster, for a total of 123 homeless people. In September 
2021, City staff reached out to local service providers that have a mandate to address 
homelessness and asked them to provide an update on the estimated number of unsheltered 
homeless people in New Westminster. Based on the responses received, it is estimated that the 
unsheltered homeless population, including those who are couch surfing, is now in the 
hundreds, and likely three to four times the pre-pandemic number. 
 
The reasons for the increase in unsheltered homelessness are many, with several being tied to 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. These include but are not limited to: reductions in existing 
emergency shelter capacity due to pandemic-related physical distancing requirements; 
reluctance on behalf of family and friends to accept unsheltered people into their homes out of 
fear of virus transmission; and the ongoing housing affordability crisis and opioid epidemic.  
 
What are the benefits of a 24/7shelter? 
 
Businesses and residents have expressed concern about homeless encampments, human 
waste as a result of limited access to toilet facilities, litter associated with take-away meals, and 
the use of fires by the unsheltered to stay warm during colder temperatures. A 24/7 Emergency 
Response Centre shelter will assist in addressing these concerns and others, while providing a 
compassionate approach to the issue of homelessness. It will also provide options for Homeless 
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Outreach, Bylaw Enforcement, and Police to make referrals.  Additionally, it will enable the 
Fraser Health Integrated Response Team, recently established to address the needs of those 
with mental health issues, to more easily access potential clients. 
 
How does a 24/7 Emergency Response Centre shelter fit into the Downtown Livability 
Strategy? 
 
On October 18, 2021, New Westminster City Council endorsed the Downtown Livability 
Initiatives Strategy, which incorporates immediate- and short-term actions to improve livability in 
the Downtown. Areas of focus include: general cleanliness and providing access to 24-hour 
toilets in the Downtown; mental health and substance use issues in collaboration with Fraser 
Health; engaging and supporting local businesses; enhancing homeless outreach and 
emergency shelter capacity; and, working toward longer-term solutions to addressing 
homelessness, including new supportive housing.  
 
This ERC shelter is aligned with the strategy by providing increased emergency shelter capacity 
in the Downtown as we work towards longer-term solutions.  
 
When will new supportive housing be ready for occupancy at 60-68 Sixth Street? 
 
BC Housing’s supportive housing project at 60-68 Sixth Street was approved on February 28, 
2022 by New Westminster City Council.  
 
The supportive housing project includes 52 modular units with supports for adults at-risk or 
experiencing homelessness. An experienced non-profit housing operator will be selected, and 
their staff will be on site 24/7 to support residents and provide services. BC Housing will own the 
building. Staff from BC Housing and the City are currently working through the project 
development stage, with the supportive housing project anticipated to be ready for occupancy 
within 12- to 16-months. 
 
Who do I contact if I have questions about shelter? 
 
If you have any questions regarding the operations of the shelter, please contact BC Housing at 
communityrelations@bchousing.org 
 
If you have questions about the regulatory requirements related to shelters and the Temporary 
Use Permit process, please contact Anur Mehdic, Housing and Child Care Planning Analyst, 
amehdic@newwestcity.ca  
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