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In March 2011 pro-democracy protests 
broke out in Syria after a group of 
students who painted anti-government 
slogans on a school wall were arrested 
and tortured. Security forces killed 
several demonstrators, triggering 
more protests which soon led to a 
violent civil war. One month later, 
Syrians began fleeing to seek refuge in 
neighbouring countries. Two thousand 
refugees crossed into Turkey. Since then 
the world has watched in disbelief and 
dismay as the atrocities escalated, the 
number of refugees skyrocketed to the 
millions and a “Syrian crisis” emerged.

In 2015 the Government of 
Canada and Canadians responded 
overwhelmingly to the United Nations’ 
appeal for global humanitarian 
support. Between November 2015 and 
November 2016, more than 35,000 
government-supported and privately 
sponsored refugees from Syria were 
resettled in Canada. And while there 
has been unrelenting media coverage, 
the experiences of those who support 
refugees and of refugees themselves are 
often missing. This edition of Cultures 
West magazine brings you those stories 
all in one place.

No comprehensive discussion of  
the Syrian refugee situation would 
be complete without looking at the 
global context. Read a summary from a 
webinar to gain a greater understanding 
of how the crisis evolved and what it 
means for Canada. 

Art imitates life as our story about  
a refugee symposium and opera 
provide an opportunity to learn 
about the global refugee crisis and 
Canada’s role in resettling refugees.  
The humanity of refugees cannot 
be overlooked. Learn how trauma 
impacts refugees as they go through the 
resettlement process, and how refugees 
contribute to community building  
in their new home.

The overwhelmingly welcoming 
response by Canada sets our country 
apart from many others. Faith-based 
organizations, local government,  
police and a settlement agency all  
share their experiences and the 
impact of strong community  
support in welcoming refugees.

Personal stories are a distinguishing 
feature of Cultures West. In this edition, 
refugees from Syria and Rwanda 
share the journey that brought them 
to Canada. Speaking of features - our 
feature story pulls the whole edition 
together with an overview of the 
refugee process in Canada and the 
different experiences refugees bring 
with them.

Once again, we include our regular 
departments that readers look forward 
to. Get ready to test yourself on global, 
national and local refugee facts with 
the Mindbuster Quiz and celebrate 
the incredible achievements of 
AMSSA member agencies in Member 
Achievements and Kudos. To wrap up, 
take a look at our Post Script story in 
which we revisit the theme of our last 
edition - immigrant access to  
the workplace.

The stories that you will read in 
Cultures West are meant to focus 
the spotlight on refugee issues from 
a mostly Canadian point of view. 
Like our readers, I remain troubled 
over the global refugee crisis and the 
plight of Syrian refugees in particular. 
At the same time, I hope that like 
me, you will be inspired by the way 
AMSSA members and our affiliates are 
welcoming refugees to their new home.

Jean McRae 
President

Message 
from the 
President

“�e overwhelmingly 
welcoming response 
by Canada sets our 
country apart from 

many others.”
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Escaping Con�ict: �e Syrian 
Refugee Crisis Explained
Summary of a 2015 webinar by Dr. Dan Hiebert

Refugees leaving Syria and heading towards Europe face 
significant risks. In the first 10 months of 2015 there were 
593,432 refugee arrivals in Europe by sea and 30,103 were 
dead or missing. The pathway with the largest number of 
deaths is the 150 mile journey from Libya/Tunisia to Italy.

The Syrian conflict has shifting boundaries and territories of 
control and Dr. Hiebert points out that there is no ‘endpoint’ 
in sight. “There is not even any idea of what a resolution might 
look like. It is an extremely complex interaction of different 
forces and objectives with extreme devastation, leaving large 
areas uninhabitable that were previously densely populated.” 
Out of a population of around 22 million in 2010:

• 250,000-300,000 were killed 
• 6-7 million were internally displaced 
• 5 million fled the country
• 5-8 million people were preparing to flee 

Contrary to media reports of a European immigration  
crisis, the largest impact is for the countries directly  
adjacent to Syria, particularly Turkey.

By 2015, Turkey was the world’s largest refugee host, with 2.5 
million refugees entering Turkey by the end October 2015.  
The 25 temporary refugee camps set up near the Turkish 
border with Syria could accommodate 275,000 people and 
were full. These camps are temporary. There are no jobs and 
no educational opportunities available so, wherever possible, 
people move on quickly. There were over 2 million refugees 
in Turkish cities, with 400,000 in Istanbul alone. Those who 
could, mostly able-bodied adults, moved on to the European 
Union (EU), leaving behind the very old and the very young. 
At the same time more than half of the refugees in Turkey were 
under 18 years old, over 600,000 were school age, and more 
than 70,000 new babies had been born. Turkey simply did not 
have the capacity to readily incorporate the refugee  
children into its educational system. 
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Dr. Hiebert concludes that the scale of the conflict is beyond 
most people’s imagination and the displacement is huge. 
Syrian refugees will likely become permanent residents of their 
host countries in significant numbers. He says, “a new Diaspora  
is forming, of over 10 million Syrians living permanently  
outside their home country.” He notes that, while the 
surrounding regional countries are currently coping, signals 
are worrying for the medium-long term, and that international 
solidarity is very weak.

Canada is now in the mix of durable solutions, in responding 
to the UNHCR request for resettling 25,000 GARs. Dr.  
Hiebert also thinks it is possible to see a major private  
sponsorship effort, similar to the Vietnamese refugee crisis 35 
years ago. Whether Canada will become a significant player  
in the Syrian refugee resettlement process still remains to be 
seen. His ultimate assessment, however, is that we are nowhere 
near a “global solution” to a problem that has large global 
implications. 

Dr. Dan Hiebert teaches in the Department of Geography at 
UBC. His research interests are international migration and 
the relationship between national security, cultural diversity 
and human rights. Since 2010, he has served as co-chair of 
the City of Vancouver Mayor’s Group on Immigration and 
he is the founder of a new initiative, The Canadian Network 
for Research on Terrorism, Security and Society.  

While the standard of the refugee camps in Turkey is high 
compared to other places in the world, with purpose-built 
structures, rather than tents, and a good standard of cleanliness, 
they are purely residential. In addition, there was increasing 
anger in Turkey at what they perceived to be the EU position 
on Turkey:

• You MUST keep your eastern border open –  
it is your humanitarian obligation

• But you must also close your western border  
(and we will build walls…)

• So, “it’s up to you…”
• The EU is offering financial incentive to Turkey to restrict 

the northwards flow of refugees out of Turkey, in response 
to which Turkey is increasingly restricting movement of 
Syrians within Turkey and exiting to the EU

• In return, Turkey is seeking very large funding from  
the EU with increasingly complex political  
manoeuvring occurring.

Sweden was the first European country to offer a significant 
response to the Syrian crisis, offering Syrian refugees permanent 
residence as early as 2011, with Germany making a similar 
offer soon after. Germany has received the largest number of 
refugees of any European country with over 1 million asylum 
seekers by late October 2015. However, Germany, like Canada, 
is engaging in a process of refugee determination, and will
probably permanently resettle around 350,000 asylum seekers.
Canada processes three categories of refugees (see feature story 
on page 15):

• Government Assisted Refugees (GARs)
• Privately Sponsored Refugees
• Refugee Claimants 

From 1989 to 2013, refugee numbers have been gradually 
declining compared to other immigration categories for  
Canada. Canada’s original commitment of 1,300 when the 
Syrian crisis first broke in 2011, was increased in 2013 to 
11,300, to be admitted between 2014-2017. By October 2015, 
approximately 2,500 Syrian refugees had been processed and 
landed in Canada.

The election promises made by the then incoming Canadian 
government included:

• 25,000 GARs by the end of 2015 at an estimated cost  
of $100 million

• Continued open process of private sponsorship
• $100 million increase in Canada’s contribution to  

UNHCR (the UN processing agency) 

UNHCR and the National Association of Settlement NGOs 
in Canada supported the new target, but requested a longer 
processing period of 14 months (end of 2016) in order to make 
better-informed decisions.
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The refugee experience is characterized by danger, loss, and 
uncertainty. Many refugees have experienced trauma in their 
home countries. Experiences related to war and political 
violence, perilous journeys, time spent in hiding or in refugee 
camps, loss of family members, and prolonged separation can 
increase the risk for mental health problems. Refugees also 
report distress from exile-related concerns, including unmet  
settlement needs. Mental health outcomes tend to be better 
when the resettlement environment is safe and legal status  
is secure, when settlement challenges are met, when education 
and employment opportunities exist, and when individuals are 
able to maintain or regain their social identity and a network 
of social support. However, even after resettlement, refugees in 
Canada may experience on-going threats to security, precarious 
material conditions and inadequate social connection, all  
of which can jeopardize the recovery processes.

There are widely varying responses to trauma, massive change, 
and emotional loss, ranging from common and expectable 
stress reactions to severe, chronic and life-threatening 
symptoms and disorders. Depression, anxiety and panic, post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and somatic complaints are 
the most common clinical disorders in refugee populations.

Regaining emotional well-being requires time, predictability, 
and stability. Refugees have extraordinary challenges to 
overcome in their first years of resettlement. The resettlement 
environment, while generally free of violence and shocking 
human rights abuses, does not always provide the calm, 
predictable, and stable environment necessary for healing 

to take place at the deep physiological and emotional level. 
Stressful experiences in the host country can reactivate 
symptoms even years later.

Settlement support is an important factor in first stage mental 
health care. When basic needs are met, this helps to restore 
a sense of control, dignity, and stability.  It can also be a 
great help to focus on establishing meaningful and familiar 
roles, activities, and routines.  Settlement workers can also 
try to understand the sources of personal strength, resilience 
and support that have helped each client survive their most 
challenging experiences. 

Most refugees will not develop long-term mental health 
problems. A significant number of people will experience severe 
mental distress, however, and left untreated, such problems can 
be disabling.  Ideally, settlement workers and mental health 
counsellors are working as part of a well-coordinated response 
so that people with the highest need are identified and offered 
more specialized supports. Mental health care for refugees 
can greatly improve quality of life and is part of our national 
commitment to human rights.

Kirby Huminuik is a registered clinical counsellor with over 
a decade of experience working in British Columbia and  
internationally with refugees and survivors of torture and 
political violence.  She is currently a PhD candidate at the  
University of British Columbia, researching mental health 
vulnerability in the refugee determination system.

Integrating Se�lement and Mental 
Health Support for Refugees
Kirby Huminuik
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With the global refugee crisis continuing to force almost 34,000 
people to flee their homes every day, there is an urgent need 
for new ways of responding to the ever-changing context and 
provide solutions that help ease the suffering of millions. UBC’s 
Opera Ensemble and the Liu Institute for Global Issues came 
together this past fall to spark new ideas and actions during 
a multi-day symposium, alongside an opera and an art exhibit 
titled The Consul, centred on these issues.

Breaking the Cycle: Canada’s Refugee Record on the Global Stage 
hosted operatic performances on campus and at community 
venues. These were accompanied by conversations featuring 
prominent academics, community leaders, people who came to 
Canada as refugees, and impassioned advocates such as Tima 
Kurdi. Tima shared her reflections one year after the tragic deaths 
of her nephews Alan and Ghalib Kurdi in the Mediterranean. 
Her call to “open our hearts and open our doors” stirred us to 
never forget those left behind in the crisis. 

The Consul, an opera written in 1949, charts the perils of those 
fleeing persecution. The opera was a catalyst for many countries 
to open their doors to refugees following World War II. Opera 
Director Nancy Hermiston reflects on bringing the production 
to UBC. “For me as a director, for our students and for all those 
involved in the opera, symposium and art exhibit, it has been an 
incredible experience to enter the world of those who seek refuge. 
I ask you to join with us in ‘breaking the cycle’ of the global 
refugee crisis.”

As part of UBC’s community outreach, opera students performed 
snippets for refugee clients and staff at the ISSofBC Welcome 
Centre. Kathy Sherrell, Associate Director of Settlement Services, 
shares how “the mobile opera highlighted the power of music 
in making connections across languages, ages, and experiences, 
forging a shared language of understanding.”

In addition, ISSofBC youth leaders, UBC staff and students led 
a group of refugee youth on a campus tour giving the youth an 
opportunity to broaden their networks, explore campus spaces, 
and be exposed to the talents of UBC opera. 

The symposium and opera increased awareness on what drives 
the refugee crisis, illustrated the power of collective action by 
Canadians in responding to those in need, and left people feeling 
“invigorated” to continue weaving compassion and community 
into our response.

Lindsay Marsh manages communications and program 
development at UBC’s Liu Institute for Global Issues. She also  
coordinates marketing strategies for the Master of Public Policy 
and Global A�airs program. Lindsay previously managed  
the Safe Harbour: Respect for All program with AMSSA.

Breaking the Cycle: Canada’s Refugee Record  
on the Global Stage 
Lindsay Marsh
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1. According to the UNHCR there are approximately how many displaced people globaly?

a)   11 million
b)   21.3 million
c)   40.8 million
d)   65.3 million

2. Canada has more refugees per capital than many other countries

a)   True
b)   False
  
3. Canada has implemented an accelerate process for welcoming privately sponsored  
    and Government Assisted Syrian refugees. Which of the following is not a step in  
    this accelerated process?

a)   Language skills training
b)   Immigration interview
c)   �orough security screening
d)   Comprehensive immigration medical exam

4. From November 5, 2015 to November 6, 2016 how many Syrian refugees arrived in Canada?

a)   25, 192
b)   29, 192
c)  34, 192
d)  37, 192

5. Under Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, a person who has been  
     resettled to Canada as a refugee or is determined to be a refugee has what status?

a)   Protected persons
b)   Immigrant
c)   Citizen
d)  Displaced person

6. More than 5 million refugees have �ed Syria. Approximately how many Syrians  
    remain internally displaced?

a)   3 million
b)   5 million
c)   8 million
d) 11 million

7. What percentage of the world’s displaced people are children under 18 years of age?

a)   21%
b)   31%
c)   41%
d)   51%.

8. �e UNHCR estimates that Canada was home to approximately how many refugees up to mid 2015?

a)   103, 000
b)   149, 000
c)   156, 000
d)   207, 000 

See page 30 for answers to Mindbuster Quiz
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Providing Exceptional Training and 
Resources to Better Lives

To register or for more information:      
www.ctrinstitute.com
info@ctrinstitute.com
877.353.3205 

Can’t attend in person?  Visit our website for a list of live-stream workshop dates coming in 2017.

WORKSHOPS COMING TO BRITISH COLUMBIA
IN WINTER/SPRING 2017

www.achievecentre.com        
info@achievecentre.com

877.270.9776        

WEBINARS
No matter where you live, you can easily access many 
of our workshops right from your desk. Our one-hour 
webinars offer you the opportunity to hear, view and 
engage with our trainers.

Subscribe to our MEMBER PLAN and receive unlimited 
access to all of our on-
demand webinars as 
well as other resources 
and promotions.

Please visit our website 
for details.

2017 WINTER/SPRING WORKSHOPS IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

TO REGISTER OR FOR 
MORE INFORMATION:

WORKING WITH FAMILIES–Strategies for Engaging and Helping
Vancouver:  February 21-22
UNDERSTANDING MENTAL ILLNESS IN CHILDREN AND YOUTH
Vancouver:  March 1;  Victoria:  March 6
WORKING IN SOCIAL SERVICES–The Essential Skills
Vancouver:  March 6;  Victoria:  March 13
MOTIVATING CHANGE–Strategies for Approaching Resistance
Vancouver:  March 7-8
TRAUMA–Strategies for Resolving the Impact of Post-Traumatic Stress
Vancouver:  March 27-28
VIOLENCE THREAT ASSESSMENT–Planning and Response
Vancouver:  March 29 
AUTISM–Strategies for Self-Regulation, Learning & Challenging Behaviours
Vancouver:  April 11-12
ANXIETY–Practical Intervention Strategies
Vancouver:  April 24;  Victoria:  April 25 
DE-ESCALATING POTENTIALLY VIOLENT SITUATIONS™
Vancouver:  May 9;  Victoria:  May 10;  Kamloops:  May 11
SELF-INJURY BEHAVIOUR IN YOUTH–Issues and Strategies
Vancouver:  May 15-16
CRITICAL INCIDENT GROUP DEBRIEFING
Victoria:  May 30;  Vancouver:  May 31
WALKING THROUGH GRIEF–Helping Others Deal with Loss
Vancouver:  June 1
DEPRESSION–Practical Intervention Strategies
Vancouver:  June 12
MINDFULNESS COUNSELLING STRATEGIES–Activating Compassion and Regulation
Vancouver:  July 10-11

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE
Vancouver:  February 27 & June 14; Victoria:  February 27 & June 15;  
Kelowna:  March 3;  Kamloops:  June 13

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
Kamloops:  March 6;  Victoria:  March 9;  Vancouver:  March 10

MANAGEMENT AND SUPERVISION–The Crucial Skills
Vancouver:  March 9;  Victoria:  March 10

COACHING STRATEGIES FOR LEADERS–Conflict, Performance, Change
Vancouver:  March 30

ESSENTIAL WORKPLACE SKILLS–Time, Organization & Productivity
Vancouver:  March 31

DIVERSITY AND CULTURE–Strategies for Working with Differences
Vancouver:  April 10

LEADERSHIP–Insights for Thinking Differently
Victoria:  April 18;  Vancouver:  April 20

CONFLICT RESOLUTION SKILLS
Vancouver:  April 25;  Kelowna:  April 27;  Victoria: April 27;  Kamloops:  April 28

DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS
Victoria: May 16;  Vancouver:  May 17

MEDIATION–Facilitating Conflict Resolution
Vancouver:  May 29-30

MINDFUL LEADERSHIP
Victoria:  June 9

RESTORATIVE JUSTICE 
FACILITATOR TRAINING

 
Vancouver:  April 18-20, 2017

Drawing on the work of Canada’s original restorative 
justice pioneers and best practices around the globe, 
this national training event will deliver the essential skills 
of convening harm-focused dialogue processes within 
organizational and educational settings. 

This special 3-day training is offered in partnership with the 
Fraser Region Community Justice Initiatives. Please visit 
our website for details.
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More than 200 volunteers were ready to help. After several 
planning meetings and organizing donations, the Central 
Okanagan prepared itself to welcome newly arrived Syrian  
refugee families.  Kelowna Community Resources (KCR) 
worked together with many community partners to develop  
a plan to support and assist these families who were expected  
to arrive in the masses.

We have had the privilege of welcoming over 25 Syrian families 
to this community. The families are supported by private,  
government, or blended sponsorships and all are looking  
to make a good life for themselves and their families in their 
new homeland.

As a smaller community outside the larger metropolitan 
areas, we have had the benefit of being able to welcome small 
numbers of Syrians at one time. This means that we are able to 
provide specialized, individualized services that best meet the 
needs of those we serve. My favourite example is the day that 
we took eight adults and 21 children under the age of 11 to the 
dentist. Three local dentists generously opened up their clinics 
and volunteered their time for a whole day to assist these four 
families.  It took four vehicles with volunteer drivers, 16 car 
seats, and two interpreters to pull this day off. As a result of our 
ability to customize the supports required we were able to make 
this day happen and the families all came away healthier for it.
We are continuously overwhelmed by the outpouring of 
kindness that our community has shown.  Offers of household 
items, financial supports, dental work, English tutoring, and 
rides to appointments have come pouring in. In fact there has 
been more support than needed for the number of families  
our region expects. 

Many of the Syrian families came to our community in a very 
short time period.  There was little time for planning and 
coordination due to the need to settle them so quickly. The 
haste also created much stress and pressure on community 
relationships. Despite these challenges, our community came 
together to successfully support these families and ensure they 
felt welcomed. Many volunteer interpreters worked around the 
clock to help families navigate through the community. Interior 
Health and School District 23 adjusted their systems to help 
the Syrian newcomers be more successful.  

Our challenges continue to be affordable housing options, 
dental and medical needs, coordination of community  
resources, transportation, and interpretation for appointments.  
Our successes include a focus on community collaboration 
such as the Sponsors Network, an opportunity to share  
resources and work together to support newly arrived families. 
Another success is KCR’s successful volunteer management 
process which we designed to support and protect both the  
participants and volunteers as they work and learn together.  

To sum it all up this process has been a time of learning and 
community capacity building. We at KCR feel privileged  
to be able to continue to play a part in such an important 
humanitarian cause.  

Katelin Mitchell, is the Immigrant Services & Operations 
Manager at Kelowna Community Resources

It Takes a Village...
Katelin Mitchell
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Refugee claimants or asylum seekers, have 
their refugee claims processed in Canada. 
Their claim may start at the airport, or 
any Canadian Border Office, or at any 
Immigration, Refugee and Citizenship 
office in Canada.

Like any other refugee, refugee claimants 
leave their home country having faced fear 
for their lives, persecution, torture and 
violence. They may also be displaced due 
to armed conflicts.  Others may have been 
in Canada with a working or student visa 
when the situation in their home country 
became unsafe.

For over 20 years I have met with and 
accompanied many refugee claimants 
who started their claim in BC.  Refugee 
claimants will face many challenges while 
waiting for their claim to be assessed.  
I admire their perseverance and resilience, 
and their strength and patience to  
continue with their difficult journey.  
Often people live with limited financial 
resources. They also struggle with 
emotional wounds when working on their 
claims, especially when having to articulate 
and relive painful memories. In some 
cases, refugee claimants have legal support 
to understand the most important legal 
issues in their claims. Once a claim is heard 
and is successful, I often observe the relief 
people experience along with the shift in 
their emotional state. For them it is a new 
beginning. There is a sense of stability 
and belonging, with the possibility of 
remaining in Canada and building  
a new life.  

For many, it also marks the start of their 
involvement with the community that 
first embraced them - the refugee and 
immigrant serving agencies. Some refugees 
became activists and leaders in their home 
country by defending people’s human 
rights and being involved in social  
justice issues.  

And now, they may feel eager to transfer 
those skills and knowledge into their new 
community and volunteer. It is not unusual 
for them to want to help those who are 
starting the refugee process themselves.

Canada has several examples of people who 
came here as refugees and have gone on to 
make valuable contributions to Canadian 
society. A few of the more notable ones are:

• Adrienne Clarkson, Canada’s 26th  
Governor General of Canada, came         
with her parents as a refugee from            
Hong Kong in 1941.

• Michaelle Jean, the 27th Governor  
General fled Haiti as a refugee  
in 1968.

• Keinan Abdi Warsame (K’Naan) 
came to Canada in 1991 after fleeing 
civil war in Somalia. He became an 
international star with ‘Wavin’ Flag’, 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup’s  
theme song.

Canada has a long reputation as a 
safe haven. From the 1770s when the 
Quakers sought refuge from the American 
Revolution to the recent outpouring of 
generousity for the Syrian refugees, we 
have opened our borders and our hearts. 
We should continue to remain open 
to the individual strengths, talents and 
experiences that refugees bring with them 
and to recognize their contributions in 
community building.

Cecilia Tagle has been working with 
newcomers in the settlement sector for 
more than 20 years. She is particularly 
interested in refugee claimants. Cecilia 
is co-chair of the Vancouver Mayor’s 
Working Group on Immigration  
and past co-chair of the Vancouver 
Refugee Council.

Refugee Claimants Give Back
Cecilia Tagle
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Last year, soon after the newly elected Federal Government  
announced their intent to invite 25,000 Syrian refugees into 
Canada, British Columbia Muslim Association (BCMA) 
took the initiative and organized a fundraising dinner to 
collect funds to sponsor Syrian families. The event went very 
well, with more than $380,000 collected with an additional 
$200,000 as pledges. The entire community was touched by 
the scenes of Syrian refugees and their desperate journeys to 
reach safe places in Europe. Canadians, including many in BC, 
were sincerely looking forward to ways in which they could 
help these new refugees. 

In December 2015, before the first wave of refugees landed in 
Canada, the ISSofBC brought together Muslim community 
leaders. They discussed the best ways to receive and serve those 
thousands of refugees who would be arriving in BC in the 

following weeks. As expected, Canadian airplanes landed at 
Vancouver airport with hundreds of government sponsored 
Syrian refugees on board. The refugees were taken to various 
hotels whilst more permanent accommodations were arranged.  
BCMA organized a group of volunteers, along with front line 
Arabic speaking contact people, who were stationed at the three 
main locations - Vancouver, Richmond and Surrey. 

The volunteers were on hand with ”welcome baskets” of food, 
hygiene items, baby formula along with diapers when families 
arrived at their hotel rooms. Volunteers delivered warm food, 
in addition to the welcome food basket to every family arriving 
late at night. More than 300 food baskets were delivered,  
in addition to food distributed by the BCMA food bank  
in Burnaby, once every month. 

British Columbia Muslim  
Association Extends Warm  
Welcome to Syrian Refugees 
Shawkat Hasan
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During their temporary stays at the hotels, BCMA invited  
the refugees to various welcoming events organized at its 
many centres.  There, the refugees and community members 
had opportunities to mingle with each other, and build 
brotherhood/ sisterhood relations. Alongside this effort,  
the BCMA established a centre for donations of clothes and 
household items. More than 80% of the Syrian refugee families 
visited the collection centre and were able to take home many 
items ranging from clothing, to shoes, to household items, and  
kitchen supplies along with toys and sports equipment for the 
kids. The range of items was ever growing and no one went 
home empty handed. 

As a large organization with thousands members, the BCMA 
was able to help the ISSofBC find homes for rent all over the 
Lower Mainland. The BCMA was able to coordinate tours 
to allow the head of household of each Syrian family to visit 
homes from Richmond and Burnaby to Abbotsford, Mission 
and Chilliwack. Some of them signed lease agreements, and 
promptly moved to those locations, where BCMA officials were 
waiting to welcome them and show them around. 

Every Friday the BCMA sends school buses to bring the Syrian 
Refugees to the local Mosques where they can feel at home 
with the community, and share a meal with friends. At one 
time ISSofBC had to relocate 120 refugees from one hotel with 
in-room kitchens to another hotel where there were no kitchens 
in the rooms. This was quite a difficult change for the refugees 
and to ease the situation, the BCMA delivered hot meals to 
their rooms for five days. 

Due to the limited availability of houses for rent in the Metro 
Vancouver area, the BCMA branches in Kelowna, Abbotsford, 
Chilliwack, Nanaimo, Prince George and Victoria made extra 
efforts to find accommodation for the refugees within their 
communities. Many families were able to move to those areas, 
and were pleased to find welcoming communities who  
embraced them fully. 

Recently the BCMA became a member of the Canadian  
Refugee Sponsorship Agreement Holders Association and  
is now eligible to privately sponsor refugee families.  

The association in cooperation with MOSAIC already 
submitted an application and are currently waiting for  
the arrival of those sponsored families to BC.
 
With many refugee families still arriving on a daily 
and weekly basis, the BCMA remains on the frontlines 
welcoming the new Canadians with welcome baskets 
and more. The BCMA feels it is a privilege and honor 
to help others in their times of need. Who best in these 
moments, than those who share a culture, language, and 
in some cases the same history?

Shawkat Hasan is the Director of Social Service  
of BCMA, which is currently the largest Sunni  
Muslim organization in the province representing  
Sunni Muslims. �e BCMA and its member are  
dedicated in developing and maintaining religious, 
cultural and educational facilities for our present  
community and future generations. 
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From Global to Local:  
Refugee Pathways  
to Canada
Kathy Sherrell & Kerstin Walter

This past year has seen the arrival of over 35,000 Syrian 
refugees in Canada, bringing the issue of refugees and their 
settlement experience to the forefront of public attention.

We often use the term ‘refugee’ very broadly without taking into account the different categories  
of refugee admissions and how they affect individuals and their journeys. When we generalize about 
refugees we fail to see the nuances of human experience of each person who arrives in Canada 
searching for a safe life for themselves and their families. This story is meant to shed some light on 
the global refugee crisis and the various pathways through which refugees find protection in Canada.

INTERNATIONAL LAW 

Canada’s obligations in regard to refugee protection are based 
on international law. Together the United Nations Convention 
on Refugees (1951) and subsequent Protocol Relating To 
The Status of Refugees (1967) form the basis of international 
refugee law.  Article 1 of the Refugee Convention defines 
refugees as “people who are outside their countries because of a 
well-founded fear of persecution based on their race, religion, 
nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular 
social group, and who cannot or do not want to return home.” 
Although the 1951 Convention on refugees was more or less 
limited to protecting European refugees after the Second World 
War, the 1967 Protocols removed those restrictions. 
Together these agreements establish basic human rights to 
which refugees are entitled. At the very least, the agreements 
require signatories to provide refugees the same rights and 
assistance as any other foreign born individual who is a legal 
resident in that country. These include basic civil rights (e.g. 
freedom of thought and movement, freedom from torture),  
as well as economic and social rights (e.g. access to medical 
care, the right to work, the right to an education for children).   
The agreements also prohibit signatories from forcing someone 

to return to a country where they would face persecution  
and harm. Signatories to the Refugee Convention and/or 
the Protocol are legally bound to offer protection to foreign 
individuals who come to their border asking for asylum or 
who make a refugee claim from within their borders. The 
countries must assess their claim for protection based on the 
refugee definition outlined in the Refugee Convention. While 
the media often portrays this as a choice, it is a legal obligation 
for all signatory countries, including Canada. The United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the 
international agency tasked with the protection of the world’s 
displaced people. 

GLOBAL SCALE 

The global refugee crisis is at an unprecedented level. At the 
end of 2015, 65.3 million people remained forcibly displaced 
worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, human rights 
violations or generalized violence. This represents an increase  
of 5.8 million over 2014 and the highest number ever recorded 
by the UNHRC. If this were the population of a country,  
it would be the 21st largest country in the world.
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In many ways the media shapes the image of who is a refugee. 
It is images of people in large refugee camps in Africa or 
Asia, of people crammed into a tiny rubber boat crossing the 
Mediterranean Sea or of long rows of people walking down 
a dusty road away from a city left in rubble. In reality the 
experiences of refugees are as diverse as the situations they are 
fleeing from. In most cases people cannot choose their path but 
have to take the only route to safety available to them and their 
family. 

This might mean leaving their city under attack and going to 
another city several hours away to seek safety and with that 
becoming ‘internally displaced’. Or it might mean crossing the 
border of the neighbouring country to find a refugee camp and 
get registered as a ‘convention refugee’ by UNHCR. It might be 
selling all their belongings to pay for a smuggler to take them 
on a plane to a far away country and asking for asylum upon 
arrival, or travelling through many different countries before 
reaching one where they can possibly be safe. 

All of those paths are full of obstacles. Border crossings are 
often dangerous and due to visa requirements and strict 
enforcement by airlines, it can be impossible to take a plane 
to safety. For those refugees waiting in refugee camps the 
options are very limited as well. They can hope to get a coveted 
spot in a resettlement program to come to a country such as 
Canada with the help of the government or private sponsors. 
But only 1% of convention refugees from camps will have 
that opportunity, there are simply too many refugees and not 
enough resettlement spaces available. Everyone else will either 
have to hope to be welcomed into the host country and build  
a new life there or hope to return to their home country, which 
again, might not be an option for many years. Many refugee 
hosting countries are crumbling under the sheer number of 
refugees within their borders. Lebanon, a country of 4.4 million 
people is currently hosting over 1 million refugees from Syria – 
a quarter of the country’s population added on. That would be 
like Canada hosting 8 million refugees within our borders.

HOW DOES ONE BECOME A REFUGEE? 

sta� members 
employed

by UNHCR as 
of Oct 2016

10,700 33, 972
people  a day forced  
to �ee their homes 

because of con�ict and 
persecution

128
countries with 

support
relief
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SPONSORED REFUGEES 

In 2015, Canada welcomed 20,045 resettled refugees  
to Canada, approximately 8.6% of whom began their new  
lives in British Columbia (IRCC Open Data, 2016). There  
are three different types of refugees arriving in Canada from 
claims processed overseas: Government-assisted Refugees 
Privately Sponsored Refugees and Blended Visa Office Referred.  
All sponsored refugees arrive with the right to permanent 
residence, and are eligible to access federally IRCC-funded 
settlement, language and employment services upon arrival  
in Canada.

• Government-Assisted Refugees (GARs) – are referred by the 
UNHCR for resettlement to Canada (individuals cannot apply 
directly) and are selected based upon ‘need for protection’. 
Government of Canada or the Province of Quebec fully 
supports their initial settlement up to one year. When they 
arrive, GARs receive Resettlement Assistance Program (RAP) 
services, including temporary accommodations, assistance in 
finding permanent accommodations, orientation to life in 
Canada, and one year of financial support roughly equivalent  
to provincial Income Assistance rates. In 2015, 9,490 
Government Assisted Refugees were resettled to Canada,  
and 1,135 came to BC.

• Private-sponsored refugees (PSRs) – are referred for 
resettlement by a private sponsor in Canada who agrees  
to provide financial and other supports for the individual(s) 
for up to one year. Approximately 90% of PSRs are family 
reunification cases. Private sponsors provide financial, social 
and emotional supports, as well as help with housing,  
clothing and food. In 2015, 9,745 individuals arrived in 
Canada through Private Sponsorship and 475 settled in BC.

• Blended Visa Office Referred (BVORs) – are convention  
refugees referred by the UNHCR who are matched with  
a private sponsor in Canada. The Government of Canada  
provides up to six months of financial support roughly  
equivalent to provincial Income Assistance rates. Private  
sponsors provide another six months of financial support,  
and up to one year of social and emotional support. While 
federal funding is provided through RAP, BVORs are not 
eligible for RAP services (e.g. temporary accommodations).  
810 BVORs arrived in Canada in 2015, with 120 settling  
in BC.

REFUGEE CLAIMANTS 

Refugee claimants, usually referred to as asylum seekers in 
countries other than Canada, make their own way to Canada 
to find safety. Once they get here they will make a claim for 
refugee protection either at the land border, or the airport with 
the Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA), or from within 
Canada with Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
(IRCC). 

In 2015, Canada received18,500 claims for refugee protection 
and 64% of those claims met the UN definition of a refugee. 
The claim process is highly legalistic, complicated, difficult  
to navigate, especially with limited English skills, and subject  
to very short timelines. In addition to meeting basic needs  
(e.g. food, shelter, healthcare), refugee claimants have to find  
a lawyer and prepare for their refugee hearing where they will 
have to tell their often very painful story. The claim process 
in many cases adds to the trauma refugee claimants have 
experienced on their journey. 

Unlike sponsored refugees, refugee claimants do not have a safe 
legal status when they arrive in Canada; rather they continue  
to face the possibility that they might be sent back home if 
their hearing is not successful. In cases where the claim is 
successful, refugee claimants become ‘protected persons’ and 
have the right to stay in Canada and build their life here. It is 
however important to note that successful refugee claimants 
do not receive one year of financial support as do sponsored 
refugees. Refugee claimants are not eligible for IRCC funded 
settlement and employment services, though they can access 
a few provincially and municipally funded services, as well as 
receive assistance from religious and community groups.

CANADA: HOW DO REFUGEES GET HERE

Canada welcomes refugees through overseas resettlement and by determining inland refugee claims. The former relates  
to individuals whose claims have been recognized as Convention Refugees by the UNHCR and who are subsequently 
selected for resettlement to Canada. The latter relates to individuals who ask for asylum after arrival in Canada and whose 
claims for asylum are decided in Canada. Each category has a uniquely different experience and set of needs during the 
journey to Canada and the experience once the refugees arrive. 
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CONCLUSION 

The term ‘refugee’ covers a range of human experiences from 
those who have been selected to come to Canada from abroad 
to those who arrive in Canada of their own accord. How 
you get to Canada matters both with respect to the support 
provided, as well as public perceptions. The level of access to 
settlement services and financial assistance is greater for those 
who arrive as sponsored refugees. For those who are selected 
to come to Canada through resettlement, the welcome is 
much warmer than for those who seek asylum. However, it 
is important to remember that the mode of arrival does not 
define who is or is not a refugee, nor should it be a factor 
in determining who deserves our assistance. Refugees are 
individuals who have been forced to flee their homes due to  
a well founded persecution and who cannot return home. 

This edition of Cultures West explores the many facets of 
refugee experiences and shines a spotlight on the stories of 
refugees building their new lives here in BC as well as those 
who walk with them as they do so. 

Kathy Sherrell is the Associate Director of Settlement  
Services of ISSofBC. She holds a PhD in Geography with  
an emphasis on Canadian refugee resettlement. Kerstin 
Walter is the Director of Settlement Orientation Services.  
She holds a law degree with a Masters in International 
Refugee Law.

Sponsored refugees arrive in Canada with a Government Transportation Loan (GTL) covering the  
cost of pre-entry medical exams, transportation documents, and transportation costs.  These can  
be to a maximum of $10,000 per family unit, though adult children (19+ years) receive their own GTL.  
GTLs are repayable after six weeks and interest bearing after three years; Canada is the only country  
in the world who charges interest on these loans.

Government Transportation Loans have the highest repayment rate of all government loan programs, 
though it comes at great costs as families are forced to allocate scarce resources in an effort to pay them 
off.  Although all Syrians arriving November 4, 2015 – February 29, 2016 and some Syrians arriving after 
March 1, 2016 are exempt, all other sponsored refugees arrive in Canada burdened by the need  
to repay these loans.
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Every Sunday at DIVERSEcity, families attend the Invitation to Know Each Other (IKEO) program. We began this  
innovative project to engage newly arrived Syrian refugee families through groups for young children, older children and 
adults. Funded by the United Way of the Lower Mainland in an effort to reduce barriers to access, the project was designed 
from our experience working with vulnerable populations and current research. We facilitate sessions using a trauma informed 
lens on themes such as personal and public safety, the health system and parenting. Guest speakers are key to the program’s 
success and we are happy to partner with the RCMP Diversity Unit, Fraser Health Population and Public Health Program and 
the Ministry of Children and Family Development. Trauma management and emotional regulation skills are vital parts of the 
group sessions in addition to looking at current protective factors and resilience.  

MEMBER ACHIEVEMENTS

Invitation to Know Each Other 

DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society

Clinically trained staff co-facilitate the groups to ensure that 
adequate trauma symptom response is available. The school 
aged children participate in group sessions that are based on 
DIVERSEcity’s award winning “I am STRONG”  
camp curriculum. 

For more information, please contact Corina Carroll,  
Manager of Counselling Services at ccarroll@dcrs.ca

(IKEO) Program

Photo by Jennifer Gauthier (Metro News)
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MEMBER ACHIEVEMENTS

Welcome Centre Hosts  

ISSofBC

Welcoming Syrian Refugees

Royal Visitors “We are very honoured to have the Duke and  

Duchess of Cambridge visit,” said ISSofBC CEO  

Patricia Woroch. “We appreciate the opportunity  

to showcase not only our purpose-built building –  

ISSofBC Welcome Centre – but also our services  

and the role ISSofBC plays in helping to settle 

newcomers to Canada.”

The royal couple were accompanied by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
and his wife Sophie Gregoire, BC Premier Christy Clark and Minister of 
Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training Shirley Bond. They met with a young 
Syrian refugee family in one of the Centre’s housing units, as well as six 
clients from the ISSofBC’s Multicultural Youth (MY) Circle, MAPLE 
2.0 mentorship and TechStart training programs. The royal couple also 
unveiled the plaque opening the Edith Lando Children’s Playground, 
and met the well known Yukon artist Lillian Loponen who gifted her 
watercolour painting “Where Dreams Begin” now on display in the 
Centre’s main lobby.

On September 25, 2016, exactly three months after 
it formally opened, the new ISSofBC Welcome 
Centre hosted a historic visit by Britain’s Duke and 
Duchess of Cambridge. The Centre was among the 
stops the royal couple made during their one-day 
trip to Vancouver as part of their eight-day royal 
visit to Canada. 

As a subcontractor to ISSofBC, Abbotsford Community Services (ACS) 
welcomed 22 Syrian Refugee families to Abbotsford in February 2016. 
All 160 of them, aged two months to 48 years, were placed at the local 
Sandman Hotel. ACS staff worked diligently night and day together  
with the BC Muslim Association, the City of Abbotsford, School  
District 34, the Division of Family Practice, the Chamber of Commerce, 
and MCC to make these newcomers feel as comfortable as possible.  

The biggest challenges have been language, health and housing.  
However, within nine months of arrival, all the families were already 
in their new homes whether houses, apartments or duplexes around 
the city. Thank you to the landlords for being so accommodating! And 
thank you to the rest of Abbotsford for stepping up and donating items. 
From school backpacks, bicycles, and soccer balls to home furnishings, 
transportation, and temporary employment Abbotsford has been  
amazing and so wonderfully welcoming of these newcomers in our city. 
We now have 17 additional refugee families here. Each has been on  
a unique journey and they continue to teach us lessons of resilience  
and resourcefulness. 

Abbotsford Community Services
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On September 23, AMSSA presented the 2016 Diversity 
Awards. The Riasat Ali Khan Diversity Award is awarded  
to an outstanding program of a member organization. The 
Service Recognition Staff Award and Service Recognition 
Volunteer Award recognize the work and commitment of a 
member agency’s staff member and/or volunteer respectively. 

The 2016 Riasat Ali Khan Diversity Award was presented 
to DIVERSEcity  Community Resources Society, the largest 
immigrant serving agency in Surrey which offers numerous 
programs to newcomers to Canada. DIVERSEcity received 
the award as a result of their work to support vulnerable 
immigrant and refugee newcomers through programs and 
services such as the Moving Ahead, First Steps Early Years 
Refugee Settlement, and Invitation to Know Each Other 
programs, as well as campaigns such as the Refugee Support 
Fund and Bundle Up. Through these programs and services, 
DIVERSEcity demonstrated significant leadership and 
innovation within the settlement and diversity sectors in BC.

Bayron Figueroa who has worked with Settlement Orientation 
Services (SOS) for 22 years, received the 2016 Service 
Recognition Staff Award, for his tireless work in supporting 
the needs of Latin-American refugees and refugee claimants. 
In particular, Bayron helped design and run several HIV 
education programs aimed at the Latin-American LGBTQ 
population and also created a peer navigator program for 
Latin-American refugee claimants. The mentorship model was 
later adapted to support immigrants. Through his amazing 
contributions to the sector and SOS, Bayron has truly become 
a leader in building welcoming communities.

The Service Recognition Volunteer Award was awarded 
to husband and wife team Margot and Denny Brunt. 

Margot and Denny Brunt have worked together to provide 
the Multicultural and Immigration Services Association of 
North Vancouver Island (MISA) with strategic leadership 
and grassroots support for over eight years. Both Margot and 
Denny have contributed to MISA and its clients in many 
ways through volunteering for numerous programs, services 
and events. A recent program they created, SAGE (Seniors, 
Aspiring, Gathering, and Enabling), has become a key driver  
in establishing community connections. SAGE provides seniors 
with the opportunity to learn about technology and to use 
technology to build community and social networks.  
Through their hard work and dedication at MISA, Margot 
and Denny have led and continue to create inclusive and 
collaborative communities.

Congratulations to the 2016 AMSSA Diversity  
Awards recipients! 

For more information about AMSSA’s Diversity Awards 
please visit www.amssa.org.

KUDOS

AMSSA Recognizes Dedication to Building Welcoming,
Inclusive Communities

Service Recognition Volunteer Award

Service Recognition Staff AwardRiasat Ali Khan Diversity Award
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The Syrian refugee crisis has garnered a lot of media attention 
over the past couple of years and like many Canadians, I have 
watched from the comfort of my living room. Then the national 
news coverage hit home for us here in Delta, when local Reverend 
Jim Short of Ladner United Church offered to assist two Syrian 
families in relocating to Ladner. In a focused effort to ensure they 
were properly introduced to Canadian society, he requested the 
Delta Police Department send uniformed police officers to meet 
with the families and explain how policing, the law and public 
safety works in our community. 

Reverend Short recognized that Syrian refugees come from a place 
of brutal violence, starvation and abject poverty, and that meeting 
Canadian police officers face-to-face would be invaluable for their 
personal comfort and sense of security.  As a result of this request 
to Delta Police Chief Neil Dubord, Sergeant Ciaran Feenan and 
I were asked to meet with the families. Both Sergeant Feenan and 
I are first generation Canadians, whose families immigrated here 
from Ireland. We both grew up hearing stories of war, terrorism 
and starvation, and both of our families came to Canada so that 
we could live in peace. 

Finding Common Ground
From my family’s experience, my Grandfather, Grandmother and 
Dad came from Ireland to Canada landing in the Port of Halifax. 
Here, my grandfather, Frederick John Hall, intended to start a 
new life and a new business, hopefully in insurance or banking. 
There was one problem though, he was Irish. Also told over 
family dinner stories was a time when he began to look for work 
in Canada and went to business to business seeing signs stating, 
“Irish Need Not Apply.” He worked odd jobs and crossed Canada 
looking for steady employment which led him toward Vancouver, 
and the then tolled Patullo Bridge. It was fate that on this day he 
would have fifty-five cents in his pocket, the exact amount to pay 
the toll, and drove into Vancouver penniless. He found a person 
kind enough the let him stay in a house without a deposit and the 
next day walked into the one place he knew would hire him, the 
Vancouver Police Department. He would work there from about 
1953 to 1983. My Dad told stories of how they were treated as 
foreigners and how he would be bullied at school. Their journey 
was difficult but well worth it.   

So, it is based not only our role as police officers but as 
immigrants as well, we were honoured to assist the Syrian  
families knowing that in some ways, our parents had the same 
fears of a new country, the same sense of loss from leaving their 
homes, yet similar hope for a bright future. 

The Softer Side of Policing 
When we sat down to talk with the families, we were taken 
aback by the eyes of nine children playing in the church where 
we met. They were playing like any other kids would – caught 
up in the interesting toy or game they had in their hands. We 
communicated to the adults through an interpreter and explained 
some of the basics of policing in Canada, such as not offering 
money to the police, that police cannot use excessive force and 
that even as refugees, they have personal rights. Our simple 
message to the families was that police are not to be feared;  
that we are here to help. 

Not long after we began talking, you could see the exhaustion 
in two sets of parents. We asked them to share their experiences. 
Through the interpreter we heard about hunger, fear and 
hopelessness. They had no choice but to flee with their young 
families for fear of being killed in crossfire. Meeting us in our 
uniforms diminished the mystery and fear of authority for the 
families, and understanding that we are on their side seemed  
to give them an opportunity to relax. 

I must admit that it was a humbling experience and I felt 
somewhat guilty because I have only ever known the enjoyment 
of having a home, food and a safe environment. I have a good job 
and don’t worry about life’s necessities, something we almost take 
for granted. I also thought of my Grandfather and what he must 
have gone through, and how my wife, my three boys and I were 
the beneficiaries of his bravery. 

We’re Here to Help
The question asked by the editor of Cultures West was “what can 
police do to help?” The answer is simple – we can be accessible, 
we can be compassionate to their collective experiences and  
we can connect with them on a human level. We can also seek  
to understand the complex issues around the refugee crisis  
in order to respond to our newest community members in  
an appropriate way. 

Not long after our meeting, Sgt. Feenan was in the local Starbucks 
and some of the children recognized him (he’s a 6’4” red-headed 
Irishman, so hard to miss) and ran into the coffee shop and gave 
him a big hug. This is our measure of success. 

Ryan Hall is a Sta� Sergeant with the Delta Police Department

Church and State Team up
to Support Syrian Refugees
Sta� Sergeant Ryan Hill
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Under the leadership of Councillor Judy Villeneuve, the City 
of Surrey has been supporting refugee/newcomer settlement for 
close to a decade. During this time, Surrey has been a primary 
destination for Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) arriving 
in BC. Approximately 25% -30% of all GARs who arrived in 
BC settled in Surrey. In the last year, over 40% of all Syrian 
GARs who arrived in BC have settled in Surrey with almost 
1,000 of that number settling since November 2015. 

The Arrival of Syrian Refugees
Councillor Villeneuve notes “the humanitarian crisis that is 
happening in the Middle East is bringing out the best  
of our Canadian values – as a country that respects diversity, 
that believes in equal opportunity, that is inclusive, and  
that is caring.” To that end, the City of Surrey has worked 
together with the Surrey Local Immigration Partnership (LIP) 
to support the settlement of the Syrian refugees:

• In November-December 2015, Councillor Villeneuve 
and Social Planning staff participated in national, 
regional and local meetings to prepare for the arrival  
of Syrians. 

• The City created an Inter-departmental staff group to 
plan activities to welcome refugees. It includes staff from 
Social Planning, HR, Libraries, Parks, Recreation and 
Culture, and RCMP.  

• In January 2016, Mayor Linda Hepner hosted  
a public Syrian Refugee Forum to provide information 
and harness public support to welcome refugees; 
Brochures were developed for residents (about how they 
could help to welcome the Syrian refugees) and for the 
Syrian refugees (welcoming them to Surrey and providing 
a list of City and settlement services available). The latter 
brochure was translated into Arabic. 

• In April 2016 the Surrey LIP Immigrant Advisory  
Roundtable (composed of local immigrant/refugee  
residents) organized a welcoming session for Arabic  
speaking newcomers. 

• In July 2016, the City partnered with Surrey LIP to  
organize a Surrey Welcomes Refugees event which  
featured over 25 fun activities led by community  
partners, free food and entertainment. More than  
500 people attended the event, most of them newly  
arrived refugees

Refugees Ma�er to the  
City of Surrey
Leslyn V Johnson & �e City of Surrey

“I promise you all when I get my papers processed, I will give 
back to Canada as much as it has given me - especially the 
sense of security that I was not able to feel elsewhere.  
I long for the day that I get my Canadian citizenship and 
officially be one of you, because it is this country in the world 
that has given me back my sense of humanity and dignity.” 
Ebraheem Alkhalil, a Syrian-born Palestinian refugee
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Staff Information & Training
Councillor Villeneuve says that refugees matter. “The City 
of Surrey is aware of the importance of welcoming and 
including new immigrant and refugees as they start a new life 
in Canada and we are committed to creating a community in 
which everyone has a sense of belonging, and opportunities 
to participate and contribute.” In the spring 2016, City 
staff and RCMP members were invited to participate in two 
information/training sessions. Participation was voluntary and 
over 110 staff members attended. The sessions were meant 
to increase an understanding of refugee settlement processes, 
awareness of Middle East culture; and the importance of 
welcoming refugees. Staff were invited to take action to 
support and welcome the Syrian refugees. The agenda included 
a presentation on refugee settlement by ISSofBC staff; a 
presentation on Middle East culture by a member of Surrey 
Immigrant Advisory Roundtable and City’s Social Policy 
Advisory Committee (Wafa Aljabiri), a presentation by an 
RCMP officer, and very touching stories of a volunteer host/
mentor (Rebecca) and her newly arrived mentee (Ebrahhem). 

As a follow-up to the staff sessions, several departments started 
donation drives, became volunteer buddies to refugee families 
and led Conversation Circles for refugees. The City partnered 
with two local agencies to help 10 highly vulnerable Syrian 
refugee families which resulted in staff donating furniture, 
household items, clothing and school supplies for these 
families. Staff also donated over $3,000 which was used to 
purchase transit passes since settlement agencies had identified 
the cost of transit as a barrier for the new refugees to access 
services.

Councillor Judy Villeneuve is the Chair of the City of 
Surrey’s Social Policy Advisory Committee and Co-Chair 
of the Surrey Local Immigration Partnership (LIP).  She 
is passionate about supporting vulnerable refugee families. 
Since 2009, Councillor Villeneuve has been actively 
advocating for the federal government to eliminate the 
requirement for refugees to have to repay loans to cover their 
transportation costs to Canada.

“... I consider myself very fortunate to have been paired with two young men I admire and respect  
and get along with – it sounds cliché, but it has truly been an incredibly rewarding experience and  
I am so thankful to these two for expanding the horizons of my own sheltered, privileged little  
Canadian life with their friendship.” Rebecca Chaster, volunteer host/mentor 
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My name is Angelique Muhorakeye, born in Kigali-Rwanda, 
raised in Nairobi-Kenya. I left my home country Rwanda 
in 1994 during the civil war with my family except for my 
father. My mother had hopes that we would return after a few 
weeks when the war had calmed but unfortunately the journey 
became continuous. 

After traveling for months from one country to another we 
settled in Kenya. We lived in Mombasa for about five years 
then moved to Nairobi the capital of Kenya where we lived  
for another 14 years. In total we lived as refugees in Kenya for 
19 years.

After years of struggles an agency called Mapendo that worked 
in collaboration with United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees (UNHCR) came up with a resettlement program 
called “The Forgotten Refugees”. We were lucky to be selected 
under that program since we had been in Kenya for a long 
time with no hope for a better future. Our case file was sent to 
the Canadian High Commission in Kenya and we were finally 
accepted under the category of “women at risk.”

The Canadian embassy in Nairobi chose for us the province 
and city to come to. We did not have family in Canada 
therefore it did not matter much where we were being 
taken to. They also looked at our qualifications. I was in the 
entertainment industry back in Nairobi doing film work, 

maybe that’s why they chose Vancouver for us since it has  
a big film industry.

When we first arrived in Vancouver-Canada, we were hosted 
by the ISSofBC Welcome House and we stayed there for 
two weeks. In those two weeks you are being oriented to the 
new life and have to go for medical checkups and do a lot of 
government paper work. There are counsellors and facilitators 
who help you through all those processes. They were really nice 
and patient with us. It was also easy for them since we all spoke 
English and there was no need for interpreters. 

I joined the Moving Ahead Program (MAP) at ISSofBC which 
helps newcomer youth to settle. I would say it is one of my 
best experiences ever since I arrived in Canada. We visited 
different cities and places in BC and they provided us with 
transportation until we settled well in the community. 

The MAP counsellor helped me look for post-secondary 
education and advised me about the school system in Canada.  
I am glad I met them since I am now happily doing my post-
secondary school in Criminology at Douglas College. Recently 
I received a Merian Dewitt bursary from ISSofBC and that has 
also boosted my motivation to continue pursuing my dreams in 
Canada. I have been in Canada for three years and all I can say  
is that I have had great experiences and great friends.

A Long Journey to Happiness
Angelique Muhorakeye
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My name is Sari Alesh, and music is my life. It takes up the 
largest space in my thoughts and carries me away to another 
world. My story with music started when I was eight years old. 
I grew up in Damascus in a beautiful family. My father was an 
artist. He studied fine arts in Paris, and he encouraged me to 
learn how to play the violin. I started studying music theory in 
the first year and started playing violin the following year.  
I achieved many successes during my studies in Damascus.

My academic studies of music also helped me to learn many 
languages. As a result, I speak Arabic, French, Russian, basic 
Turkish, and English. Before the war began in Syria, I was 
carving out a successful career as a musician. I played violin 
with the Syrian National Symphony Orchestra for six years, 
and I participated in many festivals in Europe and the Middle 
East. In 2008, I graduated with a Bachelor’s degree from the 
Higher Institute of Music in Damascus. At that point, I had 
already been teaching the violin for eight years. 

Three years later, war broke out in Syria, and after four years  
of living with the daily realities of war, like other Syrians  
I was forced to leave and moved to Istanbul where I hoped to 
establish a future for myself. However, it proved impossible to 
settle there. In Istanbul, I met an outstanding Canadian person 
and musician, Danielle Hebert, who played a significant role in 
bringing me to Canada. Danielle brought me into contact with 
Sabine Lehr, Private Sponsorship of Refugees  

Manager at the Inter-Cultural Association of Greater Victoria, 
who then connected me with three couples interested  
in sponsoring me. I arrived in Victoria on February 9, 2016 
which happens to be my birthday – a wonderful gift.

My sponsors, Cameron, Heather, Faraidoun, Paulina, Budd, 
and Darlene are my second family in Victoria, and they 
have supported me very much over the last 10 months. In a 
remarkably short time, I was embraced by the arts community  
in Victoria. Maestro Ajtony Czaba, after hearing me play the 
violin, gave me the opportunity to play with the University  
of Victoria Orchestra. In addition, the Head of Strings at the 
Victoria Conservatory of Music, Michael van der Sloot, is 
giving me free lessons that will bring my technique back to 
orchestra level. The English Language Centre at the University 
of Victoria has kindly provided me with a scholarship that will 
help me bring my English language skills to university level 
to be able to do a Master’s degree in Music. I am grateful and 
thank all Canadians for their great support and hospitality 
which helped me learn a lot about Canadians values. Also,  
I am proud to be part of this community.

My Journey with Music
Sari Alesh
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“When we arrived, we were totally lost,” recalls Youth Advisory 
Team (YAT) member Golsa Golestaneh who came from Iran  
as she remembers her family’s experience arriving in Vancouver 
in 2014. “We could only stay at the Welcome House (with 
ISSofBC) for two weeks and then we rented a house that was 
terribly small and expensive. We had to move again after  
six months.”

On top of facing housing issues, Golsa and her brother were 
also worried about their education and they didn’t know if 
they should go to Adult Education or what their other options 
were. Two months after arriving in Vancouver, Golsa found 
an Iranian Settlement Worker who helped her register in a 
secondary school. “She explained everything!” Golsa notes.  
“I think there should be some orientations before arriving  
here that tell us how things work.”

We hear these stories often when engaging immigrant and  
refugee youth across BC. Fresh Voices supports youth by  
engaging through dialogue, forums, consultations and action 
towards policy and system change. We hear youth speaking 
of their journeys from many different countries. Refugee 
resettlement in Canada has been ongoing long before the world 
took notice of the current crisis – and young people through 
the Fresh Voices Initiative have outlined ideas on how to 
improve it. We produced our first set of 16 recommendations 
in 2013.

Our latest set of recommendations aims to help the next 
wave of Syrian refugees. We heard from 57 Syrian young men 
and women, between the ages of 15 to 24, in their first eight 

months in Canada. In September 2016, a partnership between 
Fresh Voices and ISSofBC hosted a first-of-its-kind Syrian  
Refugee Youth Consultation and Community Forum that 
explored challenges and successes they experienced during  
the first eight months of resettling in Canada.

In the report, youth participants focused on two key issues: 
Housing and Education. Other recommendations included 
employment, peer-to-peer support and family reunification. 
The Syrian youth at the consultation and forum were grateful, 
“to Canada for opening your doors when others closed them.” 
They shared that “Canadians did not make us feel like we were 
refugees; it was a very welcoming experience with lots  
of support and well wishes.”

This report echoes the voices of all refugee youth and families 
who have engaged with the Fresh Voices Initiative. Fresh Voices 
aims for this report to inform policy makers, funders, service 
providers and allies for dialogues and actions towards systems 
and services that make BC more welcoming. For more info go 
to: http://issbc.org/our-work-with-refugees/whoweare/

Yu-Han Chen & Golsa Golestaneh are members of the  
Fresh Voices Youth Advisory Team (YAT)Fresh Voices  
http://freshvoices.ca is an initiative of Vancouver  
Foundation to o�er immigrant and refugee youth from 
across B.C. opportunities to engage in dialogue and action 
to identity and remove barriers to their success. Led by the 
YAT, all members are racialized immigrant young leaders, 
representing a network of 300 immigrant and refugee  
youth across B.C.

Fresh Voices with Ideas  
for a More Welcoming BC 
Yu-Han Chen & Golsa Golastaneh
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1.   According to the UNHCR there are approximately how many displaced people globally?
 d.  65.3 million

2.   Canada has more refugees per capita than many other countries.
 b. False

3.   Canada has implemented an accelerated process for welcoming privately sponsored and Government Assisted Syrian refugees.  
 Which of the following is not a step in this accelerated process? 
 a.  Language skills training

4.   From November 5, 2015 to November 6, 2016 how many Syrian refugees arrived in Canada?.
 c.  34,192

5.  Under Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, a person who has been resettled to Canada as a refugee or is determined  
       to be a refugee has what status?
 a.  Protected persons

6.  More than 5 millions refugees have �ed Syria. Approximately how many Syrians remain internally displaced?
 c.  8 million

7.   What percentage of the world’s displaced people are children under 18 years of age?
 d.  51%

8.   �e UNHCR estimates that Canada was home to approximately how many refugees up to mid-2015?
 b.  149, 000

Answers
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In the fall of 2014, then Minister of Employment and 
Social Development Canada, the Honourable Jason Kenney, 
appointed the Panel on Employment Challenges of New 
Canadians to consult with immigrant-serving organizations, 
regulators, employers and other stakeholders.

The Panel was asked to identify and report on successes, 
innovative approaches and promising practices on the licensing, 
hiring and retention of recent immigrants, as well as the 
challenges of this process faced by employers. 

The Panel learned that there is nothing irrevocably wrong with 
our system of integrating skilled immigrants. It simply doesn’t 
work well enough, seamlessly enough, or quickly enough. 
The challenge is to transition those immigrants who are in 
Canada from survival jobs to jobs where they can best use their 
skills and experience and to ensure future immigrants get jobs 
commensurate with their skills and experience.

While the Panel’s report was released in 2015, it recommends 
six steps to streamline the labour market integration process 
that remain valid today: 

Require regulated occupations to develop a single pan 
Canadian standard, and insist that the assessment process be 
initiated from abroad by prospective immigrants and tracked 
in the immigration system. This single pan-Canadian standard 
should be complemented by a single point of contact and Web 
portal for each occupation. In addition, clear benchmarks, key 
performance indicators and timelines should be set to monitor 
progress against these goals globally and by occupation.

Develop a broader strategy for alternative careers with a 
more prominent role for regulators. Require regulators to 
advise newcomers who are unsuccessful in the licensing process 
to pursue an alternative career, or refer them to an appropriate 
organization for this service.

Foster leadership, support and a shared responsibility  
among all stakeholders for helping immigrants find jobs.  
Large and small employers, immigrant-serving organizations 
and governments must work more closely together to maximize  
the effectiveness of the tools and services that help immigrants 
gain meaningful employment. This also helps employers access  
a richer and more diverse pool of talent.

Establish a “Multi-Stakeholder Advisory Group  
for Better Immigrant Employment Outcomes.” This 
group of employers, regulators and immigrant-serving 
organizations would monitor and report to governments 
on progress in implementing the Panel’s recommendations, 
advise governments on broader issues involving the labour 
market integration of immigrants and champion the shared 
commitment of hiring newcomers.

Produce more comprehensive labour market information 
targeted at newcomers. Federal, provincial and territorial 
governments should provide immigrants with timely, 
accurate and geographically-based information to set realistic 
expectations about job prospects and licensing practices  
in Canada.

Educate communities on how to increase retention  
outside large metropolitan areas. Recognizing that retaining 
immigrants requires a holistic approach, efforts must reflect 
collaboration among employers, governments and  
immigrant-serving organizations.

The subtle changes the Panel recommended should enhance 
the newcomer experience markedly and bring economic 
efficiency and measurable success to the entire process.  
By focusing more purposefully on labour market needs,  
closing the gaps in the system and measuring results, we 
can help newcomers find the right jobs for their skills and 
experience and strengthen the Canadian economy. 

POST SCRIPT:
Summary of Report  
from the Panel on  
Employment  Challenges  
of New Canadians
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MEMBERS

Provincial
Association of BC TEAL

BC Teachers Federation – Social Justice 
Program (BCTF - SJP)

Canadian Mental Health Association 
(CMHA) - BC Division

Immigrant Employment Council of BC 
(IEC-BC)

Legal Services Society of BC (LSS)

Mennonite Central Committee British 
Columbia (MCC BC)

SCOUTS Canada

Social Planning & Research Council of 
BC (SPARC  BC)

Society of Translators and Interpreters  
of BC (STIBC)

Tenant Resource & Advisory Centre 
(TRAC)

North
Fort St. John Literacy Society

Immigrant & Multicultural Services 
Society (IMSS)

Multicultural Heritage Society of  
Prince George 

North Coast Immigrant and  
Multicultural Services Society(NCIMSS)

Skeena Diversity Society

Terrace & District Multicultural  
Association (TDMA)

Hecate Strait Employment Development 
Society

Vancouver Island
Central Vancouver Island Multicultural 
Society (CVIMS)

Cowichan Intercultural Society (CIS)

Inter-Cultural Association of Greater 
Victoria (ICA)

Multicultural & Immigrant Services 
Association of North Vancouver Island 
(MISA)

Victoria Immigrant and Refugee Centre 
Society (VIRCS)

Fraser Valley
Abbotsford Community Services (ACS)

Chilliwack Community Services (CCS)

DIVERSEcity Community Resources 
Society (DCRS)

Langley Community Services

Society (LCSS)

Mission Community Services Society 
(MCSS)

Options Community Services Society

Progressive Intercultural Community 
Services Society (PICS)

Umoja Operation Compassion Society

Interior
Kamloops Cariboo Regional Immigrant 
Society (KIS)

Kamloops Multicultural Society

Kelowna Community Resources Society 
(KCRS)

Shuswap Settlement Services Society

South Okanagan Immigrant and  
Community Services (SOICS)

Vernon & District Immigrant &  
Community Services Society (VDICSS)

Lower Mainland
Association of Neighbourhood Houses 
BC (ANH)

Burnaby Family Life

CHIMO Community Services

Collingwood Neighbourhood House 
(CNH)

Family Education and Support Centre

Family Services of Greater Vancouver 
(FSGV)

Family Services of the North Shore 
(FSNS)

ISSofBC

Jewish Family Service Agency (JFSA)

Lower Mainland cont.
Kiwassa Neighbourhood Services  
Association

Little Mountain Neighbourhood House 
Society (LMNHS)

Multilingual Orientation Service  
Association for Immigrant Communities 
(MOSAIC)

Mount Pleasant Neighbourhood House 
(MPNH)

Multicultural Helping House Society 
(MHHS)

Multifaith Action Society of BC

Muslim Food Bank & Community 
Services

North Shore Multicultural Society 
(NSMS)

Pacific Community Resources Society 
(PCRS)

Pacific Immigrant Resources Society 
(PIRS)

REACH Multicultural Family Centre

Richmond Multicultural Community 
Services (RMCS)

Richmond Youth Service Agency

Settlement Orientation Services (SOS)

South Vancouver Neighbourhood House 
(SVNH)

S.U.C.C.E.S.S.

Vancouver & Lower Mainland 
Multicultural Family Support Services 
Society (VLMFSS)

Westcoast Child Care Resource Centre

Westcoast Family Centres Society (WFC)

YMCA of Greater Vancouver

YWCA


