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In the heart of Vancouver, one of Canada’s most affluent cities and host of the 2010 Win-
ter Olympic Games, there lies a bustling neighborhood so devastated by poverty, mental 
illness, and drug addiction that it makes even the most jaded of its homeless residents 
cringe. This is a narrative of urban decline, emerging forcefully as the city luxuriated in 
celebration after seven long years of waiting. What the Olympics means for this commu-
nity as it verges on the brink of collapse, and what a city whose residents fruitlessly at-
tempt to quell an exploding homeless population will do for its most vulnerable, are 
questions that Vancouverites have neglected to answer for far too long. 

Spanning an area of roughly 45 square blocks to the east of the downtown core, the Down-
town Eastside is a peculiar fragment of Vancouver. Vibrant but downtrodden, eclectic yet 
feared, it is at once both a breeding ground for criminal activity and a hub of support for 
those seeking redemption in their lives. Inner-suburban residents living a mere fifteen 
minutes from the downtown core may traverse to and from its shopping centers and its 
waterfront without ever smelling the urine-stained alleys near Pigeon Park or the side-
walk vegetable markets of Chinatown. This is the area deemed by the international me-
dia, when it receives attention at all, as an “open drug bazaar.”1 As Chris Koentges noted 
in a recent editorial, “When Vancouver concierges draw directions on tourist maps, they 
scribble a little red box around a certain part of the Downtown East Side and say, ‘Don’t go 
here.’”2 As property developers for the affluent consume what is left of the downtown 
core and skyrocketing rates of homelessness go unchecked, Vancouver’s Olympic-size tale 
of prosperity has unveiled an equally desperate tale of penury hiding in its vast shadow. 

Walking the streets of this ransacked neighborhood provides nothing short of a sensual as-
sault. Police cars are as ubiquitous as drug addicts, who poke in and out of the alleyways, 
shooting up heroin behind dumpsters or on busy sidewalks in broad daylight. Smells of dried 
fish and rotten vegetables in Chinatown complement the urine-stained nooks of apartment 
buildings near Main and Hastings. This is the epicenter of the community and the place most 
visited by trepid reporters hoping to capture a glimpse of rock-bottom with a human face. 
This street corner, known locally as ‘Pain and Wastings,’ is where familiar faces crowd the 
steps of Vancouver’s former public library, many engrossed in a self-conversation that con-
tributes to the loitering din on a chilly winter afternoon. Estranged acquaintances embrace 
one another warmly, cognizant of life’s enduring fragility on these frigid streets. For the truly 
desperate, the cold is of secondary concern; imprisoned in an ongoing quest to fund their ad-
diction, they panhandle, solicit and steal, moving from one ten-dollar hit to the next.

On the Periphery

As the city hosted the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, the 
fate of the Downtown Eastside’s impoverished commu-
nity remained uncertain. Facing the inevitable threat of 
gentrification and the less discussed prospect of “street 
sweeps,”3 this faltering community, along with the many 
hundreds of homeless who drift outside its borders, will 
be profoundly affected by the Olympic Games. Whether 
the nature of its impact will be positive or negative re-
mains to be seen, as the city’s commitment to creating “a 
strong foundation for sustainable socio-economic devel-
opment in Vancouver’s inner-city neighborhoods, partic-
ularly in Downtown Eastside,”⁴ must be fully realized if 
the low-income community is to emerge from the Games 
intact, let alone stronger than before.

The Downtown Eastside has not always represented the des-
titution and poverty of a neglected inner-city community. 
During Vancouver’s nascent years in 1870, the area served as 
the central gateway for European settlers, bearing the city’s 
cultural, commercial, and political hubs in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.⁵ The young commu-
nity transformed land that was once the propertied domain 
of local First Nations villages, as the rapid progression “from 
the local worlds of fishing, hunting, and gathering peoples… 
to a modern corner of the world economy” indelibly changed 
the local Aboriginal culture.⁶ Despite the significant pre- 
and post-colonial presence of First Nations peoples in the 
Downtown Eastside, sociologist Nicholas Blomley notes 
that for Aboriginals, “cultural memories of dispossession 
would crystallize into a province-wide political and legal 
movement for land claims” during the twentieth century. In 
all likelihood, this fight will continue to retain its symbolic 
significance in the twenty-first century while failing to pro-
duce the landmark redistribution of lands that First Nations 
seek today.⁷ Aboriginal peoples remain prominent in the 
Downtown Eastside, currently comprising roughly one-
tenth of the region’s population even though they represent 
only two percent of Vancouver as a whole.⁸ 

By the mid-twentieth century, Vancouver’s burgeoning 
downtown had become vaguely separated along the lines of 
class, gender and race. The west side contained a middle- 

and upper-class of European and Eastern Canadian families, 
while the east side housed a working-class population of 
white immigrant laborers, Chinese- and Japanese-Canadi-
ans and Aboriginals.⁹ A shift in real estate and commercial 
investments towards the west side meant that residents of 
the Downtown Eastside could continue to afford property 
in the area, but signaled the end of its role as the city center. 
In 1958, streetcars that had once carried thousands of Van-
couverites into the historical chambers of its neighborhoods 
stopped running, drastically decreasing traffic to the 
neighborhood.1⁰ The city library relocated from a more cen-
tral location in the city to the west, as did numerous office 
headquarters and major businesses. Gentrification in other 
communities drove additional low-income residents into its 
affordable hotels and warehouses, and when a lack of public 
funding in the 1970s led to the “de-institutionalization of 
thousands of psychiatric patients,” they, too, flocked to the 
Downtown Eastside in search of cheap accommodation.11 

As the Downtown Eastside became the primary destination 
for the city’s minority and low-income citizens, public dis-
course frequently sought to marginalize the neighborhood, 
at times even seeking to disown it. “Long coded as a place of 
dubious morality, racial otherness, and masculine failure, 
after World War II the [Downtown Eastside] became labeled 
Vancouver’s ‘skid row,’” according to Blomley.12 From the 
late 1970s onwards, the problem of homelessness and pov-
erty in the Downtown Eastside became wedded to the equal-
ly pervasive realities of drug abuse, crime, disease, and men-
tal instability, all of which combined to create the pernicious 
cycle of marginality for which life in the community is now 
known. Public health in the area is notoriously poor, punctu-
ated by “excessive use of tobacco and alcohol, a high number 
of intravenous drug users, people with mental illness, high 
rates of HIV and AIDS… and periodic outbreaks of tubercu-
losis and syphilis,” as shown by a 2007 study.13 Unfortunate-
ly, these trends have only grown stronger in recent years, 
with the number of homeless and drug-abusers converging 
on Main and Hastings increasing at an unrelenting pace. 

From the 1980s to the late 1990s, the population of the 
Downtown Eastside grew from roughly 14,000 to 16,000, 
hovering at approximately three percent of the city’s 
population.1⁴ In contrast, the number of drug arrests 
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As property developers for the affluent consume what is left of the 
downtown core and skyrocketing rates of homelessness go unchecked, 
Vancouver’s Olympic-size tale of prosperity has unveiled an equally 
desperate tale of penury hiding in its vast shadow. 
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a first nations man recently told me
he had come to the downtown eastside to die
...

but he said
since living in the downtown eastside
what with the people he has met
and the groups he has found
he now wants very much to live

and his words go directly
to the heart of what makes for real community
a new life out of apparent death
...

An excerpt from “raise shit – a downtown eastside poem of 
resistance” by Bud Osborn in Paul Taylor, ed., The Heart of the 
Community: The Best of the Carnegie Newsletter (2003).

made in the area as a percentage of citywide figures had reached an astounding high of 
81.3 percent in 1997.1⁵ While the addition of more than 2,000 non-market housing units 
outpaced the number of lost Single-Resident Occupancy units (SRO) over this period, many 
of the new units failed to accommodate the most vulnerable one-person households, creat-
ing a housing shortage that further exacerbated the homeless problem.1⁶ Currently, the 
population is largely male (sixty-two percent) and significantly older than the rest of the 
city, having twice the seniors and half the youth as a percentage of its population.1⁷ Reflec-
tive of the multicultural demographic of Vancouver’s larger population, the rate of immi-
grant to non-immigrant peoples in the Downtown Eastside is roughly the same as that of 
the city, recently reaching 50/50.1⁸ In all but one of its seven sub-areas, the vast majority of 
residents in the Downtown Eastside do not live with families, and fifty percent of these in-
dividuals live alone,1⁹ a reality that has significant implications on the support systems 
available to the community and its pejorative perception as an aging “human wasteland.” 

Over the past two decades, the demand for middle- and upper-class housing in Vancouver 
has grown significantly. Areas like Gastown, a historic yet newly-hip piece of the downtown 
waterfront, are turning their gentrifying eyes towards the zone that had been largely ig-
nored by investors, once disregarded as insignificant due to the abundance of other sites 
where condominiums and office buildings were in high supply. Recently, loft developers 
have made small inroads into the periphery of the Downtown Eastside, while city-endorsed 
megaprojects to the south and west are taking root dangerously close to the under-devel-
oped neighborhood, producing what is effectively, as Blomley describes, a “property frontier 
that encircles the area.”2⁰ 

Both residential Strathcona and historic Gastown are undergoing the process of gentrifica-
tion,21 the latter to a much greater degree, and long-time residents of the community have 
taken up arms. From local street poet Bud Osborn, whose “Raise shit: a downtown eastside 
poem of resistance” combines scholarly references to gentrification with poetic prose to create 
“a powerful mapping of the multiple displacements that threaten the Downtown Eastside,”22 
to community activist groups such as the Anti-Poverty Committee (APC) and the Downtown 
Eastside Residents Association (DERA), whose demonstrations are frequent and ineluctable, 
parts of the Downtown Eastside community fully perceive the imminent threat of being left 
behind as the city continues its growth. Set in this context, the Olympics merely represent an 
acceleration of a process of social upheaval that has continued apace for nearly 30 years. 
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In all but one of its seven sub-areas, the vast majority of residents in 
the Downtown Eastside do not live with families, and fifty percent 
of these individuals live alone, a reality that has significant 
implications on the support systems available to the community 
and its pejorative perception as an aging “human wasteland.” 
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Conflicting Agendas

In July 2003, amid reserved anticipation, it was announced that Vancouver had won its 
bid to host the 2010 Winter Olympic Games. While part of the city’s bid included a prom-
ise to revamp its war on poverty, the Olympics were touted by media and government 
officials as a sign of the city’s achievement and an opportunity for even greater growth. 
If, however, the Olympic Games are to be seen as an international “coming out” party for 
the city of Vancouver – as an exercise in developing an increasingly global identity – then 
a myriad of germane issues relating to equitable housing, civilian life, community 
strength, and social-service provisions must be addressed. A fierce debate still exists 
within the city over the purported benefits and drawbacks of hosting the Olympics. 
Since it was first announced as an Olympic candidate, Vancouverites have long rumi-
nated on the various caveats that accompany liberal growth and foreign-led develop-
ment – policies seemingly inherent to the process of becoming a global city that, one 
might argue, are most symbolically embraced in the hosting of such a mega-event. 

Professor Anne Haila argues that the politics of a global city diverge from that of a normal 
city when it demonstrates the “increased importance of real estate investments and the in-
creased influence of real estate investors”23 in its growth policy as it seeks to “create a favor-
able image for the city in order to attract foreign investors.” The 2010 Olympic Games, un-
doubtedly an exercise in image building, have spurred an already booming real estate 
industry in Vancouver’s downtown and are likely to provide further “fuel for the real estate 
market” after the Olympics, says Mark Lester, a senior vice president at the real estate con-
sultant firm Colliers International.2⁴ Ranked the second most expensive city in Canada to 
live in and the sixty-fourth most expensive city in the world,2⁵ the average price of housing 
has gone up nearly seventy-five percent since the city won its bid for the Games in 2003.2⁶ 
The city has come a long way from 1979, when sports broadcaster for the North American 
Soccer League championship Jim McKay referred to Vancouver as a “village,” no doubt a 
product of its increased international recognition. The World Exposition of 1986, the first 
event of its kind held in the city, attracted a wave of investment from across the Pacific.2⁷ 
The gentrification of many parts of the city, a direct result of this increase in foreign invest-
ment, is a particularly divisive symptom of its growth, dislocating vulnerable and low-in-
come residents in historically less-desired areas of the real estate market.

Ironically, as the wealthy downtown core slowly converges on the resolute communities 
on or near the unofficial borders of the Downtown Eastside, the impoverished community 
has pushed back with its own tools of passive resistance. Since the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities declared homelessness a “national disaster” in 1998,2⁸ efforts to curb this 
disturbing trend have consistently failed. The number of homeless in Metro Vancouver 
has risen a staggering 137 percent from 2002, reaching an all-time high in March 2008 of 
roughly 2,660.2⁹ Of those, 59 percent, up from 30 percent in 2002, are unsheltered and liv-
ing on “the street, in alleys, doorways, parkades, parks, on beaches, or [on] sofas,” according 
to a city report.3⁰

For some Vancouverites, the presence of the homeless is no longer just a nuisance but an 
attack on general civility. Negative images that forebodingly portray the clash of Vancou-
ver’s two distinct worlds, promulgated haphazardly by local and international media, reso-
nate with many.31 For them, the imperative to improve the homeless problem is strong – 
even if for the wrong reasons – but the prospect of dipping deep into the municipal and 
provincial budget to eradicate homelessness seems a difficult pill to swallow. It is for this 
reason that initiatives by the B.C. Liberal government, which has habitually neglected so-
cial programs in an effort to reduce the public deficit,32 and former Mayor Larry Campbell’s 
2001 “Four Pillars Drug Strategy,” a plan for addressing street addiction that over-empha-
sized policing to the detriment of prevention and treatment,33 have been unsuccessful in 
revitalizing the Downtown Eastside.
 
Meanwhile, other city residents subscribe to the more sympathetic views of City Coun-
cilor Peter Ladner, who in 2004 remarked of the homeless problem: "People don't like 
it, not because it's messy, but because it's a shameful thing."3⁴ A common sentiment 
shared by this group, as reflected in local media sources and popular mayoral election 
platforms, is that no city as wealthy and “livable” as Vancouver should lay claim to the 
proportionately largest homeless population in all of Canada. For them as well, the 
eradication of homelessness has become the city’s top priority, reflected in the prom-
ises of former mayor Sam Sullivan, whose failed attempt to cut rates of homelessness 
in half during his term cost him the 2008 election. (The city’s new mayor, Gregor Rob-
ertson, has shown even greater ambition by campaigning on a plan to completely erad-
icate homelessness by 2015.)3⁵ Regardless of claims made by the city’s financially-lim-
ited municipal government, the success of any plan to reduce the growing homeless 
population and prevent thousands more evictions in the Downtown Eastside will re-
main contingent on the will of the provincial and federal governments. 

Perplexingly, government officials at all levels have recognized the necessity for coordinat-
ed efforts in the fight against poverty, yet why, after nearly a decade of joint response, has 
the condition of these vulnerable communities continued to deteriorate? Each initiative 
offered glimpses of hope, highlighting the potential for gradual improvement in the 
Downtown Eastside. But as poverty levels and homelessness continue to rise in the city’s 
poorest regions, it becomes clear that the city will face an uphill battle in the coming year if 
its commitment to improving the lives of the poor is to be successful. 
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A common sentiment shared by this group, as reflected in local 
media sources and popular mayoral election platforms, is that no 
city as wealthy and “livable” as Vancouver should lay claim to the 
proportionately largest homeless population in all of Canada.
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One of the innumerable projects, initiatives, and collaborative efforts to reduce homeless-
ness introduced during and since Vancouver’s successful Olympic bid in 2003, “Opportuni-
ties Starting Now” has failed to produce a net decrease in homelessness or reverse the rate 
of displacement in the Downtown Eastside. Other examples of such initiatives include the 
Regional Homeless Plan (2000), the Provincial Homeless Initiative (2004), the Homeless 
Action Plan (2005), Housing Matters (2006), the Homeless Partnering Strategy (2007), and 
most recently, Olympic Legacy Affordable Housing (2008). In 2007, the Advisory Housing 
Table, a partnership between federal, provincial, and municipal governments as well as the 
Vancouver Olympic Committee (VANOC), ambitiously declared its “shared recognition 
that the legacy of the Games should be the elimination of homelessness.”3⁶ With its stated 
commitment to “ensure people are not made homeless as a result of the Winter Games,” to 
“ensure residents are not involuntarily displaced, evicted or face unreasonable increases in 
rent due to the Winter Games,” and to “provide an affordable housing legacy and start plan-
ning now,”3⁷ the Housing Table seemingly placed a high priority on the wellbeing of Van-
couver’s most vulnerable population. 

Despite the ongoing implementation of various anti-homelessness and sustainable-growth 
projects in and around the Downtown Eastside, the number of homeless was projected to 
triple during the period 2007 to 2010,3⁸ leaving no foreseeable end to the appalling condi-
tions of Vancouver’s low-income residents. According to a study conducted by the Pivot 
Legal Society, a non-profit legal advocacy organization located in the Downtown Eastside, 
recent rates of community displacement resulting from housing loss only accelerated in 
the months and years preceding the Olympic Games. A report submitted to the Advisory 
Housing Table in March 2007, describing what would have to occur for the province and 
the city to fulfill their promise to prevent homelessness and protect its vulnerable residents, 
projected the cost of such measures at over $1 billion and suggested that even with available 
funds the goals would be difficult, if not impossible, to meet.3⁹ Recognizing the urgency of 
the Housing Table’s commitments, Campbell’s provincial government allocated $328 mil-
lion towards social housing in April of that year, announcing plans to create or preserve 996 
units throughout the province.⁴⁰ Whether such commitments made at the eleventh-hour 
will suffice for the residents of the Downtown Eastside remains to be seen. 

While Vancouver’s affordable housing becomes increasingly scarce, the development of high-
priced real estate has become “a source of tension and debate within the city,”⁴1 as president 
of Cascadia Pacific Realty Beverly Kniffen observes. Nevertheless, comparisons to world cities 
such as New York or Los Angeles – where, according to global cities scholars John Friedmann 
and Goetz Wolff, metaphorical “citadels” and “ghettos” demarcate the urban landscape – are 
unwarranted. The homeless have become a fixture within the city, dotting even the busiest of 
sidewalks where the tourists, suburbanites, and urban professionals traverse between work 
and play. But the “bitter and tenacious struggles of poor people… for greater access to the 
conditions for social power” that Friedmann and Wolff argue are characteristic of world cit-
ies, do prevail, as the Anti-Poverty Committee or the Downtown Eastside Residents Associa-
tion gain considerable attention from the municipal government through their public dem-
onstrations. As scholar Saskia Sassen notes, however, the struggle between seemingly 

competing actors in globalizing cities – between the spheres of global corporate power and 
the marginalized local poor – is “hardly the terrain of a balanced playing field.”⁴2 There is no 
better illustration of this reality in Vancouver than in the varying abilities of poor people’s 
movements and powerful Olympic promoters to attract and control media coverage. 

The expanse of poverty-aiding organizations stemming from the Downtown Eastside, 
united in resistance to the perceived “Olympic establishment,” have held almost weekly 
demonstrations aimed at raising awareness, demanding equal rights, or resisting the gen-
trification of their neighborhoods. While Vancouver is not yet on par with Los Angeles or 
New York in terms of global city status – it failed to rank in the top sixty of Foreign Policy’s 
2008 Global City Index where recent Olympic host cities Beijing and Sydney both made the 
top twenty – the inertia of global formation in the young city is continually felt.⁴3

While protest groups from the Downtown Eastside might be out-spent and out-publicized 
by the comparatively well-endowed bodies of the regional governments and the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee (IOC), their ability to bring attention to their struggle for rights 
and recognition by the city is made possible through their strong network of human capi-
tal and a penchant for effective grass-roots activism. However, as Rule 51 of the IOC’s 2007 
Charter stipulates, “No kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is 
permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas.”⁴⁴ In recent history, host cities have 
employed a strict interpretation of this rule to justify various anti-democratic measures of 
reducing the likelihood of protest, taking “other areas” to include the core of the city itself. 
When coupled with the universal desire of Olympic cities to project a positive image onto 
the international eye, this rule has routinely allowed governments to preemptively remove 
members of its population that might be inclined to protest, or even those that simply pro-
duce an eyesore on the streets, in preparation for the Games. 

In Beijing, the most recent host of a mega-event, the unrelenting development that for 
years defined its urban landscape was rapidly accelerated during its preparations for the 
Games, concealing some of the harsh realities confronted by many of its citizens. As geog-
rapher Harm de Blij noted, the Summer Games of 2008 resulted in “a wholesale sweeping 
away of historic neighborhoods, their inhabitants exiled to remote apartment buildings 
beyond the outermost of its several new eight-lane ring roads.”⁴⁵ Ironically, while the in-
humane displacement of Chinese neighborhoods and communities received scant atten-
tion from the international media, a press conference held in Beijing by British Columbia 
Premier Gordon Campbell quickly devolved into an unremitting interrogation by the in-
ternational press over the issue of poverty and homelessness.⁴⁶ Fighting speculation that 
vast numbers of homeless and low-income people will be forcefully ejected from the city 
during the 2010 Games, Campbell noted that “people have neighborhoods, too,” and that 
he “will try to make the neighborhood healthier. It's a very inclusive approach."⁴⁷ Re-
sponding to questions from members of the Beijing media over the likelihood of poten-
tially embarrassing protests by groups such as the Anti-Poverty Committee, Campbell shot 
back by saying, “In Canada we will be open to opportunities for people to express whatever 
views they have. There will not be opportunities to break the law, [but] we will make sure 
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there will be full and equal expression throughout the 2010 
Olympics."⁴⁸ 

Such promises of inclusivity and a stated willingness to per-
mit lawful protest would be unprecedented for a modern 
Olympic host city. In a report prepared for the Interna-
tional Symposium for Olympic Studies in 2006, Lenskyj 
plainly outlined the disastrous legacies that Olympic 
Games and other hallmark events impart on inner-city 
poor. She noted that “in the last two decades, the vast ma-
jority of bid and host cities have shared a common prob-
lem: a housing and homelessness crisis,” observing that 
“Seoul, Barcelona, Atlanta, Amsterdam, Sydney, Beijing, 
Toronto, Athens, Turin, New York,” and of course, “Van-
couver,” had all touted “an affordable housing legacy that 
is unlikely to materialize,” while the reality was that “con-
ditions for homeless and inadequately housed people 
[were] exacerbated by the hosting of the Olympics.”⁴⁹ 

The evidence gathered by various government watchdog 
institutions, inquiring media sources, and anti-poverty 
coalitions in the aftermath of hallmark events like the 
Olympics is routinely shocking. Lenskyj noted that dur-
ing Calgary’s 1988 Winter Olympic Games, “Over 2,000 
people were temporarily or permanently evicted to make 
way for Olympic visitors.”⁵⁰ In Salt Lake City, host of the 
2002 Winter Olympics, initiatives that had already been 
undertaken by its impoverished communities to improve 
their quality of life were ignored.⁵1

During its bid for the 2000 Summer Olympic Games, a 
spokesperson for the Sydney government egregiously la-
beled any preliminary social impact assessment “a waste of 
taxpayers’ money.”⁵2 Instead, a series of laws were enacted 
in the years preceding the Games that essentially criminal-
ized homelessness in targeted tourist areas – most of which 
were temporary, others of which lasted for two years, and 
some of which “had no sunset clause on them.”⁵3 In Ath-
ens, post-Olympic reports showed that “Roma communi-
ties in and around Athens had been evicted by municipal 
authorities in 2001 and 2002,” citing incidences where wa-
ter and electricity were deliberately cut off in long-estab-
lished squatter communities and others where low-income 
houses were “bulldozed or burned to the ground.”⁵⁴
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It becomes clear that in a city that has banked so much of its future on 
a somewhat misrepresentative reputation of ‘livability,’ image is what 
most matters to Vancouver, and public displays of developing-world 
disease rates and poverty would not be tolerated come February 2010.

The most disturbing of all reports came from the City of 
Atlanta, host of the 1996 Summer Olympic Games, whose 
human-rights record during the months and years lead-
ing up to its Games was especially appalling. Gentrification 
and land-speculation were responsible for an inordinate 
amount of displacement in the months leading up to the 
Games. The Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions 
(COHRE), a group based in Geneva, Switzerland that has 
documented the impacts of hallmark events on their host 
cities’ poor, revealed that as “landlords refused to renew 
leases, cancelled agreements, and raised their rents in a 
frantic, speculative move to cash in on the Olympic housing 
potential… at least 30,000 residents of low-income housing 
in Atlanta were displaced for the Olympics.”⁵⁵ Further-
more, a group of inquisitive reporters and journalists oper-
ating at the time, known as the “non-credentialed press,” 
uncovered a series of actions taken by the local government 
intended to “cleanse” the city of its poor. A non-profit travel 
agency, fully funded by local governments, purchased thou-
sands of dollars of one-way bus tickets for the poor and 
homeless “to get them out of town for the Games.”⁵⁶ Even 
worse, reporters discovered that police in Atlanta were 
“found to be mass-producing arrest citations,” pre-printed 
with the profile of “African American, Male, [and] Home-
less,” left only with a blank space for the type of crime. ⁵⁷

Despite the repeated assurances of VANOC and government 
officials that such measures would be explicitly off-limits 
during the 2010 Games, the track record of mistreatment to-
wards homeless and poor inner-city residents remains un-
broken, even in “advanced nations” in the 21st century. 

Local Aboriginal scholar Dara Culhane proclaims that “while 
much public space [in the Downtown Eastside] has been tak-
en over by police, drug dealers and users, sex workers and 
pimps, pawn shops and street fences, the majority of resi-
dents of the neighborhood are none of the above.”⁵⁸ While 
she goes on to claim that “denizens of wealthier neighbor-
hoods engage in these practices as well,” albeit in the privacy 
of closed doors, it becomes clear that in a city that has banked 
so much of its future on a somewhat misrepresentative repu-
tation of ‘livability,’⁵⁹ image is what most matters to Vancou-
ver, and public displays of developing-world disease rates 
and poverty would not be tolerated come February 2010. 

What’s in it for Me?

Aside from the extensive network of anti-poverty activists that grace each pre-Olympic fes-
tivity with an agenda for disruption, one senses a general disregard for the upcoming 
Games in the Downtown Eastside. “What is in it for me?” one man asked, as he stood watch-
ing over an electrician’s toolbox in a local homeless shelter, seemingly confident that the 
answer was an unequivocal nothing. Unaware that the Olympic Games have displaced over 
20 million people worldwide due to housing evictions, gentrification, and the criminaliza-
tion of the lifestyle he lives, he was more concerned that tickets for the main events would 
be too expensive. Despite the last-minute efforts of the province and the city, low-income 
housing is being lost at an astounding pace. And as countless host cities have done in the 
past, police have enacted a heavy-handed campaign aimed at clearing the streets of the 
community’s homeless and addict population. For him, however, the price of admission 
was the greatest injustice of all. 

The life of a drug addict, a prostitute, or a street-level cocaine dealer appears far less in-
criminating in a world where all legal means of self-preservation have been exhausted, 
and crime and taboo become a way of life. Despite the visual onslaught of heroin users 
and decaying buildings, beneath the decrepitude that this neighborhood projects, there 
lies a deep sense of community that has been forced to stand by and watch as the en-
croachment of the city hastens, not without the help of an indifferent province and a 
complacent federal government. Gone are the open patios of sports cafes where low-in-
come residents could gather with friends. Gone are the days when affordable housing 
and single-resident rooms maintained even a minimal standard of safety, health, and 
integrity. Now, all that is felt is the irrepressible pervasiveness of crime and neglect, 
marked by an increasingly apparent police presence and dwindling housing options for 
those who still manage to afford monthly rent. Worse, according to long-time residents, 
the pace of these changes has only accelerated in recent years. While it remains to be seen 
how the Olympics will ultimately alter the future of the Downtown Eastside, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that this sad narrative of urban destitution will prevail for years to come. 
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Thus, if we expect history to prevail in Vancouver’s Olym-
pic ordeal, the city’s homeless and Downtown Eastside 
populations can be expected to follow an enervating tra-
jectory. The number of low-income housing evictions and 
the level of homelessness will be shown to continue to rise 
leading up to the Olympic Games as social-service funds 
are diverted towards mega-projects such as improved 
transportation and stadium venues. In the weeks immedi-
ately preceding the opening ceremonies on February 12, 
2010, countless homeless citizens will have likely been re-
moved, shunted away, or even temporarily jailed as the 
city prepares to “tell a story that inspires a world audience 
of three billion.”⁶⁰ And over the months and years follow-
ing the Games, the impoverished community of the 
Downtown Eastside, psychologically damaged and widely 
dispersed, will slowly return to, even surpassing, their 
previous numbers, as the city and province struggle to 
sustain its growth and pay off its debts while social ser-
vices remain neglected. (To put this tremendous burden 
in perspective, Quebec finished paying off its debt for the 
1976 Montreal Summer Olympic Games in 2006.⁶1) 

Even for a self-labeled ‘progressive’ city like Vancouver, 
such a scenario is easily foreseeable. On a visit to Vancou-
ver in 2004, then-Governor General Adrienne Clarkson 
declined an offer from the Anti-Poverty Coalition to tour 
the city’s Downtown Eastside, opting instead for a “sani-
tized” version offered by then-Mayor Larry Campbell. 
When protesters alleged that Campbell had “ordered the 
streets ‘cleaned up’ of homeless people” in preparation for 
Her Excellency’s visit, he responded, “Was it hosed down? 
Sure it was. When I was brought up, when people came to 
visit my house, I had to clean the house."⁶2 If such short-
sighted attitudes prevail in 2010, the Olympic legacy will 
certainly spell disaster for the Downtown Eastside com-
munity and the city’s homeless as a whole. 

But there is still hope that Vancouver, unlike countless 
other host cities, has the potential to put on a gleaming 
display while meeting the bare minimum of its commit-
ment to protecting and providing for its most vulnerable 
citizens in the Downtown Eastside. The international me-
dia is fully alert to the city’s shameful predicament and 
must not cease inquiry after February. The provincial and 
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municipal governments are selectively taking steps to ful-
fill their promise to the community: Vancouver recently 
increased its fee for converting lodging house rooms into 
tourist or condominium use to $15,000 per room, while 
Campbell has continued his modest push to re-invest in 
social housing by purchasing existing lodging-houses 
from the private sector and financing new housing units 
on publicly-owned lots.⁶3 Perhaps most importantly, re-
cent polls show that a majority of Vancouverites (52 per-
cent) place “social issues” as their top priority, citing 
“homelessness/poverty” (37 percent) and the “lack of af-
fordable housing” (18 percent) as their number one 
concerns.⁶⁴ Nevertheless, with targeted bylaws like the 
Safe Streets Act that prevent citizens from panhandling, 
“squeegeeing,” or “sleeping on sidewalks or in parks,”⁶⁵ 
and real estate prices climbing new heights, the City of 
Vancouver and the B.C. Government cannot afford to 
move lethargically in the aftermath of February 2010.

As Mahatma Gandhi famously said, "The best test of a 
civilized society is the way in which it treats its most vul-
nerable and weakest members." In hosting the 2010 Win-
ter Olympic Games, the City of Vancouver faces an uphill 
battle to protect and enhance the livelihood of an impor-
tant impoverished community while it avidly prepared 
for the arrival of the greater international community. 
Whether or not it was able to rise to that challenge is still 
to be determined, but the moral imperative of preserving 
its oldest community has endowed all of Vancouver’s citizens 
with a stake in this struggle. The people of the Downtown 
Eastside, in contradiction to the marginalized stereotype, 
are as much, if not more so, a part of a community as their 
more privileged fellow Vancouverites. The City must find 
a way to preserve a cornerstone of its history and break the 
lamentable trend of displacement and disillusion that is 
already gripping the Downtown Eastside, or else let these 
Games replicate the disastrous effects seen in countless 
host cities past.
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