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executive
summary
This report details the year of activity for the Surrey Welcoming
Communities Project, which will become a Local Immigration
Partnership due to the shift in immigration responsibility from
provincial to federal governments. The City of Surrey was the lead
agency, and the project was guided by the Surrey Welcoming
Communities Advisory Committee. The year was, in a word, remarkable.
These are a few of the highlights.

Refugee Myth-Busting Campaign

Surrey receives more refugees than anywhere else in B.C., and few
areas of civic life are shrouded by more myths and misconceptions. This
landmark project was conceived to blow in and clear out the fog. Led by
Immigrant Services Society of B.C., the project compiled comprehensive
data on Surrey’s refugees, and published a newsletter focussed on
refugee issues and realities. A Surrey Museum portable exhibition about
the city’s refugees was seen by an estimated 10,000 people. And within
the education system two different projects resulted in presentations to
600 teachers and support workers. In May Chris Friesen, who directed
the project for ISSofBC, was invited to present Surrey’s Refugee Myth
Busting Campaign to a plenary session of the United Nations Refugee
Agency in Geneva.

Welcoming Spaces

Public spaces play a much greater role in newcomers’ lives than is
generally recognized. For example, 58% of people who have been in
Canada less than five years get together with friends in parks and public
spaces compared to 38% of longer-term residents. Meanwhile, feelings
of welcomeness have been shown to relate directly to receptions
received from businesses and institutions.
How welcoming, then, is Surrey? To find out, this project fanned out 30
trained newcomer volunteers armed with a detailed assessment to 30
participating locations. Many promising practices were singled out by
the reviewers, who also made recommendations when conditions were
less than ideal. Surrey did well—but more importantly, information is
now available to help businesses and institutions truly excel.

Service Providers Events

It is only in the last 25 years that immigration to Surrey has risen rapidly,
more than doubling to 55,000 during the period 1991- 2000, then rising
further to 66,000 in the most recent 10-year census period. Services for
newcomers have multiplied just as quickly, in some cases more quickly
than established lines of communication and industry interconnections.
This project provided a first opportunity to jointly consider issues and
developments of importance to all while connecting many of the
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dots and even more of the people. Events included an initial networking event followed by a landmark conference
attended by more than 160 of those working in the field.

Youth Engagement Projects

Exactly 50% of newcomers to Surrey are 24 or younger upon arrival, compared to just 30% of British Columbians as
a whole. To reach such a key population this project took the approach of enabling youths themselves to determine
where most of the energy should be directed. At an action conference attended by 130, participants decided on
a number of projects, for which support structures were then organized. Highlights included a video/social media
project that produced three videos focussing on newcomer issues. Among those who have watched these is Mayor
Dianne Watts, during a special City Hall meeting attended by the young filmmakers.
Another youth focus was on volunteerism. For refugees especially, volunteering helps people make friends and
contribute to their host neighbourhood while supporting community cohesion, improving English language skills
and providing valuable experience for those seeking work. The pilot project identified and revised City policies and
procedures to reduce barriers for refugee youth to participate as volunteers.

Employer and Business Education and Awareness

Finding work is overwhelmingly the most serious obstacle faced by newcomers, who are young, well-educated and
eager to make their mark in life. Could there be a more important mission than working to fix this?
In partnership with the Surrey Board of Trade, the project undertook an education campaign that ultimately led
to presentations in front of 700 members of Surrey’s business community. And in partnership with DIVERSEcity
Community Resources Society, it helped further the operation of Get In The Know!, featuring a website with tools and
community supports geared to sliding open the door that separates newcomers from a truly flexible and responsive
labour market. During the course of this, a related point was also emphasized: At 40% of the population and growing,
newcomers are not just prospective employees but Surrey’s business owners, home owners, decision makers and
customers.

Dialogues Inspired By Cooking and Food

The challenge to reach beyond a natural constituency is faced by every public service organization, but it was
especially crucial for the Surrey Welcoming Communities Project, because the welcome accorded newcomers is so
dependent on those who are already here. The Dialogues project was not aimed at newcomers or those who already
serve them, but rather at community leaders who can influence public opinion. Two hundred of these were invited to
six dinner-and-dialogues evenings featuring meals and customs from countries around the globe, with discussions
led by diversity expert Alden E. Habacon. Many of those who attended reported they have become much more
attuned to newcomers, and some have become active in the welcoming effort.
In Conclusion
The year’s accomplishments would not have been possible without the invaluable contributions and enthusiastic
participation of our dozens of community partners and the stewardship and guidance of the Surrey Welcoming
Communities advisory committee members. Also crucial was the organization and leadership provided by project
consultants PEERs Inc., especially principals Jody Johnson and Trevor Van Eerden.
We speak for many thousands when we say we are proud that Surrey is an even more welcoming community than it
was one year ago, and we wish very strongly to see the progress continue.
Chair:
Aileen Murphy
Senior Social Planner,
City of Surrey

Co-chair:
Anita Huberman
Executive Director,
Surrey Board of Trade
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refugee
myth
the

Surrey, a Place of
Refuge on exhibit
at Surrey City
Centre Library,
November 2013.

busting
campaign

Surrey receives more refugees than anywhere else in
B.C. How much do we know about them? How much of
what we think we know is correct?
Few elements of immigration create more controversy and
confusion than refugees. They represent a relatively small proportion
of the newcomer population, but their arrival in Canada often makes
waves, and myths and misconceptions breed. Meanwhile, no city in
B.C. and few in Canada receive more refugees than Surrey.
These were some of the thoughts in mind as the Surrey Welcoming
Communities Project undertook a major initiative entitled the Surrey
Refugee Myth-Busting Campaign.
What are the myths and misconceptions surrounding refugees? To
find out the campaign asked committee members, comprised of
representatives from nine civic bodies and organizations, to canvass
the community. The responses filtered down into three primary
streams: Refugees don’t want to work and are a burden on society.
Refugee youths are drawn toward criminal activity and gangs. And
too many refugees are here based on bogus claims or are queue
jumpers.
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Exhibit panels tell refugees’ stories and break down the myths.

VOICES
As Director of
Settlement Services
for ISSofBC, Chris
Friesen oversaw that
organization’s overall
management of the
Refugee Myth-Busting
Campaign.
What memory will last
the longest?
The opportunity to
highlight the campaign
for a plenary session at
a global United Nations
Refugee Agency meeting
on refugee resettlement in
Geneva attended by more
than 250 delegates.
What do you hope it
might lead to?
A better understanding of
and appreciation for the
unique settlement needs,
assets and incredible
resilience of refugees.
And that the tools and
creations that resulted
will be put to use to
better support refugee
newcomers—future
Canadians who can reach
their full potential in the
City of Surrey.
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Immigrant and Refugee youth meet with Mayor Dianne Watts. March 2014.

VOICES
An assistant
superintendent within
Surrey School District,
Pat Horstead helped
conceive and develop
the education sector
program.

A second question: What about the

By far their most pressing concern,

refugees themselves? Maybe it matters

however, was the difficulty faced in finding

less what others think if all is well from

appropriate work. Perhaps surprisingly,

their point of view. But when focus

focus groups members spoke little of

groups of refugees were convened their

discrimination and cared little about

conversations confirmed that, although

housing affordability or the cost of living.

many were successful and most were

They believed that problems like those

optimistic, it certainly couldn’t be said that

would disappear if they could get a job,

all was well.

especially a job in keeping with their
experience and credentials.

The main issues the refugees spoke of were
these: They wished they had someone

A web scan was employed to identify

to explain things and to help show them

promising practices that support

the way. They said that learning English

refugee integration. With this basis of

is hard—partly because demands on

understanding, the project moved forward

their time made studying and attending

on several fronts.

classes difficult. Some wished that more
things were translated into their language

Education Sector Training Series

or that interpreters were available from
time to time, in hospitals for example. And

In the schools there were two distinct

many felt that their children were having a

thrusts, ultimately leading to presentations

difficult time trying to integrate and catch

to 600 teachers and education staff and

up academically.

the production of a variety of permanent
support materials. Refugee children who
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What stands out in your
mind about the project?

may have arrived from a war situation or refugee camp are dealing
with a life transformation as dramatic as can be imagined and have
often experienced traumas that can lead to emotional issues and
trouble at school. In many cases this is further complicated by their
situation at home with parents who have been through even more.
One thrust employed art therapists who worked with refugee
children to produce an installation that became the focal point
of presentations to 260 elementary teachers and support staff. A
workshop on trauma developed by one of the art therapists was
presented to two sets of teachers, with others to follow.
A second aspect gathered and trained a group of six refugee youth

It’s been a wonderful
opportunity for teachers,
child care workers,
educational assistants,
principals and viceprincipals to gain a deeper
understanding of the lives
of refugee families who
have come to Surrey.
What will the program’s
legacy be within the
school system?
It has allowed us to
expose many of the myths
and assumptions and
proven to be extremely
helpful in assisting us in
focusing and targeting
our resources to more
effectively support our
students and families.

and young adults to develop a presentation on refugee mythbusting for secondary and post-secondary teachers and support
staff. This team delivered 12 sessions to approximately 320 people.
Participants commented that they’d previously had no idea of the
true picture surrounding refugees.
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Busting Myths in the Broader
Community

refugees. Between November and April the
exhibit was viewed by an estimated 10,000
people as it rotated through high-traffic

Activities in the broader community were

locations in City Centre Library; Surrey City

geared to increase public understanding

Hall; School District 36 Learning Centre;

of refugees, while subtly exploding

Simon Fraser University, Surrey Campus;

some of the myths that surround them.

Kwantlen Polytechnic University, Surrey

A problem identified at the outset was

Campus; and the RCMP Surrey Detachment.

NO.1

SURREY’S RANK AS A
DESTINATION FOR
REFUGEES IN B.C.

the dearth of hard information available.
This was rectified with the publication of

The project also developed a quarterly

the comprehensive “Refugee Newcomers

newsletter to provide current refugee

in Surrey – Changing Faces and

information and deconstruct the commonly

Neighbourhoods,” first presented at the

held myths. In the fourth and final issue

Surrey Service Providers conference in

Burmese refugee Tha mie is quoted as

February and available on wicsurrey.org

saying, “Many people don’t understand our

and elsewhere.

situation. We have been through so much.

500

I want to encourage people to not judge
Another aspect saw the fruition of a project

appearances.”

ESTIMATED ANNUAL
REFUGEE ARRIVALS
IN SURREY

initiated in a previous reporting period, the
development by Surrey Museum staff of a

In the wake of the campaign, it’s hoped

portable exhibit entitled Surrey—A Place

that the understanding has grown and her

of Refuge, which told the stories of seven

encouragement has been taken to heart.

LEGACY ELEMENTS

All legacy elements are available on www.wicsurrey.org.

Publication: Refugee Newcomers in Surrey”. A comprehensive overview of the refugee system,
affiliated programs and refugees in Surrey. Available on wicsurrey.org and elsewhere.
Toolkit for teachers: “How To Work With Refugee Children”. Includes a resource guide, a 12 minute
video and an art storybook.
Document: “Refugee Newcomers in Surrey, Approaches to build a more welcoming and inclusive
community”. Summarized research into best practices.
Newsletter: Four issues of the Global Voices newsletter focussed on subjects such as an overview of
Surrey refugees, refugee youth and refugee employment. wicsurrey.org
Video: Consists of interviews with the refugee youth group; wicsurrey.org
Backgrounder: Fact sheet for use within school systems.

600

APPROXIMATE NUMBER OF
TEACHERS AND SUPPORT
STAFF WHO ATTENDED
PROJECT WORKSHOPS

An art installation by refugee children, Surrey School District, February 2014.

10,000

ESTIMATED NUMBER OF
PEOPLE WHO VIEWED
THE EXHIBIT SURREY—A
PLACE OF REFUGE
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2
WELCOMING

SPACES

PROJECT

Trained eyes can pick up on the little things that make
a newcomer feel welcome. Here’s how Surrey did when
it was put to the test.
You’ve just moved to a new country where maybe you don’t speak
the language very well. People at the businesses and institutions
you need to use aren’t particularly friendly, and you have a hard
time getting things done because you can’t read the signage and
there’s nothing very intuitive or familiar about the way buildings and
streetscapes are designed. Feeling welcome yet?
Of course you aren’t, a common-sense reality that academic research
has recently confirmed. Indeed, research suggests that newcomers
are especially attuned to public spaces such as parks and shopping
malls, since they use them as an opportunity to meet people and
adapt themselves to their new environment. As just one example,
58% of people who have lived in Canada for fewer than five years
get together with friends in parks and community spaces compared
to 38% of those who have been here six years or longer.
So if Surrey is to achieve its goal of becoming one of the planet’s
most welcoming communities, an important step will involve fixing
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A Welcoming Spaces space: the Surrey City Centre Library

VOICES
A Community
Programmer with
the Training Group
at Douglas College,
Jennifer Kuenzig
coordinated the
Welcoming Spaces
project.
What surprised you
about this experience?
How very passionate the
reviewers were about the
project, even though it
did not give them direct
connection to finding
work. They felt like we
were doing them a favour
by having them involved
when in fact it was the
other way around.
Was there something
that particularly
touched you?
The reviewers themselves.
Their very practical
observations, the level of
detail they went into, the
way that some of them
have started volunteering
at not-for-profit agencies
they visited.

these kinds of deficiencies—deficiencies
that are often so subtle they aren’t even
apparent to most of us. On the flip side, Surrey
is also home to many promising practices.
Encouraging the spread of these promising
practices is important.
Enter the Surrey Welcoming Communities
Project’s Welcoming Spaces project, with
its twin goals of fixing the deficient and
promoting the proficient. But first, of course,
these had to be identified.
To do this the project recruited 30 newcomer
volunteer reviewers (originating in 13
countries) and 30 participant businesses and
institutions. Duly trained, the reviewers then
visited the participants—anonymously—in
small teams. During their visits they rated
the locations employing a checklist based on
a survey tool created by the Ottawa-based
Public Policy Forum. Variables measured
were divided equally between people and
spaces, and these were further subdivided

These 30 places and spaces opened
their doors to the Welcoming Spaces
reviewers
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

A&W
Bear Creek Park
Fido
Fusion Festival
Guildford Town Centre
Guildford Recreation Centre
Kwantlen Polytechnic University
MCC Thrift Shop
Newton Exchange
Newton Library
Options Community Services Society
Royal Bank of Canada
Rogers Wireless
Service Canada
Simon Fraser University
Shoppers Drug Mart
Starbucks
S.U.C.C.E.S.S.
Real Canadian Superstore
The Shops at Morgan Crossing
Surrey Adult Education Centres
Surrey Arts Centre / Culture Days
Surrey Central SkyTrain Station
Surrey City Centre Library
Surrey Food Bank
Surrey Museum
Surrey Public Health Units
Thrifty Foods
Whalley Employment Service Centre
YMCA

along numerous lines aimed at harvesting as
nuanced an impression as possible.
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How did Surrey businesses and organizations do? In general, very
well. A mark of 3 out of 5 is considered “welcoming,” while 4 out
of 5 is designated as “very welcoming.” Surrey’s spaces received an
average review of 3.84, with only one falling below 3, and the people
in those spaces averaged 4.01, with two falling below 3.
Many promising practices were singled out by the reviewers,
ranging from the flying flags and general “homelike” atmosphere of
Superstore, to the warm customer service experienced at businesses
including A&W, Starbucks, Shoppers Drug Mart, Thrifty Foods and
Fido outlets, to the family friendliness of the YMCA, Bear Creek Park,
Surrey Libraries, and Guildford Recreation Centre, to the “inspiring”
environments of the Fusion Festival and Simon Fraser Surrey
campus, to the all-round proficiency of the Surrey Food Bank. And
that’s just a small portion of the many high points reviewers singled
out for special attention.
Of course, some of the special attention was reserved for aspects
that weren’t up to par. In those cases the reviewers made
suggestions for how things could be improved—suggestions that in
many instances are already being acted upon.
This was a test that Surrey businesses and institutions passed
with a respectably high mark. Equally important, they gained an
understanding of how important spaces and the people inside
them are to newcomers, and they have the information needed to
perform even better in the future.

LEGACY ELEMENTS
Welcoming Spaces Project Final Report: Available on wicsurrey.org
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VOICES
An immigrant from
Taiwan, Joanna Chen
volunteered as a
reviewer for Welcoming
Spaces.
What surprised you
about this experience?

3.84

AVERAGE MARK OUT OF 5
ACCORDED SURREY SPACES
BY WELCOMING SPACES
REVIEWERS

I was nervous of speaking
poor English to ask a
question. However, I found
most people were kind
and nice.
Was there anything that
touched you?
A woman who came
from Laos and worked in
Superstore. She told me
the story of how she got
here and ultimately found
a job.
What’s something that
you’ll take away from
this?
Most people are
responsible about doing
their jobs and making an
effort to help others. This
has brought home to me
the hope that I can be one
of them.

4.01

AVERAGE MARK OUT OF
FIVE ACCORDED THE
PEOPLE IN THOSE SPACES
BY WELCOMING SPACES
REVIEWERS.

58%

PROPORTION OF THOSE
WHO HAVE LIVED IN
CANADA LESS THAN FIVE
YEARS WHO REGULARLY USE
PUBLIC SPACES AS A PLACE
TO MEET FRIENDS.
A volunteer Welcoming Spaces reviewer
presents the group’s findings.

3
VOICES

Surrey Service Providers networking event, June 2013.

SERVICE

PROVIDER EVENTS

governments has brought about major changes to policies and
practices. And all this at a time when civic bodies and organizations
are recognizing, as never before, the importance of being a welcoming
community. These were some of the considerations that led to the
organization of a networking event of community service providers in
June 2013, followed by a major conference in February 2014.

Immigrant support and settlement services are growing rapidly. It was time to
connect some of the dots and a lot of the people.
Immigration is hardly a new phenomenon for Surrey, but it is only in the last 25 years that the
number of new arrivals has risen rapidly, more than doubling to 55,000 during the period 19912000, then rising further to 66,000 in the most recent 10-year census period. In many recent years
around five percent of all immigrants to Canada have landed in Surrey.
Understandably services for immigrants have been running hard just to keep up. Several hundred
people now help immigrants and refugees integrate as part of their work or volunteer activity,
and many new services have been unveiled. At the same time, a large proportion of workers are
relatively new to the field, and haven’t had a chance to meet many of their colleagues or gain a
complete understanding of the landscape and how it’s arranged. Surrey, after all, is a very large
place.

The conference alone was attended by 163 people. Attendees came
from 46 agencies consisting not just of service providers, but the staff
of libraries, RCMP and all levels of government, as well as faith and
community groups. Speakers such as UBC immigration expert Daniel
Hiebert introduced bigger issues, such as the emerging concept of
super-diversity as it pertains to Surrey, while more concentrated groups
had an opportunity to deal with specific issues in break-out sessions. The
Refugee Myth-Busting Campaign unveiled its comprehensive research
document on Surrey’s refugee population at the conference.
This landmark conference was a fitting demonstration of the growing
capacity of Surrey’s immigrant service sector. It was also an instrument
that will further boost that capacity through the forging of new links and
understanding. On a leadership level it demonstrated the community’s
commitment to this important work.

A principal of PEERS
Inc., coordinators
of the Welcoming
Communities Project,
Jody Johnson was
a member of the
Conference Planning
Working Group and
served as conference
emcee.
What surprised you
about this experience?
How well organized it
was and how that raised
the bar for all. It was
professional, and I think
that made attendees feel
valued and that their
work and their input is
important.
What’s the memory that
will last longest?
The opening blessing from
the First Nations elder was
amazing – he captured
the spirit of the event and
inspired attendees to really
share and connect. He
spoke of where we had
all come from through
history and how there was
a reason that we were
all together today in this
room to do this work. (He
said it much better, of
course.)

Meanwhile, the shift in responsibility for settlement funding from provincial to federal
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Youth SLAC Participants present at the Service Providers Conference, February 2014.

66,000

NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS
AND REFUGEES WHO
CHOSE SURREY AS THEIR
NEW HOME BETWEEN
2001 AND 2011

163

NUMBER OF PEOPLE
ATTENDING THE SURREY
WELCOMING COMMUNITIES
SERVICE PROVIDERS
CONFERENCE

YOUTH

ENGAGEMENT
PROJECTS

Newcomers are much younger than the general
population, and as their participation in an array of
projects indicates, energy is not in short supply.

46

NUMBER OF AGENCIES
AND ORGANIZATIONS
REPRESENTED AT THE
CONFERENCE

How young are immigrant and refugee arrivals in Surrey? In 2011,
exactly 50% of them were aged 24 or younger. By comparison,
across B.C. this age group accounted for only 30% of the population.
Accordingly, the Welcoming Communities Project made young
newcomers a central focus, with numerous programs and initiatives,
many of them flowing naturally out of the Surrey Leadership Action
Conference (SLAC) held at the end of October. This youth-led event
identified activities that attendees wanted to pursue and that they

LEGACY ELEMENTS

expected to find a following with their peers. They had input into
planning and organization, and stuck with their projects as they
were developed, implemented and delivered.

A full library of conference materials is available for downloading on wicsurrey.org:
Welcoming Address, Mayor Dianne Watts: Video Message
10 Tips for Engaging Youth in Community Development: presentation materials
Who are the Ineligible Clients? Understanding the Impacts & Developing a Strategy: presentation
materials
Strategies for Community Engagement in Welcoming Communities: presentation materials
Refugee Myth Busting: Understanding Who the Refugees in Surrey Really Are: presentation materials
Multiculturalism & Respect for All: Is Your Space Welcoming, Inclusive & Safe?: presentation materials

And their involvement did not end there. In December 30
conference participants reconvened for Back To SLAC, where they
continued planning on action projects that ultimately included 69 of

VOICES
A youth leadership
development advisor
with the YMCA, Darren
Mumford worked with
City of Surrey staff on
the Surrey Leadership
Action Conference and
follow-up activities.
What surprised you?
The willingness of youth to
give significant volunteer
time and energy in
planning this youth-led
conference and follow-up
projects.
What is your strongest
memory?
The buzz in the Cloverdale
Rec Centre gym during
the days of the conference
with 130-plus youth and
young adult volunteers
and organizations
presenters all connecting
and learning from each
other.

the original conference participants; ideas and actions continued to
proliferate, in large part driven by the youth themselves.
Seventeen youth took part in a workshop series that provided the
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50%

PROPORTION OF
NEWCOMER ARRIVALS
AGED 24 OR YOUNGER.

17

PARTICIPANTS IN A
WORKSHOP FOCUSSING
ON THE SKILLS NEEDED TO
PRODUCE A RADIO SHOW
OR PODCAST

3

VIDEOS COMPLETED
DURING A VIDEO/SOCIAL
MEDIA PROJECT AND SEEN
BY MAYOR DIANNE WATTS
AND THOUSANDS
OF OTHERS

Immigrant youth scripted, acted and produced their own Welcoming Communities videos, October 2013.

opportunity to learn how to organize their own radio show or podcast, including audio recording,

Service Providers Conference, Youthfest

especially for refugees. It helps people

editing, interviewing and research. Another group took on animal protection as their interest,

and Surrey Steps Up, a community event

contribute to their host neighbourhood,

researching the issues and organizing an event as part of a youth series at the Guildford Town Mall. A

that encourages youth to show the

supports community cohesion, develops

workshop cafe called Let’s Talk Gender provided an opportunity to talk about gender issues. Several

positive difference they are making in their

English language skills and provides valuable

youth banded together as the Poverty Action Team and held a clothing drive, with the support of

neighbourhoods. Five of the participants

experience for those seeking work.

the Pacific Community Resources Society. A group at Frank Hurt Secondary, known as STRIVE, are

from the video/social media project met

developing workshops to be given at elementary schools to aid in the transition to high schools. And

with Mayor Dianne Watts on March 17 at City

In partnership with S.U.C.C.E.S.S., the City

17 youth from the UMOJA Newcomer Youth Services Centre will be attending a YMCA leadership

Hall, along with additional youth who had

of Surrey recruited seven refugee youth

camp.

participated in the Refugee Myth-Busting

who participated in focus groups aimed at

Campaign. During the meeting the films were

identifying barriers preventing refugee youth

Another key piece was a video-making social media project that saw three videos completed.

presented and the youth had an opportunity

from volunteering and helped establish

The young filmmakers found creative ways to share their feelings and aspirations on community

to talk about their experiences as newcomers.

what some of their preferred roles might be.

and inclusiveness. Now available online, they were shown in schools and showcased at the Surrey

They also helped to lead a spring day camp,
Not all of the activities were follow-ups to

contributing in total 65 hours of volunteering

the conference. A project called Volunteer

time and leaving organizers with valuable

LEGACY ELEMENTS

Resources Newcomer Youth Inclusiveness

insight into how young refugees and

Review arose out of the recognition that

newcomers can be mobilized in the future.

Youth-produced videos dealing with newcomer concerns: available at pcrs.ca/map

volunteering is a key function of integration,
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VOICES

EMPLOYER AND

BUSINESS EDUCATION

& AWARENESS
Newcomers are young and welleducated. Thanks to this program, a
lot more businesses and employers
are aware of facts like that.

parts of the Lower Mainland. Demographically
immigrants and refugees are a young
population, significantly better educated than
the Canadian average, and eager to make their
mark in life.

Finding work is the single biggest obstacle
faced by newcomers to Canada. Surveys

Unfortunately and undeniably, newcomers

and research projects have confirmed this

have a much more difficult time finding work

over and over again. When the Welcoming

than do native Canadians. English abilities and

Communities Advisory Committee began its

mismatched skills and credentials contribute

planning process, finding ways to address

to an explanation, but a major part stems

this was put forward as the #1 priority.

from the value employers place on Canadian
experience and “soft skills,” or the perceived

The problem is pan-Canadian but it is

ability to interface with the public or fit within

especially crucial to Surrey. Already more

a workplace team. In turn, some of this must be

than 40 percent of the population is foreign

chalked up to a lack of understanding.

born, and the proportion is growing.
Between 2006 and 2011 the newcomer

Addressing the latter became the primary

population rose by 25%, compared to 10%

aim of the Project’s Employers and Businesses

for Metro Vancouver. And increasingly, Surrey

initiative, and in tackling this the project had

is a destination not just for new arrivals

a crucial partner, the Surrey Board of Trade. At

but for newcomers relocating from other
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A principal of PEERs
Inc., coordinators of
the Surrey Welcoming
Communities Project,
Trevor Van Eerden
hosted the Business
and Employer
presentations.
What surprised you
about this experience?
The interest and
engagement from
employers in immigrant
integration as an
economic issue. After
the presentations I was
frequently asked for copies
of the information and
data so that they could
take it back and share it
with staff and colleagues
as part of their planning.
What do you hope it
might lead to?
Much of the emphasis
of this project was on
building a baseline of
understanding on why
immigrant community
and workforce integration
is so important. I hope
that this project, the
commitment of the Surrey
Board of Trade, and the
information provided will
lead to the development of
strategies and approaches
that will quicken the
time between immigrant
arrival and meaningful
employment.

At SBOT’s invitation, Welcoming Communities representatives presented at
several lunches and functions, reaching a business audience in excess of 700
people. The message delivered was clear: Businesses and employers cannot
ignore Surrey’s demographic realities.
In February the project culminated with a forum entitled Business and
Immigrant Workforce Strategies – A Leadership Surrey Dialogue. The
evening was opened and hosted by Anita Huberman, CEO of the Surrey
Board of Trade, with a welcoming address by Councillor Linda Hepner.
Broadcaster and facilitator Kevin Evans moderated a “sofa chat” that
included major Surrey employers Dr. Nigel Murray, president and CEO of
the Fraser Health Authority, and Charan Sethi, President, Tien Sher Group of
Companies. The event brought together a mix of approximately 75 skilled
immigrants and an equal number of employers.
The Employers and Business initiative went beyond the obvious intent of
raising awareness about immigrant skills and debunking myths about their
employability. Additional goals included gaining an understanding of the
barriers between the community and the workplace, for both business and
immigrants, and learning about the skills shortages that businesses are
facing. The employment gap that exists for Surrey immigrants can be closed
only if understanding grows on both sides.
In line with this the Welcoming Communities Project also partnered with
DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society on an initiative called Get In The

Newcomers and Surrey
employers share their views
on workforce integration,
February 2014.
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Know!, which provides tools and community supports to both
newcomers and employers. Its website, getintheknow.ca, aims
to be the one-stop destination for the information and strategies
needed to slide open the door between immigrants and a truly
flexible and responsive labour market.
It has to be noted that another realization rose to the fore during
the course of the Welcoming Communities Project’s presentations
and consultations. Immigrants are not only businesses’ best
prospects as employees, but in a community where they will
soon make up half of the population, they are business owners,
decision makers, home owners and customers.

VOICES
CEO of the Surrey
Board of Trade, Anita
Huberman co-chaired
the employer/business
initiative.
What surprised you
about this experience?

LEGACY ELEMENTS
getintheknow.ca. A website geared to helping immigrants and employers exploit the
opportunities created by Surrey’s newcomer dynamism. An up-to-the-minute source
of tools, information and strategies, and an easy-to-access link to community resources.
Get In The Know! resource materials: Employer guidebook and training videos,
available on getintheknow.ca.
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INCREASE IN METRO
VANCOUVER’S IMMIGRANT
POPULATION, 2006-2011

That businesses shared
with each other their
experience with hiring and
what they were looking
for.
What are some of the
results you hope have
been achieved?

Business and Immigrant Workforce Strategies Dialogue employer panelists: Dan Reader, President,
Murray Latta Progressive Machine Inc.; Charan Sethi, President, Tien Sher Group of Companies; and
Dr. Nigel Murray, President and CEO, Fraser Health Authority, February 2014.

10%

That businesses have
gained an understanding
of Surrey’s immigrant
talent pool, that barriers
have been erased between
the community and
the workplace, for both
business and immigrants,
and that this will help
with the skills gap that
businesses are facing.

25%

INCREASE IN SURREY’S
IMMIGRANT
POPULATION,
2006-2011

700+

BUSINESS AUDIENCE
REACHED BY THE
WELCOMING COMMUNITIES
PROJECT’S BUSINESS AND
EMPLOYERS
PRESENTATIONS

Surrey Board of Trade CEO Anita Huberman
kicks off the Business and Immigrant Workforce
Strategies Dialogue, February 2014.

6

Diversity and inclusion specialist Alden Habacon facilitates the Korean Food and Cooking Dialogue, October 2013.

VOICES
Director of Intercultural
Understanding Strategy
Development at UBC,
Alden E. Habacon
facilitated the dinner
table discussions.
What surprised you
about this experience?

DIALOGUES INSPIRED
BY

COOKING & FOOD

Reaching out to the broader community is always a challenge, but as this
project showed, the results can be very worthwhile, and even delicious.
It’s a challenge that every public service organization grapples with: How to grow beyond its
natural constituency. But it’s an especially important issue for the Surrey Welcoming Communities
Project, because the welcome accorded newcomers is so dependent on those who are already
here.
The Welcoming Communities Dialogues Inspired by Cooking and Food was born of exactly this
situation. The need to reach out to the larger Surrey community was obvious, but it was equally
obvious that not everyone could be expected to share the same concern for newcomer issues.
On the other hand, they could be expected to share the same appreciation for delicious food and
the fascinating culture that surrounds cooking and eating. Could it be that the fastest way to a
community’s heart was through its stomach?
To find out, the Dialogues, led by the City of Surrey, Parks and Recreation, linked with community
organizations to produce a series of six dinner events combining cooking demonstrations,
cultural expression, facilitated discussion and enthusiastic dining. The partnering agencies
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I was most surprised by
each of the culturally
unique ways of
expressing “welcome”
towards newcomers to a
community. We learned
how Korean families
introduce themselves in
a new community, and
how Indian, Lebanese and
Nigerian families foster
neighbourliness, and they
were all so unique from
each other. It illustrated
how critical it is for us to
understand that our ways
of extending a sense of
welcome are not universal.
What do you hope it
might lead to?
My hope is that this
effort will produce some
clarity for the residents of
Surrey about the kind of
neighbourhood culture we
are striving for. This might
not seem like much, but as
it is said “Aim for nothing,
and you hit nothing.”
Being a “welcoming and
inclusive” community
can easily become a
euphemism, but these six
dialogues actually gave all
of us a sense of the target,
across cultures.

responsible to organize an evening around a specific ethno-cultural
group. Agencies included Options Community Services Society (Korean),
Progressive Intercultural Community Services (Indian), S.U.C.C.E.S.S. Surrey
Delta Service Centre (Filipino), DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society
(Chinese), Umoja Operation Compassion Society (African) and Pacific
Community Resources (Middle Eastern). At each dinner 25 to 35 people
attended, mostly drawn from among leadership and front-line ranks in
business, service and cultural sectors.
The dinners were all held in the neutral setting of a high school facility,
decked out in a culturally appropriate manner. They followed a similar
format, which evolved as the series progressed. First came introductions,
accompanied by teas or other drinks, then a question from facilitator
Alden Habacon, noted diversity and inclusion specialist and director of
Intercultural Understanding Strategy Development at UBC. What groups, he
asked, do you think struggle most when moving to a new place?
Next, appetizers introduced by the chef, followed by a second question:
What gives you a sense of belonging in your community? Then, the main
course, along with further conversation with the chef, followed by a final
question: What are you going to do now to make your community and
workplace more welcoming?
Guests left with a “reflection dashboard” divided into four quadrants: Do
more; Do less; Start doing; Stop doing. Many of the roughly 200 people
who attended reported that their perspectives shifted, and some have
subsequently participated in welcoming activities. Meanwhile, organizers
are now preparing a toolkit for those who have expressed an interest in
further events. There will be more to digest in the future.

Community members
share food and dialogue
at the African night.
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VOICES

6

A community service
coordinator with the City
of Surrey, Jessica Danyk
coordinated the Food
and Cooking Dialogues.

NUMBER OF DINNERS
IN THE SERIES

What touched you?
The work that partners
and community members
put into each event. Chefs
and volunteers were so
passionate about sharing
their culture with others.
Reviewing the feedback
surveys, a majority of
responses specifically
recognized this.

200

What’s the memory
that will last longest?

NUMBER OF ATTENDEES
AT THE DINNERS

The bright smiles and
gratitude expressed by
participants on their way
out the door.

50

LEGACY ELEMENTS
Menus and recipes for each of the six dinners, available on
wic.surrey.org.
Toolkit for those wishing to mount similar dinners (in
development).
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APPROXIMATE NUMBER OF
DISTINCT DISHES CREATED
AND SERVED

Chef’s creation presented at the Chinese Food & Cooking Dialogue, November 2013.

Chair
Aileen Murphy, Senior Social Planner
City of Surrey, Social Planning
Co-Chair
Anita Huberman, CEO
The Surrey Board of Trade
Advisory members
Alexandra Neighbourhood House
DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society
Training Group at Douglas College
Fraser Health Authority
Fraser Region Aboriginal Friendship Centre
Immigrant Services Society of BC
Kwantlen Polytechnic University
Oak Avenue Neighbourhood Hub Society
Options Community Services Society
Pacific Community Resources (PCRS)
Progressive Intercultural Community Services (PICS)
Semiahmoo House Society
Simon Fraser University
Sources BC
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. Surrey Delta Service Centre
SurreyCares
Surrey Museum
Surrey School District
Surrey Parks, Recreation & Culture
Surrey Libraries
Surrey Human Resources
Surrey RCMP
Umoja Operation Compassion Society
YMCA
Project Consultants
PEERs Inc.
Jody Johnson & Trevor Van Eerden
For more Information please contact:
Social Planning, City of Surrey
www.surrey.ca/socialplanning
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