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Planning Amidst Diversity 

Multicultural Challenges and Strategies in Vancouver 
by Wendy Au 

THE CITY OF VANCOUVER has undergone immense growth over 
the past decade, from a population of 471,000 in 1991 to 540,000 in 
1999. Today, almost 45% of Vancouver's population is made up of 
immigrants, two-thirds of them from Asia. Many long-time residents 
are surprised to discover that 48% of the population has a mother 
tongue other than English. It is a considerable challenge for all levels of 
government - particularly municipal - to plan for and serve such a 
diverse population. 

Social trends indicate that this growth in 
population, diversity, and immigration will 
continue. At the same time, Vancouver's 
population is aging, income disparity is 
growing, and more people live in poverty. 
Currently, 24 % of Vancouver residents are 
in the low-income bracket. Because of 
devolution and budget cuts, the social 
safety net has disintegrated, and many 
unfortunate individuals are falling through 
the holes. 

The integration of immigrants and 
refugees is a major challenge for any city. 
Cutbacks and downloading of responsi
bility from senior governments have left 
integration to municipalities, which have 
no additional resources to run programs. 
Social justice and equity are difficult to 
attain when racial tension, unemploy
ment, and poverty are rising, and social 
needs are increasing. Media reports of 
immigrant and refugee issues frequently 
exacerbate an already volatile situation 
and intensify the debate over the benefits 
of "multiculturalism." 

Balancing the interests of 
diverse groups 
A multicultural planner's job involves 
balancing the interests of long-term 
residents with the needs of newcomers, 
ensuring participation of all residents in 
civic matters, and working towards service 
equity for all. Performing these tasks 
means analyzing planning practices 
currently in place, determining how well 
they serve the population, and adjusting 
them as the population changes. 

In Vancouver, single-use zones were based 
on the assumption that household units 
were made up of nuclear families. These 
are gradually being replaced by mixed-use 
zones, as more singles, seniors, and single
parent families create a need for 
affordable housing. At the same time, 
many immigrants live in extended families 
with several children and grandparents. 
Finding affordable housing for a refugee 
family of ten is a challenge. Rigid rules 

developed in the 1970s based on small 
family size cannot accommodate large 
immigrant or refugee families. 
Reassessment of our housing policies, 
along with the involvement of immigrants 
in policy advisory committees, can help 
bridge gaps in cultural understanding and 
broaden our ability to be inclusive in 
service delivery. 

In the Downtown Eastside area of 
Vancouver, planners are trying to achieve 
social objectives through land use plan
ning. For example, the neighbourhood 
does not have enough special-needs 
facilities for its low-income population, 
many of whom suffer from drug addiction 
and mental health disorders. Some form 
of housing security is also required if low
income residents are to avoid 
displacement caused by inner-city 
gentrification. However, these objectives 
often conflict with those of businesses and 
property owners in the area, who favour 
gentrification and cleaning up the area by 
displacing the low-income, special-need 
population. 

The City of Vancouver tries to balance 
diverse needs in such communities by 
working closely with residents, identifying 
different interests, and offering 
neighbourhoods something they want in 
return for support for social services. City 
staff who have cultural sensitivity, as well 
as skills in facilitation, mediation, and 
conflict resolution, are needed to design a 
culturally appropriate public consultation 
process. 

One of the biggest obstacles that planners 
face is the systemic resistance of their own 
profession. The fear of change pits 
t raditionalists against innovators, 
specialized approaches against integrated 
ones. When planning services for 
multicultural communities, we must 
recognize and accept that diversity 
encompasses language, life experience, 
lifestyle, family structures, and social 
values. 
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The challenges we face in striking a 
balance between the interests of long
ter m residents and those of recent arrivals 
include: 

• understanding how all groups are 
affected by these changes; 

• dealing with the tensions between racial 
and socio-economic groups; 

• addressing frustrations with - and within 
- the system; 

• facilitating the integration and participa
tion of immigrants; 

• ensuring an expedient and fair process 
for all residents and newcomers. 

Process, communication, and 
education 
Multicultural planning is not a doctrine 
but rather a process of challenging 
traditional beliefs and focusing on citizen
centred planning outcomes. It involves 
active engagement in community 
development, education, communication, 
and integration. 

Effective communication strategies are 
essential in helping people understand this 
process. A positive dialogue between 
community members must be established 
in advance so that sensitive issues are not 
left to the public hearing process, which 
can be confrontational. Planners need an 
understanding of different cultural 
contexts and the ability to talk to people 
in their own language. Literal translation 
of materials is not enough. The right 
interpretation requires information that 
people can relate to their own experience. 
Multilingual communications must also 
include the ethnic media. We have 
learned in Vancouver that there are 
cultural differences between the 
mainstream and ethnic media. We have to 
find different ways of working with these 
organizations in order to achieve similar 
outcomes. 

On-going civic education can give people 
a voice and help them make informed 
decisions. Civic education on multicultural 
issues is a critical long-term investment 
that creates a receptive framework of 
understanding in which we can build a 
supportive city of diverse groups, all of 
whom actively participate in the business 
of their communities. Unfortunately, 
governments seldom invest in on-going 
public education efforts. We normally 
function in a short-term, reactive manner 
and thus often get tangled up in 
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confrontations that are fraught with 
myths and misinformation. We have 
learned many such lessons, particularly in 
the development of special-need services 
or facilities. 

Vancouver's program of action 
The City of Vancouver has adopted 
several strategies to serve its diverse 
population. We have multilingual staff, 
multilingual phone lines, a workplace 
harassment policy, and a customer service 
policy that emphasizes equality - with the 
understanding that treating everyone 
equally doesn't mean that you treat all of 
them the same way. Diversity training is 
available for all levels of staff. 

Vancouver City Council has a Council 
Advisory Committee on Cultural 
Communities. The committee is made up 
of diverse community residents appointed 
by Council. This committee has 
implemented special multicultural 
outreach programs such as "Barriers to 
Bridges," which brings residents from 
different neighbourhoods together to tell 
stories about their lives and develop 
common strategies to resolve 
neighbourhood problems. 

An annual Cultural Harmony Award was 
created in 1997 to recognize individuals 
and organizations who have contributed 
to cultural understanding in the 
community. City Council also piloted a 
small grant program to help residents 
implement innovative ideas that 
contribute to neighbourhood-building. In 
one neighbourhood, for example, a 
"Harvest Celebration" brings neighbours 
together annually to exchange produce, 
flowers, and plants. Such initiatives are 
part of an on-going process of learning, 
development, and change in community 
development. 
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Summary 
Demographic changes have presented 
particular challenges to planners in the 
City of Vancouver. Planners have to 
balance the interests of long-term 
residents with the needs of newcomers. 
They must analyze the planning practices 
currently in place, determine how well the 
population is served by them, and adjust 
them as the population changes. The goal 
is to break down systemic barriers and 
create an integrated, culturally sensitive 
approach to serving the diverse 
population. Multicultural planning focuses 
on citizen-centred planning outcomes and 
active engagement in community 
development, education , communication, 
and integration. Vancouver has adopted 
several of these strategies. 

Sommaire 
Des changements demographiques dans la 
ville de Vancouver ont pose des problemes 
particu/iers aux urbanistes qui doivent tenir 
compte des interets des residents de 
tongue date tout en repondant aux besoins 
des nouveaux arrivants. /Is doivent 
analyser Jes processus en place, en 
determiner /'efficacite et /es adapter aux 
changements dans la population afin 
d'abattre les barrieres institutionnelles et 
d'instaurer des pratiques integrees tenant 
compte de la diversite de la population. 
L'urbanisme multiculturel est fonde sur le 
citoyen, le developpement communau
taire, /'education, la communication et 
/'integration. Vancouver a mis en place 
plusieurs de ces strategies. 
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