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When we found FIRST UNITED, it was 
an absolute blessing. Without their 
help, I don’t know if we’d still be here.

—Angelo, FIRST UNITED Community Member
We are proud to be a faith–based service provider operating from a harm–reduction 
perspective that welcomes all. Our programs serve the needs of our community in 
the Downtown Eastside, supporting people to connect, heal, and build better futures 
for themselves and each other. 

Now, more than 135 years since FIRST UNITED opened its doors, we are faced with 
challenges unlike anything we have seen in our history. The world has changed, and 
to be of service in this new reality, we must move forward together. 

We honour that we do our work on the unceded lands of the 
Xwməθkwəyə̓m (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and 
Səl ̓ílwəta?(Tsleil–Waututh) peoples. We solemnly acknowledge 
the interconnected histories of colonization and systemic racism 
that affect generations of Indigenous People living in this territory, 
including many members of the FIRST UNITED community. 

A Sanctuary Within 
Our Community
FIRST UNITED seeks a just society by nurturing each person’s 
spirit through community services, housing, advocacy, and ministry 
in the face of the often intersecting challenges of extreme poverty, 
historical and personal trauma, mental illness, and oppression in 
the Downtown Eastside.

We envision a neighbourhood where every person thrives and 
everyone’s worth is celebrated.

But to make this vision a reality, we must replace our aging 
facilities, which fall far short of our current and future needs. 
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We serve hundreds of people each week while struggling against the 
limits of our building. The services we offer have outgrown our space, 
and we cannot adequately respond to our community's needs as our 
building crumbles around us. It is now both incredibly costly and difficult 
to continue our current operations in a safe environment.

There is an urgency to redevelop 320 East Hastings to replace our aging 
60–year–old church with a purpose–built facility that will provide more 
responsive services for healing, direct needs, and social connections.  
We are ready to transform. And we need your help.

After extensive consultations, FIRST UNITED has a plan to redevelop 
our site and build a new, welcoming space of connection, healing, and 
care in the Downtown Eastside. 

With a purpose–built facility, we can expand and refine 
the services we offer.

In the face of compounding crises, our neighbours in the Downtown 
Eastside need space for healing, connection and support more than ever. 
Through a decade of consultation and strategic planning processes, it 
has become abundantly clear that we must act now to ensure we can 
serve our community for years to come.

Our Challenge
The Needs of Our Community 
Have Outgrown Our Building

Over our 135–year history, we 
have always evolved to meet 
our community’s needs, but 
those needs have now grown 
beyond what this space can 
safely support. 
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Struggle and Strength
The Downtown Eastside is a community of deep strength 
and deep struggle. Many people here experience trauma, 
poverty, unsafe housing, homelessness, mental and physical 
health challenges, racism, and addiction. Our community 
is living through multiple crises layered over those existing 
challenges: the housing and homelessness crisis, the over-
dose crisis, and COVID–19. 

Vancouver’s
Downtown Eastside

30–40% of Downtown Eastside residents identify as Indigenous, 
compared with just 2–4% of the total population in Vancouver. 
Our ministry staff further estimate that up to 60% of those 
who seek spiritual care at FIRST UNITED are Indigenous. The 
legacies of colonization, generational trauma, and ongoing 
institutional racism are deeply felt here.

The Legacy of Generational Trauma

In the Downtown Eastside, an inner–city neighbourhood in 
Vancouver, at least 9,000 people live below the poverty line 
and roughly 1,300 people are homeless.

We know these official numbers are often undercounts. Many 
who call the Downtown Eastside home rely on FIRST UNITED 
for nutritious meals, community connection, safe shelter, legal 
advocacy, and access to information.

Living Under the Poverty Line
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Since 2016, our province has been in the throes of an overdose crisis that 
has seen roughly 6,000 loved ones, neighbours, and friends die need-
lessly, many in our community. When COVID–19 hit, this crisis reached 
devastating new peaks. The impact of these losses cannot be overstated:

Grief is a constant companion in the Downtown Eastside.

But those struggles do not tell the full story of this place. The people in 
this community are the heart of FIRST UNITED, and that heart overflows 
with kindness, generosity, creativity, humour, and resourcefulness. Our 
neighbours deserve the opportunity and support to thrive. 

FIRST UNITED responds to the deep need in our community to seek 
justice, wellness, connection, and abundance for everyone.

Healing  
Our Community
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Our Solution
Moving First Forward
The new home we envision for FIRST UNITED is a 
purpose–built multi–storey building, incorporating 
community amenity space and housing. 

The first four floors will be dedicated to FIRST UNITED programs and 
services, designed to meet our community’s needs well into the future. 
This will also serve as the foundation for some 105 units of non–market 
rental housing in the floors above, created in partnership with Lu’ma 
Native Housing Society and multiple levels of government operators.  
This separate housing initiative —made possible through FIRST UNITED’s 
redevelopment project—will provide safe homes to some of those made 
most vulnerable by the deepening housing and homelessness crisis.  

In this new space, FIRST UNITED can expand existing programs and 
develop new, innovative approaches to support the well–being, connec-
tion, and healing of our neighbours. The new building will offer close to 
40,000 square feet of purpose–built program space, nearly triple that of 
our existing facility. 

We have spent years in consultation with Downtown Eastside residents, 
Indigenous Peoples, neighbourhood service providers, government, and 
other stakeholders. We are energized and grounded as we move forward 
into this next phase together.

During the building phase and transition period, we 
will temporarily relocate our essential services within 
the neighbourhood.

Uninterrupted Service
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Legal Advocacy
Expanded program space for advocacy, supporting dignified and 
accessible support for low–income people navigating legal issues.

Food Security
A new dining hall and state–of–the–art commercial kitchen where  
we will serve nutritious and delicious community meals and  
foster connection.

Sacred Space
Dedicated intercultural sacred space to hold memorials, celebrations, 
and ceremonies, with a particular intention to create a space suited to 
Indigenous traditional practices and ceremony.

Community Help Desk
Expanded space for community members to access the supports 
they need, from crisis response to free basic personal hygiene and 
emergency care items.

Community Drop–In
A welcoming space where community members can find acceptance, 
connect with each other, participate in social activities, or just sit 
quietly with a cup of tea. 

Mail & Phone Program
Our Keep Connected program offers mail and phone services that 
help people maintain connections with friends and family as well as 
access other critical services that commonly require a fixed address.

Our Programs

1,800+
Advocacy 

cases per year

2,250+
Tax Returns  

per year

150+
Ceremonies  

per year

14
Practicums

8
Nurses

100,000+
Meals per year

2,000+
Visits per 

month

2,000+
Visits per 

month

300+
People use 

FIRST UNITED 
as their home 

address

Foot Care
One of our longest–running programs to provide care for community 
members’ feet, this simple act of relaxation and self–care improves 
health and offers a sense of dignity to those struggling with poverty.

Taxes
Expanded program space for this highly successful program that puts 
hundreds of thousand of dollars directly into the pockets of those 
who need it most.

Education & Research
Space to support community–engaged education and research 
efforts in health, policy, and social development, and foster 
partnership opportunities. 

Showers & Washrooms
Access to safe, hygienic washroom and bathing facilities is a basic 
human dignity that too many in our community are denied. Our 
purpose–built space will be a significant community asset.

1,500+
Foot care 
sessions  
per year

300+
Showers per 

month

Direct Services and Purpose–built Spaces 
that Will Off er Care and Connection

For decades we've found creative ways to provide these vital  
services by adapting our facilities to serve the DTES. Imagine the 
level of care and connection we can offer in a larger purpose–built 
facility more suited to our work and the needs of our community.
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Computer Lab
Library and public computer lab, where 
Downtown Eastside residents can 
access information, stay connected 
with their loved ones, and learn.

Our New Spaces

Our responsive low-barrier programs have always been, and will continue to be, 
informed by community partnerships, a deep commitment to our values, and 
broad-based community support and engagement.

Revitalizing the corner of Hastings and Gore is a community-led neighbourhood 
rejuvenation that centres reconciliation and healing. 

Based on extensive consultation with our DTES neighbours, this project is informed 
by the community for the community, and we are extremely excited to build a 
space that provides the healing, connection, and care that our community needs. 

Day Sleeping
Dedicated space for day sleeping, 
where people who are homeless and 
need somewhere safe and comfort-
able to sleep can rest while most 
shelters are closed.

Counselling
Private counselling spaces and quiet 
rooms where Downtown Eastside resi-
dents can go for private moments of 
respite and connection with FIRST 
ministry and program staff. 

Outdoor Gathering Area
A brand new roof–top deck acces-
sible for programming that includes 
a covered smoking area, Indigenous 
landscaping, and space for outdoor 
cultural ceremonies.

Our emergency shelter will be moved off site to a nearby 
location before construction begins and continue to 
operate from that location moving forward. 

Emergency Shelter
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 Angelo, Sandy & Kale’s Story

Our Impact

Last winter, things were pretty bad. My wife 
Sandy and I were living in a tent with our little dog 
Kale near the train station in East Vancouver. We’d 
been homeless off and on for three years, since 
problems with our last landlord and just not having 
many options put us out on the street.

When you’re homeless, it’s hard to feel hopeful. When it rained, we were 
damp all the time. Our tent leaked, so our bedding would get wet. And 
then night comes, and it gets real cold. We had a little propane heater, 
but we had to be careful so it wouldn’t run out. The colder the nights, the 
more propane we’d use. Kale was always shivering, and we’d try so hard 
to keep her warm. But it was always cold. 

When we found FIRST UNITED, it was an absolute blessing. Without 
their help, I don’t know if we’d still be here.

Sandy was going through hell with her health—she had problems with her 
medication and that put her in hospital for a bit. Someone told us FIRST 
UNITED took people in, and they had room in the women’s shelter, so 
Sandy got in off the street in January. A little while later I did too. 

We stayed in the shelter until June, right through COVID. They fed us 
three square meals a day, and got us connected with a doctor for Sandy’s 
health. They gave us a safe place to be during COVID and all that. Then, 
they got us into a proper apartment. They’ve been a real godsend: 

We have a roof over our heads. We have food in the fridge. 

We’re happy.
The thing is, at FIRST UNITED, when they tell you they’re there for you, they mean 
it. The staff don’t judge you, they just help. They try to help you up instead of 
bringing you down. It’s not like that everywhere.

We needed FIRST UNITED’s help to get back on our feet and help us move 
forward. But they need your help—that’s how they help people like us—with your 
help. If you can see it in your heart to give, you should know that your help 
could change somebody’s life. I know it changed mine. 
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Funds to Raise: $14,390,000

Leadership Gift: $10,000,000

United Churches: $4,750,000

Committed Donations: $860,000 

After several years of planning and 
feasibility work, the estimated cost of this 
project is $65 million. FIRST UNITED's 
portion will be approximately $30 million.
As of Winter 2020, we have secured funding 
commitments totalling $15,610,000 including a 
$10,000,000 Leadership Gift.

The Financials
Project Completion: 
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FIRST UNITED

First Forward Campaign 
$30 MILLION
4 floors of purpose–built spaces for direct services

LU'MA NATIVE HOUSING SOCIETY PARTNERSHIP

Secure Homes 
$35 MILLION
7 floors with 105 units of below–market housing

$30 MILLION

First Forward 
Campaign

2023



FIRST UNITED’s story begins in 1885, when the Presbyterian Church 
in Canada established a congregation in the township of Granville near 
Burrard Inlet.

Our History

At our core, and essential to our purpose, is the mission and ministry of the United Church of Canada. 
Our faith tradition and the call to social justice is truly our strength and forms our foundation through 
the social and economic evolution of so many years.

Our vision for the future is informed by our 135–year history as one of the first faith–based social 
service organizations in Vancouver to advocate for those seeking housing, health, and healing, and 
by our proven commitment to the Downtown Eastside.
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1892 1925

1930s1965

1967 1973 1980

1997 2007

20082010

2020 2021

The congregation moves to 320 
East Hastings in the heart of the 
Downtown Eastside, where we 
remain today. 

The congregation becomes 
FIRST UNITED CHURCH as 
part of the establishment of 
the United Church of Canada.

During the Great Depression, thousands are thrown 
into abject poverty and hunger. FIRST UNITED steps 
up to respond to the tremendous need, serving as the 
major support hub for people struggling in the city 
and feeding more than 1,200 people each day.  

FIRST UNITED completes 
construction of the current 
building as it exists today. 

The drop-in centre opens its 
doors, offering a place to be 
and necessary resources to 
the low–income community.

The Advocacy program 
launches in response to 
community need for legal 
advice and support.

FIRST UNITED’s tax 
program files its first returns 
for low–income people 
struggling with poverty.

The volunteer–run Foot Care 
Program launches, offering 
Downtown Eastside residents 
a chance for relaxation and 
connection.

FIRST UNITED's congregation 
officially closes. The organization 
transitions fully to an inner–city ministry 
and faith–based service provider.

In response to the rapid growth in the 
number of people living on the streets, 
FIRST UNITED opens a low–barrier 
emergency shelter, shoehorning these 
essential operations into the existing 
church building.

With all eyes on Vancouver 
during the 2010 Olympics, 
FIRST UNITED launches a 
“Share the Gold” campaign, 
drawing attention to issues of 
homelessness and inequality.

FIRST UNITED secures a 
housing partner to build 105 
affordable housing units in the 
Downtown Eastside above a 
redeveloped purpose–built 
FIRST UNITED facility.

MOVING 
First Forward
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Why We Give Our Leadership
We are so excited to contribute to this campaign, and move FIRST 
UNITED forward into a beautiful, purpose–built facility. 

Since connecting with FIRST UNITED through our church many years 
ago, we’ve been involved variously as volunteers, board members, and 
donors. It has truly changed how we see the world: We’ve seen the pain 
and struggle here…but also the strength and possibility for healing. 
We’ve seen firsthand how FIRST UNITED’s support can change lives, 
and we’re proud of their focus on making systemic change.

With a new building, FIRST UNITED can provide a welcoming, beautiful 
place to connect and find healing. The current building is so old and 
run–down. We believe this community deserves better.

With a new building, FIRST UNITED can provide a welcoming, beautiful 
place to connect and promote healing.

Just because you’re going through a hard time doesn’t mean you 
have to put up with poor conditions. 

It’s important to step up and take care of those who are suffering—that’s 
part of what it means for us to be in a community with each other. And 
that’s part of why we support FIRST UNITED.
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Rev. Carmen Lansdowne
Executive Director, FIRST UNITED
“After years of planning, we now have an opportunity to build 
a space that can support our neighbours to find healing and 
connection for years to come. I believe deeply in this project and 
in our ability to create change together: That’s why I’ve personally 
committed to a major gift. 

I hope you’ll join us to move First Forward.”

Rev. Cari Copeman–Haynes & 
Rudy Kerklaan
Co–Chairs, First Forward
“At the heart of FIRST UNITED CHURCH Community Ministry 
Society is a commitment to reconciliation, justice, and healing for 
everyone. As co–chairs of the First Forward Capital Campaign, 
we are excited to give this commitment a new home in a 
purpose–built facility, and we hope you will join us as donors as 
we respond to the growing needs of our community.”

— Long–time supporters Elizabeth and Rudy Kerklaan

Mike Harcourt, Honourary Chair 
Amanda Burrows, Campaign Director 
Heather Clarke
Lee Davis
Don Evans

Jim Fletcher 
Mark Paetkau 
Randy Smallwood 
Nancy Talbot

Cabinet Members



To make a gift please contact 
FIRST UNITED CHURCH 
Community Ministry Society

Address: 320 E Hastings St, 
Vancouver BC V6A 1P4

Phone: 604.335.9319 

Email: firstforward@firstunited.ca

Charitable Registration No. 82672 6135 RR0001 firstunited.ca

The challenges we face in the Downtown Eastside have never been more urgent. We are 
navigating the housing and homelessness crisis, the overdose crisis, and COVID–19, while 
helping our community face the ongoing and complex issues of health, trauma, and poverty.

We must step up to serve our community. We must answer their direct needs by providing 
responsive services that offer care and connection. And we must do so in a purpose–built  
facility that provides safety, dignity, and healing for years to come. 

Join Us to Move 
First Forward

— Long–time supporters Elizabeth and Rudy Kerklaan

When we donate to FIRST UNITED, we know our 
contribution will make a difference.”

Redeveloping our current site will mean we can move forward 
together. We cannot do this important work without you.




