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BE A VOICE
For Affordable Housing! contest package 

Be a Voice for Affordable Housing Contest!
We’re calling on all high school aged youth in Niagara to Raise Awareness.  Be Creative.  Be a Voice for affordable 
housing options in Niagara.

This contest is derived from the Region of Halton’s very successful Be A Hero program.

Contest Details
The contest challenges youth in Niagara to use their creativity to give a voice to the issues of affordable housing 
and homelessness in Niagara.

There are many ways you can get involved!
• Create a YouTube video that addresses the importance of affordable housing and/or issues 
 of homelessness in Niagara
• Write a story or a poem
• Create a comic book, poster, painting or other form of visual art
• Design a model for affordable housing (architectural or graphic design)
• Create a multimedia presentation or photo essay
• Write or record an original song
• Create a public service announcement for TV, radio or the internet
• Other (your creative choice)

All you have to do is prepare your submission based on one of the housing scenarios included in the contest 
package OR create a submission based on your own thoughts or experiences about the issues of affordable housing 
or homelessness in Niagara.

$$$ Cash Prizes for the top 5 submissions!

First place will receive $1,000, second place will receive $500 and third place will receive $250.  Fourth and fifth place 
will each receive $100.

A Be a Voice Spirit award will be presented to the school with the highest level of participation.

Submissions will be used as a part of the Niagara community’s ongoing efforts to raise awareness about the 
importance of affordable housing options in our community.  It will also help mark National Housing Day in 
November.
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Contest Start and Deadline
The contest starts September 8, 2015.  The deadline for contest submissions is Friday, October 30, 2015 at 4:00 p.m.

CONTEST RULES
1. Participants can only submit one entry, either individually or as a small group.

2. If the contest is being completed under the supervision of a teacher, 
the teacher may choose to enter one class submission.

3. You must be a Niagara resident between the ages of 13* - 18 or currently attending secondary school
(*if you are 13 at the time of the contest, you must be turning 14 by December 31, 2015).

4. All entries must be the original work of the participant.

5. Facts and information on housing are provided as part of this package.  
If you choose to use sources other than those provided by the contest, 

you must provide reference to the original source 
(on a separate sheet or within the submission).

6. Please use 300dpi format for photos.  Submissions sent by e-mail are limited to a 5 mb size file (e-mail and 
attachments) and must be emailed to: sandy@habitatniagara.ca.

7. Multimedia presentations must be submitted on a CD/DVD data file disc or USB drive that is compatible 
with Windows Mediaplayer, Windows Moviemaker and/or RealPlayer.

8. If you are submitting a You Tube video please send the url link to your video to sandy@habitatniagara.ca.

9. All submissions must include a participant entry form which is included in this package.  
Please Note:  Participants under 18 years of age require a parent/guardian signature to participate.

10. All submissions completed as part of a school project must include the teacher’s name and contact 
information.  If you are not currently enrolled in a Niagara high school and are completing your submission 

independently or through a youth centre or community service provider, please indicate this.

11. Any submission that does not meet the criteria listed in the rules will not be considered.
All entries will be judged based on originality, knowledge of the issue of affordable housing, 

critical thinking and presentation.

12. The decisions of the judging panel are final.  The top five submissions will be awarded cash 
prizes in the amounts of $1,000 (first place) $500 (second place) and $250 (third place).  

Submissions placing fourth and fifth will each receive $100.

13. Winners will be announced at the National Housing Day celebrations.
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Your entry will be DISQUALIFIED if it:

1.  Contains images, materials or elements not owned by you (unless sources are attributed)
2.  Contains offensive language
3.  Violates anyone’s privacy
4.  Does not comply with any aspect of these official rules

JUDGING CRITERIA
All entries will be evaluated by a panel of contest judges for:

  1. Originality – express yourself creatively in a unique and independent manner

  2. Knowledge – demonstrate a thorough understanding of:
       a. The importance of having a variety of affordable housing options in Niagara 

AND/OR
     b. What happens when there is a lack of affordable housing options (including affordable 

 housing that is accessible to persons with health/disability issues as well), 
              including issues of homelessness

             3. Critical thinking – using supporting information to express your understanding of housing 
   issues in the scenario you choose (or within your own independent approach to housing)  
              (Note:  Scenarios are on p. 8 - 9)

  4. Presentation – organize and express ideas in an effective and meaningful way 
         (whether written or through visual/artistic expression)

All decisions by the judges are final.

Contest Deadline
All submission and participant entry forms must be received by Friday, October 30, 2015 at 4:00 p.m.  
Entries received after this time will not be considered.

Mail or drop off contest submissions to the attention of:

Sandy Rempel
Habitat for Humanity Niagara
150 Bunting Rd
St Catharines, ON  L2P 3G5
OR
Email your submission and signed participant entry form to sandy@habitatniagara.ca 
please use the subject line:  “Housing Contest Entry + (your name)”

A reply confirmation for each submission received will be sent within two business days.

For more information, contact Sandy Rempel at 905-685-7395 ext 403 or email sandy@habitatniagara.ca
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Participant Entry Form (submit pages 5 & 6 with your entry)
(this form can be downloaded at www.habitatniagara.ca, www.wipeoutpoverty.ca or www.nrh.ca)

Please print clearly

Name: _______________________________________________________________   Home Phone Number: _________________________________

Email: _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

City/Town: ______________________________________________________________________   Postal Code: _________________________________

Please tell us about your participation in this contest

       I am participating in the Be A Voice contest through my high school.  If yes, please provide the following details:

School: ______________________________________________________________________________   Grade _____________________________________

Teacher: _____________________________________________________________________________   Class: _____________________________________

       OR I am participating in the Be A Voice contest outside of classroom participation (independently)

       OR I am participating in the Be A Voice contest through a youth centre or other youth serving organization 
       (if yes, please provide the name of the youth centre and the name of any staff who have supported you in your  
       submission in the space provided)

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

       OR – Other (please describe below):

What is the most important thing you have learned from this project?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________     

Why was this significant?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________     
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What is the title of your submission?

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

I have read the rules and agree to all terms and conditions of the Be a Voice contest and:

 • I certify that this is my own original work

 • I understand and agree that my work and/or testimonial may be used by Habitat for Humanity   
            Niagara, Niagara Prosperity Initiative, Niagara Region, Niagara Poverty Reduction Network, or 
  Niagara Regional Housing for community awareness campaigns about affordable housing including  
  promotion of future Be a Voice contests. This may be on websites, social media and/or in print.

 • I understand that the judges’ decisions are final.

 • I understand that if I do not abide by the rules or if the form is not signed I will not be    
  eligible for this contest.

 • I understand and agree that all contest submissions become the property of Habitat 
  for Humanity Niagara, Niagara Prosperity Initiative, Niagara Region and the Niagara Poverty   
  Reduction Network and may be used in  other venues for the purposes of creating awareness   
  related to housing issues.  You will be acknowledged as the source of the submission unless you 
  advise us in writing that you do not wish to be recognized.

 • I understand that if I am less than 18 years of age, I require a parent/guardian signature to   
  participate.

 • I understand that photos of my contest entry and/or myself may be released to the media   
  and/or posted on the website and social media channels of Habitat for Humanity Niagara, Niagara  
  Prosperity Initiative, Niagara Region, the Niagara Poverty Reduction Network or Niagara Regional  
  Housing and I provide my consent to this.  This includes photos that may be taken at the National  
  Housing Day ceremony.

         I certify that I meet the contest requirements for age (14 years old by December 31, 2015 and not older 
         than 18, or I am enrolled in high school)

_____________________________________________________________

Participant signature

_____________________________________________________________

Parent/Legal Guardian Signature consenting to youth’s participation
(applies to participants under 18 years old)

_____________________________________________________________

Date

BE A VOICE
For Affordable Housing! contest package 
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Your Challenge
Home – it is the place where memories are made; it is the place that provides safety and comfort; it is where  you 
connect with family, friends, and neighbours.  Having a stable home contributes to your happiness and your sense of 
belonging in the community.  We need a range of housing options in the community to meet the needs of all incomes 
and stages of life.

There are many reasons why an individual may face challenges finding stable housing in their community.  For some, 
the challenge is financial.  They may be out of work or underemployed making it difficult to have enough money to 
pay for housing.  Students finishing school may find it difficult to find housing that meets their needs as they manage 
student debt and enter the workforce.  Seniors on limited monthly incomes and with changing health needs can find 
it difficult to find affordable housing that meets their needs.  And people with disabilities or individuals experiencing 
mental health challenges can find it difficult to secure the accessible housing and supports they need.

A change in circumstances like money, health and family status (divorce or separation) can lead to individuals and 
families facing a housing crisis.  If affordable housing is not available, some people may end up moving to another 
community to find suitable housing options.  Significant changes in one’s personal life may also lead to a housing 
crisis that requires them to access emergency housing supports to prevent them from becoming homeless.  When all 
options have been exhausted, people become homeless.

When people have adequate housing, their lives are more stable which leads to a healthier, safer and more inclusive 
community.  With more affordable housing options, all people can choose to remain in Niagara.

Your challenge is to
Be A Voice for Affordable Housing in your community!

Your Instructions
• Create a submission that illustrates the importance 

of affordable housing options in Niagara and/or 
what happens when there is a lack of affordable 
housing options e.g., homelessness. We have 
included a Housing Fact Sheet to help you.

• You can create your submission in response to 
any of the scenarios  OR you may create your own 
“affordable housing” focus to your submission.

• Your submission should address at least one of the 
following:
- Why a range of affordable housing options are  

           needed and necessary in Niagara (including           
   affordable housing that is accessible to persons                
   with a health limitation or disability)
- The impact on people in our community when
   affordable housing options are not available (e.g.,
   homelessness)
- If you choose to base your submission on one of    
   the scenarios included in this package, you may 
   wish to demonstrate how the housing issue has 
   affected the person or family in the scenario

Here are some suggestions you may wish to
consider for the format of your submission:

• Create a You Tube video that addresses the   
 importance of affordable housing and/or issues of  
 homelessness in Niagara 

• Write a story or a poem

• Create a comic book, poster, painting or other form  
 of visual art

• Design a model for affordable housing   
 (architectural or graphic design)

• Create a multimedia presentation or photo essay

• Write and record an original song

• Create a public service announcement for TV, radio  
 or the internet

• Other (your creative choice)

Please refer to the Contest Rules and Judging
criteria on pages 3&4 of this package when 

preparing your submission.
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Appendix 1 – Scenarios
Prepare your submission based on one of the housing scenarios included in the contest package 
OR create a submission based on your own thoughts about these important issues.

BE A VOICE
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Jake’s Story: 
What Should My Grandmother Do?
I visited my grandmother the other day. She is having some health issues and I worry 
about her being alone. Lately, she seems to be having more difficulty just getting 
around. She’s supposed to be using a walker, but the rooms in her home are so 
cramped that she often avoids using it. Did you know that falls are the most frequent 
injury for people aged 60 and over? I told grandma she should renovate to make her 
house more accessible, but she says she just doesn’t have that kind of money and is 
not sure who she could trust to do it.

The most important thing for her right now is being closer to grandpa who moved 
into a nursing home last year.

Regardless of what she decides to do, something has to change – she’s always talking 
about how difficult it is to afford things like heat, hydro, taxes and other expenses 
needed to keep her house going. She’s afraid she will eventually end up having to 
move out of her neighbourhood and even further away from grandpa. She told me 
that she has a friend who has outlived her money and all her income is used on rent. 
There is no money left for hair appointments and personal things. My grandmother 
worries she may end up like that.

If this was your grandmother, what would you say to her?

Joanne’s Story: Waiting 
for Subsidized Housing
My mother was abused as a child, 
which I think is the reason she 
started using drugs and alcohol.  
It was hard for me to see her 
high or drunk.  Sometimes she 
forgot to buy groceries and our 
apartment would get really dirty.  
Our apartment wasn’t very nice 
anyway, because we could not 
afford anything better.  It was bad. 
I was too embarrassed to have 
friends over.

Ten years ago, we moved to 
transitional housing, where the 
staff helped her to stay sober 
and helped me to understand her 
addictions.  Sometimes she used 
drugs and alcohol because she was 
remembering her painful past and 
sometimes she used them because 
she couldn’t handle the stress of 
being poor and seeing our family 
struggle.

Last year, we moved to permanent 
housing, where we can afford the 
rent.  My mom is still sober and 
we take care of ourselves because 
now we can afford food and 
clothes because all of our money 
isn’t taken up by rent.  My life is a 
lot easier now that I don’t have to 
worry about my mom, having to 
move to a new place or whether 
there will be food in the house.  I’m 
even doing better at school.

It took a long time for my mom to 
get better and to get affordable 
housing.  I am very grateful that 
my life is better than it was before, 
but I sometimes wonder if it would 
have gotten better sooner if we 
hadn’t had to wait so long.

Haley’s Story: Can We Find Affordable
and Accessible Housing?
My name is Haley. I’m 17 years old and I live in Niagara with my mom. A few years 
ago my mom was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, a disease that can affect vision, 
hearing, memory, balance and mobility. Mom continued working for a while, but as 
the disease progressed it became harder for her to work. For a long time, she could 
get around okay with a walker but now I’m scared about what we’ll do if she ends up 
in a wheelchair. We live in an old apartment and there are no elevators. I look around 
our apartment and I realize how difficult it is going to be for her to be by herself when 
I am in school.

Will she be able to prepare lunch or dinner on her own. The counter tops are too 
high and she can’t reach the controls on the stove because they’re all on the back 
panel. What if she needs to use the bathroom? She can’t just wheel in, the door is 
too narrow and there are no safety rails that she can grab hold of to help her stand.

We’ve talked about trying to find a new apartment but there aren’t that many 
that have accessible options like light switches that are lower so that if you’re in a 
wheelchair you can actually turn on a light. Right now mom is receiving financial help 
from Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). I don’t know how much longer we 
can get by just on that. My dream was to go to university after high school, but right 
now I can’t think that far ahead. I think I will have to put that on hold and get a job 
and take care of mom.
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Jeannine’s Story: 
Subsidized (rent geared to income) Housing
Things have been tough since my mom had to leave work 
five years ago. She thought it would be temporary, but she 
can hardly get out of bed some mornings she is in so much 
pain with her back. She’s completely depressed. 

Things got even worse when mom and dad separated and 
they had to sell the house. Mom said she got some money 
from the settlement, but it wasn’t enough to buy a new 
place, so we rented the bottom floor of a house for awhile. 
It was close to the school where my sister and I went and 
mom said the rent was very reasonable. I knew money was 
tight, so I got a part-time job to pay for things like clothes 
and going out with my friends. 

Then about two months ago we got a letter from the landlord 
saying we had 60 days to move out because he was selling 
the house. Mom started to cry and told me she had no idea 
where she could find another place in Niagara that she could 
afford. 

We had to move in with a friend of mom’s, but we couldn’t 
stay there long and found ourselves basically homeless. We 
got along by ‘couch surfing’ at any friend or relative that 
would take us before mom found out about emergency 
shelter programs. They paid for us to stay in a motel for a 
short time and added us to a list for subsidized housing. 
The list is long and it could be quite a while before we get 
housing. In the meantime, a community organization helped 
us find temporary housing we can afford. 

I never expected this type of thing could happen to us – I 
didn’t even know what ‘subsidized housing’ was. There are 
very few rentals in Niagara that are affordable for my family. 
How do families manage when they can’t find affordable 
housing? 

BE A VOICE
For Affordable Housing! contest package 

Mike’s Story: Walk a Day in My Shoes… 
(Do the Math)
I keep hearing that Niagara is a great place to live. Maybe 
that‘s true but about 17.6% of the people living here are 
low income so we’re not all well-off. Some of us work real 
hard and don’t have much to show for it. They call us the 
working poor. I work the night shift (35 hours a week) for 
a manufacturing company here in Niagara. I make $12 an 
hour. I don’t get benefits because I get paid by the hour 
so if I get sick or have to take time off for any reason I 
don’t get paid. That gives me about $1680 a month which 
doesn’t go very far. 

Here is what I owe each month:

• $780 for a one bedroom apartment

• $60 for phone & internet

• About $225 a month for gas. I need a car to get to work  
   because there are no buses on my route to work

• $250 a month for food

Then there’s the small stuff like coffee, an occasional 
burger and maybe a movie. Sometimes people say, “well 
just get a better paying job,” or “move somewhere less 
expensive.” I apply for jobs all the time, but this is the first 
place that offered me a job so I took it. I couldn’t afford not 
to take it. You know, it’s just real hard sometimes. There 
are a lot of guys out of work and not that many jobs. And 
it’s not so easy to pack up and move someplace when you 
have no money and no job. 

It’s easy to look at guys like me and criticize, but why don’t 
you try and live on what I make and then tell me how easy 
it is. Just do the math yourself: 

http://dothemath.thestop.org

Crissy’s Story: Transitional Housing for Youth
You’ve probably heard the expression “safe at home”. But the truth is – not everyone is safe at home. I should know. My 
dad left a long time ago and we don’t hear from him. My brother had a hard time dealing with the whole thing. He blamed 
my mom for dad leaving, so he was always angry. I guess he started to drink and do drugs to make the pain go away. But it 
didn’t go away. Whenever he was using, he’d either be drunk or high and he would take his anger out on me – he would beat 
me. I was so scared. Mom couldn’t protect me from him; I guess she was scared too. Finally I couldn’t take it any more; I had 
to leave – for me. I tried to find a shelter here in St. Catharines so I could stay in school. They didn’t have any room but they 
helped me find a safe place in Niagara Falls. I felt so alone. There was no way I was going back home, but I couldn’t stay in the 
shelter for very long. It’s only temporary – usually only a few weeks. 

Finally a spot opened up back here in St. Catharines, so I came back. The shelter worker connected me with some people who 
could help me. They were great; they were really there for me. They helped me get Ontario Works (OW) so that I could find 
a room to rent, and they put me in touch with the food bank to help make sure I have food in the cupboard. I have dreams. I 
want to finish school and I hope to go to college some day. But right now it’s one day at a time and for the first time in a long 
time I’m starting to feel like things are going to be okay for me. Without their support I’d probably be somewhere out on the 
street.
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Appendix 2 – Niagara Housing Fact Sheet

• Generally speaking, affordable housing means that households pay no more than 30% of their gross income   
 toward shelter costs.

• There are over 600 homeless households on Niagara Regional Housing’s waiting list

• Having a home is a basic need.  It is difficult, if not impossible, to go to school regularly, find a job or stay   
 mentally and physically healthy when you do not have a stable home from which to base your life. 

• In September 2014, there were more than 5800 households (10,600 people) on Niagara Regional Housing’s   
     waiting list.  Families will wait an average of five years and seniors will wait an average of four years for affordable    
 housing in Niagara.

• On average, 86% of Niagara’s emergency shelter beds were occupied every night in 2013

• In 2012, the average household income in Niagara was $76,787, but 17.6% of the population was living in poverty 

• Households with lower incomes have fewer housing options, which disproportionately affects single parents,  
 newcomers and young adults:

 ɲ In Niagara, 22% of families with children are led by a single mother.  Single-parent households typically have  
 lower incomes which reduces housing options.

 ɲ Newcomers make up approximately 18% of Niagara’s population. Recent immigrants typically have lower  
 incomes as they are adjusting to the new country while trying to find a job.

 ɲ Youth aged 19 years and younger make up more than 25% of Niagara.  Youth who leave home face challenges  
 such as finding good-paying jobs and paying for post-secondary education, which makes affording housing  
 difficult.  

• Rental housing plays an important role in the housing market, providing a more affordable option for many   
 households. Between 2006 and 2011, there was a reduction in the number of rental units as they were converted  
 to condominiums. 

• 44% of renters spend more than 30% of their income on shelter costs in Niagara 

• The NRH affordable housing waiting list has increased more than 42% since 2004

• Last year, NRH received over 2,000 new applications for affordable housing

• Since January 2013, the domestic violence shelters of Women’s Place of South Niagara (Nova House and Serenity  
 Place) have been consistently full due to the lack of affordable housing.  As a result of this 108 women and their  
 families were turned away from safety. 

• In 2013, 2,485 calls were made to 211 from Niagara residents requesting help with housing 

• Homelessness in Niagara has increased by 69.6% in the last 5 years
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Appendix 3 – Housing Definitions

Emergency Housing
A short-term living situation in an emergency housing facility or motel for individuals and families who have no 
shelter, the length of stay is generally 30 days. 

Transitional Housing
Temporary housing for homeless individuals or families at-risk of homelessness combined with support services 
to help these individuals and families transition to longer term or permanent housing, self-sufficiency and 
independence.

Supportive Housing
Public, private, or non-profit owned housing with some sort of support component intended for people who 
cannot live independently in the community. Support services may include personal care (bathing, mouth and/or 
hair care, preventative skin care), personal support/assistance (dressing/undressing, assistance with pre-measured 
medication, exercising, reassurance and safety checks) and homemaking services (light housekeeping and laundry, 
meal services).

Assisted Housing
Assisted housing is available to low or moderate income households for rent or purchase. Part of the housing cost is 
subsidized through a government program.

Affordable Housing
Means housing with a market price or rent that is affordable to households of low or moderate income spending 
30% of their gross household income without government subsidies.

Rent-geared-to-income (RGI) Housing
Means a housing subsidy provided to qualified households where households are charged a rent that is set in 
relation to their income. Households are generally charged 30% of their gross household income in rent.

Homelessness
There are many definitions of homelessness. In the context of the National Homelessness initiative, homelessness 
is considered to be any person, family or household that has no fixed address or stable housing.

Absolute Homelessness
The condition of being on the street, in temporary shelters, or in locations not meant for human habitation; this also 
includes those individuals and families who move continuously among temporary housing arrangements provided 
by strangers, friends or family. They have no home to return to.


