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1.0 Introduction  

The Neighbourhood Circle pilot project was a unique anti-racism initiative which 
was neighbourhood- based and youth led. Trained youth from the community 
engaged a broad cross-section of the population at South Vancouver in cross-
cultural and intergenerational dialogues on community inclusion and racism. The 
format of the dialogue sessions was based on story telling . The dialogue 
sessions was followed by youth-led one day anti-racism symposium as well as 
workshop in the community. This project was funded through the British Columbia 
Anti-Racism and Multiculturalism Program (BCAMP). 

 

2.0 Origin of the Project  

British Columbia is a major destination for immigrants to Canada and three quarters of 
immigrants to the province chose to settle in the Lower Mainland. As a result there has 
been considerable demography change in the past decade. Some specific trends 
include: 

From 2001-2005 there is a population increase of 32,436 in the city of Vancouver. 
Statistics Canada data for 2006 showed that between 2001 and 2006, an average of 
25,000 immigrants a year settled in the Vancouver Census Metropolitan Area. 61% of 
students in Vancouver School Board district speak a language other than English or 
French at home.  

2.1 Assumptions Related to Racism  

 The composition of BC communities is changing, providing new assets, opportunities, 
and issues. One of the related issues that present challenges to communities is racism. 
In addressing associated with changing demographics and racism, change needs to 
occur at multiple levels of community and government programs and services and 
ultimately to policy change reflective of inclusiveness. 
 
2.2 Published Research and Needs Assessment  
Community research and published sources of information indicate there is strong 
rationale for targeting our efforts to promote social inclusion through cross -cultural 
dialogue  and training  by working collaboratively with other community organizations.  
 
The preliminary findings of the needs assessment carried out by Equitas – International 
Centre for Human Rights Education in the City of Vancouver during the summer of 2006 
as part of the program Preventing Racism and Discrimination: Preparing Canadian 
Children to Engage in a Multicultural Society mentioned that “the individuals and 
organizations consulted during the course of the needs assessment overwhelmingly 
confirmed the need for efforts to tackle discrimination and racism and to promote 
harmonious intercultural relationships within the communities”(p.1). The South 
Vancouver area consists of a large immigrant population combined with pockets of high 
socioeconomic need. 
 
2.3 Local Needs Assessments  
Over the last couple of years, community needs have been evaluated through feedback 
from community members participating in SVNH community Dialogue Circles. Dialogue 
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Circles are one of the activities under Building Welcoming and Inclusive Neighbourhoods 
initiative at South Vancouver Neighbourhood House. During the Circles, community  
members in South Vancouver have expressed the need to work collaboratively with 
other organizations and institutions in creating a sustainable dialogue program  that will 
engage youth  to take a leadership role in exploring themes directly linked to Anti-racism 
and/ or Multiculturalism through cross-cultural dialogue. As voiced from one community 
member, “maybe it would be a good idea to offer some anti-racism discussion groups 
here in South Vancouver – maybe even here at the library – to build more community 
around these issues”. 

During a focus group interview with the ESL teachers at David Thompson Secondary 
School the teachers expressed strong needs for an increase anti-racism education in 
schools especially in ESL classes. Community needs and trends are also identified 
through the South Vancouver area services network. Service Providers and other 
organizations share information regarding issues pertaining to children, youth, adults, 
seniors and families from the immigrant, refugee and host communities. Unmet Needs 
identified by organizations and individual clients include: 

1. Need to identify meaningful ways to promote dialogue about exclusion and 
racism and how it affects our interactions with each other 

2. Need to encourage youth to play a leadership role in community dialogues 
3. Need more intergenerational anti-racism workshops that deepen understanding 

about why and how racism is perpetuated 
4. Need to learn about action steps that can be taken to help eliminate racism 

2.4 Role for South Vancouver Neighbourhood House in Addressing these Issues 
and Needs  

South Vancouver Neighbourhood House plays a key role in addressing issues 
associated with the changing demographic composition and with issues of racism in 
communities. By adding new activities to community processes such as youth led 
dialogue circles, SVNH would encourage and enhance intercultural and 
intergenerational dialogue between individuals about diversity and racism and build 
stronger community networks and connections with other groups in the community.  

3.0 Project Overview & Background  

The Neighbourhood Circle Project aimed at holding a series of community 
dialogues about issues of community inclusion and racism and developing an 
anti-racism strategy for South Vancouver neighbourhoods. The project also 
aimed at building a broad alliance of schools, institutions, community groups and 
individuals that will work towards eliminating racism and other forms of 
oppression through cross-cultural/intergenerational dialogue. This program set 
out for an inclusive vision and actions for change. 

3.1 Purpose  

The project purpose to be achieved was engaging in dialogue in the form of story 
telling to build respect and awareness of the other and of self and find ways to 
work collaboratively in the community. Reflective dialogues about racism require 
a safe group environment.  The Neighbourhood Circle structure created a safe 
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place for the participants to share their stories that are sometimes difficult or 
sensitive to address candidly. 

3.2 Goals  

To work collaboratively with other community organizations and institutions with 
an aim to help people gain new understanding on racism, and form new 
relationships-across the barriers of race, ethnicity and geographic background 
and develop effective steps for change that people and organizations can use for 
addressing racism.  

3.3 Objectives  

�x To provide safe place to newcomers and long-time residents to share their 
stories that are sometimes difficult or sensitive to address candidly 

�x To work collaboratively with other community organizations in building 
intergenerational cross-cultural dialogue  

�x To provide youth an opportunity to lead workshops on anti-racism as a 
collective community initiative to combat race and relations 

 
3.4 Internal Program Partners  

�x Cultural Buddy Program 
�x Youth Ambassadors 
�x Building Welcoming & Inclusive Neighbourhoods Project 

3.5 External Collaboration (alphabetically) 
�x Aboriginal Child and Family Services 
�x Champlain Heights Family Place Annex 
�x David Thompson secondary School 
�x Fraser Street Business Improvement Associations (BIA) 
�x Killarney Community Centre 
�x Moberly Arts & Cultural Centre 
�x Royal Bank Victoria Drive 
�x South Hill Library 
�x Vancouver School Board Settlement Workers in Schools 

 
3.6 The Communities Outreached (alphabetically) 

�x Aboriginal community members 
�x African community members 
�x Chinese community members 
�x East European community members 
�x Latino community members 
�x Seniors of South East Vancouver 
�x South Asian community members 
�x Vietnamese community members 
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4.0 Project Implementation Process  
 
The project goal was to hold a series of cross-cultural youth-led dialogues about 
issues of racism in the community. The project coordinator worked with the 
project partners across South Vancouver and implemented the project. A series 
of Dialogue Circles were scheduled and held at the Community Centre, Library, 
School, Neighbourhood House, Adult Education Centre and a local Bank.  The 
project partners (listed above) provided space for holding circles and made 
information available about the project to their constituents.  
 
Twenty youth leaders facilitated cross-cultural and intergenerational dialogues on 
anti-racism to raise respect and awareness of other and self and find ways to 
work collaboratively in the community. Ten circles and two wrap up sessions 
were held over the last 4 months. The culmination of the project was a one day 
anti-racism symposium and workshops on March 25th held at the neighbourhood 
house and created an open space for dialogue. Over the course of the project 
more than 200 members participated. The participants were from different 
cultures and backgrounds. Some of the circles were language specific to make 
dialogue accessible to newcomers. Child minding was also made available to 
some of the circles to encourage women to participate in the dialogue. 
Additionally some of the dialogues were conducted during day time for 
accessibility of seniors. After each circles an evaluation form was distributed for 
participant’s feedback. 
 

5.0 Project Learnings  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Types of Racism  

• Internalized Racism -Minority believes whites are superior 
• Horizontal Racism -  Minority groups adopt racist attitudes towards other minority 

groups 
based on racist stereotypes found in mainstream culture 

• Reverse Racism -Discrimination against members of a dominant group 
 

 

5.1 What is Race?  

A race is a group of people that come from a common 
background. That group is generally determined based on 
skin colour. Commonly, but not always, people are 
categorized into one of five races: White, Black, Latino or 
Hispanic, Asian, and Indigenous or Native.  

5.2 How do we (youth) define Racism?  
Racism is any action or attitude that subordinates an 
individual or group based on skin colour or race. It can be 
enacted individually or institutionally .  
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5.4 Themes Emerged from Neighbourhood Circles  
The following question was asked at each circle. 
“Have you ever encountered or experienced racism?”  
The responses or stories told by participants were categorized by common theme 
headings. Themes arising from the circles are: 
 
5.5 Institutional Racism  

• System of procedures and patterns in all walks of life that involves the 
unequal treatment of individuals or groups with non-dominant identities 

• Embedded in the operation of established and respected institutions in 
society such as: 

• Government Institutions 

• Media 

• Educational Institutions  

• Discrimination against majority group 

– Intentional hiring of qualified minority group members over qualified 
members in the majority group to meet goals of programs such as 
affirmative action.  

 

Quotes from Neighbourhood Circle Participants:  

Question posed: Have you ever encountered or experienced racism?  

“I was an electrical engineer in Romania but downgraded to a technician because 
my degree was not recognized here”. 

“I realized that certain jobs are untouchable and he has no chance at getting 
them despite having the same qualification”. 

“I have experienced jealousy & animosity when I applied for certain jobs”. 

 

5.6 Power and Privilege  

When certain groups or individuals are privileged with having unearned power: 

�x This places people in a dominant position of power in relation to other 
members of society. 

�x People may have received greater access to this power despite not having 
asked for it, such as:    

• Male privilege 

• White privilege 

Quotes from Neighbourhood Circle Participants : 

Question posed: Have you ever encountered or experienced racism?  
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“When I first came to Canada I was working with people and was comfortable 
with them. I was filling out an application and it asked me to identify myself as a 
minority or not. After 10 years of living in Canada, I realized I was a minority and 
viewed differently”. 

 

5.7 Stereotypes  

• Generalizations used to define a group of people based only on words or 
deeds of one member 

• Can be positive or negative towards the group but not recognizing the 
individual’s own merits 

• Some positive and negative examples: 

– All Asians excel in math/All Asians can’t drive 

– All male south Asians are in gangs/All south Asians can cook tasty 
curry  

 

Quotes from the Neighbourhood Circle Participants  

Question posed: Have you ever encountered or experienced racism?  

A young Spanish girl said “I was called Dora, (cartoon that’s Mexican) just 
because I am Spanish. My peers also called me “Erilugawhale”. 

“You stupid Hindu said the bus driver but somebody stood up to the bus driver”. 
 

5.8 Prejudice  
• Frame of mind which tends to pre-judge a person or group without 

adequate experience 

• Are not recognized as false or unsound assumptions 

• These can become widely held beliefs and can be used to justify acts of 
discrimination  

• It is an attitude 

 

Quotes from the Neighbourhood Circle Participants  

Question posed: Have you ever encountered or experie nced racism?  

“When I was young I was playing with a Native Indian. The neighbour said you 
cannot   play as she was brown”. 

“I was teased in high school about my accent” 

“My brother was teased for wearing a turban and came home crying about it. He 
was bullied so much that he cut his hair off”. 
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5.9 Race & Relation:  

Question posed: Have you ever encountered or experienced racism?  
Apart from the common theme that came out of the discussion in the circles there 
are the stories of experiences where people mentioned: 

5.9.1 Within the Racial Group : 
The ways in which individuals behave within their own racial group and what they 
believe about their racial group perpetuates the racist paradigm. 
 
“We are Mexican and we have racism too. In Mexico, we have indigenous race. 

Sometimes we are racist against our own people. Sometimes we listen to what 
our families say and repeat those racial remarks”. 

 
5.9.2 Between Racial Groups:  
The ways in which individuals in one racial group act toward or interact with 
members of other racial groups and how racial groups perceive and behave 
toward one another in ways that reinforce negative societal message. 
 
“Chinese lady at the store said ‘I hate you because you are Spanish”. 

 
5.9.3 A Sense of Belonging:  
Quality or state of feeling that occurs when you feel like you are a part of a group 
 
Question posed: What makes you feel Canadian?  
 “When I see diverse people in downtown I am so excited to be Canadian” 
 
“To learn different languages and new ways of thinking” 
 
“In the Neighbourhood House we encourage people to interact with each other of 
different cultures” 
 
“Growing up in a multicultural country like Canada – you explore many cultures 
so it expands your horizons” 
 
“When you go back to your own roots, you learn to appreciate what you have 
here” 
 
“After I lived in Greece for 20 years, came to Canada and went back to Ethiopia 
and I learned to appreciate Canadian culture. There is respect, politeness and we 
learn & improve a lot” 
 
“More independence (freedom for older generation) & better health system which 
makes Canada an attractive place to live” 
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“There is way more  freedom when it comes to religion in Canada than it is in 
back home in Romania. Religion is imposed on people back home” 
 
“First time at the airport, first person talked to one of the participants was a 
Canadian officer who was very friendly and helpful .The officer gave out his 
business card information for any problem” 

7.0 Project Outcomes  

Outcome 1: Increased public awareness and understanding through dialogue on 
multiculturalism, racism and form new relationships-across the barriers of race, 
ethnicity and geographic background.  

Outcome 2: Established youth driven concrete actions to combat racism and 
build safer communities 

Outcome 2: Increased participation in intergenerational and cross-cultural 
dialogue that reflected the diversity of the community 

Outcome 3: Increased, improved and strengthened collaboration, networking and 
capacity within the community around issues on racism, diversity and building 
and sustaining welcoming and inclusive communities  

Outcome 4: Established collaborative partnerships with a common vision around 
multiculturalism and eliminate racism through effective partnerships 
 
8.0 Youth Led Anti -Racism Tips  
The following proposed concrete tips were identified by the youth who led the 
Neighbourhood Circle 
 
8.1 For Workplace  

• Recruit and hire a racially and culturally diverse staff  
• Should try to include members of all five races White, Back, 

Latino/Hispanic, Asian and Indigenous or Native. 
• Shouldn’t just include entry level positions but try to 

incorporate this into upper management and the board of 
directors 

• Communication 
• Speak to members in your staff who are of the minority 

groups and ask them what obstacles hold them back  
• Can give you an insight on any racial discrimination that may 

be occurring in the workplace  
– If there is any, this may include subtle remarks made 

by employees towards their peers 
8.2 For Schools  

• Diversity Club 
• Forming a diversity club in your local school or university 
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• This group can sponsor panel discussions, awareness 
activities and cultural events 

– Group can award small seed grants to teachers or 
instructors  

– This helps them carry out projects  
– This will promote cultural understanding and 

inclusiveness  
• Include anti-racism education in your schools curriculum 
• Recognize Holidays & Events 

• Observing and doing educational activities about varied 
cultural events and other dates of significance to minority 
groups  

– Promotes understanding 
– Opportunity for students to learn about a variety of 

cultures 
– Great way to prevent racism,  

• Especially in elementary schools 
 
8.3 For Neighborhoods  

• Welcome all Newcomers  
– Form a committee to welcome ANYONE who moves into your 

neighbourhood  
– Send representatives from your diverse committee to welcome the 

new neighbours with a small gift and some nice words 
• Educating  

– Talk to the new neighbourhoods and educate them about the 
committee and ask if they would like to be involved 

• Safe Zones  
– Small signs or stickers for certain neighbours to put up in their 

home that read “We welcome good neighbours of all races, 
backgrounds and faiths.” 

 
8.4 For Individuals  

• Censoring television – blocking channels 
• Awareness groups – facebook, twitter, etc 
• Create own dialogue circles 
• Make youtube videos on anti-racism 
• Educate your siblings and friends 
• Smile and make people feel welcome 
• Be friendly to victims of racism when you witness it 
• Start anti-racism parent education and intervention workshops 
�x Have cultural potlucks in your community 
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9.0 Feedback from Youth Facilitators  
 
9.1 Neigh bourhood Circle as a “Pandora Box”  
 
The circles allowed open participation and group discussion allowing the 
individuals involved to discuss racism in a heart-to-heart matter without feeling as 
if the subjects that are considered taboo would open up a Pandora’s Box. The 
Neighbourhood Circle Project” opened doors for many people to be involved.  
 
9.2 Neighbourhood Circle as a Shared Moment of Unity  
 
South Vancouver Neighbourhood House's Neighbourhood Circles project was 
definitely a positive experience.  When I first got involved with Dialogue Circles I 
doubted the validity of the project.  I assumed it would be another cliché anti-
racism speech that everyone had already heard before but it turned out to be so 
much more.  We shared insightful and meaningful moments with complete 
strangers.  Personally I was shocked by the prevalence of racism in our society 
today.  It's the small things you never notice until someone brings it to your 
attention; a joke, a story, a personal experience that hides in the back of your 
head. This project was an amazing experience to be involved in.  Not because 
we eradicated racism in South Vancouver or because we reached out to 
everyone but because we started to talk about racism in an open manner….  
There's definitely still lot of work to be done. 
 
9.3 Neighbourhood Circle as a Place of Safety  
 
In the safety of the Dialogue Circle, a haven was created where honesty and 
compassion surpassed all prejudices and stereotypes.  For a brief moment in 
time, we beat racism. 
 
9.4 Neighbourho od Circle as a Healing Process  
 
For example, I live in South Vancouver with a lot of South-Asian women whom 
live in homes which domestic abuse is the “norm”, and most women of this 
background have come to believe that being abused isn’t something they are 
allowed to protest. So conducting a dialogue circle with a group of women who 
has experiences in this particular situation would be a great way for them to feel 
safe and be able to relate to others who are going through or have gone through 
the same. This is a great healing process for those women and a way for them to 
find the courage to get help. 

9.5 Neighbourhood Circle as a Place for Knowledge Exchange  

Having the chance to contribute my time to the Neighbourhood Circle project was 
brilliant and provided a wonderful opportunity to learn the many points of view 
held by the participants during the project. It was fascinating to learn and share 
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our knowledge and experiences as a whole, and if we all put a little effort, 
together we can make a difference. Racism Comes Full Circle, it really does. 
 
9.6 Neighbourhood Circle as a Contribution to the Community  
 
My experience with the anti-racism dialogue circle was a great learning event. I 
learned a lot of new things while participating in this project and felt that it was 
also a great contribution to the community. The project taught me a lot of things 
and allowed me to see other individuals’ experiences about racism from a 
different perspective. The project taught me how to conduct dialogue circles, and 
to provide a safe environment for people of the community to share their 
experiences and views on racism. 
 
10.0 Conclusion  

A common theme arising from this Anti-Racism Project has been a sense of 
alienation as a significant experience for immigrant communities. There are 
stories from people not knowing where to get assistance when faced with racism; 
stories from young recently arrived professionals being rejected for work they are 
qualified to do.  

There is deeply entrenched stereotype belief or attitude within the racial group 
and between racial groups toward one another. It is a disturbing feature of racism 
and appears to be a characteristic wherever there's a dominant /minority group 
paradigm.  

A little documented area of the dynamics of racism has been its impact on newly 
arrived immigrants and refugees. The stories from youth as well as members 
also suggest that those who are recently arrived are unable to recognise racism 
as such. For example, they may interpret certain events as personal behavioural 
traits rather than acts of racism. This is an area that merits further research and 
community education.  

A further finding of the project is the importance of continuing specific information 
campaigns about rights. Generally, women were unaware of anti- 
discrimination/harassment laws and how they could use them. They were also 
surprised to learn about them and about other services which could assist them 
in this area.  

The circle participants are from diverse backgrounds and working with these 
groups, the youth have made a genuine effort to scratch the surface when it 
comes to uncovering deeper concepts concerning racism. The community is 
appreciative of these circles because the circles provided a way to get to know 
their neighbours as well as share useful contacts and networks’. The program 
has a strong impact in the communities and organizations/institutions since many 
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of the participants are open to the idea of starting their own Neighbourhood 
Dialogue Circle and organizations/institutions are inviting anti-racism specialists 
to conduct workshops and dialogue at their workplace. 


