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Introduction
NewToBC received funding from Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada
(IRCC) to deliver nine community dialogues. The objectives of the sessions were to:
1. Increase understanding and capacity to respond to evolving needs and challenges
of newcomers
2. Explore best practices for accessing and sharing information about services
3. Share strategies to reach and connect to newcomers
4. Network with others to share what’s worked, what’s changed, and where we go from here
Planning for the dialogues began in October 2022. Research and consultations were conducted with nearly 40
individuals to identify the most pressing issues that newcomers, library staff, and service providers are facing,
identify emerging practices, understand what has changed for newcomers in the context of COVID, and gather
input on how to make the dialogues meaningful for participants. Based on the insights from these conversations,
the NewToBC Community Dialogues design and delivery team developed an informative and interactive dialogue
agenda and customized each dialogue to present and examine service provision, innovation, and challenges at
the community level.
Recruitment and outreach engaged stakeholders from across the communities, and a diversity of agencies
supported these efforts to promote the dialogues. Over 400 people registered, demonstrating strong interest
from across the nine communities and regions.
Throughout February and March 2022, more than 300 newcomers, library representatives, and service providers
from across Metro Vancouver and the Fraser Valley participated in the NewToBC dialogues. Due to COVID 19
restrictions related to convening, the dialogues were delivered online via Zoom, but care was taken to make them
interactive and ensure participants had opportunities to share insights and connect. To ensure that information
and conversations were relevant to each community, dialogues were delivered to a total of nine communities and
regions, as follows:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Surrey & Delta
Burnaby & New Westminster
Coquitlam, Port Coquitlam, Port Moody
North Vancouver (City & District) & West Vancouver
Richmond
Langley (City & Township)
Abbotsford, Chilliwack, Mission
Vancouver
Maple Ridge & Pitt Meadows
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During the dialogues, attendees gathered to network and provide input on current immigrant settlement and
integration barriers that newcomers are currently facing, and to learn about the service delivery innovations that
emerged during the COVID 19 pandemic. The dialogues included the following components:
•
•
•
•

Welcome & Overview: Summary of community data, insights on immigration and settlement
Community Panel: Newcomer, library, and service provider representatives sharing their
experiences of challenges and innovations in service access and delivery during the pandemic
Innovation Marketplace: Breakout discussions to capture innovations happening in
the community
Innovation Hackathon: Creative breakouts designed to generate new innovations and identify
opportunities to embed existing innovations

In the panels, speakers shared challenges that newcomers and service providers were facing, as well as the
innovations that had emerged to address the challenges. In breakout rooms made up of a mix of newcomers,
library representatives and settlement service representatives, groups took on the task of building on innovations
presented in the panel and discussing challenges and opportunities to adapt them to their community.
This report summarizes observations, ideas, and insights shared at the dialogues.

Feedback from Participants
The dialogues were very well received by participants with many expressing gratitude
for the opportunity to come together, share resources and insights, and dream and
plan for improved collaboration and support for newcomers. The following quotes
highlight some of the experiences of participants and panelists.
“It was my pleasure to be able to share a little bit about the journey that as an immigrant I have
faced along with my family, and also be a witness to the sincerely interested people and many
organizations such as NewToBC and the rest who participated in the dialogue.” — Newcomer Panelist
“Thank you for inviting me to participate. I really enjoyed the experience, as well as the opportunity
to connect and learn from other community members on how we can better serve and support
newcomers. I’m already looking forward to your next presentation when we have information from
the 2021 census!” — Service Provider Panelist
“Hearing about the barriers that immigrants face really puts it into perspective how daunting it can
be to integrate into their new community.” — Library Participant, Richmond
“I was reminded of the importance of working together, celebrating and connecting.”
— City Councillor, Langley
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Summary Insights
The challenges, innovations, reflections, and persisting questions shared at the
dialogues were collected by note-takers, compiled, analyzed and organized into the
following eight themes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Awareness & Access to Services
Service Integration & Collaboration
Mental Health
Language & Literacy
Technology & Digital Literacy
Addressing Diverse Needs
Employment Support & Resources
Systems

The following is an overview of the input and ideas collected within each theme.
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1.

Awareness & Access to Services

CHALLENGES

In all the community dialogues, a key challenge involved libraries reaching newcomers and, noting
that newcomers come to Canada with very diverse expectations of libraries, informing newcomers of the
wide range of services and programs that libraries offer. Newcomers expressed initial difficulty in
accessing resources:

“I recently came to Canada and found it difficult to find resources. After 7 months, I discovered
WorkBC next to my home and found employment resources at my library.” — Newcomer Panelist
Language and digital literacy also presented significant barriers for newcomers in accessing information
and services and are outlined as key themes below.

INNOVATIONS

Many organizations saw the pandemic as an opportunity to examine and refine what they had been doing.
Hybrid models (digital and in-person services) surfaced as a very positive shift in offering information and
services to newcomers. Several other innovations were outlined. The Maple Ridge Library became fine-free to
reduce barriers, while others remained a “hub” for newcomers by pivoting quickly and continuing to provide
online services such as Conversation Circles and applications for library cards online. The Library Champions
project was cited by many as a successful innovation, creating awareness about programs, services, and
other resources via a model where newcomers support other newcomers.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

Many agencies feel that refugee claimants and temporary foreign workers need more assistance and that more
diversified funding is required to ensure that adequate services are provided for them.
Several ideas were suggested to improve information and access to services, including videos in multiple
languages on social media; asset maps for newcomers and service providers; and increasing newcomer
awareness of libraries through newcomer welcome packages in multiple languages. Connecting newcomers
with community members (including immigrants) through mentorship was also seen as an effective way to
support newcomers with the information and resources they need.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1. How can the Library Champion model (newcomers supporting newcomers) be leveraged to reach
more newcomers, and adapted to other demographics (e.g., seniors, youth)?
2. What digital and print tools can be developed to inform newcomers of the variety of
resources available?
3. As a community of providers, what tools and approaches can be leveraged to reach a greater
number of newcomers with information about programs and services?
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2.

Service Integration & Collaboration

CHALLENGES

The pandemic highlighted the need for more integration of services within and between organizations. Often
providers are not aware of what other organizations are offering, so more opportunities to collaborate (and with
a wider range of stakeholders) are needed.
During this time there was a need for more comprehensive services. For example, ISSof BC, the organization
responsible for Government-Assisted Refugees found:

“Supporting GARs meant picking people up at the airport, imposed quarantines, temporary
housing, COVID tests … it forced us to be creative and find new opportunities.”
– Service Provider Panelist
Lastly, a need to establish standards for staff, training and ongoing support was identified especially during
Covid with difficulties attracting and retaining staff.

INNOVATIONS

As organizations quickly pivoted, the past two years demanded innovation in service delivery. Organizations
relied on long-time relationships such as that between S.U.C.C.E.S.S. and libraries which supported the
delivery of strong settlement and employment programming through the library, including an online Job Fair
to recruit newcomers. Some communities including Burnaby and Chilliwack benefited from Primary Care
Networks - a provincial initiative offering a practical way for providers across sectors to work together within
their geographical area. Integrated service delivery models such as: the wrap-around services developed in
the Burnaby School District Settlement Workers in Schools (SWIS); the Langley SWIS offering youth-focused
services within the schools; and settlement providers working closely with StrongStart programs were
effective ways to respond to complexity. Partnerships such as these were also seen as an important means to
consistently check in with newcomers to understand their needs and barriers.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

All the community dialogues strongly highlighted a need for more opportunities to collaborate with a broad
range of service providers to help newcomers address specific needs such as finding work or accessing
legal support. Recognizing that “our work is never static”, there is also a need for feedback loops for staff and
newcomers to inform programming. Several models surfaced as methods to improve information-sharing
including open spaces and guest speaker series at libraries, multicultural information hubs, Library Champions,
and Local Immigrant Partnerships (LIPs).
Volunteer programs were also seen as having a high potential to engage newcomers in supporting other
newcomers and to bridge demographics such as high school students mentoring seniors in digital learning.
Some caution was expressed around putting too much weight on the shoulders of volunteers, as well as
mention of restrictions some organizations have around the number of volunteer positions they can offer.
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CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1. Recognizing that some of the best ideas are already being offered, what structures exist that
allow us to share information and resources, and provide holistic responses to the complex
needs of newcomers?
2. How can we work across sectors (employment, library, settlement, health, food security) to
support outreach and innovation?
3. What mechanisms can settlement providers leverage to ensure that newcomer needs and
experiences are incorporated into programs and services?

3.

Mental Health

CHALLENGES

Many newcomer panelists identified isolation as the biggest challenge they experienced, especially during
COVID when required to quarantine upon arrival, and with little chance to connect with others in the following
months. Many, including a mother of three children under four years old, talked about isolation, anxiety,
difficulty adjusting and loss of all family and friend support. A recent survey of 60 newcomers by North
Shore Immigrant Inclusion Partnership found 62% had increased mental health challenges. Newcomers and
service providers reported that newcomers often did not know where to go for help, and in some cases did not
understand what they were experiencing.

INNOVATIONS

In the face of isolation, anxiety, fears, and lack of connection that newcomers experienced, many mentioned
programs such as StrongStart and Library Champions as a way to connect and find their way. “It’s been tough,
but we’ve held each other’s hands, and I hope we’re coming out of it.” Several programs were identified as
helpful for newcomers experiencing mental health challenges:
•
•
•
•
•
•

‘Let’s Talk Coquitlam’ public-sharing initiative that engages newcomers
Peer-Assisted Care Team, a CMHA initiative addressing mental health through civic volunteers,
trained first responders and culturally diverse teams
Several organizations such as Options Community Services and S.U.C.C.E.S.S. have created
Health and Wellness Coordinator positions
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. also created a Pen Pal program addressing isolation of seniors and writing skills
of teens
Informal gatherings such as conversation groups were also effective at allowing facilitators to
tune into the tone and support mental health in natural ways; and
Opportunities for social connection - coffee or a Zumba class together - enhanced newcomers’
sense of community belonging.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

Especially during COVID, there has been a lack of informal opportunities for people to make friends. It is
important for newcomers to make social connections, and volunteer programs are a good way to enable this.
Libraries and service providers can play an important role in supporting volunteer positions and engagement.
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Bringing compassion to the forefront, especially as people are coming out of conflict zones, and being more
visible with services was also mentioned in many community dialogues. Programs like North Vancouver
City Library’s (NVCL) Open Door Community Hub is a good example where people get food, hot coffee, care
packages, flu shots, help with taxes, etc., and outreach workers help people connect with resources. In other
communities, similar informal services are offered at Food Hubs.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1. How can volunteerism, Library Champions and informal opportunities for social engagement
help address the isolation newcomers are experiencing?
2. How can we move forward in a hybrid/work-at-home environment and at the same time
promote and sustain healthy learning spaces and work cultures?
3. Recognizing that we as a community are all impacted by isolation, racism and other complex
social issues, what can we do in our various roles to bring empathy and more connection into
our interactions?

4.

Language & Literacy

CHALLENGES

Language barriers continue to be one of the primary issues around newcomer access to information.
During COVID, challenges for newcomers with limited English language ability increased significantly due
to the reliance on digital access to information which is addressed in the Technology and Digital Literacy
section below.
In order to address language barriers, service providers need more resources to address newcomers’
increasingly diverse languages. Providing first language support is important in understanding needs, as well
as building rapport and trust. Libraries also found one of the biggest challenges was communicating with
newcomers in so many different languages, with masks making this even more difficult.

INNOVATIONS

LINC (Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) classes were key in supporting newcomers with
low English language ability during COVID by pivoting quickly and providing in-person training to support
students to access classes digitally. Translation services such as Can Talk are also helpful in bridging the
gap in first language resources, and many organizations such as MOSAIC and Options offer translation and
interpretation services. Some libraries provide a welcome brochure in different languages. Conversation
Circles hosted by libraries online allowed people to join from other municipalities, and the Library Champions
program supports language development for higher-level English speakers (giving presentations, etc.).

OTHER REFLECTIONS

Several language learning resources were provided throughout the community dialogues, including a link
to the LINC Application Form which includes literacy classes, and Fraser Valley Regional Libraries
Conversation Circles. NewToBC provides community-specific lists of English language services and IRCC
has a comprehensive list of language programs for newcomers across Canada. ACCESS in Abbotsford
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provides one-to-one English language instruction through volunteers for temporary foreign workers and
Canadian citizens. Other communities have similar programs. Ideas for future development included a book
club for newcomers who are learning English, using an adult-learner collection of easy-to-read books.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1. As the diversity of languages increases, what resources are available for providing a broader
range of first language support and translated materials?
2. What role can informal language programs play in addressing literacy barriers and isolation?

5.

Technology & Digital Literacy

CHALLENGES

With the reduction of in-person services, clients with digital literacy challenges suffered the most (many
over 50 who prior to COVID accessed services in-person). Both service providers and library representatives
reported that many clients needed to provide support beyond their traditional scope of service, particularly
with technology-related issues.

“Most of the learners came face to face to learn how to use the device, send emails, connect to
Wi-Fi, and attend virtual classrooms.” — Service Provider Panelist
Newcomers having limited access to some technology devices was another barrier frequently highlighted
during the dialogues. Many newcomers do not have income for computers so are using smartphones to
access services.

“Newcomers are feeling isolated and it’s hard to communicate virtually. People can access
programs from home, but many experience technological barriers.” — Library Panelist

INNOVATIONS

The use of social media platforms such as Facebook, Telegram, and WeChat allowed service providers and
libraries to reach out to pre-arrivals and newcomers to promote services available in the community.
Some organizations adopted mass text messaging as a strategy to keep clients informed about COVID,
organizational policies, procedures for appointments, etc.
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. developed an initiative to address language and digital literacy simultaneously (Digital Literacy
English class), which successfully supported three cohorts in a year. A new position called “Digital Navigator”
allowed a local organization to effectively respond to a variety of people’s digital needs e.g., setting up phones,
writing emails, government applications, downloading apps, and helping students use learning platforms
(e.g., Moodle). Digital literacy training was also offered to staff to reduce existing gaps:

“We found many differences and did staff training to bring everyone to a similar comfort level.”
– Library Panelist
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Lastly, loaning out tech devices was another strategy applied by many service providers and libraries to
facilitate access to online services.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

The dialogues also revealed a clear increasing trend among service providers in the adoption of hybrid
services. According to a survey of newcomers by MOSAIC, hybrid services are preferred. According to
one newcomer,

“Online training made my experience easier, and empowered me to work on my economic
independence.” – Newcomer Panelist
Online programming allowed libraries to increase their capacity to assist newcomers. Many new programs and
workshops have been developed that bring newcomers up to speed with digital tools, provide free computers,
and even map Wi-Fi zones to increase technology accessibility. COVID has accelerated the adoption of
technology and has created connection opportunities across sectors. There is hope for further funding and
opportunities to deliver additional digital literacy solutions and address social isolation.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1.
2.
3.

What are the considerations and best practices to respond to the ongoing online context?
What opportunities exist to address access to technology and digital literacy for our future
hybrid world?
What are the innovative & effective ways we can reach newcomers? What are the roles
newcomer-centred design and technology can play?
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6.

Addressing Diverse Needs

CHALLENGES

Some regions (such as the Tri-Cities) are made up of multiple municipalities and clients bring diverse needs
to the table, making it difficult in some cases to tailor services. One newcomer shared:

“We come prepared, with names of organizations, programs, and ideas about how life is going
to be, but it’s the day-to-day of getting kids to school, re-learning how to spend our leisure time,
cooking for our families that makes the biggest difference.” — Newcomer Panelist

INNOVATIONS

Both libraries and service providers made efforts to be out in the community to “meet people where they’re at”
for example Coquitlam Library’s mobile library bus that stops in parks, summer camps, community centers,
and schools, and where people can get a library card and borrow books. In some cases, services were
adapted and tailored based on client needs in these particularly challenging times. New activities to meet
diverse needs and interests included clearing the shoreline, writing thank you letters to hospital workers,
sending Valentine’s cards to seniors, a bike mentorship program and different food security-related initiatives
that included Zoom cooking classes and Archway’s BuyBulk program.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

There was also a strong emphasis on recognizing and valuing the different newcomer experiences and
creating more spaces / opportunities for their perspectives to be considered for program design and to
inform policy making e.g. newcomers sitting on committees and informing cultural sensitivity training.
Many expressed a hope that more holistic approaches and more flexible funding would become available
to better respond to diverse needs.

“Newcomers are at different points in settlement and have various needs. We need to work from
client needs, not what we think they need.” — Service Provider Participant
Several reflections also emerged on how to better respond to the particular needs of newcomer youth.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1.
2.
3.

How can we create different kinds of “mentorship” (career, settlement, neighbourhood)
for newcomers?
How can service providers continue to leverage and support libraries’ successes in attracting
newcomers to ensure that we are responding to their emergent needs?
How can libraries & settlement providers ensure that newcomer voices, needs and
experiences are incorporated into program and service development?
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7.

Employment Support & Resources

CHALLENGES

Canadian experience and lack of credential recognition continue to be perceived as major barriers to
employment, as indicated by dialogue attendees. The dialogues also revealed the need for more initiatives to
support newcomers in accessing professional networking opportunities and soft skills development.

INNOVATIONS

WorkBC has developed new initiatives that can help support newcomers in accessing employment (e.g.,
wage subsidies, training, life skills workshops). Additional multicultural worker training has been offered to
increase the capacity of the sector to respond to growing cultural and language diversity. IMPACT North Shore
developed initiatives to help employers to address labour market challenges and to support the hiring and
retention of newcomers.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

There was a clear call to avoid “one size fits all” approaches and focus on service delivery guided by the
uniqueness of clients. The importance of more soft skills development was highlighted to support achieving
sustainable employment. There is room for improvement on how to better address the expectations of
newcomers regarding employment and to increase the support of initiatives intended to facilitate the
connection between employers and newcomers.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1. What are other opportunities beyond traditional job search and placement to respond to the
current employment-related challenges of newcomers?
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8.

Systems

CHALLENGES

Pressing issues affecting newcomers such as racism and the high cost of living were also frequently raised
during the dialogues. The pandemic has created extra challenges related to racism, particularly for Asian
communities. The need to include data and perspectives of Indigenous communities was also mentioned in
at least three of the dialogues.

INNOVATIONS

Given the complexity of addressing systemic challenges, there was limited opportunity to delve into the
systems-wide innovations that had transpired. Some notable initiatives that emerged included:
•
•
•

North Vancouver City Library hosted a session about Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
The Surrey LIP has developed a tool for reporting and mapping racism within the community
The Maple Ridge LIP connected with Indigenous groups on the Day of Truth and Reconciliation
and shared insights with newcomers.

OTHER REFLECTIONS

Linkages between sectors was also noted as a pain point, such as the need to address the housing shortage
along with labour shortages and limited public transit infrastructure on the North Shore. Increasing civic
engagement in newcomer communities was highlighted as an opportunity to ensure newcomer voices
are included in discussions. Lastly, emphasis was placed on the importance of addressing racism in our
communities to help support the wellbeing and inclusion of diverse populations.

CONVERSATIONS MOVING FORWARD
1.
2.

What are the ways that we can create, collectively and within our organizations, systemic
change on issues such as credentialing, city planning/housing, and transportation?
What are the opportunities to grow our services across populations, leverage connections with
previous newcomers, and promote services across programs and organizations?
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Conclusion
Overall, the Community Dialogues were an incredibly inspiring and energizing gathering of caring and creative
minds and ideas. There is clearly deep expertise held in the hands of all of the community participants, and
it is highly recommended that this type of dialogue continue to be promoted and supported to enable further
learning and collaboration across individuals and organizations. The wisdom and innovations existing in
individual organizations and communities should be shared much more broadly, and support should be
provided to help implement some of the top innovations across the lower mainland, and indeed across the
province and country.
As part of this project, NewToBC developed summaries from each of the nine dialogues, and those summaries
in addition to this report continue to be made accessible through the NewToBC website to individuals who
were not able to attend. This will help ensure these insights get spread far beyond the 400 people reached
through the dialogues, and that individuals and organizations find creative ways to embed and integrate
insights into their own communities to best serve newcomers.

“It was my absolute pleasure to be part of the community conversation. To discuss and share
experiences about issues in our communities is something l cherish and hope to participate in again
in the future. Thanks for providing such a platform!” — Newcomer Panelist
“Thanks for the great session! Another opportunity to see how innovative the work that the libraries
are doing.” — Service Provider Participant, Burnaby, New Westminster
“Challenges breed innovation/creativity and deeper connection with self (self-care) and others
(community).” — Library Participant, Vancouver
“The commitment and ethics of care from all participants and the generosity of those sharing their
lived experiences.” — Library Participant, North Shore
“Thank you NewToBC and the Dialogues Team for organizing this. Great to see so many colleagues.
so much talent and experience and knowledge in this space.” — Library Participant, Surrey, Delta
“What a great chance to talk to others who are interested in moving ahead to make things better in
our communities.” — Community Member Participant, Tri-Cities

NewToBC is a library settlement initiative that
connects immigrants and refugees with essential
settlement information, public libraries, other
service provider organizations, and, ultimately, BC communities. NewToBC plays a
unique role in the settlement sector by offering services that are responsive to the
evolving needs of newcomers, that complement and raise awareness about resources
and services offered by public libraries and other service provider organizations, and
that support BC communities as they welcome growing newcomer populations.

About NewToBC

For more info on the NewToBC,
check out our website at
https://newtobc.ca/

or contact Ben Hart,
NewToBC Project Coordinator.
T: 778.988.5438
E: ben.hart@newtobc.ca
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