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-XOLDb+X\Vb6WUHHWb<RXWKb/HJDOb6HUYLFHV/DZ\HUDW-XVWLFHIRU&KLOGUHQDQG<RXWK
6WUHHW<RXWK/HJDO6HUYLFHV Ō6</6ō 
is a unique legal outreach program
in Toronto, Canada that connects
ZLWKbWR\HDUROGVWUHHWLQYROYHG
young people where they spend
their time — at drop-ins, shelters
and health clinics. The program was
developed by Justice for Children
DQG<RXWK -)&< DFKLOGUHQōVULJKWV
legal aid clinic. The SYLS model
was designed to increase access to
justice by providing legal education,
advice, and representation to
7RURQWRōVPRVWYXOQHUDEOH\RXQJ
people. Much of the work by
SYLS addresses a variety of legal
LVVXHVWKDWDIIHFWD\RXQJSHUVRQōV
housing stability by preventing
homelessness from occurring,
or assisting with a successful
transition out of homelessness.
SYLS celebrated its 20th anniversary
this year. Prior to the start of SYLS, staff
at JFCYb held focus groups with young
people experiencing homelessness
to develop a legal program that
was truly accessible to them. JFCY
quickly learned that the traditional
lawyer-client model was going to be
ineffective. Young people experiencing
homelessness were rarely going
WRDWWHQGDWDODZ\HUōVRIƓFHDQG
were even hesitant to access their
local community legal aid clinic.
7KHb\RXQJSHRSOHQHHGHGVLPSOH
direct access without wait times or
OHQJWK\LQWDNHSURFHVVHV7KLVbUHVXOWHG
in the establishment of the Street
Youth Legal Services program and
WKHŌ6</6bODZ\HUōUROH— a lawyer
dedicated to meet young people
where they spend their time, be a
familiar, trusting face, dress informally
and be accessible to young people by
cell phone. At the same time, the SYLS
lawyer is held to the same professional
standards of any lawyer —
IXOO\bLQIRUPLQJFOLHQWVRIWKHLURSWLRQV
respectfully taking instructions, and
showing utmost care to their matter.

Through 20 years of experience
of service, JFCY has learnt that
there are numerous legal issues —
including eviction, involvement in
child protection, discrimination (in
housing, education, healthcare, or
employment), income insecurity, and
the consequences of youth criminal
justice involvement — that affect a
\RXQJSHUVRQōVKRXVLQJVWDELOLW\
For example, when a young person
is denied social assistance because
of their age, they lack the income
security necessary to pay their rent
DQGVWD\LQVFKRROZKHQD\RXQJ
person is discriminated against
on the basis of their race or sexual
orientation by a potential landlord
RUHPSOR\HUWKH\FDQQRWƓQGRU
afford housing and spend more
WLPHLQWKHVKHOWHURUZKHQD\RXQJ
person is expelled from school and
not informed of their right to appeal
the expulsion, their schooling is
disrupted and they fall behind or quit
HQWLUHO\+RPHOHVVQHVVDVZHKDYH
learned, is as much the result of rights

violations as it is about inequality
or housing affordability. All of these
legal problems have a legal solution.
In addition to the legal solutions,
if there is legal intervention at an
earlier stage it is often possible to
prevent homelessness caused by
legal issues. We would also argue
that in every story of a person who
has found themselves experiencing
homelessness there has been
an injustice that contributed to
their situation. This is the crux of
the work by the SYLS program.
Yet the rights of young people,
particularly those who are homeless,
are habitually overlooked. By the
time the SYLS lawyer learns of
the legal problem, it is often too
late to avoid the consequences
— sometimes years too late.
The need to recognize street involved
young people as rights-holders was
DGGUHVVHGE\WKH8QLWHG1DWLRQV
81 &RPPLWWHHRQWKH5LJKWVRI
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the Child in their 2017 General
&RPPHQWb on Children in Street
Situationb that placed an obligation
on State actors and agencies
to enhance access to justice by
protecting and promoting the rights
of street involved young people and
set out guiding principles on what a
\RXQJSHUVRQōVULJKWVDUHDQGZKDW
they should look like. JFCY made
VXEPLVVLRQVWRWKH81LQWKHSURFHVV
RIGHYHORSLQJ*HQHUDO&RPPHQWb3
and we believe that changes are
needed in Canada in order to
implement it to enhance access
to justice and effectively prevent
young people from experiencing
homelessness and housing instability.
First, legal services must be designed
to be accessible to street involved
youth. This is addressed through
the SYLS model, which should be
replicated everywhere. It is simply
not possible to meaningfully offer
legal services to young people
experiencing homelessness if lawyers
do not go directly to them and
provide their services in a manner that
DFFRPPRGDWHVWKH\RXQJSHUVRQōV
needs. Specialized legal services
need to be fully funded and widely
available to ensure access to justice.
From an economic perspective,
recent studies have shown that
every dollar that is spent on legal
aid, it saves $6 in other services.4
Second, young people must know
their rights exist, because oftentimes
they do not. The SYLS lawyer facilitates
know-your-rights workshops and
legal advice drop-ins for young
people in shelters and street youth
serving agencies. Throughout the
years, we have regularly heard ‘I wish
,KDGNQRZQWKDWHDUOLHUō,QHDFK
VLWXDWLRQD\RXQJSHUVRQōVULJKWV
were violated and the stability of
their housing compromised. If they
had known earlier, they may have
been able to seek legal assistance
and thereby protect their housing.
+DYLQJULJKWVLVQRWHQRXJKD\RXQJ
person must also know about them.
All youth serving agencies can play
a role ensuring young people have
access to legal information and
assistance. We have been told by
young people in shelters that they
at one point told a shelter worker
or trusted adult about their legal
problem and nothing was done. Most
likely, that person — a social worker,
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foster parent, or teacher — did not
realize that there was a legal problem,
or did not know what steps to take
next or who to contact. This is why
SDUWRI-)&<ōVZRUNLVWRSURYLGH
legal education workshops to train
staff at youth-serving agencies so
service providers are able to identify
the legal issues that affect a young
SHUVRQōVKRXVLQJDQGJHWLQWRXFK
with their local legal aid clinic or
an appropriate lawyer. To do this
requires an active effort to learn
about legal issues that can affect
D\RXQJSHUVRQōVKRXVLQJVWDELOLW\
and to seek out the appropriate
legal information and services.
Finally, young people must
understand that justice is something
WKDWLVDWWDLQDEOHDQGZRUWKƓJKWLQJ
for. The young people we meet at
youth shelters and drop-in centers
may give up on their rights because
they do not understand what it looks
like to have rights, they do not believe
their rights are attainable to them,
RUWKH\KDYHEHHQLQŴXHQFHGE\
years of a negative culture that has
taught them that young people who
VWDQGXSIRUWKHPVHOYHVDUHGLIƓFXOW
or problematic or that their voice is
not worth hearing. As a result, they
are discouraged from taking action.
Preventing homelessness requires a
shift to a culture of services that are
rights-centered and rights-respecting.
What does a rights-centered
approach look like? What is a culture
of rights? On a more theoretical
level, it is about putting the human
dignity of the young person at the
center of all services provided to
them. In practice, this requires the
approach that JFCY lawyers take
in all interactions with their clients:
providing information that includes
RSWLRQVEHLQJWUDQVSDUHQWDERXW
ZKDWHDFKRSWLRQHQWDLOVLQIRUPLQJ
young people about their rights at
all times — even when seemingly
LQFRQYHQLHQWWRGRVRDQG
respecting the opinions and choices
of the young person. As a lawyer,
it involves taking their instructions.
As a trusted adult, it includes being
accountable to do what we say we
DUHJRLQJWRGR$VbDQDJHQF\LW
means having clear processes for
young people to seek assistance,
make complaints, appeal decisions
made about them, and have their
opinions respected and assessed
by an unbiased decision-maker in a

manner that is accessible and useful
WRWKH\RXQJSHUVRQ7KLVbVKRXOG
occur in all agencies servicing
young people, at every level.
(QJDJLQJZLWKRQHōVULJKWV
takes knowledge and practice.
<RXQJbSHRSOHQHHGSUDFWLFHWR
be encouraged and empowered
to engage with their rights —
ZKHWKHULWLVWRƓOHDKXPDQULJKWV
complaint against their employer
for discrimination, or take action
against their landlord for an illegal
eviction. For example, they can get
practice from the shelter, where
they should be able to contest a
discharge that felt unfair and have
the process be fair to them (no matter
WKHRXWFRPH RUbDSSHDODQH[SXOVLRQ
from school and be meaningfully
heard throughout the appeal process.
They must be given the knowledge
to understand their rights and the
processes that exist, and they must
also be provided with legal assistance.
The SYLS program was designed
to educate young people about
their legal rights and to empower
our most vulnerable citizens.
2XUbJRDODW-)&<LVWRHQKDQFHWKH
living situations of young people
experiencing homelessness and
engaging them in a rights-centered
approach to build trust and
FLWL]HQVKLS:HbHQFRXUDJHFRPPXQLW\
service providers and policymakers
to seek out legal resources, make
connections and ensure access
to justice for all young people.
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