
INTRODUCTION
In 2016, City of Vancouver joined the network 
of 100 Resilient Cities, pioneered by The 
Rockefeller Foundation. The City hired its first 
chief resilience officer to lead the development 
of a citywide resilience strategy to ensure 
that “residents, communities, institutions, 
businesses, and systems survive, adapt, and 
grow, no matter what kinds of chronic stresses 
and acute shocks Vancouver may experience.” 
In the same year, the National Trust for 
Canada listed Vancouver’s Chinatown on its 
annual list of the country’s most endangered 
places. Calling for support of local businesses 
and better control over new developments, 
it cautioned: “Intense speculation is driving 
up rents and displacing long-time residents, 
many of them seniors, who are central to the 
area’s rich cultural identity. Without better 
control on new development and efforts to 
sustain local businesses, Chinatown’s unique 
character will be lost.”

For this historic neighbourhood, the 
chronic stress is not only the continuing 
displacement of residents and businesses, 
but also the gradual loss of the intangible 
heritage – identities, cultural life, networks, 
and histories – that are embedded within 
the place. Examining Vancouver’s Chinatown 
through the resilience perspective brings us 
to the broader question of what constitutes 
a strong community in preparing for the 
unknown. If Vancouver’s Chinatown is to not 
only “bounce back” but “bounce forward,” 
what interventions will foster greater 
community resilience? Based on our work 
with family associations and benevolent 
societies in the community, we advocate 
for greater support for community-based 
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SUMMARY
While Vancouver’s Chinatown is one of 
the largest remaining in North America, 
gentrification pressures are rapidly changing 
the neighbourhood. This article examines 
the challenges facing Vancouver’s Chinatown 
through the perspective of resilience 
and asks the broader question of what 
constitutes a strong community. Based 
on our work in the community with family 
associations and benevolent societies, we 
advocate for greater support for community-
based associations, particularly those 
that struggle with asset management. We 
contend that community-owned assets are 
critical to safeguarding the neighbourhood’s 
intangible heritage, and in turn its resilience.

RÉSUMÉ
Bien que le quartier chinois de Vancouver 
soit un des plus importants qui restent 
en Amérique du Nord, des pressions 
attribuables à l’embourgeoisement 
transforment rapidement le quartier. Cet 
article porte sur les défis auxquels est 
confronté le quartier chinois de Vancouver 
vus dans une perspective de résilience et 
en arrive à poser une question fondatrice 
à savoir ce qu’est la résilience d’une 
collectivité. En basant notre travail dans la 
collectivité sur des associations familiales et 
des associations d’assistance mutuelle, nous 
défendons l’idée d’un plus grand soutien à 
accorder aux organismes communautaires, 
surtout celles qui s’occupent de la gestion 
des actifs. Nous estimons que des actifs qui 
appartiennent à la collectivité sont critiques 
au maintien du patrimoine intangible du 
quartier, et donc de sa résilience.
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associations, particularly for those that 
struggle with asset management. We 
contend that community-owned assets – real 
estate owned by community associations 
and nonprofit organizations – are critical 
in building a more resilient community. 
Community-owned assets can anchor a 
neighbourhood in times of change or stress 
by, for instance, providing stability in rents, 
maintaining services, and safeguarding the 
cultural heritage that reside in the buildings.

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE  
AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE
Community resilience concerns the ability 
to overcome crises, from natural disasters 
such as earthquakes and floods, to 
socioeconomic disruptions such as housing 
affordability and gentrification. The more 
resilient a community, the stronger its 
people and the more likely its infrastructure 
can withstand disruptions and still retain 
basic function and essential character. For 
a historic neighbourhood, that essential 
character is its intangible heritage, including 
traditions, values, and cultural practices.

Chinatowns in many North American cities 
have already lost their intangible heritage 
due to market-driven revitalization. Cultural 
conservation may not always be possible 
or prioritized when traditional zoning is 
the predominant tool used to regulate 
market-driven land development. In these 
Chinatowns, tangible heritage remains, such 
as Chinese architectural-style buildings and 
Chinese–English bilingual signage. However, 
intangible heritage, such as food, crafts, 
festivals, and language connected to Chinese 
culture, are gradually disappearing.
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Vancouver’s is one of the largest remaining 
Chinatowns in North America. It is also 
one of the city’s oldest neighbourhoods. As 
planning policies seek to keep pace with 
neighbourhood change, planners are seeking 
alternative strategies that can lessen the 
negative impact of gentrification. The closure 
of long-time businesses and the development 
of new market-rate housing are some notable 
changes that have planners and community 
members questioning the elements that form 
Chinatown’s sense of place or uniqueness 
of place. These discussions recognize 
the important role of family associations 
and benevolent societies – longstanding 
community-based associations. 

ASSOCIATIONAL LIFE  
IN VANCOUVER’S CHINATOWN
With both community-based associations 
and non-profits playing key societal roles, it 
is important to distinguish between them. 
Non-profit organizations, like other formal 
institutions, often rely on the knowledge 
of professionals and experts to perform 
their functions. In contrast, an association 

is primarily a voluntary group of residents 
formed to fulfil certain functions not met by 
institutions. Associations rely on the capacity 
and expertise of their members. 

Family associations and benevolent 
societies (hereafter, societies) formed primarily 
based on surnames and native places, 
are unique to Chinatowns. In Vancouver’s 

The distinct architectural features of a few society-owned heritage buildings.
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Chinatown societies and their buildings have 
been an integral part of the neighbourhood’s 
physical and social infrastructure since their 
inception in the 1900s and earlier. Founded 
on ideals of solidarity, mutual dependence, 
and charitable services, societies, at their 
inception, carried out more social service 
functions, such as legal counselling, 
employment services, community welfare, 
language schools, and housing for those in 
need. To house their services and to create 
a gathering place, members raised money 
to construct their own buildings. Essentially, 
societies were the places to which newcomers 
and old immigrants could turn for assistance. 

Today, there are close to 50 societies in 
and around Chinatown. While the reliance on 
societies for social services has lessened, they 
remain important social hubs in Chinatown, 
offering a diverse range of programs, from 
outings for seniors to Chinese language 
classes for youth. Society meeting halls, 
many in heritage-designated buildings, 
are often described by members as club 
rooms where they come daily to read the 
newspaper, play mahjong, and sing Cantonese 
operas. Some society buildings also provide 
affordable housing to seniors and low-income 
residents. Societies, together with the diverse 
community organizations in Chinatown, 

form an incredible social infrastructure that 
provides culturally appropriate support to 
seniors and youth. The continued ownership 
of these buildings by societies and their 
continued use by their members make 
safeguarding them significant.

However, many society-owned buildings 
are dilapidated and underutilized. Their 
upkeep and maintenance depend on the 
societies’ capacity and ability to manage 
them. Their volunteer boards of directors, 
most of whom are made up of seniors 
in their 60s and 70s, have shared the 
challenges of managing their property, 
and at times have chosen to leave 
rentable space vacant to avoid having to 
manage leasing and undertake costly 
improvements. Other related challenges 
include an aging membership and attracting 
younger members who may take on the 
responsibilities of asset management. 
Given these organizations’ connections 
to the community and the social services 
and cultural heritage that reside in their 
buildings, any efforts to strengthen their 
capacity to own and manage properties are 
critical, as the neighbourhood contends with 
rising real estate values and rents.

CONCLUSION: RECOMMENDATIONS  
FOR BUILDING COMMUNITY RESILIENCE
Depending on the needs of the community, 
the types of support for community-based 
associations can vary. Our work with the 
Chinatown community has largely focused 
on three types of support. We hope lessons 
learned may inform planning work in other 
Chinatowns and historic neighbourhoods. 
The first type of support involves initiatives to 
strengthen community-owned assets. This 
is especially important as the community 
contends with gentrification pressures. 
With support from the City of Vancouver, 
the Chinatown Society Heritage Buildings 
Association initiated the Chinese Society 
Legacy Program to rehabilitate society-owned 
heritage buildings as a critical step toward 
conserving the neighbourhood’s culture 
and heritage. The program also focuses on 
increasing resources for capacity building so 
that societies can better manage their assets.

Support for community-owned asset 
management can be costly, especially when 
it requires heritage building rehabilitation. 
Therefore, it needs to be provided in tandem 
with the coordination of resources and 
bridging between associations and formal 

Canto Opera practice, one example of the social activities held inside society buildings.

Meeting hall.
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institutions, such as government agencies 
and nonprofit organizations. 

Lastly, the third type of support is for a 
grassroots planning process to facilitate 
diverse stakeholder interests. This type of 
engagement process is much longer than 
the typical planning process to develop a 
neighbourhood plan. Vancouver’s Chinatown 
went through such a process with the 
development of a Chinatown Vision and 
its implementation in the 2000s. As new 
challenges arise – such as rising rents 
and threats of displacements – and a new 
generation of community leaders take part, 
there have been grassroots efforts to review 
this collective vision. Despite the length of 
time required, by embracing a common vision 
the community can advocate for its own 
priorities with a stronger collective voice. 
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