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The province's two leading Campbells clashed Thursday, accusing each other's government of creating Vancouver's homelessness problem.

Premier Gordon Campbell blamed Vancouver city council for the problem of homeless people camping in parks, particularly the squatters camp that has been set up at the east end of False Creek, saying there is work for those people if they want it.

"This is a Vancouver problem. There's not a problem in Surrey, there's not a problem in West Vancouver, there's not a problem in Port Moody, because they enforce their bylaws," Campbell told reporters Thursday.

The premier said Vancouver has brought the problem on itself.

"I think the city's got a responsibility to enforce its bylaws and they, unfortunately, decided they don't want to do that."

And, he added that the city has to start thinking about whether its reputation will be tarnished on the world stage in the run-up to the Olympics if the squatters are allowed to continue camping on city land.
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 But Vancouver Mayor Larry Campbell said there are homeless people all over the region, not just Vancouver. And he said the premier hasn't done much to help them.

"What the hell has he done to help the people who are suffering from mental illness? What's he done for those people who cannot find jobs? What's he done for the economy?" 

Mayor Larry Campbell 
The mayor also said he found it strange that the premier, a former mayor of Vancouver, would suggest doing what he knows the city can't do.

"He's saying I should be doing something he knows very well I don't have the powers to do," Campbell said. "If he was mayor, where would he be putting these people? Would he be arresting them?"

Campbell also added: "I'm especially disappointed that it's coming from Gord since he was the mayor of the city. And you know what, there were homeless people when he was here, there were people sleeping in parks. It's just that they weren't congregated in one spot."

The city is legally stymied at the moment with respect to the squatters' camp, because the campers are on city land that has no bylaw prohibiting such occupancy, as park land does.

City staff are scrambling to create a bylaw that would cover all the scattered parcels of land they own to prohibit tents and other structures.

But beyond that, the city has no vagrancy-type bylaw that prohibits people from sleeping in public places.

"What bylaw would we use if there is no bylaw that pertains to Creekside?" the mayor asked. 

Vancouver police have two officers per shift who monitor the site, but the only charge they have laid was during the summer, when one camper assaulted another with a knife. Constable Anne Drennan said police are working with the city to develop a non-confrontational solution to dismantling the camp.
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Premier Gordon clashes over whose jurisdiction created the homeless problem.

The premier, who was responding to questions from the media Thursday, argued that people don't have to be homeless because there is work available for them.

"We've had a dramatic reduction of people who are on welfare. There are thousands of jobs available in the province for people that want them, there are 1,100 jobs available in the city of Vancouver for things like painters and telemarketers and truck drivers."

The mayor was dubious: "Yeah, where are they and what are they?"

Campbell said the province bears the greatest responsibility for homelessness, because it is responsible for mental health and social services. And he worries that there is more homelessness to come, when a new two-year limit on welfare takes effect in April.

He said he's been trying to find out how much of an impact that will have on the city and can't get the numbers from Human Resources Minister Murray Coell.

"Gee, I wonder why? Because we're probably going to find out we're going to have six to eight thousand people on the street. What's the government's answer to that little deal?" 

NDP leader Joy MacPhail, who represents the inner city riding of Vancouver Hastings, called the premier's remarks "hard-hearted and irresponsible."

She said they reminded her of when Bill Vander Zalm, as the newly appointed human resources minister, said he would deal with anyone on welfare who wasn't willing to pick up a shovel.

In question period Thursday, Jenny Kwan, the NDP MLA for Vancouver-Mt. Pleasant, pointed out that the jobs the premier referred to are only available to people who are receiving welfare.

Coell refused to say how many people have been refused welfare under a new rule that requires applicants to prove they have been financially independent for two years before they can receive assistance.

On Wednesday, he similarly refused to say how many people the government estimates will lose their welfare benefits at the end of March.

That's when the impact of the province's unique two-in-five rule will first be felt, a rule that limits to two years the total amount of time anyone can collect welfare within a five-year period.

At the time it came into effect, there were 30,000 people considered employable who had been collecting welfare for two years or more.

The NDP estimated Wednesday that 27,000 people will lose their benefits at the end of March.

Whatever the number, Kwan said those people will be forced to join the homeless now roaming Vancouver's streets.

MacPhail said Vancouver is also carrying the burden for people forced out of the north and the Interior of the province because of the flagging economy there.

"So Vancouver is having all of these serious social problems foisted upon us by the provincial government."

Campbell said he did not know the number of people who will lose their benefits.

"We have to remember that these are people that are employable. We want to make sure that they have job opportunities. Those job opportunities exist."
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Bill Keay, Vancouver Sun / Premier says Vancouver's clean image could be tarnished if tent cities, such as this one by Science World, continue unchecked.
