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Vibrant Surrey:
Bridging the Gaps and Consolidating Srengths

How do comprehensive, multisectoral
initiatives contribute to poverty reduction?
The Trail Builders in Vibrant Commu-
nities are experimenting with a variety
of approaches. This series documents
their experiences. For each Trail Builder,
an initial story will present the key ideas
guiding its work: how local partners
understand poverty, the role they can play
in reducing poverty, their goals and the
core strategies to achieve results. Subse-
guent stories will provide annual updates
on progress, challenges, lessons and
adjustments. Vibrant Communities is a
pan-Canadian initiative in which repre-
sentatives from 15 urban centres have
cometogether to explorelocal solutionsto
poverty. Trail Builders will provide
insights that fuel the learning within
Vibrant Communities and with others
interested in the role that collaborations
can play in tackling poverty.

A suburb no more

Thanksto low rentsand the availability
of affordable housing, the City of Surrey, BC, is
one of Canada sfastest-growing municipalities.
Itspopulationiscurrently estimated at 388,000
[www.surrey.ca] and it is shortly expected to
overtake Vancouver as the largest city in the
province. Over the past decade, the number of
residents has grown by morethan 25 percent and
that rate of growth, though slowing somewhat, is
expected to remain high for the next 20 years.

Like other municipalities that have
evolved into commuter communities, Surrey’s
built environment has been greatly influenced by
the constraints of transportation and land use.
Rectangle-shaped Surrey ismost densely popu-
lated at its northern and southern ends, with a
central belt of agricultural and forest lands. The
City hassix municipal centres, none of whichis
recognized asacommunity ‘ heart.’
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Surrey isexperiencing thegrowing pains
common among Canadian cities — decaying
affordable housing stock, high poverty ratesand
highlevelsof unemployment and poverty among
recent immigrants, youth and Aboriginals.
Women are al so represented disproportionately
in Surrey’slow-income population. Inaddition,
itssocial capital isweak. Despite apopulation
similar to Vancouver, itsnearest urban neighbour,
Surrey isestimated to have one-eighth the socia
services, government infrastructure and networks.

Covering 371 squarekilometers, Surrey’s
economic baseisamix of manufacturing, high
tech, agricultureand commercial services. The
majority of employers in Surrey own small
businesses and cannot pay their employees
sufficiently well for them to afford the cost of
living in the Lower Mainland, with the result
that many residents commute to other parts of
theregion for work.

Slightly more than 18 percent of Surrey
residents lived below the low-income cut off
(LICO) in 2001 and just under one-quarter of
familieswereled by alone parent. Morethan
one-third of residents were born outside of
Canada. Surrey is estimated by the local
Aboriginal Cultural Society to now have the
highest urban Aboriginal population in the
province. Statisticsindicate that this popula-
tion, visible minorities, recent immigrants, lone-
parent families, persons with disabilities and
women experience higher average levels of
poverty [Vibrant Surrey 2006].

Despite its high growth forecasts,
Surrey’s stock of affordable housing isdeterior-
ating at afast rate and being replaced by high-
cost new developments. Alongsidethese changes,
property valueshaveincreased substantially over
thelast fiveyears, asthey have across much of
the province. Though there are some areas of

the city with concentrations of decaying housing
stock and higher crimerates, peopleliving on
low incomes are spread throughout the six major
areas of Surrey. Transportation presentsanother
barrier to prosperity —the current system does
not provide adequate access across neigh-
bourhoods and city centres, and istoo costly for
households on fixed incomes.

The need for a convening organization

Thereisno social planning council or
other community-based organization or structure
in Surrey through which to conduct multisectoral
community planning. For a comprehensive
community initiative like Vibrant Communities,
institutional capacity iswhat drives strategic
intervention. Strengthening that capacity in
Surrey isthetop priority.

Over the last few years, shiftsin gov-
ernment policy and funding delivery systemshave
created anincreasingly competitive environment
for nonprofit and community organizationsin BC.
Beginning in 1999 when United Way of the
Lower Mainland, Surrey Social Futures Society
and alocal task force developed a Community
Impact Profile (CIP), it wasclear that therewas
arolefor an organization that could build colla-
borative efforts— but that would not compete for
funds.

In 2001, Community Solutions—aUnited
Way initiativeled by Surrey Social Futures— set
up a task force on poverty and another on
housing and homelessness. Shortly after, North
Fraser Community Futures Corporation sub-
mitted afunding proposal which wasbased on
the Surrey CIP and neighbourhood profiles.
Community Innovations—afor-profit organi-
zation which supports entrepreneurs — was
created. Asaresult of these efforts, community
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organizerswereinvitedto explorethe possibilities
offered by Vibrant Communitiesfor community
development and poverty reduction. By June
2003, seven organizations had joined aVibrant
Surrey coalition. Over the next few years, the
coalition focused on engaging key individuals
and organizationsin supporting the devel opment
of acommunity vision for poverty reduction.

In 2006, with amembership of morethan
20 organizationsand still growing, Vibrant Surrey
was ready to apply for Phase Il Trail Builder
funding and began to formulate a three-year
Strategic Plan. Itiscurrently exploring anew
governance model, including the possibility of
creating alega entity that would retain the benefits
of working asacoalition.

A 13-member Operations Committee
actsasVibrant Surrey’ sprimary decision-making
body. They are:

e DeannaBhandar, Coast Capital Savings

e Steve Dooley, Kwantlen University
College

e Ray Hudson, Surrey Board of Trade

e Sanjeev Nand, Surrey/Deltalmmigrant
Services Society

e SonyaBoyce, Surrey Women’'s Centre

e Wendy Rogers, Vancity Community
Foundation

e Gill Eston, Service Canada (ex officio
member)

e Sean Markey, Simon Fraser University,
Surrey Campus

e Bill Beatty, Sustainable Employment
Network Inc. (SENI)

e LindaWestern, United Way of Lower
Mainland

e KlausB. Werner, North Fraser Commu-
nity Futures Devel opment Corporation

e Michel Pouliot, Pacific Community
Resources Society

e LouiseHara, Coordinator, Vibrant Surrey

Carving out arolefor Vibrant Surrey will
involveidentifying the grey areasin community
development where no one organization has
assumed responsibility for addressing an issue,
or whereaconcern isconsidered under-serviced.
Vibrant Surrey organizersseetheinitiativeasa
project incubator and facilitator —abuilder of
social and institutional capacity. Rather than
deliver programs, staff will establish mechanisms
to hear input from residentsand service providers
about what needs to be done in the community,
clarify how those needs will be addressed and
broker the start-up of initiatives. Says Vibrant
Surrey Coordinator Louise Hara: “We want to
extend networks, build knowledge, encourage
community economic development initiatives, and
enhancethe potentia for all other sectorstowork
inamore closely integrated manner.”

Organizerswant to make sure they work
collaboratively and fully understand the views,
capacity and support requirements of the
community. Once strategies are under way,
Vibrant Surrey will track development and key
learnings, alwayswith aview to enlarging and
expanding successful efforts.

A changein municipa government in 2005
has brought fresh energy to thework of creating
changein Surrey. Mayor DianeWattsis prepared
to dowhat isnecessary to establish collaborative
relationshipsat the provincial and federal levels
that will lead to innovation and a focus of
resourcesfor greatest impact.
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From poverty to prosperity

Whilerecognizing the serious challenges
to Surrey’ s prosperity, Vibrant Surrey organizers
plan to build on recent interest and successwith
the city’s newly-established social purchasing
portal! and ahome-locating and job placement
program for homeless residents called Project
Comeback. Both of these initiatives were
undertaken by Vibrant Surrey member organi-
zations. Surrey’s rich multicultural mix, the
spaceit hasto offer for devel opment, housing
and recreational ventures, and the involvement
of morethan 20 organizationsin Vibrant Surrey’s
work to date—including membersof the business
community —are key assets upon which organi-
zershopeto build.

Vibrant Surrey isalso working to develop
aGlSmappingtool that will help provideacl earer
picture of the community by breaking information
downto the street level. Called the Economic
Security Mapping Project and operating within
strict privacy parameters, it will allow Vibrant
Surrey and other organizationsto reference and
cross-reference numerous elements—e.g., the
location of child care services and providers,
libraries and schools can be combined with
exi sting demographic and anecdotal information.
This project and newer statistical data drawn
fromthelatest Censuswill furnish rich datafor
identifying and understanding issues at the
neighbourhood level.

Figure 1: Key Interventions for Poverty Reduction
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Framework Reduction.”
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Vibrant Surrey basesitswork on amulti-
dimensional understanding of poverty. Beyond
livingonalow income, it can a so mean not having
accessto safe and affordable housing, not having
much hope for the future and being unable to
participate in the community or to build assets.
Factors that can put people at risk of experi-
encing poverty include age, gender, ethnicity,
migration, health, and physicd and developmental
disability. Vibrant Surrey isbased ontheprinciple
that strategic interventions can assist peoplein
their movement out of poverty (seeFigurel).

Goals and targets

Vibrant Surrey’smissionisto facilitate
collaborative effortsin order to reduce poverty.
SaysCoordinator LouiseHara: “Vibrant Surrey’s
mission, valuesand goal sreflect the organi zation's
strong commitment to bridging difference and
promotinginclusion. Itsaimisto createalegacy
of best practice and robust infrastructure which
can deal with whatever challengesthe community
faces.”

The corework of theinitiativeis com-
posed of threeinterwoven components by which
it hopes to strengthen Surrey’s social infra-
structure. These components are woven into
specific strategies.

Component 1: Vibrant Surrey will strengthen
capacity and increase social capital by:
dedicating staff and resources to connecting
individuals, groups and tables; supporting
joint planning and visioning; brokering the use
of existing assetsto |everage new engagement
and strengthen successful efforts; and bridging
differences, where possible.

This work involves the creation of
opportunitiesfor peopleto come together and

connect around the problem of poverty. It
includes building bridges and encouraging a
community economic development (CED)
agenda. While specific interventions around
poverty may emergefrom thiswork over time—
each with possible impact on the quality of life—
the moreimmediate, tangible outcomeswill bein
the areas of social capital and institutional

capacity.

Vibrant Surrey defines CED asaway for
communities to act together to decide what
changes are needed to make Surrey a better,
hedlthier placetowork and live, and thento make
those changes happen. Demonstrating the
benefits of working in acollaborativefashion will
increase stakeholders' confidencein using this
asset-based approach to addressissuesthat have
been divisiveinthe past.

SaysLouise Hara: “Our experiencewith
the Surrey social purchasing portal —while it
effectively brought many businessand employers
in contact with potential new sources of goods
and employees—taught usthat thereisfar more
to CED than building atool and letting it run.
Connections and synergies result from direct
contact between people—the relationshipswe
forgeone person at atime. The personal, hands-
on community building that accompanies CED
will makeit possiblefor residentsto engagein
the local economy. It will have the effect of
overcoming the social exclusionthat webelieve
isaroot cause of poverty.”

The choice of CED as an approach to
changewasa so influenced by thepoalitical climate
at thetime Vibrant Surrey wasforming. Local
government had embraced a ‘trickle down’
approach which assumed that socia issueswould
be positively affected by increased economic
development. Vibrant Surrey membersfelt that
CED, which they defined as “increasing every
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resident’sability to engagein thelocal economy,”
would pay doubledividends. CED would make
it more possible for local decision-makers to
engageintheinitiative, whileallowing Vibrant
Surrey to advance social exclusion as a root
cause of poverty. Coast Capital Savings and
Community Innovations—two founding mem-
bersof Vibrant Surrey —were activein thefield
of CED, and could provide access to know-
ledge, skills and resources that would support
long-term working relationships.

Organizersbelievethat thereisagreat
appetitefor changein Surrey, and that corporate
citizens and others are keen to find effective
solutions. However, business owners and
residentsin some parts of Surrey havetakento
protecting their propertieswith steel fencesand
barbed wire. Historically, business and social
service programs that support people on low
incomes have not been well funded or even
welcomed in these neighborhoods, but there are
indicationsthat these attitudes may be changing.
Advancing the concept of CED and demon-
strating its capacity to improve the economic
outlook of neighbourhoods, while providing
additiond incometothoselivingin poverty, would
increase the potential for engaging stakeholders
in solutionsthat work for everyone.

Component 2: Vibrant Surrey will incubate
new ideas by providing access to seed or
development money and funders, technical
assistance and the engagement of champions.

V C Surrey hopesto play acatalyticrole
through brokering, facilitating, networking and
developing resources and by engaging other
community players. Rather than directly creating
and managing initiatives, Vibrant Surrey hopes
to remove barriersto action and connect people
and ideas. A phrase coined by Opportunities

Niagaraof “connecting thedotsand untyingthe
knots’ describestheroleVibrant Surrey wishes
tofulfill.

In addition, organizers are intent on
developing a more strategic response for
“moving the needle” in several priority areas:
youth, immigration, Aboriginals and women.
The specific strategies and outcomesfor these
focus areaswill be determined over time. The
financial services sector isone areain which
promising strategies are being developed. A
Vibrant Surrey strategy team is exploring the
impact of aggressive marketing to peoplewith
multiple barriersto employment —e.g., pay day
loan institutions and professional college and
certification programs. (Thissecond group offers
courseswhich are expensive and of questionable
value. Theindustry isself-regulated and * helps
students secure bank loans of up to $20,000 for
two-year proramsthat result in no marketable
skillsor useablediploma.)

The*valueadded’ Vibrant Surrey brings
isillustrated through theroleit played in helping
tolaunch the Surrey social purchasing portal and
Project Comeback — an initiative that attaches
homeless day |abourersto market housing and
sustained employment. A project to assist
womenworkingintheloca sex tradeisasounder
way. Asthese initiatives and the community
project mapping work progress, Vibrant Surrey
will seek to become more strategic and focused
initsefforts.

Component 3: Vibrant Surrey will facilitate
knowledge-sharing through comprehensive
communication, evaluation and learning
plans.

A learning agendawill bewoventhrough-
out all of Vibrant Surrey’s efforts. Ongoing

6 Caledon Institute of Social Policy



community stories

Vibrant Surrey's strategies for change

Srategy i: Increase understanding of poverty and poverty reduction best practices through
research and evaluation

e establish an evaluation structurefor Vibrant Surrey practices, projectsand
activities

e socia capital andinstitutional capacity work

e inconcert with those affected by poverty, establish alearning structure to be used
inall activitiesand practices

e createlinksto established poverty reduction and CED toolsand practices

¢ design and implement astrategy for sharing progressand learning acrossthe
initiative using community forums, web-based toolsand print media.

Srategy ii: Demonstrate the benefits of working within a CED framework

¢ increase knowledge and accessto resources

e using CED approaches, strengthen linkages and capacity within the community

e support existinginitiativesand incubate innovative strategiesthat address barriersto successtul
participation inthelocal economy.

Srategy iii: Increase economic security through income and asset building

e support current projects, including support programsfor the working homeless

e createastrategy for meeting the needs of sexually exploited women and youth

e createasdtrategy for addressing barriersto economic security for immigrants, youth, women
and Aboriginals—identify servicegaps, identify solutions, support initiativeswhich address
the gaps

e improveaccessto and understanding of banking and other financial resources—e.g., increase
financial literacy through education and outreach; createlocal solutionsto ng financial
ingtitutions.

Srategy iv: Develop and implement a community learning plan

e provide community accessto national learning opportunities and strategies(e.g., Vibrant
Communities' Pan Canadian L earning Community tele-learning sessions; web linksto tools)

e develop acommunity learning strategy based on prioritiesidentified in other strategic areas

e work with Vibrant Communitiesto support local learning

e establishlinksto e ementary, secondary, postsecondary institutionsand information networks
to sharelearning opportunities and resources.

Caledon Institute of Social Policy 7
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evaluation, feedback and change will shapethe
project’s capacity-building and economic security
components.

Vibrant Surrey will work to createlearn-
ing opportunitiesfor all those who engageinthe
initiative: members, stakeholdersand the general
public. Organizers believethat learning both
resultsfrom action andinformsaction. It will be
targeted to individuals, organizations and

institutionsthat arein aposition to create change.
Dissemination of lessons may be of a general
nature for the community at large or specificto
Vibrant Surrey’sactivitiesand outcomes, and will
includeafocuson unintended results. Theintent
isto set acontext for changethrough shared learn-
ing, to inform those working intheinitiative’s
activity areas, and to engage those who can most
influence the kind of deep and durable systems
change required to move people out of poverty.

Stretch targets

Oneway to conceptualize the size and scope of thework to be done by Vibrant Communities
isto establish broad numerictargets. Referred to as* stretch targets,” they provide organizerswith
the opportunity to establish along-term vision of thework and what it could accomplish. Stretch
targets provide motivation and generate excitement around theintiative, allowing all involved to
‘think big.’

Vibrant Surrey organizers have set atarget up to 2010 of supporting 1,000 households as
they movefrom surviving to thriving. Inaddition to creating significant changein thelivesof so
many families, Vibrant Surrey hopes that some 10,000 people will be living in improved
circumstances by that date, representing about 16 percent of Surrey residentswho now fall below
the low-income cutoff (L1CO). The 10,000 figurewill include 5,000 women, 4,000 immigrants,
1,700 youth and 400 Aboriginals. The members of each group are not mutually exclusive; the
purpose in creating thesetargetsisto pay special attention to vulnerable groupswhen designing
strategiesfor improved economic well-being. Inaddition, Vibrant Surrey hopesthat 500 new
jobsthat pay asustainableincomewill be created through CED initiatives. (For the purposes of
Vibrant Surrey, sustainableincome goes beyond meeting immediate needs and allows households
tothriveand build afuture.)

Asameasure of how well it engages new members and strengthens existing networks,
Vibrant Surrey plansto engage numerousindividualsand organization initswork, including:

60 nonprofit organizations

30 government representatives
100individualsexperiencing poverty
50 community representatives

25 business organizations.
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Work to be done, questions to be answered

For thefirst year, Vibrant Surrey will focus
on strengthening capacity and social capital. It
will continueto support projectsthat are under
way, while establishing an eval uation strategy
through which members will reach out to the
community in a systematic way. Says
Coordinator Louise Hara: “The evaluation
framework will help determine how well projects
and practices match up with our visions and
values. Each effort will bejudged on itssuccess
and usefulness, whether its treats peopl e respect-
fully, whether all the necessary players are
engaged, and whether theinitiative reflectsand
respondsto the diversity of community needs.
We are working to develop a series of lenses
that we can use to understand the experiences of
specific groups —women and immigrants, for
example — to determine the most effective
responses.”

As Surrey’s capacity to respond to all its
citizens' needsis strengthened and expanded,
membersof Vibrant Surrey hopeto becomemore
deeply involved with all sectorsto identify the
best toolsfor thework and to agree on priorities.
Vibrant Surrey will continueto link with other
initiatives and networks around poverty-related
issues, such ashomelessness. Membersbelieve
that they need to prepare themselves for such
collaborative work by setting prioritieswithin
Surrey. Thiswill mean offering assistancein a
way which respectsthe history and processes of
community work already begun.

Thecentral question Vibrant Surrey seeks
to answer iswhether its effortsto bridge gaps
and consolidate strengthswill help build abetter
quality of lifefor all who call Surrey home.

Anne Makhoul

Endnote

1. A social purchasing portal (SPP) isan online gateway
which allows businessesin a particular geographic area
to make purchases on the basis of price, quality and
social value. Blending corporate social responsi-bility
with community economic development, SPPs match
business suppliers with local purchasers, creating
economic and employment activity. They can also help
build community awareness and social cohesion.
Several SPPs have been established across Canada.
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