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Herluma: A Homelessness Serving Sector Online Waitlist Application – 

Outcome  

Canada’s shelter system often lacks real-time, accessible tools for managing bed availability, 

waitlists and demographic reporting. As a result, both shelter staff and individuals experiencing 

homelessness face barriers to efficient service delivery, leading to delays, administrative burdens 

and missed opportunities for timely support—particularly for marginalized populations such as 

those identifying as Indigenous, youth, women, and people with accessibility needs.  

 

  
 

In April of 2022, the Greater Victoria Coalition to End Homelessness, known as the Alliance to 

End Homelessness in the Capital Region (the Alliance), applied to be part of the first cohort of 

the University of Victoria’s INSPIRE – STEM for Social Impact program. INSPIRE is a program at 

the University of Victoria led by the Faculty of Engineering and Computer Science in 

collaboration with the Faculty of Science and Centre for Asia-Pacific Initiatives (CAPI) with 

Daniela Damian at the helm. INSPIRE fosters close ties with community, industry and research 

partners, leveraging the talents of University of Victoria students to solve real-world problems 

within local communities. The INSPIRE program focuses projects for social good and fosters 

solutions with positive social impact. By June of 2022, the Alliance begin a continuing 

partnership with the University of Victoria’s Computer Science department. During the summer 

of 2022, Garage Apprentices with the INSPIRE program and the Alliance began work on the 

herluma prototype application.  

During 2023 two of the Garage Apprentices from the herluma project, Parker De Bruyne and 

Bachan Ghimire, and Dr. Michelle Vanchu-Orosco from the Alliance, met with representatives 

from BC Housing, representatives from the Ministry of Housing and Canadian MLA Grace Lore 

who was Parliamentary Secretary for Gender Equity at that point in time, with an eye to 

additional funding to develop a herluma working prototype. While this continued effort did not 

yield the hoped for results, herluma was again picked up as a project for the 2024 fall INSPIRE 

program. The new herluma team created a working prototype that fall. Since then, Dale Foerster, 

a University of Victoria computing science students has continued work on refining the herluma 

application as part of his University of Victoria Entrepreneurial Co-op, further building and 

expanding the project with outreach to more shelters and possible expansion of the project to 

transition houses in British Columbia. 

https://inspireuvic.org/
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Figure 1: University of Victoria 2022 Garage Apprentices – the herluma Team 

 

 

Figure 2: University of Victoria 2024 Garage Apprentices – the herluma Team 

 
Diego Enciso (Victoria Native Friendship Centre Shelter Manager) with INSPIRE Garage Apprentices Michelle Rosenthal, Stephanie 

Askewe and Dale Foerster at the Victoria Native Friendship Centre 

The herluma Application 

The herluma application is a digital platform that enables shelter staff to manage bed 

availability, waitlists and anonymous demographic data in real time by providing emergency 
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shelter system-level tracking information and capturing the number of individuals who are in 

need of emergency shelter on a one-time or continuous basis (see Appendix A and Appendix B 

for herluma FAQs and an overview of the application). It is a platform that has been optimized 

for use by shelter staff and outreach workers, together with information on existing emergency 

shelter availability for individuals experiencing homelessness. 

During the Fall 2024 semester at the University of Victoria, the herluma team of developers 

worked in close partnership with the Victoria Native Friendship Centre (VNFC), applying a User-

Centred Design approach to ensure the platform met the needs of emergency shelters in 

Victoria. The agile process involved meeting regularly with the VNFC shelter manager to gather 

requirements, develop features in response, and then returning to for feedback. This iterative 

cycle allowed application refinement based on direct input from the VNFC, ensuring changes 

addressed real shelter priorities. The herluma application has significantly improved the 

efficiency of shelter staff day-to-day intake processing, allowing them to better serve individuals 

in need. 

“Herluma has had a very positive impact, it's easy to use and had help 

us to reduce paper use.” 

The “[c]lient management, wait list” are working well. 

The best thing is “[i]ts easy to use approach.” 

VNFC, 2025 

The herluma team has also looked to expand to transition housing (24/7 housing for women 

and gender diverse individuals experiencing intimate partner violence) with the BC Society of 

Transition Houses (BCSTH) and transition houses in the Capital Region District (CRD) expressing 

interest our web-based product.  

Contribution to Changing the Narrative 

Using funding from sparc bc, the Alliance has been able to engage the services of the herluma 

team, with continued funding for a junior developer who has front end and back-end web 

development experience. With this support, the herluma team has continued to provide 

customer support, issue resolution, and address technical issues and improve customer 

experience. 

Many individuals have received assistance with accessing emergency shelter through the 

process. Starting October 17, 2024, VNFC has used the herluma working prototype to ensure 

that clients had access to the 50 shelter beds available, using the check-in capabilities of the 

application. This means that up to 50 people had access every night to shelter for the past 342 

days. With 265 emergency shelter spaces available in the Capital Region, this number could 

increase by up to 215 emergency shelter users per night – if all emergency shelter operators 

participated and were onboarded onto the platform. 

The herluma application provides emergency shelter system-level tracking information, 

capturing the number of individuals who are in need of emergency shelter on a one-time or 

continuous basis. Further, this information allows us to highlight policy gaps such as 
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unaffordable housing and structural inequities that are driving homelessness by capturing the 

number of nights stayed in the emergency shelters in the Capital Region. This in turn may lead 

to discussion and possible use of shelter-diversion programs and other prevention initiatives. 

It is harder to navigate right now. Harder to find available beds, harder 

to know what barriers could be there. Barriers are keeping people out of 

shelter. 

Lived and Living Experience Council member, 2025 

 

Lived and Living Experience Council member, 2025 likes that people can 

see a shelter’s barriers up-front on the interface. 

Lived and Living Experience Council member, 2025 

herluma is in the process of expanding its reach to women's transition shelters across BC, and 

possibly Canada-wide. The application has the potential to provide a real-time method to track 

transition housing waitlists and create better real time connection between transition houses 

across British Columbia. This real-time data collection can change the narrative by providing 

information collected through this expansion to transition housing having the potential to 

change policy for women and others fleeing intimate partner or gender-based violence in our 

province and nation-wide. 

If you could create or make something that would support your work, 

what would that look like? 

database or access to bed availability would be great so we can 

send people in the right direction 

Transition house worker, 2025 

 

What would simplify your workday, make things smoother? 

would be great to have access to open beds so that we can make 

accurate referrals for crisis line callers 

Transition house worker, 2025 

 

If [our] shelters are full, [our staff] phone other shelters to see if they 

have availability. [The shelter worker] says herluma could be useful in 

this instance, to quickly see which other shelters have spots.  

Transition house worker, 2025 

 

herluma would be very useful for transition house staff, because they 

currently spend large amounts of time trying to locate a shelter with 

availability for a caller. 

Transition house worker, 2025 
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Contribution to Increased Knowledge and Action to End Homelessness 

Through sparc bc funding, the Alliance has been able to constructively engage with emergency 

shelter providers, transition housing providers and persons with lived experience of 

homelessness, particularly experience using transition housing. This is allowing us to shift the 

dialog in community as the application has the potential to highlight policy gaps such as 

unaffordable housing and structural inequities that are driving homelessness by capturing the 

number of nights stayed in the emergency shelters in the Capital Region. This in turn may lead 

to discussion and possible use of shelter-diversion programs and other prevention initiatives, 

which are sorely lacking in the Capital Region. 

The herluma team has been working to establish partnerships with outreach organizations and 

local charities to allow them to use the platform for promoting events such as food drives, 

community assistance programs, and employment workshops through the herluma Community 

Forum. While this forum has yet to gain widespread traction, these partnerships can help 

increase platform adoption while offering more value to individuals experiencing homelessness. 

Future Opportunities and Pathways 

Although the Alliance and herluma team have made numerous connections with emergency 

shelter and transition house providers in the CRD, connection with these providers is slow, 

moving at the pace of relationship-building. Numerous attempts to connect in person, have 

yielded small, but important, gains in trust that allow us to move the project forward. 

 

Unfortunately, the Alliance will be closing its office doors at the end of September 2025 and will 

be dissolving by the end of the 2025 year so we will not be able to continue this much needed 

work. 

 

Although we have had very positive feedback from transition house providers and workers, as 

well as the BC Society of Transition Houses, we are unable to create a working herluma 

prototype and onboard transition housing operators, as the Alliance is unable to continue 

working on this project.  

While not all emergency shelter and housing providers we have connected with have signed on 

to using herluma, they are aware of the herluma application and, with time, we expect they 

would have incorporated the application into their waitlist processes.  

 

We are hoping to pass on the herluma torch to other organizations before the Alliance is 

dissolved. 
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Appendix B: The herluma Application 
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