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Women's Health Issues

I

Childhood Abuse
'7 left the Maritimes because I was sexually and Physically abused
throughout my childhood. I have lots of anger which I turn inside. "
- woman in her 20s, interviewed in a hostel

8.5%of all the women we surveyed reported having been physically or sexually
abused (including incest) during childhood. This is remarkable, considering that
we did not ask any questions about this subject. This figure is entirely based on the
women who voluntarily mentioned this during the course of the interview. Themes
relating to past abuse (as a child and as an adult) arose repeatedly in interviews
with women.

Physical Violence
'7 wouldn't call it assault. There were no broken bones,just bruises."
- woman in her 40s, interviewed in a hostel
Almost one half of all women interviewed (46.2%)had been assaulted in the past year,
compared to 38.6%of men. Three (3) of these women were assaulted by the police.

Sexual Violence
ttSexhas always hurt me and bothered me. I've always felt I've never had
a choice. I consider that rape - psychological, emotional - everything.

I've always lived behind the wall of having no choice."
- woman in her 30s, sleeping outside at the time of survey
43.3%of the women in our sample had received unwelcome sexual advances or been
grabbed or touched when they did not want to be in the past year, as compared to
14.1%of men. Almost one half of these women had been sexually harassed or
assaulted in this manner five times or more.
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More than one in five women we interviewed (21.2%)reported being raped in
the past year.
Homelessness is clearly a much more dangerous condition to be in for women.
Violence against women is a common cause of homelessness. Violence in the past
was also a common theme in the stories we were told. Here we find evidence that
once homeless, that violence continues and possibly intensifies.
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MentalHealth Issues
"I was in the hosPital for an overdose and 1 was being tied to the bed with
restraints. There were trying to make me take all these drugs and
sticking tubes down my throat and catheters. Because of the pain 1 was
struggling and the orderly punched me in the face. 1 was crying and
crying, they treated me so bad. "
- young woman in her 20s, interviewed in a shelter
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Two thirds of all the women in the sample (66.0%) had tried to commit suicide at
some time in their lives.

An overwhelming 63.5%of all the women we interviewed had considered suicide
in the past year as compared to 53.1%of the men. 29.4%had attempted suicide in the
past year.

Access to menstrual supplies
"]just use kleenex or toilet paper."
- woman in her 40s, interviewed in a hostel

Menstruation is a basic part of the lives of all women during their child- bearing
years. It is hard for most of the general population to imagine having difficulty
obtaining and/or storing supplies which are such a necessity. However, these
problems are part of the lives of many homeless women.
Many women had experienced the following problems:
1) pads or tampons are too expensive
2) shelter provides only 1-2at a time
3) supplies not available at shelter / drolf"in
4) no place to store supplies

Pregnancy Care
14 women (13.2%of women in the sample) were pregnant at the time of interview.
All of these women were homeless.
Women who were currently pregnant or who had been pregnant in the last
three years were asked about prenatal care. 21 of these 26 women (80.8%)reported
going for prenatal check-ups, with the median number of check-ups being between
8 or 9 times. Those who received prenatal care seem to have received good care,
reporting that they were offered prenatal vitamins, referrals to public health
nurses, information on nutrition, smoking or consuming drugs or alcohol during
pregnancy, etc.
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However, when asked about nutrition, 5 of the 14 women pregnant at the time
of the survey reported having missed four or more meals in the past 30 days because
of lack of money. Three (3) missed meals on 20 days or more. This highlights the
necessity of combining education (about prenatal nutrition, for example) with
material resources when working with people having limited resources.
6 out of 20 women who delivered their last baby in a hospital had no place to go
after discharge.
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