
immigrant residents.  It also presents a tale of missed opportunities for the benefit of 
Ottawa 
 
We begin with a brief summary of the three case studies and an overview of visible and 
ethnic minority groups in Ottawa.  The report then presents the findings with respect to 
significant thematic aspects of exclusion, with a particular focus on the following five 
areas:    

� Employment and income 
� Education 
� Housing conditions 
� Neighbourhood conditions 
� Civic participation 

Recommendations with respect to each theme are listed in each section.  The 
recommendations are summarized together in the Appendix 4 for easy reference.   
 
This project is part of a body of work at the Social Planning Council focusing on 
exclusion and inclusion, including a research and community development project 
addressing exclusion of some families with young children as well as several research 
reports on diverse aspects of inclusion.2   
 

b) Overview of the Methodology 
 
The multiple case study methodology was selected as the most effective in tackling ‘how’ 
questions which illuminate issues surrounding processes and ‘why’ questions, which 
elucidate the causes of phenomena under study.  Therefore, this approach permits us both 
to explore and to explain the complexity of inclusion and exclusion. 
 
The three case study communities were selected on the basis of population size, 
language, period of immigration, religious background, place of origin, race and 
visibility.  They differ in histories, circumstances of departure from their regions of 
origin, circumstances of arrival, historical experiences in Canada, level of affinity with 
the majority, degrees of homogeneity and cohesion within, and socio-demographic 
structures.  The diversity within and between the communities was important to enable us 
to examine a range of issues including differentiating various phenomena related to 
diverse elements of race, ethnicity and immigration. 
 
An important aspect of measuring social exclusion is discerning the attitudes of the 
marginalized groups themselves.  For this reason, the report is based primarily on 
                                                
2 For more information view the following SPC publications: (2008), Good Examples Manual; (2007), Is 
Everybody Here?  Inclusion and Exclusion of Families with Young Children in the Ottawa Area; 
(2006/2007), The Neighbourhoods in Which We Live:  Understanding Exclusion and Inclusion at the 
Neighbourhood Level in Ottawa; (2006), Living in Ottawa with a Disability; (2005), Inclusion by Design  
Meaningful Indicators of Inclusion and Accessibility in Local Communities for People with Disabilities; 
(2003), Our Homes, Our Neighbourhoods:  Building an Inclusive City  Report of the Community Forum.  
As well, please see all the companion reports within this project. 
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qualitative data gathered in the project.  Forty eight focus groups were held – sixteen for 
each case study community (distinguishing by age and gender for each).  In addition, 
fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews were held with community leaders – five from 
each of the case study communities.  Quotes from focus group participants and key 
informants are provided throughout the report, identified by italics.   
 
We include an analysis of data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, including some 
custom information.   The income data (including poverty rate) is for the previous year 
(i.e. 2000), as is the practice of Statistics Canada for the census.  The poverty data for 
visible and non visible minority groups is from a special tabulation of the 2001 Census, 
called the Urban Poverty Data, obtained through the Ottawa-Gatineau Social Data 
Consortium.3 However, poverty data by individual visible minority groups was not 
available.   
 
Exclusion is partially assessed by gauging differences in key areas such as labour market 
outcomes, comparing the outcomes for particular groups such as visible minority 
residents with the general population.  To this end, the census data presented here with 
respect to each community is compared to census data for all visible minorities and to 
others who are not within the visible minority population (identified as “non visible 
minority” throughout).  In some cases the comparison is between immigrants and non-
immigrants.  In this way, the data in this report provides a baseline portrait of the level of 
inclusion and exclusion of visible and ethnic minority residents in key areas.4   
 
Geographic information system mapping was used to visualize the distribution of the case 
study communities.  In addition, mapping was used to determine the degree to which 
these communities live in low income neighbourhoods. 
 
The findings are supplemented by an extensive literature review.  Literature summaries 
or background papers on labour market participation, civic engagement and settlement 
processes have been published separately (see Appendix 4).   
 
The methodology and research plan were developed in collaboration with two 
community advisory committees, one with academic representation and one with 
community representation.  Verification of the key findings was undertaken at a large 
community meeting in February 2008.  Participants provided feedback on the findings of 
the individual case studies and with respect to the key themes. 
 
Further details on the methodology can be found in Appendix 1. 
 

                                                
3 Part of a national data consortium led by the Canadian Council on Social Development 
4 Subsequent documents will be published by the SPC using the 2006 census, and indicating change in 
relation to the baselines established here. 
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c) What is Social and Economic Exclusion?   
 

For over a decade in Europe, the concept of social and economic exclusion has been used 
to understand the complexity of poverty and the multi-dimensional manner by which 
individuals and groups are disadvantaged in participating in and contributing fully to 
community life.  Social and economic exclusion incorporates the economic, political and 
social aspects of “distancing”, including access to community services and facilities.5  
Exclusion is a process and an outcome.  It is experienced at both the individual and 
community level. 
 
Following prominent Canadian and international researchers and social theorists such as 
Jane Jensen, Ruth Levitas, Peter Li, Anver Saloojee, and others, we define exclusion as a 
dynamic, complex, and multi-dimensional process as a result of which certain groups find 
themselves on the margins of society.  This is demonstrated by outcomes of lower 
economic and social status, combined with a lack of power to change these outcomes.  
The concept of social exclusion is relative by definition for it characterizes the 
disadvantaged position of an individual or a group in relation to the rest of society. 
 

 

 
Social inclusion reflects a growing international recognition that investments in human 
and civic assets are core foundations to economic prosperity and social well-being. 
Successful countries in the global era will develop the social capacities of people and
communities to live in states of mutual trust and to contribute to innovations. Smaller
countries such as Canada have a greater challenge to ensure that no human resource
capacity is lost or underdeveloped, and that no civic community is neglected or
undervalued. It is within municipalities that basic states of social inclusion are created
and experienced in everyday life.  Coté, S. (2001) in Clutterbuck, P., & Novick, M.,
(2003) pp. 4-5.  
 

d)  What Are We Working Towards?  Describing Social Inclusion 
 

Social inclusion is rooted in an understanding of citizenship and what is assured to each 
citizen.  A model developed by Jane Jenson describes those citizenship boundaries.  
(Jenson, J. & Papillon, M.,  2001) 
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5 The Laidlaw Foundation has undertaken substantial work on social and economic exclusion.  See 
www.laidlawfoundation.ca. 

http://www.laidlawfoundation.ca/
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Why These Three Elements? 
 

i)  Improve supports for people and communities experiencing 
exclusion  
 
Social and economic exclusion is both an outcome and a process.   
 
Social and economic exclusion is an outcome, which can be seen in the unequal life 
situation of groups of people who are distanced from opportunities, resources and power.  
This project has extensively documented these outcomes for visible minority residents in 
Ottawa, for example higher rates of poverty, poorer labour market outcomes, a greater 
likelihood of living in poorer housing and neighbourhoods, and profound stress on 
families and on visible minority community infrastructure and organizations.     
 
The first element of the framework addresses this reality, by focusing on supports to 
individuals and groups who experience exclusion.  The supports mitigate the impact of 
exclusion and enable individuals and groups to improve their living situation.  The 
starting point is to ensure an adequate standard of living for individuals and families 
facing exclusion, to address key points of distress within specific communities and to 
ensure a solid foundation of community infrastructure to meet needs.     
 

ii)  Build inclusive environments (make systemic change) 
 
Social and economic exclusion is also a process, through which attitudes, power 
relationships, and structures create barriers and deny access to opportunities, resources 
and power.  This includes the role of institutions, policies and practices in the process.  
This project has extensively documented how the process of exclusion occurs and is 
experienced by visible minority residents in Ottawa.   
 
The second element of the framework addresses this reality, by focusing on the need for 
systemic change.  Building inclusive environments requires proactive strategies to 
remove existing barriers on the one hand, and to create new inclusive processes, policies 
and institutional structures for the full engagement of all residents on the other hand. 
    

iii)  Enhance capacity of community infrastructure for inclusion  
 
The third element of the framework focuses on supporting the groups, individuals and 
organizations which are the key agents of change in the first two elements of the strategy.  
The research verifies that social and economic exclusion in Ottawa is being challenged 
and changed by many individuals, groups and organizations.  It also identifies a pressing 
need to increase the supports available to all the actors working to create inclusion.   
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f)  “Visible Minority” and “Ethnic Minority”:  Inherently 
Exclusionary Terms 

 
The term does not make sense to me. I grew up in a culture where I was the norm, so I 
have my identity intact, and I don’t think the label describes me.  Therefore I disregard it 
when I hear it. I am however worried for my children because they are growing up in this 
society. I am afraid they will internalize the negativity that comes with this term and that 
it will limit them somehow. 
 
 
To understand exclusion it is important to consider statistical measures of difference 
experienced by a designated group.  For this we use Statistics Canada data.  Therefore, in 
this project, we use the terms “visible minority”, “ethnic minority” and “immigrant” 
because these are terms used by Statistics Canada in the classification of their statistics.   
 
Statistics Canada defines an immigrant as a foreign-born individual who has come to 
Canada, and who now or once was a “landed immigrant” (i.e. has been granted the right 
to live in Canada permanently by immigration authorities).  
 
Statistics Canada defines a visible minority person as a person, other than Aboriginal 
peoples, who is non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour.       
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“Ethnic Minority” refers to a group of people of the same race or nationality who (1) 
share a distinctive culture and (2) have different national or cultural traditions from the 
majority of the population.  Members of an “ethnic minority” may or may not have 
identifiable cultural characteristics, such as a common language and/or religious 
affiliation. All Canadians belong to one or several ethnic groups. Ethnic group identities 
are maintained over generations, not only by new immigrants, but also by group members 
who develop or maintain an interest in their ancestral group and sub-culture.6 The number 
of people in each ethnic group is determined by the responses to the Census question, “To 
which ethnic or cultural group(s) does person’s ancestors belong?” Respondents are 
invited to specify as many groups as applicable.    
 
Although this study is framed around these terms, we recognize that the definitions 
themselves reflect the reality of exclusion.  The terms “visible minority” and “ethnic 
minority” arbitrarily regroup a wide range of Canadians with ancestral origins from all 
over the world except Europe and with widely varying contemporary social realities.   It 
is defined negatively as those who are non-white and non-Aboriginal.  People grouped 
within these categories do not share any social reality other than being otherized in 
Canadian discourses (and perhaps subject to racist attitudes and stereotypes).   (Karim, 
K., Li, P., & Simmons, A.)  
 
Many  research participants rejected the identity of “visible minority” as a pejorative and 
irrelevant.  An important finding is the need to develop more inclusive language.  For 
example, terms such as “racialized” more accurately reflect the reality that these are 
assigned identities. 
 
Racialized (and racialization) are terms which describe the mechanism by which 
perceptions of race are manifested and experienced. It can mean 

1. To categorize according to race; or to impose a racial character or context. 
2. To perceive or experience in racial terms 

 
Using these terms recognizes that race is an artificial construct (i.e., not “real”), but 
nevertheless that perceptions of race create unequal power relationships and 
marginalization. Therefore, the terms can be used to refer to the impacts of racism (e.g. 
the racialization of poverty) or to describe those who are affected by racism (e.g. 
“racialized women”) without validating the concept of race itself or attributing race to a 
people in question.    
 

                                                
6 The definition of ethnic group is paraphrased from Carl E. James, “Race, Culture, and Identity” in 
Perspectives on Racism and the Human Services Sector: A Case for Change, edited by Carl E. James, 
1996, p. 21.   
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2. A Brief Description of the Three Case Study 
Communities 

 
Each case study highlights particular issues which are important in understanding the 
complexity of exclusion and inclusion in Ottawa as experienced by all visible minority 
groups.  While the experience of each group is different (and indeed for different 
individuals within each group), each case study points to particular issues for 
examination.  This intercase study considers the significance of these various issues for 
other visible and ethnic minorities in Ottawa and for the population of visible minorities 
as a whole.  
 
A summary of each case study is presented below.  The full case study for each 
community is published as a separate document, available at www.spcottawa.on.ca. 
 

a)  Ottawa’s Chinese Community 
 
I find that integration is also related to their work and life. I asked this question to people 
who have good jobs in the government or high-tech fields. They think they consider 
themselves as normal Canadians. They have a stable life and they would like to spend the 
rest of their life here. So the sense of belonging is largely related to one’s life here.  
 
The Chinese community was chosen as a case study community for the following 
reasons: 

• The Chinese community is the second largest visible minority group in Ottawa 
(20.2%).   

• As well, it is the largest visible minority group in Canada 
• The community has a very long history of settlement in Ottawa, dating as far back 

as the 1890s 
• This long history enables a examination of inclusion and exclusion over a long 

period, for consideration of 2nd and 3rd generation issues, and for meaningful 
consideration of inter-generational issues 

• In recent years there has been an increase in the number of Chinese immigrants 
coming to Ottawa, allowing a comparison of different periods of settlement within 
one group 

• The community has experienced significant social mobility, particularly with the 
growth of high tech in Ottawa since the late 1990s 

• As well, the community experienced gross social injustices through exclusionary 
immigration laws (the Chinese Immigration Act and the Head Tax).  The 
successful campaign to redress these injustices is an important milestone for all 
visible minority groups.  
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We use the term “Chinese” and “Chinese community” to identify a group of Ottawa 
residents who have familial and cultural roots in China, regardless of where they were 
born, their citizenship, or how long they have been in Canada.  The term includes 2nd 
and 3rd generation Canadians.  It also includes people from various parts of South East 
Asia.  The statistics are based on those who self-identified as “Chinese” on the census. 
 
 
Quick Portrait from the 2001 Census 
 

• 27,775 Chinese Canadians in Ottawa  
• 27.8% are Canadian born   
• The Chinese Canadian population in Ottawa is predominantly first generation 

immigrants, setting it apart from the Chinese Canadian settlements in other major 
cities like Toronto and Vancouver and from the scenario at the national level 

• 100% of the Chinese community would be identified as visible minority 
• The majority (62.2%) indicate they do not belong to any religious group, although 

many practice moral philosophical beliefs such as Confucianism and Taoism.  
There is a growing number adhering to Christian traditions 

• The Chinese community is diverse, with members coming from elsewhere in 
Canada, Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam 

 
Key Demographic Issues 
 
Based on the 2001 census, the Chinese community in Ottawa had a high proportion of 
people aged between 25 and 44 (40%).  These are the ‘prime’ working years, and 
therefore, this demographic reality is an important aspect in the economic success of the 
Chinese community in relation to other visible minority groups..  21% of the community 
are children aged below 15 years.  As well, the proportion of seniors aged 65 years and 
over was higher than it was in the all visible minority population groups. This means that 
Chinese Canadians had larger responsibilities caring for seniors than most other visible 
minority groups 
 
Circumstances of Arrival in Canada and Community History 
 
The Chinese first arrived in Ottawa in the 1890s, primarily from Western Canada.  The 
early settlers were mainly Cantonese speakers from rural southern China.   The Head Tax 
Act of 1885 and the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923 restricted immigration and economic 
access.  These restrictions were lifted in 1947 but the Canadian government continued to 
be wary of accepting immigrants, ostensibly due to the fact that China was a Communist 
country. 
 
There has been a wave of recent Chinese immigrants to Ottawa, with just over half of 
Ottawa’s Chinese community arriving since 1991 (54%).  These immigrants are primarily 
from Mainland China, are Mandarin speakers, and are highly skilled, especially in the 
scientific and technical fields.  Also some recent immigrants are from Hong Kong.   
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The early settlers, in the first half of the 20th century, received a hostile reception marked 
by significant racism against the Chinese community in legislation and in daily life.  This 
included: 

• Harsh immigration and economic regulations aimed at limiting the potential to 
achieve economic prosperity and resulting in the separation of families. 

• Community members facing significant economic exclusion, with significant 
employment ghettoization in restaurants, stores, and laundries.  Generational 
poverty has continued for some of the descendants of the early settlers. 

 
Despite these conditions, the majority within the community have achieved significant 
economic mobility and inclusion.  However, the effects of the historical past of 
oppression are still being felt, with many still feeling they are “guests” in Ottawa.  Socio-
economic mobility alone cannot engender a strong sense of belonging. 
 
Newer arrivals in Ottawa, especially since 1991, have had a completely different 
settlement experience.  They do not face the same level of social exclusion, although 
discrimination persists.  However, the new arrivals continue to experience a level of 
economic exclusion, especially labour market barriers. 
 
In recent years, the community successfully organized to receive an apology from the 
government and redress for the discriminatory immigration legislation targeted against 
the community.     
 
Economic Portrait 
 
The community has made great strides in economic inclusion 

• In 2001 the median income was $23,331 compared to $19,422 for all visible 
minorities and $31,437 for all others 

• 26% had incomes of $50,000 or more.  This compares very well with non visible 
minorities at 27.6% 

 
Their economic success overall can be attributed to high levels of education, particularly 
in technical and scientific fields  

• 73% have at least some post-secondary education.   
• 48% hold at least one university degree, compared to 34.5% among all visible 

minorities and 27.6% among all others 
As well, it is related to the high percentage of the population which is within prime 
working age.   
 
However, there are economic challenges…. 

• There is a moderate incidence of low income, significantly affecting the early 
settlers and their descendants (14.1% compared to 29.1% for all visible minorities 
and 7.8% for non visible minorities).   

• 40% within the Chinese community live on earnings of less than $20,000 per year 
• The community is disproportionately affected by down-turns in the high tech 

sector 
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equitable access to visible and ethnic minorities, although that is part of the solution.  In 
addition, the system itself needs to change, and the ideas for that change may come from 
others who have fresh perspectives.  As an example, the debate with respect to health 
care has focused significantly around the public / private debate, and in relation to 
immigrants, on the technical processes by which internationally acquired credentials 
could be recognized within the current system.  We would do well to learn from other 
countries which have incorporated more cost effective population based and preventative 
approaches to health based in the community.  This could impact the level of 
expenditures on primary health care but also open up new opportunities for local 
economic activity related to health and well-being.   
 
Ottawa needs local economic planning supports which focus on assets rather than deficits 
within the various communities and which have a “glocal” focus (local / global).  While 
the market will step in where economic opportunities present, we have seen that there are 
significant market barriers which lead to under-developed market opportunities.  
Leadership is necessary to identify and address these barriers, and the City’s current re-
examination of its’ economic plan provides a perfect opportunity to start the discussion.  
 

g)  Recommendations 
 
A comprehensive three pronged strategy is necessary to support improvements with 
respect to economic inclusion of visible and ethnic minorities.  It requires action that 
addresses the labour market, family supports and barriers to innovation.   This three 
pronged strategy includes: 

• Improving the living conditions and access to resources for individuals and 
families experiencing economic exclusion 

 
• Expanding initiatives to create a more inclusive labour market and to address 

barriers to asset accumulation  
 

• Supporting local infrastructure which is advancing inclusion in the local 
economy  

 
 

i) Improve the living conditions and access to resources for individuals experiencing 
economic exclusion  
 
1. Increase supports for families, individuals and seniors to meet their basic needs and 

access resources to improve their situation.  There is an extensive literature on what is 
necessary to improve living conditions for poor residents.  This would include but not 
be limited to  

• improved access to food, affordable housing and utilities, clothing and 
transportation 

• improved opportunities for social engagement including child and youth 
recreation 
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• access to affordable and culturally appropriate childcare 
• access to supports for the working poor including health and medical benefits.  

 
2. Immigration Canada provide prospective immigrants more details on the recognition 

of foreign credentials in Canada. Allow and encourage prospective immigrants to 
have their credentials evaluated by designated Canadian evaluators before they arrive 
in Canada.    

 
3. Expand volunteer opportunities which will address the barrier of employer demands 

for ‘Canadian experience’. 
 
4. Work with senior levels of government to improve policies and programs to meet the 

needs of low income residents.  Of particular relevance is the poverty reduction 
framework proposed by Campaign 2000 (see Campaign 2000 (2007).  Summoned To 
Stewardship.  Toronto:  Campaign 2000, accessed at 
http://www.campaign2000.ca/res/dispapers/summoned_to_stewardship.pdf) 

 
 
ii)  Expand initiatives to create a more inclusive labour market and to address 
barriers to asset accumulation  
 
5. Improve implementation of employment equity in the Federal government, provincial 

and municipal government, including building on successful pilot projects.  Explore 
and implement additional strategies to increase the representativeness of the public 
service and of the quasi-public sector (such as school boards).   

 
6. Expand initiatives regarding the recognition of foreign acquired credentials.  Increase 

access within Ottawa to locations for immigrants to have their credentials evaluated.  
Learn from successes in other jurisdictions (e.g. Toronto and France).  Some options 
for the recognition of credentials could include paid internships, work understudy 
programs, trial periods (3-6 months) and incentives for employers who hire new 
immigrants on a trial basis (as interns) and on a permanent basis.  As well, the two 
senior levels of Government need to review the processes of evaluating foreign 
credentials and work with licensing bodies to create changes. 

 
7. Develop and implement a local strategy to address racism and Islamophobia in the 

workplace, with a particular emphasis on safety for women.  The media could be 
encouraged to take a leadership role in this but it will require leadership from the 
municipal government and from the voluntary sector. 

 
8. Improve the availability and efficacy of lifelong learning opportunities related to re-

training, language supports and other skills. 
 
9. Support the voluntary sector to take a leadership role in increasing employment 

opportunities for immigrant and visible minority community members and 
encouraging similar strategies in the government and quasi-qovernmental sector. 
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10. Facilitate better labour market information to enable community members to 

understand current labour market opportunities.  In particular, clarify opportunities in 
the trades and other non-traditional employment choices for visible minority citizens.   

 
11. Expand culturally competent entrepreneur training to ensure fledgling entrepreneurs 

make realistic assessments of their prospects and have good supports for success.  
This would include more mentoring opportunities with existing entrepreneurs. 

 
12. Improve access to market research and capital for the creation of businesses. 
 
13. Support the creation of diverse financial instruments and development models to 

facilitate affordable home ownership. 
 
14. The City undertake research to determine the efficacy of procurement policies as a 

means to encourage greater labour market inclusion in Ottawa.  Some municipalities 
adopt an ethical purchasing / contracting policy or some form of procurement policy.  
Such policies specify that the City will favour conducting business with companies 
and contractors which meet certain standards.  Procurement or contracting policies 
can favour companies whose workforce is reflective of the local population, or meet 
other conditions. Procurement policies are common in some other jurisdictions, 
including many parts of the U.S.  (SPC, 2005) 

 
15. The City of Ottawa work with senior levels of government to address policy barriers 

that are hampering economic inclusion, such as the barriers to asset accumulation for 
people on social assistance.   

 
 
iii) Support local infrastructure which is advancing inclusion in the local economy  
 
16. Create an enabling policy framework, which mainstreams diversity in the City’s 

economic development strategy (a “glocal” approach focusing on assets).  The City’s 
current re-examination of its’ economic plan provides a perfect opportunity to start 
the discussion.  

 
17. Encourage the formation and continuation of ethnic business associations, and 

encourage them to consider ways they can increase the social capital within their 
respective communities.  (Social Planning Council of Ottawa and The Ottawa 
Mosaic, 2004)   

 
18. Ensure financial and in-kind resources to formal and informal groups which offer 

supports with respect to successful educational outcomes and employment supports.  
This would include better connections between labour market experts and community 
networks, in order to link available labour with good work opportunities.  
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5. Education Matters 

a)  Levels of Education 
 
It is well known that visible minority residents in Ottawa are significantly more likely to 
hold a university degree than non visible minority residents (34.5% compared to 27.6%).   
 
Once again, it is important to understand significant variations between and among 
particular communities.  For example, the Chinese community boasts the highest 
percentage of university graduates, at 48%, compared to 34.5% for all visible minority 
groups and 27.6% of non visible minority groups.  About 1 in 5 Lebanese have a 
university degree.  22% of the Somali community hold either a university degree or a 
college diploma.  This is a great achievement when one considers that less than 40% of 
its population is 25 years of age and over.  Visible minority citizens are under-
represented in the trades, a fact research participants related to cultural biases against 
working in the trades. 
 
 

Percentage of Ottawa Residents by Highest Education Level, 2001 
Educational 

Level 
Chinese Lebanese Somali All Visible 

Minority 
Non Visible 

Minority 
Less than high school 
graduation certificate 

21.0 30.7 40.6 22.2 20.2 

High school 
graduation certificate 

only 

6.7 12.8 16.5 9.9 12.7 

Some postsecondary 
education 

9.9 15.6 14.5 12.9 12.1 

Trades certificate or 
diploma 

3.0 6.3 4.0 5.1 7.4 

College certificate or 
diploma 

9.3 13.1 9.3 11.6 17.9 

University certificate 
or diploma below 
bachelor's degree 

3.7 1.8 2.2 3.6 2.1 

University degree 46.3 19.6 12.9 34.5 27.6 
 

 
Post secondary education was very highly valued by all research participants, and despite 
the lack of recognition, was seen as a significant strategy to improve labour market 
outcomes.  Some lamented that they even faced labour market barriers from being 
educationally over-qualified.   
People here do not only recognize the qualification of Chinese professionals, but also say 
they are overqualified when they put their master or doctor degrees in their resumes.  
Actually they want to lower their requirements for salary or the level of jobs.  They just 
want to get a practical job and they would be satisfied.  So the system here does not 
provide opportunities to these people.  This is a big challenge for Chinese professional 
immigrants. 
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There are no significant differences in the proportion of visible minorities and non visible 
minorities who have high school only or less (32% compared to 33%).  However, in each 
case, this is fully one third of the population.  This could be expected to change over 
time, as many within this percentage are still in school.  The visible minority community 
is proportionately a younger community, with a higher percentage of visible minority 
residents in school full time compared to non visible minorities (25% compared to 15%), 
Over time, this demographic reality will likely result in a reduction in the percentage of 
visible minorities with high school or less compared to non visible minorities.   
 
Evidence from the focus group discussions indicates that lack of employment 
opportunities can force visible minorities to attend school even if they already have 
sufficient education.  Lack of recognition of foreign credentials leads many newcomers to 
return to school in order to better their chances of landing a job.  As well, visible 
minorities with Canadian credentials who face racialized exclusion from the labour 
market also return to school as a response.  It was felt that one of the major impacts of 
this trend is for the visible minorities to incur more educational debt and further 
compromise their financial security. 
 
Despite high educational attainment overall, there were some areas of concern.  These 
centred around difficulties with the public school system and problems with the 
organization of lifelong learning opportunities for the adults. 
 

b)  Engagement in the Education System 
 
The schools are still an area where many issues come up.  It is important to point out that 
Somalis have been here for quite some time.  If you don’t know the community after 
sixteen years there is something wrong with that institution.  … there is the idea, “If we 
understand the culture we could do better.”  But I would say the problem is not the 
culture.  We need to look at the current experience the Somalis are having, which is a 
Canadian experience, Canadian reality which is shared by other Blacks and other 
minorities.  What has the map of Somalia got to do with a child who is feeling excluded in 
a classroom in Ottawa?  
 
Adults in the research project placed a very high value on their children’s educational 
success.  Many endured significant hardship in the interest of their children receiving a 
high quality education.   
 
They saw schools as a pivotal institution with the potential to reduce exclusion and 
increase inclusion, both for their children, and for society at large.  Inclusive schools are a 
profound influence on the outcomes of children experiencing exclusion, particularly 
given the importance of success in education for long term prospects. (SPC, 2007).  
Inclusive schools can also be a place to develop principles of equity and anti-
discrimination within the population in general.   
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However, participants (both adult and youth) emphasized the huge gap between their 
expectations of the school system and their experience.  Engagement with the school 
system was a very significant tension and, for many, a contributing factor to their 
experience of exclusion.    
 
Little information on how the system works 
 
The lack of clear information on how the Canadian education system works can result in 
exclusion right from the beginning of involvement with the formal school system.  This is 
particularly the case for first generation immigrant parents (recent or not) who have no 
personal experience of the Canadian education system.  Adult participants were 
concerned about dealing with a different education system in Canada.  They need better 
information to help them understand the system in order to better support their children. 
Most significantly, the Canadian education system places much more autonomy on the 
child and more expectations on the parent in supporting homework and participating in 
other ways (e.g. volunteering and fundraising) than is the case in many other educational 
systems.  Participants noted that there is no orientation session where they can learn 
about Canadian education methodologies or students’ rights and responsibilities.  It is 
important to bridge this gap as the system is quite different from many of the systems 
parents are used to.  This can lead to misunderstandings and lost opportunities. 
The teaching skill of our parents is very traditional.  So it is not good for the current 
education.  It is very challenging...  I am still learning how to use this education system.  
You feel upset when the kids come back home from school and ask for different things…If 
you are not careful and you have a lot of questions, the kids are just confused….Our 
traditional education is career-focused… Here, they develop the kids on everything and 
they want kids to explore everything.   
 
There may also be cultural barriers.  For example, fathers in the research talked about the 
emphasis on individual achievement in schools, with students responsible for their own 
successes and failures.  In many other systems, there is more of an emphasis on working 
together, and the teacher has the central place in education.   
 
  
School Fees a Growing Problem 
 
The proliferation of school fees is a significant challenge for many visible and ethnic 
minority parents, given the higher incidence of low income within the communities.  
School fees are a key inclusion issue, leading to systemic barriers, stigmatization and 
unequal access to the educational experience.  (SPC, 2007)  Parents must be given clear 
information on what fees are voluntary, and on subsidy options where fees are not 
voluntary.       
My parents paid a lot of money for my sports programs during my high school years.  I 
felt that there were students who wanted to go but could not afford it.”  
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Supporting Educational Attainment  
 
Youth participants felt the education system should integrate measures to ensure the 
success of newcomers.  There is a lack of ESL training for immigrant students before 
they start their regular program.  This affects their educational potential.  These courses 
should have appropriate methodologies according to the students’ age.  The aim should 
be to soften the stress of their integration process and ensure better educational outcomes.  
There is a need for additional programming and supports for some students, particularly 
many refugees coming from disrupted situations, which are in addition to language 
supports. 
 
Tutoring and after school programs were seen as an important strategy to support 
children to have better outcomes.  Particularly for low income children, successful 
schooling can help move them out of poverty over their life course.  Single parents and 
parents who work long-shifts – both of whom are over-represented within the population 
of visible minority citizens - may not have time to provide the support expected by the 
education system.   In particular, Chinatown was identified as a neighbourhood which 
had an inadequate network of after school programs. 
 
Some youth noted that tutoring is common in their community, particularly within the 
Somali community.  Having received this support in their younger days, they were now 
expected in turn to tutor the students coming after them.  Many of them see this as not 
only part of their academic world but as a community-building activity. 
 
Concerns About Quality and the Curriculum 
 
Many parents were dissatisfied with what they saw as poor quality education in the public 
system.  Many first generation citizens had come from educational systems which they 
felt provided a much stronger education for the young people – in maths, sciences and 
multiple languages.  There was some concern with the time “wasted” on subject matter 
which they did not consider to be essential (such as music).   
 
Many adult participants wanted to see compulsory bilingual education established within 
the system.  Canada is a bilingual country and speaking both languages is a requirement 
in recruitment processes, particularly in government.  They felt if all citizens were 
bilingual, there would be more equality in hiring processes.  Many of the parents were 
themselves fluent in several languages and had been through school systems which 
effectively taught multiple language capability. 
 
There was a significant concern that schools in low income neighbourhoods,   particularly   
public housing neighbourhoods, were not of the same quality of other schools.  This 
reinforced exclusion stemming from low income and neighbourhood exclusion. 
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Active Discouragement of Some Students 
 
There were very serious concerns that some students were actively discouraged or being 
discouraged in relation to education.  This was particularly a problem with respect to 
racialized youth, especially Somali male youth.   It did not seem to be an issue for the 
other case communities.  It would be critical to identify which groups are affected by this 
issue.  In particular, there were two very significant dynamics of exclusion: 
 
1. Disillusionment related to the labour market exclusion of their parents, which 

negatively affects the value they place on education 
The people who could have become role models are themselves unemployed or 
underemployed.  They are doctors, engineers, dentists and teachers.  The kids are 
seeing this and are probably saying to themselves, “Why should I study or go to the 
university, if all these people in my community are not getting jobs?”   When I see the 
Somali scientist driving taxis and doing menial jobs, that I think is the highest form of 
exclusion. 

 
2. Low expectations and active discouragements by educators and counselors.  Some 

students were discouraged from doing well or aspiring to higher education based on 
stereotyped assumptions.     
The Somali youth are having problems within the school system.   For example, there 
was this very bright student who wanted to study engineering and the counselor at the 
school told him you could not become an engineer, it is a difficult subject, go choose 
something else.  With the encouragement of his mother the youth did not listen to his 
guidance counselor.  He recently graduated from Ottawa U as an engineer, computer 
programmer and got a good paying job at the CIBC Bank and now he is doing his 
Masters.  Cases like these where the students face discrimination from teachers and 
those who are supposed to guide them come to our office all the time. 

 
Concerns about Values 
 
Parents felt that schools challenge their traditional beliefs and their parenting authority, 
instead of working together to educate the children. In their view, schools are not 
teaching their children to respect their parents.  This perception prevents them from 
further integrating themselves into the mainstream society and can translate into a more 
strict parenting approach.  It can exacerbate tensions between parents and their children, 
and build distrust of the parents for the school system.  Youth participants noted that 
there is also a positive outcome.  Children become more confident, because they learn 
about their rights.   
 
Some parents disagree with some subject matter being taught in the schools, particularly 
in areas which they consider family or religious matters.  Among these are gay rights and 
teaching children that they are able to call the police on what normally would be 
considered a family matter. 
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These rights are not in our religion, in our mentality, in our social life. The situation is 
making us very scared of sending our children to the school…. Children at young age 
don’t have the maturity to decide when to call 911. 
 
For the Orthodox Christian community, this concern with respect to secular values 
expressed itself in the struggle to enable their children to attend Catholic schools.  Many 
community members felt the values in the Catholic system were closer to their religious 
values.  However, a big barrier was the policy with respect to who is permitted to attend 
Catholic schools, which had the effect of excluding Orthodox Christian children.  The 
community was continuing to organize with others across the Province to resolve the 
issue.    
Our children are refused because they are Orthodox and they are not Catholic.  I cannot 
understand this at all because if the Catholic schools are funded by the government why 
are some people allowed to use the school and some people are not? 
 
 
Concerns about discrimination and stereotyping 
 
Stereotyping within the school system was a very high concern.  It takes many forms, 
from insensitivity to streaming of children away from university.  For example, 
participants shared a common experience of the stereotyping of Chinese students within 
the education system. Chinese students are expected to be diligent and good in math and 
sciences.  This may not be always the case.  This expectation places a lot of pressure on 
them.  They could also be successful in other subjects.  On the other hand, Somali youth 
were often negatively stereotyped, with assumptions that they could not do well in 
school.  Until parents and youth came to understand their right to make their own course 
selection, this had resulted in many students being directed away from the academic 
stream.  Once again, this reinforced exclusion and had potential long term impact on the 
long term economic prospects for these students.     
When I was choosing my schedule for the next semester, I wanted to take advanced math 
and the school counselor told me no, ‘that is for university, you have to take the math for 
college.’  I told her whatever class I wan to take and she said: ‘if your mark is the way it 
is for the physics class, then you cannot take this level math for the next semester.’  I told 
here: ‘you are only here to guide me and you do not choose my courses for me.’  
 
Many Muslim participants had experience a profound disrespect for Islam within their 
children’s school – from stereotyping to Islamophobia, including violence.   In many 
cases, Muslim students have become victims of bullying.  Female students are 
particularly at risk, especially if they wear the hijab.  Some classmates and some staff are 
not aware of their cultural and religious background and do not respect the differences.   
I had a lot of problems when I was in my elementary school years.  When I first wore the 
hijab, I was beaten on school property.  … Other children would take my hijab off and 
beat me, spit and swear at me.  One day I got a black eye.  I was taken to the principal’s 
office and they just called my parents. 
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Muslim students often feel they cannot fully exercise their freedom of expression in 
secondary education institutions. Young participants felt the need to be careful when 
dealing with political issues that involved and affected their community.   
You can’t really say what you want in certain essays, because you would jeopardize your 
mark….In high school I had a teacher with two master degrees and he would just 
perpetuate certain stereotypes about the Arab-Israeli conflict and placed uninformed 
assumptions.  One time he yelled at me in front of the classroom.  I wrote a poem about 
him in Arabic because he had silenced me. 
 
Many are not satisfied with the school’s approach to dealing with incidents of racism or 
Islamophobia.  They perceive it is not being taken seriously.  This reinforces exclusion 
for the adults and for the children.  Students and staff should be held accountable and 
disciplined for their verbal or physical violence acts against classmates that are targeted 
because of their cultural or religious differences.   
In the school system there were often fights between Somalis and other kids.  In a case 
where a student used a racial slur against a Somali student, the Somali student will often 
get into a physical fight over that and then the Somali student will be suspended. When 
the Somali parent comes to the school and learns what happened, they often said, “I am 
ok with my child being suspended if he hit someone, but what happened to the student 
who used the racial slur?”  And the school will say, “Well he was not suspended because 
he did not do the hitting.”  Now such a rationale was very hard for the Somalis, because 
for them a racial slur was also a violent act. 
 
Participants wanted to see the school system revise and strengthen their cultural 
awareness programs, with input from visible minority students.  The renewed emphasis 
should be on human rights and citizenship.  These programs should be highly interactive 
and facilitated by key community activists and organizations.  Visible minority students 
should be invited to share their experiences and views.     
 
 
Visible, ethnic and religious minorities under-represented in the system 
 
A very significant concern for participants and a significant factor in educational 
exclusion is the fact that school staff are not representative of the population or the 
student body (in the teaching, management or administration).  This is unfair from a 
labour market perspective, and sends a negative message to the students.  Many students 
do not “see themselves” in the school system, and the full diversity of the population is 
not visible to the student body as role models.  Further, a more diversified workforce 
would have the effect of addressing some of the other dynamics of exclusion, as visible 
minority staff could participate in a process to mainstream diversity within the school.   
Ottawa is a quiet place of discrimination and racism. You know the game is fixed.  At the 
school there is discrimination against minorities very politely.  You just do not see them.  
How many Chinese are in the administration?  Do not tell the community they are not 
qualified people, because Ottawa visible minorities are very qualified.   
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Visible, ethnic and religious minorities under-represented in decision making 
 
If I feel I am not welcomed there, why should I bother myself to sit in the school board? 
Why should I give money to the United Way?  What do I get from them? I am struggling 
at my job and caring of my senior mother at home.  My children are isolated at home and 
they do not feel part of large celebrations taking place in the City.   Why should I bother 
to volunteer?  I can get another job instead. 
 
Participants were also concerned that diverse communities are not adequately represented 
at decision making levels in the system, at the schools and the school board. 
 
Community members are generally only marginally engaged in the formal routes of 
engagement, including parent councils, due to circumstances of the family (meeting basic 
needs), disillusionment, and processes that are not inclusive.13    
 
Participants stated that school programs should encourage visible minority children to 
exercise their right to participation.  This should be a first step in a path of promoting 
their future political participation.  To this aim, schools could implement activities in 
coordination with community and human rights organizations and political institutions.  
The media could also play an important role in this process.  Participants warned that this 
process can reach a fragile stage.  Visible minority children could learn to participate, but 
the mainstream society has to be ready to support their exercise of rights.  
 
Meaningful Points of Engagement 
 
Youth participants from the Somali community shared their experiences of participating 
on student councils.  Many of them saw this as a way to provide some leadership in the 
school community.  In general, they found this to be a challenging task, often 
encountering hostile reactions from “white” school mates.  From an inclusion 
perspective, such student councils may be an important institution for supporting 
enhanced civic engagement of young people from groups facing significant exclusion.  It 
appears that there would need to be a re-framing of these councils, in order that they not 
be permitted to re-create exclusionary tendencies in the broader population.    
 
Along these lines, some groups within the visible minority community have been very 
active in finding new ways to engage with the school system for the benefit of their 
children’s education.  For these parents, the existing structures – including parent 
councils and parent / teacher meetings – are not an infrastructure which can 
accommodate the needs of their community.  For example, Francophone Somali parents 
have been very active through their association in working with the local school where 
many community children attend.  They have developed a range of supports to the 
families and the schools, in collaboration with the staff, to address issues at the school 

                                                
13 For more information on this see SPC (2007). Is Everybody Here?  Inclusion and Exclusion of Families 
with young Children in the Ottawa Area available at: 
http://www.spcottawa.on.ca/Documents/2007%20Publications/Final%20E-Scan.pdf  
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which were a problem for community members and to support effective parent 
engagement in the educational process. 
 
As this demonstrates, despite the notable lack of engagement in the formal structures of 
the school system, the education system offers a very meaningful point of engagement for 
visible and ethnic minority families and potentially for youth.  Families and communities 
are defining new ways for the community to engage in and influence the system.  
Significantly more resources need to be put toward supporting this type of activity. 
 

c)  Lifelong Learning:  ESL, FSL and Re-training for Employment 
 
Despite the rhetoric on the importance of lifelong learning for a prosperous knowledge 
economy, Canada lags significantly behind other developed countries in its approach to 
lifelong learning.  In Canada learning in adulthood is primarily a private affair.  This 
weak policy and program framework disproportionately affects people in need of 
language training or skills retraining in the labour market.  For this reason, it 
disproportionately affects visible and ethnic minority communities and new immigrants. 
 
Inadequacy of ESL / FSL / Supports for Bilingualism 
 
Participants were frustrated that ESL and FSL programs are very basic and not linked to 
employment. They identified a pressing need for sector specific courses which would 
teach the terminology specific to particular professions.   
English that is taught in ESL classes is very basic and it is not an English that will help 
people with getting jobs.  I have seen this myself, because the ESL teachers used to tell 
me, “Your writing is very good.”  And I used to tell them that I am in these classes to 
learn how to speak English not how to write it.  I stayed in an ESL class for a year and a 
half and when I saw that I was not learning anything, I quit.  
 
ESL courses fail to meet the distinct needs of different groups in the community.  
Language programs do not discriminate participants by level of education.  They do not 
address the need for different teaching methodologies.  People with PhDs learn the 
language in mixed groups, which include participants without formal education. The 
language is taught, but not the cultural context.  Phonetics is not a main component of the 
ESL courses. Thus, they have difficulties mastering the pronunciation and being 
understood. Their accent becomes a barrier in their job search and promotion 
opportunities. 
 
To facilitate effective integration into the labour market, there should be options to study 
both languages as part of language training provided by the government.  This is 
important for new immigrants as well as others in the community who face barriers 
because they are not bilingual.  This could include Canadian born visible and ethnic 
minority residents.  
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Paradoxically, although ESL and FSL training does not adequately prepare participants 
for the labour market, the program is nonetheless based on an assumption that this is the 
reason for the training.  Women who have care-giving responsibilities and seniors who 
will not be in the workforce are not prioritized for language training.  This can serve to 
further marginalize them, when they may already be somewhat isolated within the family 
home.   There is a need for effective language training options, suitable to their different 
needs, for immigrants at all stages of life. 
One of my friend’s mother cannot speak English and stays at home alone every day, 
reading Chinese newspaper.  She cannot communicate with Canadian people in her 
place.  My friend, sometimes, worries that if her mother goes outside alone and gets into 
trouble, she does not know how to call the children to help.   
 
Burden of Skills Retraining Rests With The Individual 
 
As we have seen, the significant exclusion from the labour market, including the 
devaluing of internationally acquired education, is a systemic issue.  Nonetheless, the 
burden of mitigating the problem is placed squarely on the shoulders of the individuals 
most disadvantaged.  In other jurisdictions, the government or the professional bodies 
assume the responsibility to facilitate the entry of professionals with their credentials.  In 
Canada, the individual is expected to return to school, normally at his or her own 
expense.  In this way, exclusion is reinforced by placing the responsibility for exclusion 
on the shoulders of those experiencing it, rather than on the system that excludes them.       
And the burdens that are put on them here to go back to university….  Some people who 
left Lebanon, let’s say during the civil war, are in their forties or fifties and so on.  They 
are not accustomed anymore at this stage to back to university and study.  …This should 
be eased on these people who are qualified with diplomas from universities…. 
 
Returning to University in order to acquire a Canadian degree is not an option for many.   
There is a prohibitive high cost involved and the pressing need to provide for their 
families.  Women face further challenges, particularly single mothers.  They have to work 
and take care of their children.  Access to affordable daycare is very limited.   
It’s nice, it’s good to go back to school and take some courses so that I would have a 
good degree from Canada to be able to work as a teacher here for example.  Sometimes it 
is difficult for the parents if they want to go to school. The father, if he is going to school 
and he is the head of the family who is going to make a living for the children and for 
other members of the family?  
 
International Students in Canada 
 
Participants from the Chinese community shared a concern about inadequate supports 
around Chinese youth that come to Canada as international students.   In many cases they 
become Canadian citizens after they graduate. Youth from this group who participated in 
the focus groups were concerned about the lack of support and information they received 
before they arrived.  Adults in the community were concerned about the isolation and 
challenges which may be experienced by these students.  There are no easy means for 
students to connect with supports or for the community to connect with the individual 
students.  
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There is a need for more research to better understand the situation of international 
students from diverse countries, and the degree to which this is a factor in economic and 
social exclusion in Canada.   

d)  Recommendations 
 
A comprehensive three pronged strategy is necessary to support increased inclusion in the 
school system and a better framework around lifelong learning, particularly in language 
and skills / education re-training: 

 
i) Improve access to existing education and learning for all ages 
 
ii) Create inclusive learning environments 
 
iii) Improve community infrastructure for lifelong learning and engagement in the school 

system  
 
i)  Improve access to existing education and learning for all ages  
 
1. Provide clear information on how the school system works to parents whose children 

are entering the school system.  This is particularly important for newcomer parents, 
but also for parents who face intersecting forces of exclusion, such as low income and 
cultural isolation.   

 
2. Reduce school fees in the public education system.  Where they remain, provide 

parents with clear information on which fees are optional, as well as financial 
supports for those in need. 

 
3. Increase the availability of after school programs for visible minority children, 

including tutoring and homework clubs.  Chinatown was a community identified as 
having a shortage of such services. 

 
4. Provide better information to ethnic minority communities and new immigrants about 

opportunities in the trades. 
 
5. Provide courses on Canadian mainstream cultural practices and soft skills. This 

initiative could include codes of communication, table etiquette, ways to address 
disagreements etc.  ESL and French language courses could integrate this information 
into their programs.  Furthermore, written materials on this topic should be available 
in different languages and posted on the Internet. 

 
ii)  Create inclusive learning environments  
 
6. Develop cultural competence and anti-racism programs for school staff and for 

students. 
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7. The school system needs improved programming and supports for some students, 

particularly many refugees coming from disrupted situations.  These are in addition to 
language training, and are necessary before they start their regular program. 

 
8. Undertake an action plan to remedy the under-representation of visible minorities 

working in the school system. 
 
9. Improve safety in the schools by addressing racism, anti-Arab sentiment and 

Islamophobia.  Improve action on anti-bullying initiatives. 
 
10. The school system ensure all parents and youth are actively involved in the decision 

making process with respect to the young people’s education.  This will require 
improved strategies for informing parents of options open to their children. 

 
11. Work with community organizations to inform immigrants and parents with children 

just entering the school system of the structure of the political system and the 
administration of the schools’ board.  The aim should be to promote visible minorities 
input on political and school issues by participating in the decision-making process.   

 
12. Co-op programs for visible minority students should be promoted as a means to 

improve their access to the labour market. 
 
iii)  Improve community infrastructure for lifelong learning and engagement in the 
school system 
 
13. Adult immigrants should receive ESL or FSL courses with appropriate methodologies 

according to their educational levels and content suitable to their life situation or 
profession.  This differentiation by education level is particularly important in order 
to meet the learning needs of professionals (e.g. PhDs) and those without formal 
education.  Furthermore, ESL or FSL programs should be part of a holistic approach, 
in order to link all services provided to newcomers.  

 
14. Increase the availability of free and / or affordable opportunities to learn a second 

official language. 
 
15. All levels of government need to re-visit their policy and program framework for 

lifelong learning.  In particular, there is a need for governments and the private sector 
to assume more responsible to resource adult education processes which support the 
prosperity of the knowledge based economy.   

 
16. Increase resources available to community groups, especially identity specific 

community groups, which are developing innovative engagement strategies to support 
the involvement of marginalized parents with the education system.   
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7. Housing and Neighbourhoods  
 

Through the focus groups, key informants, literature review and geographic information 
system mapping we explored the following questions related to the three case study 
communities and to visible and ethnic minority citizens: 

1. What is the quality of housing with respect to affordability, adequacy and 
suitability? 

2. What types of housing are predominant and why?    
3. What are the perceptions of visible and ethnic minority communities about the 

neighbourhoods in which they live? 
4. Is there a geographic concentration of members in particular neighbourhoods? 
5. Are visible minority groups more likely live in poor neighbourhoods than non 

visible minority groups in Ottawa? 
Data used are from the 2001 census, including a custom tabulation with respect to 
affordability.  Data was available for broad groups within the visible minority population 
(e.g. “Black”, “Arab”, etc.) but not for the Lebanese and Somali communities 
specifically. 

a) Housing Quality 
 
Housing quality is defined by affordability, adequacy (state of repair) and suitability.  As 
with the general population, the quality of housing in which people live is directly related 
to their income level.   
 
Most participants were happy with the quality of their housing.  They linked the quality 
with adequate maintenance, parking conditions and safety in the neighbourhood.  
Statistics indicate that the majority of visible minority and ethnic minority residents live 
in housing of adequate or good quality.  However, because of the higher incidence of 
poverty within visible minority communities, there is a higher incidence of housing 
difficulties.  Economic exclusion can lead to poor housing conditions as well as spatial 
exclusion (neighbourhood exclusion).  As well, poor housing or spatial exclusion can 
lead to other problems. 
 
I know many families who live in crowded spaces.  It is unhealthy and it causes stress. 
Compared with the houses people live in Somalia, the houses and apartments are very 
small. I know some families that live in a crowed space and this sometimes leads to 
conflicts.   
 

i)  Affordability 
 
Housing is affordable if it costs less that 30 percent of pre-tax income. 
 
Although the majority of visible minority, ethnic minority and immigrant residents live in 
housing which is affordable to them, access to affordable housing is a significant issue in 
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light of the lower median incomes and higher rates of poverty as compared to the general 
population.  Participants were concerned that even the working poor cannot access 
adequate housing, even when two parents are working. 
We were surprised, upon our arrival to Ottawa, that minimum wage equals the cheapest 
two bedroom unit for a family of four.   
 
Immigrant households14 who have housing affordability problems have slightly lower 
incomes on average than households in the general population who have affordability 
problems.  For non-permanent residents, their household incomes are significantly below 
both immigrant households and non-immigrant households.   
  

Total Paying 30% or more of income for 
housing cost

Total $75,520 $24,000
Non-immigrants $76,978 $24,528
Immigrants $72,258 $23,509
Non-permanent residents $52,575 $14,987

Owners and Renters

Source:  Fuller, 2005: 6.  

Average Household Income by Immigrant Status and Housing Affordability Status , 2001

 
 
The percentage of immigrant and visible minority households who have affordability 
problems is slightly higher than their percentage of the total population of either renters 
or owners.  The difference is slightly more significant for visible minority households 
compared to immigrant households.   
 
From the table below, we see the relationship between the desire to be home owners 
despite income challenges.  While visible minority residents make up only 12.26% of all 
owner households, they represent 20.12% of all owner households with affordability 
problems (i.e. 1 in 5).  This also reflects the reality of economic exclusion, including 
lower average incomes. 
 

All Paying 30% or more of 
income for housing cost Difference

Immigrant 26.73% 29.45% 2.72%
Visible Minority 27.93% 32.39% 4.46%
Source:  Fuller, 2005: 9.  

Characteristics of Persons in Renter Households by Affordability Status

 
 

                                                
14 Note that these figures reflect average household incomes, not average individual incomes. 
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All Paying 30% or more of 
income for housing cost Difference

Immigrant 18.37% 23.64% 5.27%
Visible Minority 12.26% 20.12% 7.86%
Source:  Fuller, 2005: 9.  

Characteristics of Persons in Owner Households by Affordability Status

 
 
 

ii)  Adequacy 
 
Adequacy refers to the quality of the housing, i.e. the state of repair.  Once again, 
adequacy is directly related to income levels.  The majority of visible and ethnic minority 
residents in Ottawa live in housing which is in good repair.  8% of visible minority 
residents and 7% of immigrants live in housing in need of major repair, which compares 
favourably to the percentage for the general population at 8%.  Disrepair is particularly 
an issue for low income residents. 
 
Some participants who were renting complained about the lack of maintenance in their 
units.  This particularly frustrates citizens who have a low command of English or who 
do not know what to do about disrepair.  In some cases, building managers take 
advantage of this situation and do not fix the problems and may be rude to tenants.   
Most of the people in that area cannot read English.  They do not know tenancy laws or 
who they can call.  Rental contracts are not available in Arabic or other languages, so 
tenants do not know their rights and obligations. 
 
Disrepair is a huge concern for those living in subsidized housing, particularly Ottawa 
Housing.  Participants identified a serious range of problems including infestations of 
mice or insects, cracks in the walls, badly fitted windows, lack of heat in winter, and so 
on.  Most galling of all for the adults and young people who described these difficulties 
was the amount of time that lapses before repairs are effected.  In one case, a young man 
indicated that his aunt lived in the same building but paid market rent.  He felt she 
received maintenance services much faster.  The disrepair problems in social housing 
have been well documented in other literature. 
 
Disrepair was also a problem in some older housing, and therefore was a problem in older 
neighbourhoods such as Chinatown.  Participants expressed concerned about poor 
maintenance standards in much of the rental housing in Chinatown, and inadequate 
enforcement of standards.   
When I came to Ottawa in 1990, I lived in China Town. I lived in a 100 years’ old house 
on Somerset.  I shared with 4 people a two-bedroom apartment.  We saved money.  It was 
dirty and was running down… 
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iii)  Suitability 
 
I am a single mother.  I have 2 sons and a daughter.  I cannot afford to have 3 bedrooms, 
despite having children with different ages and one with special needs. 
 
Suitability relates to the match between needs of the household based on household size 
and the number of rooms. It also refers to the appropriateness of the housing for the 
particular needs of the resident.  For example, for individuals with a disability, suitability 
also relates to accessibility.  The primary determinant of suitability is income level.  
While the majority of visible and ethnic minority citizens live in suitable housing, there is 
a disproportionate percentage living in unsuitable housing.   
   
Overcrowding 
 
Overcrowding is an issue for many.  This is related primarily to income levels.  Another 
issue is family size, as visible and ethnic minority communities have a greater likelihood 
of having larger families or living in extended families as compared to the general 
population. There is an inadequate supply of housing for larger families in Ottawa, 
particularly affordable larger units.  Despite an Official Plan which is permissive with 
respect to secondary suites (including “granny flats”), the research points to the need for 
a strategy to encourage a more diversified housing stock.       
There are families with two or three children living in one bedroom apartment.  I know a 
family.  The father used to be a manager in a car maintenance company in China.  He 
has been here two years and he has not found a job.  The family spent the money they 
brought from China. They rent a two-bedroom apartment...  Very recently they rented 
one bedroom to someone else and their daughter had to sleep in the living room because 
of the financial difficulty. 
 
Participants shared that it is not uncommon for members of ethnic minority groups and 
immigrants to share their housing with others from their community, resulting in 
overcrowding in the short or long term.  This can be either a survival strategy for their 
own situation or as a support to others getting established.  It highlights the importance of 
social capital within these groups as an important resource to address economic 
exclusion. 
When Lebanese people want to immigrate to another country, they tend to look for either 
relatives or friends.  At least they come to a place where they know some one and usually 
Lebanese people help each other to establish themselves at the beginning. I know families 
who receive people in their own homes for months until they finished their papers or they 
were able to find a job to do. They helped them to find a job. They help each other a lot.  
 
Accessibility 
 
There is a general shortage of accessible housing, particularly affordable accessible 
housing in Ottawa.  This affects visible and ethnic minority residents with disabilities in 
the same way it affects people with disabilities in the general population. 
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My parents have been on a waiting list for 14 years with 4 kids.  We need a house that is 
accessible.  First we were offered a house with all bedrooms in the second floor.  [The 
person with the disability] could not access them.  We were then offered a house with 
only two bedrooms and we were 4 kids.  
 
Housing for Seniors with Distinct Needs 
 
In many ethnic minority groups it is a common practice for the seniors to live with the 
family.  Although it is not common in these groups to place the seniors in nursing homes 
this practice is changing.  In many families both parents work outside the home and 
cannot provide the required care.  Participants identified the great difficulty in these cases 
to access culturally-sensitive services for their seniors in terms of language, culture and 
food.  While there are changes in some nursing homes, there is a critical shortage of 
culturally appropriate long term care and supports to aging in place.   
 
Housing for International Students 
 
The situation of foreign students was a concern for participants from the Chinese 
community.  They were concerned about their financial situation and about isolation.  
While some lived in apartments or shared a house, others lived in home-stay programs. In 
some cases they had negative experiences with their hosts because of their different 
cultural background.    
They did not treat me very well.  I could not eat enough.   
 

b) Housing Type 

i)  Home Ownership 
 
The last … few years I have witnessed really unprecedented tendency to own property 
and that tells me something. It tells me that a larger number of the community is doing 
well and they are buying property … in good neighborhoods in Ottawa. So it tells me that 
the economical part of it is on the rise. It tells me also that there is long-term investment 
in this country.  
 
Perspectives on the Importance of Home Ownership 
 
In general, participants identified that home ownership was highly valued for a variety of 
reasons: 

• As a strategy to acquire financial assets.  Many live in a frugal fashion in order to 
make this long term investment in their financial security and that of their 
children.  Homeownership can provide households with increasing levels of 
wealth as their property appreciates.  Between 1994 and 1999, homeowners saw 
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their net worth rise by 20.7% while renters saw their median worth decline by 
41.4% over the same period15.   (SPC, 2005)   

 
• For the well being of the family.  Many participants shared that for their 

community, owning a house was a priority not as an investment per se, but as a 
necessity for the well being of the family including stability for the children. 
… they really want to buy houses if they keep on earning their money. That is the 
hope, that they want their own houses. This is the long-term investment to them, 
because Chinese are family people and they want to settle down. There are many 
reasons for them to buy houses. For their children is one traditional reason. 

 
• As a symbol of achievement 

 
• As a symbol of belonging  

So you can see… the Somali community is … now moving forward.  We are 
getting used to the idea that we are here to stay and that we need to work hard to 
make Canada a home and to put in place institutions that will support the 
community.  After fifteen years, people have finally unpacked their bags, .. and 
are now buying homes and making permanent plans in Canada and want a future 
in Canada.  

 
Because of the importance placed on home ownership, it is important to compare how 
visible and ethnic minority groups and immigrants are faring compared to the general 
population.   
 
Rates of Home Ownership 
 
The rates of home ownership are similar between visible minority residents and non 
visible minority residents overall.  As we see from Chart 9, visible minority residents 
have only a slightly lower level of homeownership compared to non visible minority 
residents (61.4% compared to 64.3%).  Since levels of home ownership are closely 
related to income levels, it is significant that the rates of home ownership are comparable, 
despite lower average incomes and higher rates of poverty for visible minority groups.  
This reinforces the value placed on home ownership.  As we saw in the discussion on 
“Affordability” above, among homeowners who face affordability challenges, visible 
minority and immigrant residents are disproportionately represented.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
15 Habitat for Humanity Canada, 2003 
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Chart 9:  Home Ownership Status for Ottawa Residents 

with Selected Characteristics, 2001  
Source:  Statistics Canada, 2001 Census
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However, as Chart 9 indicates, there are very significant variations in home ownership 
levels between different groups within the visible minority population.  The rate of home 
ownership is significantly lower for Arabs / West Asians at 35% and for Blacks at 27.5%.  
Even the Chinese community, which has achieved a significant level of economic 
success, has a lower home ownership rate compared to all visible minorities (56.5% 
compared to 61.4%)  
 
Barriers to Home Ownership 
 
The differing rates of home ownership are affected by many factors in addition to 
economic exclusion.  These barriers affect various communities and individuals within 
those communities in different ways.   
 
Length of time in Canada is a factor, and affects only immigrants.  A common trajectory 
is for immigrants to arrive, rent (or share) and over time move to home ownership.  
Groups and individuals who have been here longer are more likely than recent 
immigrants to be homeowners.  The experience of the Somali and Chinese communities 
highlighted this.  Despite a long history of settlement and good economic inclusion, the 
Chinese community has a rate of home ownership lower than visible minority residents in 
general.  This is significantly due to the fact that the vast majority of Ottawa’s Chinese 
community are recent arrivals.  The length of time in Canada is also a factor for the 
Somali community.     
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Access to credit is a very significant barrier, which disproportionately affects new 
immigrants on the one hand and low income residents within visible minority, ethnic 
minority and immigrant groups on the other.  New immigrants cannot demonstrate a 
Canadian credit rating and low income residents face challenges in meeting standardized 
assessments with respect to mortgage eligibility. 
 
Self employment can be a barrier for those seeking a commercial mortgage particularly in 
relation to the income level and structure of the business.  This was more a challenge for 
the Lebanese community, which has a higher rate of self-employment, than for the other 
communities.   
 
For some Muslims, the Canadian mortgage system is a barrier, as the interest structure in 
commercial mortgages is inconsistent with their religious beliefs.  This is a barrier for 
some, although there are also some initiatives within the affected communities to provide 
alternate mechanisms to support home ownership.    
Many people won’t pay homes because the interest is in conflict with their religious 
beliefs.  So, the Somalis are looking for alternatives but the banks are not offering the 
needed alternatives.  So we are hoping that one of the banks will become innovative and 
will put forward an alternative for the Somali community.  And in the process this Bank 
will benefit because they are tapping into a community that no on else has tapped into 
before. 
 
Buying a house is a challenging endeavour for immigrants or ethnic minority residents 
who do not understand English well.  Participants noted that the lack of language skills 
places buyers in a disadvantaged situation.  They need some advice, in order to ensure 
that they are making the right decision.   
I think when my parents chose the house [the sales person] may have taken advantage of 
them, because my mom does not understand English. … She did not understand, because 
they talked fast, so I think they kind of took advantage of that. 
 

ii)  Rental Housing 
 
Visible minority, ethnic minority and immigrant residents face many barriers in accessing 
suitable rental housing. 
 
The requirements by the landlords or rental companies that prospective tenants should 
have a good credit record and a Canadian rental history are serious impediments to 
newcomers.  It takes time to get a credit card and begin building a Canadian credit rating.  
This has no relation to their ability to pay the rent, and is a systemic barrier distinct from 
income and savings levels.  
Some people just come here from China and they have difficulty to look for rental 
properties because they don’t have a credit card and they don’t have a job. It is difficult 
because you don’t have a rental history.  
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In these cases, many must find a co-signer in order to get a lease.  This is a significant 
challenge if they do not know others who would meet the financial criteria of the 
landlord.  Within many ethnic minority communities in Ottawa there are community 
based processes to link new immigrants with others in the community who could serve as 
co-signers.  This demonstrates the importance of the social capital within distinct 
communities as a factor in facilitating inclusion.  Participants suggested that it is 
important to develop a credit-guarantee system for non-government sponsored 
newcomers, so they can meet rental requirements.   
When we first arrived, my husband had odd jobs.  We showed the owner the record of our 
savings and we still have to provide a co-signer.  I had a friend who earned more than 
$60,000 a year.  He was the co-signer.  What do newcomers who do not have a friend 
like this do? 
 
The second barrier relates to private landlords who deliberately avoid renting their 
properties to visible, ethnic or religious minorities. Some participants felt cheated by 
landlords who advertised their properties but refused to rent to them. The participants 
were left wondering whether this was racial motivated or a genuine case of properties that 
were fully occupied. 
Often when they ask for a co-signer, it is a way of keeping certain unwanted groups out 
of that particular neighbourhood.  Many Somalis face these problems.   
 
A third barrier was a very concerning dynamic in which some landlords undertake a 
“security” check in addition to the standard credit check.  Participants shared that since 
9/11 they were noticing more landlords asking intrusive questions related to stereotypes 
about Arabs, Muslims or residents from parts of the Middle East.  
Since September 11, landlords started to do a security check.  I decided to co-sign for a 
member of the community.  They asked me lots of personal questions that I did not think 
was appropriate.  So now, besides income and credit check, they also do security check, 
which complicates the whole process of renting. 
 
Another barrier is the shortage of affordable rental housing suitable for large or extended 
families.  This disproportionately affects ethnic minority groups which have a higher 
incidence of large families (including the Somali community) and those with extended 
family structures.  It again highlights the need for more variety in the housing stock 
available in the city.   
Rent is not affordable with 4 or 5 kids with only the father working, or if there is a single 
mom home.  They have to apply to subsidized housing.  
 
Finally, many participants shared that lack of knowledge of tenancy rights and 
responsibilities was a problem for their community members, which affected their ability 
to access suitable housing and to address issues during the tenancy.  In other cases people 
understood their rights but were afraid to speak out, for fear of a backlash.  This is 
particularly the case for citizens who face multiple barriers in relation to housing and, 
therefore, are vulnerable.   
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iii)  Social Housing 
 
The way that subsidized homes are laid out is exclusionist…It forces children into a 
certain lifestyle.  The planning of social housing is very discriminatory.  Low-income 
housing should be spread out into the various neighbourhoods. 
 
Ottawa has a severe shortage of low cost or affordable housing.  Therefore, with higher 
rates of poverty among visible and ethnic minority communities, combined with the 
additional barriers discussed above, social housing becomes the only option for many 
citizens.   
 
Research participants were very conscious of trade-offs in relation to social housing.  
They confirmed what is well understood with respect to social housing, particularly that 
there is a very long waiting list, applicants commonly wait many years to get a unit, there 
are serious disrepair issues in social housing, and social housing neighbourhoods can be 
very problematic.  Therefore, social housing addresses affordability but can result in 
ghettoization within poor housing in poor quality neighbourhoods. 
 
Stigma is a huge issue with respect to social housing.   

• Many participants shared that social housing was considered shameful within 
their community and therefore many community members would not apply for 
social housing despite their need. 
We can take advantage of social housing but [our people] are too embarrassed to 
do that.  If you do that, you might lose your trust or credit, your reputation in the 
community, so most people do not take advantage of it. 

 
• As well, participants shared that they experience stigma by virtue of living in 

social housing, so that exclusion is reinforced by their housing situation. 
Youth feel when they live in Ottawa Housing area that they are discriminated 
against.  Areas such as Ramsey, Caldwell, Ritchie and Russell are considered bad 
areas. And these are the areas where many Somalis live. The address on their 
resumé could be one of the reasons why Somali youth university graduates are 
not getting appropriate employment.  
 
When my teacher saw my ID, she said, “Oh, you live on Prince Albert.  Are you 
part of this so and so gang?” 

 
As mentioned above, the state of disrepair in social housing and some non-profit housing 
is a huge problem.  In addition, much of the social housing is concentrated in particular 
neighbourhoods which are themselves deteriorated.  In this way, social housing 
apartments cannot be distinguished from the neighbourhoods in which they are 
congregated.  These poor neighbourhood environments reinforce and compound the 
experience of exclusion.  Many parents and youth were particularly concerned about 
safety and the influence of drug dealing near to social housing neighbourhoods. 
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Young men [in the neighbourhood] are often approached to buy or sell drugs, not only in 
their neighbourhoods but on buses or other public places.  When they refuse, they are 
sometimes harassed.  Drug dealers sometimes follow or threaten young people.   
 
Despite the challenges in social housing and social housing neighbourhoods, participants 
identified positive aspects as well.  In particular, some groups which experience a very 
high incidence of poverty are, as a result, disproportionately represented among social 
housing tenants.  This is the case for the Somali community, which has faced very serious 
pressures of economic exclusion combined with and related to a high incidence of single 
parent families.  Some participants identified the positive aspects of social housing 
neighbourhoods where families with a common experience were able to connect with 
each other.  This reflects findings in the literature, that all neighbourhoods have strengths 
and vulnerabilities.  Low income neighbourhoods may be cohesive in many ways, 
resilient and have many assets including good social capital, that is, they can be a place of 
inclusion (SPC, 2006/2007, p.13).  These assets – of social capital between community 
members – can be strengthened to improve social housing neighbourhoods.   
 
The paradox of social housing is that it is an important part of a social safety net which is 
important for citizens experiencing poverty.  However, because of the condition of the 
housing and the neighbourhoods, it reinforces exclusion.   
We need to create neighbourhoods that are designed for the Somali community – for 
example if you have the Islamic school, and the mosque then the community will build 
around those. There are neighbourhoods where many Somalis now live but those are 
Ottawa Housing neighbourhoods that were given to the people without them making a 
choice.  The neighborhoods I have in mind are well planned neighborhoods that foster a 
sense of community, a place where the children can feel proud. 
 

c) The Dynamic of Neighbourhoods 

i)  Why a Neighbourhood Level Focus? 
 
Exclusion within particular neighbourhoods can result in lack of cohesion within a city 
which can negatively affect safety and the economy.  (Infrastructure Canada, 2006, p. 
54). This understanding has led to a significant public policy interest in neighbourhood 
level strategies.  In Ottawa there are several neighbourhood planning processes which are 
expected to address concerns in particular neighbourhoods, including safety and access to 
amenities such as food retailers.  While these initiatives will benefit all people in the 
neighbourhoods, including visible and ethnic minority groups, it is important that these 
initiatives address exclusion within their planning processes.16   
 

                                                
16 See Social Planning Council, 2006, pp. 37-38 available at 
http://www.spcottawa.on.ca/Documents/2006%20Publications/Neighbourhood%20Exclusion%20-
%20Final.pdf   
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Exclusion faced by individuals and families can be compounded by living in 
neighourhoods which themselves are disadvantaged within the City (SPC, 2006 / 2007).  
Neighbourhood impacts are more significant for low income residents, families with 
young children, seniors and adolescents (Séguin, A.M. and Gérard, D., 2002, p. 9), all of 
which are populations of concern within this research.  As well, the neighbourhood is 
often a place of civic engagement – in the local school or community group. 
 

ii)  Factors in the Choice of Neighbourhood 
 
As with the general population, the housing and neighbourhood choices of visible and 
ethnic minority residents are primarily influenced by their economic options.  Within 
their circumstances, however, there are other significant factors which affect their choice. 
 
Different families make different choices, and the parents in the focus groups presented 
the pros and cons of the choices they had made. For some, safety is paramount, while 
others move close to their work.  Some valued the local amenities – parks, shopping, and 
public transit.  Many choose neighbourhoods based on the perceived quality of the school 
even though there were few community members in that neighbourhood.  In this way 
they value higher quality education for their children, even though they anticipate it could 
be a difficult and lonely environment for them.   
You do not feel safe if you are the only minority family there. 
 
Our research highlights how important it is for many ethnic and visible minority residents 
and some immigrants to be close to others with whom they feel a common bond – either 
family or those with whom they share cultural or linguistic affinity.  Many of those from 
a tradition of extended families had houses close to their relatives or others from a similar 
background.  In addition they highly valued being close to community infrastructure and 
amenities such as religious institutions and ethnic businesses.  In this way they can 
practice their traditions and support each other.  In addition, it can allow them to feel 
insulated from negative tendencies in the mainstream society (either negative treatment 
or “bad influences”).     
I sacrificed myself to travel forty minutes each way to work, in order to be near friends 
and the center of my community.   
 
However, some others avoided living in more culturally defined neighbourhoods.  They 
felt such neighbourhoods reinforced exclusion, particularly in relation to acquisition of 
the language, social capital networks and in some cases, employment options. 
The younger people didn’t want to live [in Chinatown] anymore and sold their houses to 
the minority, such as people from Somalai, Pakistan, India etc. The problem is you can’t 
learn English from them, because they are all immigrants. It is like an international 
country. 
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iii)  Perceptions About the Neighbourhood 
 
Certain themes emerged of important issues in the perceptions participants held about 
their neighbourhoods.  Naturally, a welcoming environment is important.  Some 
participants were pleased to live in a neighbourhood which had lots of outside activities 
and a friendly environment.  I had an experience I still remember.  A guy knocked my 
door and said, “Welcome to the community”’  I do not know how he knew that I just 
came to Ottawa from Alberta.  This guy knocked my door not because I asked for help.  
This is very good for newcomers. 
However, others felt isolated from the lack of communication in their neighbourhood.     
I feel rather isolated, because you do not know the neighbours.  In China, everyone 
knows their neighbours but here is like an island to them, independent life. 
 
Exclusion is a dynamic in every neighbourhood, including so-called “good” 
neighbourhoods   This was particularly a challenge for families who purchased homes in 
suburban neighbourhoods and who had elders living with them who did not speak an 
official language.  Often the seniors were very isolated in the neighbourhood, unable to 
communicate with neighbours or to access local seniors’ mainstream programs.   
We are living in Orleans and there are not many Chinese there.  There is not Chinese 
community centre or kind of group or organization for [my father] to participate in 
activities.  [Senior people] just stay at home, becoming lonely.  This needs change.  I 
hope the City Hall or the government can provide some services for those senior people.  
 
As well, some participants who live in more mixed settings felt their neighbours were 
sometimes uneasy about their presence in the neighbourhood.  They acknowledged the 
difficulties of interacting across cultures. 
It took us 5 years before we actually got to know our neighbours and even now we do not 
really interact with them…My mom sometimes invites them over for a barbeque, but they 
just would not show up.   
 
Safety was a very significant issue for a majority.  It is important for visible minority 
groups to feel safe and secure in their neighbourhoods in order to fully participate and 
become engaged in local activities.   Some were dissatisfied with the level of safety in 
their neighbourhood, either personal safety or property security (including vandalism).  
Inadequate lighting on some streets was a concern, particularly for women.  Others had 
made their housing choice based on a perception that the neighbourhood was safe.   The 
majority of participants felt generally safe despite some concerns.  
 
Some had experienced racially motivated incidents – including discriminatory treatment 
at a local business or incidents of violence or harassment on the street.   Participants felt 
this has particularly been a problem post 9/11 and points to the need for a high profile 
campaign to counter Islamophobia and anti-Arab sentiment.  
When I first move to my neighbourhood, we were the only Muslim and Somali family in 
the block.  One day I went to the Quickie and a guy threw a rock at me and he said,”You 
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Muslim b…!” I was by myself and he had a bunch of guys with him, so I ran back to my 
house.   
 
Perceptions of neighbourhood safety were significantly related to issues related to 
policing.  In most cases, participants were satisfied with the level of policing.  Some, 
however, were concerned about negative relations with the police, including what they 
perceived as inadequate or racialized approaches to policing.   
 
The importance of safety issues for participants points to the importance of a community 
based safety and crime agenda in meeting the aspirations of participants and as a potential 
point of meaningful civic engagement.   
 
Several participants living in poorer neighbourhoods were concerned that the local 
schools were not of comparable quality to other schools in the City.  This reinforced 
exclusion, by affecting the educational prospects for their children.   
 
Most participants were satisfied with the availability of various facilities in their 
neighbourhoods. Most lived close to basic amenities such as shops, banks, health clinics, 
public transport and recreation.  On the other hand there were concerns with respect to 
inadequate recreation services in lower income neighbourhoods, for youth in many 
neighbourhoods, and for Muslim women.  The condition of some parks was a concern, 
particular parks in lower income neighbourhoods.  This is consistent with findings in a 
separate research initiative of the Social Planning Council, on inclusion and exclusion of 
families with young children (SPC, 2007).   
 
It is notable that many participants from the Chinese community identified a lack of 
services for low income residents in Chinatown.  Of particular concern were homework 
clubs and other supports for children and youth, services for seniors, and better labour 
market supports.      
 
The economic vitality of local neighbourhoods was important to participants as well.  
Some adults noted the importance of having businesses in the local communities to serve 
as a source of employment.  Others identified a potentially concerning trend, in which 
some ethnic minority neighbourhoods were witnessing changes in land use, particularly 
affordable housing being converted to commercial uses.   
 
The literature identifies that the vulnerability of neighbourhoods is very influenced by 
land and housing markets (including processes of gentrification or re-development) and 
to changes in the local labour market.  Neighbourhood strategies to address exclusion 
must therefore be based on a sound analysis of the way in which they changes are 
impacting different neighbourhoods. 
The government said, “If you buy a house in Chinatown, we can help you to set your 
business soon”  You can run a lot of business from home in the area.  So you can see 
these small business areas such as salons for women’s hair.  You can see minorities. 
Lebanese, Italian, Portuguese areas have become small business areas, and before they 
were residential. 
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iv)  Patterns of Concentration or Dispersion in Neighbourhoods 
 
[Where a person lives] has to do … in a logical sense with how long you have been in the 
country. Its more likely you will find those who are arriving recently -  their economic 
situation is not there yet - you might find them in areas where the quality of the houses 
may not be as good as those who have been in the country for sometime and have done 
economically well. … But the more the economic situation improves….the more likely 
they move out from the inner part of the city, the more likely they will go into areas where 
they will buy a bigger home. The first manifestation of change of somebody’s status in the 
community is the minute that person has moved from a certain housing area.  … It 
doesn’t matter what your background or what your religion is or any of that…. I could 
tell how economically well a group has done by finding out where are they now.  
 
Ottawa does not have a strong pattern of significant geographically defined 
neighbourhoods where people of a common background live in high concentrations 
(sometimes called “ethnic enclaves or clusters).  Members of the case study communities, 
and visible minority residents are spread throughout the City.  (See the Table below and 
Maps at Appendix 3) 
 

Distribution of Selected Visible Minority Groups in Ottawa's Wards, 
2001 
Locality  Chinese Lebanese Somali  
Orleans 2.4 3.4 1 
Innes 4.1 4.9 0.4 
Bell South Nepean 4.2 1.9 0 
Kanata North 5.5 0.5 0 
West Carleton 0.3 0.6 0 
Stittsville 0.4 0.6 0 
Bay 10.2 5.7 13.8 
Baseline 9.2 1.9 4.4 
Knoxdale Merivale 6.3 5.2 3.2 
Gloucester Southgate  7.3 13.1 14.4 
Beacon Hill Cyrville  3.8 7.1 7.9 
Rideau Vanier 3.4 3.4 8.2 
Rideau Rockcliffe  2.1 7.2 7.6 
Somerset 9.7 2.2 3.6 
Kitchissippi 3.4 2.7 3.4 
River 8.2 7 9.6 
Captial  5.3 4.8 0.8 
Alta Vista 3.6 17.8 21 
Cumberland 1.2 1.6 0 
Osgoode 2 0.8 0 
Rideau Goulbourn 0.3 0.7 0 
River Rideau South 1.8 0.9 0 
Kanata South 6.9 2.6 0.8 
Source:  Statistics Canada, 2001 Census 
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As we see in the Map below, even the distribution of low income visible minority 
residents is fairly widely dispersed through the City. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Some neighbourhoods are viewed as such enclaves, but are actually quite diverse.  
Chinatown is the most obvious example of this.  Although Chinatown is still the centre of 
Chinese business and commercial activity, many Chinese Canadians have moved out to 
the suburbs as a result of increased social mobility.   North Chinatown is now inhabited 
by different ethnic groups making it a multicultural centre in the city.  As mentioned 
above, it is also diversifying with respect to its’ commercial character.   
 
While this is a strength of our City, it also presents certain challenges with respect to the 
process of inclusion.  In particular: 

• Determining the best location for culturally specific services can be challenging 
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• Achieving inclusion in mainstream services is difficult, given the diversity in each 
neighbourhood 

• As previously identified, this can result in degrees of isolation for members of 
distinct communities who do not find cultural peers in their neighbourhood. 

• Community members may find it difficult to connect with each other.  This 
highlights the importance of cultural and recreational activities and community 
specific infrastructure to facilitate community networking. 

 
Ray, Brian and Bergeron, Jean (2007) point out the importance of not focusing solely on 
where people live when considering their spatial distribution.  People interact with the 
space of the City in many ways – through stores, employment and use of community 
amenities.  The dynamic of geographic dimensions of exclusion and inclusion are 
intimately related to the experience of inclusion in access to services, employment and 
use of public spaces. 
 
I always noticed police cars hanging around the area.  Sometimes I see them monitoring 
some of the Somali youth who are hanging out near the neighbourhood.  These kids are 
not doing anything.  They are just talking, but the police obviously see this as a potential 
problem.  Because we are Black, some people are somehow afraid of us and have the 
perception we can harm them somehow, hence we are seen as a threat … In our culture 
being together was a good thing, but it is not positive in this culture.   
 
Business is neutral.  You can talk about business no matter what culture you have.  It is a 
good vehicle to help the community have a relationship with outsiders.  For that stand, 
the small business is good. 
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d) The Geography of Exclusion:  Concentration in Poor 
Neighbourhoods 

 
Are visible minority groups more likely live in poor neighbourhoods than non 
visible minority groups in Ottawa? 
 
To answer this question, we examine the spatial distribution of the visible minority 
groups in relation to low income neighbourhoods within Ottawa.  The findings will 
further our understanding of some of the underlying factors leading to social and 
economic exclusion faced by this group of the population. 
 
From the same Census, close to one in seven of the population in private households live 
below the Low Income Cut-off (LICO). There are about 112,000 persons living in 
poverty representing 15% of the population (city average). 
 
Poor Neighhourhoods 
 
We define a poor neighbourhood as a census tract in which the percent of low income 
residents is above the city average of low income population (15%). A census tract (CT) 
as established by Statistics Canada is a small, relatively stable geographic area that 
usually has a population of 2,500 to 8,000. It is as homogeneous as possible in terms of 
socioeconomic characteristics, such as similar economic status and social living 
conditions. 
 
There are 59 census tracts with over 15% of the residents living in poverty. They account 
for about 34% of all the neighbourhoods (census tracts) in Ottawa. Almost all the poor 
neighbourhoods are located within the Ottawa Central area. 
 
These neighbourhoods can be further divided into groups based on the magnitude of the 
poverty level (low, medium, high and very high).  

• Low Poverty (LP) neighhourhoods are those areas with below city average rates 
of poverty (less than 15%). 

• Medium Poverty (MP) neighbourhoods are those between 15 to 30% of the city 
average.  

• High Poverty (HP) neighbourhoods are those areas with between two to three 
times of the city average (30 to 45%).  

• Very High Poverty (VHP) neigbhourhoods are those with above three times of the 
city average (45% and over). In other words, about half of the residents in the 
VHP neighbourhoods live in poverty. 
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This approach to classify and group low income neighbourhoods was also used in the low 
income neighbourhood study (Poverty by Postal Code) by the United Way of Greater 
Toronto and Canadian Council on Social Development.17 
 
Map 1 below shows the geographic locations of the four groups of low income 
neighbourhoods. About 64% (38 census tracts) of the poor neighbourhoods belong to the 
Medium Poverty group, 29% (17 census tracts) to the High Poverty group and 7% (4 
census tracts) to the Very High Poverty group. The four Very High Poverty 
neighbourhoods are each located in Alta Vista, Dalhousie, Sandy Hill and Lower Town. 
 
 
 

                                                
17 United Way of Greater Toronto and Canadian Council on Social Development, (2004).  Poverty by 
Postal Code:  The Geography of Neighbourhood Poverty:  City of Toronto, 1981 – 2001.  Toronto:  United 
Way of Greater Toronto. 
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Visible minority groups in poor neighbourhoods 
 
The number of residents (visible and non visible minority groups) is summed for each of 
the 59 poor neighbhourhoods. Over half (55.2%) of the all visible minority groups live in 
poor neighbourhoods, a total of over 75,000 residents. On the other hand, about one-third 
(33.3%) of the non visible minority groups live in the same areas. 
 
Among the various visible minority groups, which groups are more likely to reside 
in poor neighbourhoods? 
 
The spatial distribution of the six major visible minority groups living in the various 
levels of poverty neighbourhoods is captured in the following maps.  

• Map 2, below, shows the pattern of the Black population. This group has presence 
in all three types of poor neighbhourhoods (Medium, High and Very High). It also 
has strong presence in each of the Very High Poverty neighbourhoods.  

 
 

• 
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The Latin American group (See Map 3 below) has a lesser presence in the low 
poverty neighbhourhoods except those in Hunt Club East, Rockcliffe Park, Alta 
Vista and Cyrville. It has presence in three of the four Very High Poverty 
neighbourhoods. 
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The Southeast Asian group (Map 4 below) has a presence only in one of the four Very 
High Poverty neighbourhoods (Dalhousie). A majority of the residents live in the poor 
neighbourhoods in the western part of the city. 

 

 

 117



The Arab group (Map 5 below) has a strong presence in only one of the four Very 
High Poverty neighbourhoods (Alta Vista). Their strong presence can be found in 
Riverview/Hawthorne, Carleton Height, and Hunt Club East.  The Arab group 
includes Lebanese. 
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Map 6 below shows the pattern of the West Asian group. They have presence in three of 
the four Very High Poverty neighbourhoods. Similar to the Arab group, they have no 
presence in Dalhousie. 
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Very similar to the pattern of the Black population, the Chinese population (See Map 7) 
has presence in all four groups of neighbourhoods with a strong presence in Dalhousie. 
Unlike the Black population, the Chinese has little presence in the eastern part of the city 
(Overbrook, Vanier, Ottawa North East and Rockcliffe Park. 
 

 
As the chart below shows, 6 of the 11 major visible minority groups have more than half 
of their population living in poor neighbourhoods. Over two-thirds (66.7%) of the Black 
population can be found in these areas. This group is closely followed by the Latin 
American population (62.4%), Southeast Asian population (61.8%), Arab population 
(61.5%), and the West Asian population (60.7%). 
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Proportion of Visible Minority Groups Living in Poor Neighbourhoods, Ottawa, 
2000 
 

Proportion of Visible Minority Groups living in poor 
neighbourhoods, Ottawa, 2000

32.8%
35.8%

38.4%
41.7%

47.3%
54.1%

55.5%
56.1%

60.7%

61.5%

61.8%

62.2%

66.7%

Non Visible Minority
Japanese

Korean
South Asian

Filipino
VM (not included elsewhere)

All Visible Minority
Chinese

West Asian

Arab
Southeast Asian

Latin American
Black

% population

Source: Statistics Canada, 2001 Census © 2007, Social Planning Council of  Ottaw a, all rights reserved

 
It is interesting to note, that even the Japanese population which is both small in number 
and proportion, has a higher percentage (35.8%) living in poor neighbourhoods than the 
non visible minority population (32.8%). 
 
Between 30% to 40% of the population in each visible minority group lives in Low 
Poverty neighbourhoods, with the exception of the Chinese. Over half (54%) of the 
Chinese population lives in the neighbourhoods with below the City average (15%). 
About one quarter of the Southeast Asian and Black population live in High Poverty 
areas. About 9% of the Arab population lives in Very High Poverty neigbhourhoods 
followed closely by the Black, Latin American, Southeast Asian and the West Asian 
population. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The above analysis clearly demonstrates that the total visible minority population and 
each of the visible minority groups with no exception are more likely live in poor 
neighbourhoods than the non visible minority population in the City of Ottawa.  

• Over half (55.5%) of all visible minority group members live in poor 
neighbourhoods  
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• Less than one-third (32.8%) of all others (non visible minority group members) 
live in poor neighbourhoods 

 
In addition, there is also a higher likelihood for the same groups to live in high poverty 
and very high poverty areas.  Living in these neighbourhoods are: 

– 66.7% of the Black group 
– 62.2% of the Latin American group 
– 61.8% of the Southeast Asian group 
– 61.5% of the Arab group 
– 60.7% of the West Asian group 
– 56.1% of the Chinese group 

 
The fact that we do not have a significant pattern of ethnic enclaves does not mean we do 
not have geographic exclusion in Ottawa.  The intersection of the racialization of poverty 
and the geography of exclusion create an extremely divisive tendency in Ottawa and a 
critical issue in the social and economic exclusion of visible minority residents. 
 

e) Recommendations  
 
A comprehensive three pronged strategy is necessary to support improvements with 
respect to housing outcomes and increased inclusion at the neighbourhood level, 
specifically: 

 
i) Improve access to appropriate housing and supports for individuals and communities 

facing exclusion 
 
ii) Create inclusive neighbourhoods and housing 
 
iii) Support community infrastructure to advance inclusive housing and neighbourhoods 
 
i)  Improve access to appropriate housing and supports  
 
1. Improve the living conditions of people experiencing exclusion, particularly low 

income residents. 
 
2. Improve the enforcement of property (maintenance) standards in housing, particularly 

in social housing. 
 
3. Develop a strategy to meet the housing and care needs of a diverse seniors 

population, including culturally appropriate long term care and supports for aging in 
place (including opportunities to socialize with peers). 

 
4. Improve core community infrastructure, particularly in poor neighbourhoods, 

including municipal services, recreation for children and youth, and voluntary sector 
services. 
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5. Enhance housing awareness programs in multiple languages – with respect to buying 

a home, home ownership and tenancy rights and responsibilities.  Build on existing 
community services for these programs.    Make available rental contracts in different 
languages.   

 
6. Develop a credit-guarantee system for non-government sponsored newcomers, so 

they can meet rental requirements.    
 
ii)  Create inclusive housing and neighbourhoods  
 
7. Improve the conditions of families living in subsidized housing.  This would require 

programs that could be implemented in conjunction with residents.  These programs 
should offer access to jobs, programs for youth and have funding to improve the 
physical conditions of these neighbourhoods.  Some of the current neighbourhood 
planning processes may be the appropriate vehicle for this process. 

 
8. Examine public housing policies to determine where visible minority residents may 

be disproportionately impacted. 
 
9. Expand inclusive housing policies, inclusive neighbourhood planning policies and 

resources for affordable housing, including 
• Local housing policy which leads to a greater mix of housing 
• Inclusive land use planning, zoning and performance standards 
 

10. Ensure inclusive policy and practice within local school boards and individual 
schools – through collaborative and reciprocal strategies between community 
representatives and school structures. 

 
11. The City of Ottawa should develop a framework to support geographically focused 

economic development.  This would include strategies to support investment in 
neighbourhoods, to counter disinvestment (e.g. flight of basic commercial and retail 
services from low income neighbourhoods), and to work with ethnic and visible 
minority organizations supporting small business development. 

 
iii)  Support community infrastructure for inclusive housing & neighbourhoods  
 
12. Funders and decision makers support community initiatives to establish meeting 

“spaces” which build social capital within ethnic and visible minority communities 
(e.g. community meeting spaces, cultural activities, community gardens, etc.). 

 
13. Enhance initiatives related to a community based safety and crime agenda which 

create safe spaces and build trust and understanding between racialized communities 
and the justice system. 
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14. Ensure that exclusion is explicitly considered in neighbourhood level planning 
processes, through the implementation of best practices.  In particular, base 
neighborhood social service planning in the area of parks and recreation, childcare, 
transportation, family health, employment support, and youth services on a 
comprehensive knowledge of the cultural and demographic composition of residents 
and of the various needs, concerns and strengths of specific cultural groups. 

 
15. Increase supports available for the development of affordable housing, including 

affordable home ownership. 
 
16. Develop financial instruments which are an alternative to commercial mortgages, to 

facilitate home ownership by people who face barriers to acquiring a standard 
mortgage (e.g. some Muslims and low income individuals). 

 
17. Support the infrastructure within visible and ethnic minority communities which 

facilitate access to rental housing and home ownership. 
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8. Civic Engagement – The Means And End of a 
Democratic Society 

 
If you are feeling at ease, if you are satisfied, if you are living with your family you have 
no problems. You like to extend your participation instead of just being focused on the 
family I want to focus on my neighborhood and then on my city and then my country.. 
care for other things ….  

 

a) Framing the Discussion of Civic Engagement  
 

What is “Civic Engagement”? 
 
There are many different definitions and models of civic engagement, reflecting the fact 
that the concept is constantly changing.  For our discussion we use a framework 
developed by Jenkins et al., which identifies civic and political activity along a full 
spectrum which includes: 

• Civic activity (based upon problem-solving and helping others including 
volunteering, informal helping, establishing and supporting community structures, 
involvement in groups, donating, etc)  

• Electoral activity (which involves traditional political engagement including 
voting, participating in electoral campaigns and running for political office) 

• Political voice (communicating with those in power). (Jenkins et al., 2003) 
 
This framework reflects the way research participants described their involvement in 
civic engagement.  As well, it includes a consideration of activity by individuals as well 
as groups, which is important in a consideration of exclusion of groups. 
 
Why does civic engagement matter? 

 
Civic engagement is an important aspect of exclusion and inclusion, indicating the degree 
of distance from power and decision making by individuals and groups.  Effective civic 
engagement is also the means by which change is made.  Therefore, civic engagement is 
both an outcome and a process of inclusion. 
 
Civic engagement is essential to the effective functioning of a democracy. An active and 
engaged citizenship is the means by which effective communities are built and the 
process through which the state establishes legitimacy for itself and the policies it puts in 
place. 
 
Through the focus groups, key informants and literature review we explored the 
following questions, as they apply to the three case study communities and to the broader 
community: 
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1. What are the patterns and levels of participation by visible and ethnic minority 
residents and communities in Ottawa in the three aspects of civic 
engagement? 

2. What are the factors that assist or work against effective civic participation by 
visible and ethnic minority residents and communities? 

3. What recommendations emerge which would enhance civic participation of 
visible and ethnic minority residents and groups in Ottawa? 

 
We will focus primarily on the rich information which was generously provided by the 
focus group participants and key informant interviews.  While reference will also be 
made to lessons from the literature, for more details please see the companion literature 
review prepared within the project:    Best, M., & Dustan, L., 2006.  The Civic 
Participation of Visible Minority Canadians:  A Literature Review.  Ottawa:  Social 
Planning Council of Ottawa.  Available at: 
http://www.spcottawa.on.ca/Documents/2006%20Publications/Civic_Participation__Mar
ch%202006%20(2).doc   
 
We did not have access to Statistics Canada data on civic engagement of visible minority, 
ethnic minority, religious minority or immigrant groups at the local level.  Such statistics, 
where presented, reflect national findings and are provided for context.   
 

b) What are the Patterns and Levels of Civic Engagement?  
 
Within the general population, the level and nature of civic engagement is very diverse.  
This is equally true of visible minority residents, ethnic minority residents and 
immigrants.  While the levels and patterns of participation vary according to individual 
preferences and differences within groups, the research participants pointed to some 
patterns which are helpful in understanding the complex reality of civic engagement.      

i) Civic Activity  
Research participants highlighted that members of the three communities are very 
involved in civic activities, particularly informal helping, creating and supporting 
community infrastructure, and involvement with their own community based groups.  
They believed volunteering with the community and participating within religious or 
cultural activities were the most common civic activities.   
 
 
Formal and Informal Volunteering 
 
Participants identified a very strong engagement in informal helping and involvement in 
the community of identity.  This was a common sentiment expressed by those who 
identified their community by culture, language, religion, or as an immigrant identified 
group.  Many identified formal and informal volunteering as a cultural value, consistent 
with a perspective of community approaches to addressing issues (as distinct from 
individualistic approaches).  The mainstream concept of volunteering was not familiar to 
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members of some immigrant groups who came from countries with different civil society 
structures which did not include voluntary sector organizations or community based 
citizen groups. 
 
Membership in groups or organizations is closely linked to the concept of volunteering.  
With respect to both membership and volunteering, faith based activities were identified 
as particularly important, as were activities centred around preservation and celebration 
of culture and language 
 
In our study, research participants believed formal volunteering of community members 
(however defined) was most common within community and religious institutions.  
Volunteering with mainstream organizations was not considered as common as in the 
general population.  A few suggested that this was related to the fact that many 
community members did not use, and therefore were not familiar with, mainstream 
voluntary sector services.  On the other hand, participants shared that the school was one 
mainstream institution in which community members would commonly volunteer.  
Despite a number of barriers, many parents volunteered in the school setting to support 
their children’s education. 
 
New immigrants were identified as a group which tended to volunteer less, as they 
focused on issues of settlement and establishment.  Nonetheless, new immigrants 
volunteered to address high priority concerns (e.g. employment, cultural or religious 
retention, mutual aid, etc.) and to support the creation of community infrastructure.   
  
It was felt that informal volunteering was particularly strong among women.  This often 
related to their roles as caregivers with primary responsibility for family and “community 
life”.  They provided mutual aid such as babysitting, helping others when needed, 
fundraising and organizing special occasion activities such as community activities for 
Eid and Ramadan.    
 
Both adults and youth identified significant formal and informal volunteering by youth.  
In particular, the Somali community residents identified the importance of youth 
supporting the younger children, having moved themselves from mentees to mentors.  
This information is significant in light of some prevailing views that youth in general are 
disengaged from civic participation and volunteering.  It may be relatable to findings 
from research on civic engagement of Aboriginal residents and minorities in Québec.  In 
one such study Meintel found that “family, church and ethnic minority associations are 
more likely to engage the energies of … young people without their work being labeled 
as ‘volunteering’”. (Meintel, 2005, p. 17).  Our research indicates that youth volunteering 
is recognized within the ethnic minority community, but the reality falls victim to 
stereotypes of youth in general, which themselves may or may not be well founded. 
  
The responses of the focus group participants support findings of a significant literature 
on the importance and vitality of informal helping, participating in organizations, and 
volunteering as forms of civic engagement within visible minority, ethnic minority and 
immigrant communities.  (Scott, K. and Selbee, K and Reed, P., 2006).  It is significant to 
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note that we found no literature on the volunteering patterns of visible and ethnic 
minority populations.  (Best, M. and Dustin, L. 2006) 
 
In Stoparczyk's (2005) study on immigrants and voluntarism in Ottawa (based on 
surveys, focus groups and interviews with 65 new Canadians) it was reported that 
voluntarism, as it is organized and practiced in Canada, was a new activity for 80% of the 
study participants. In certain countries, government or educational training is required in 
order to volunteer.  In other countries, helping in the neighbourhood or community is not 
seen as voluntarism per se, but as part of belonging. (Best, M. and Dustin, L. 2006)    
 
Further, in a report base on the “National Survey on Giving Volunteering and 
Participating”, the Canadian Council of Social Development identified that immigrants 
were more likely to volunteer with religious groups or organizations and less likely to 
volunteer with social service organizations than their Canadian-born counterparts.  As 
well, nationally, over 70% of immigrants provided informal care or assistance to others.  
Those who had resided in Canada for six to fifteen years provided the most informal care 
(79%), including such activities as shopping or driving for others, and caring for the sick 
and elderly.   (Scott, Selbee, Reed, 2006, p. 3 - 4)  
 
The literature indicates that volunteering is practiced for personal reasons (Street, 1994) 
such as human contact, feelings of accomplishment and well-being, or to gain skills and 
work experience.  Motivation for volunteering is often also altruistic, as some do 
volunteer work to improve their communities or simply based on principle. (Batson, 
Ahmad, Tsang, 2002).   
 
For some immigrants, volunteering is a strategy to acquire Canadian experience or 
contacts.  As a means to advance inclusion (distinct from civic engagement per se), 
mainstream voluntary sector organizations could identify and market meaningful 
volunteer engagement opportunities which could serve as credible Canadian experience. 
       
 
Creating Community Infrastructure 
 
All three communities, and indeed immigrant, ethnic minority and visible minority 
communities in general, have established a breadth of community assets such as groups, 
organizations, institutions (e.g. religious facilities and schools), and social and cultural 
service organizations.  Participants were very proud of their achievements in establishing 
a broad range of institutions to serve their needs, including religious facilities, cultural 
festivals, social service organizations, and various support groups.   
 
This type of community infrastructure is very important in a City such as Ottawa which 
does not have a strong pattern of geographically based ethnic enclaves.  Community 
festivals, culturally based family centres and language schools, for example, serve as a 
means for residents dispersed throughout Ottawa to connect with each other.  As well, it 
is important in light of the fact that the majority of Ottawa’s immigrants are new 
immigrants. 
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The strong community infrastructure and engagement within distinct communities is 
evidence of strong civic engagement of a particular and very important type.  These 
institutions are very significant in addressing social issues, serving as a place of mutual 
support and preserving culture, language and heritage.  From a social capital perspective, 
they provide a key source of bonding between community members and of building 
social capital18 of community members facing exclusion. 
  
When considering the concepts of inclusion and exclusion, however, many participants 
shared a certain complexity with respect to identity based institutions.  Very clearly, the 
majority of adult focus group participants and key informants felt these institutions were 
very important places of inclusion for community members and a bridge to integration in 
the larger community.  This reflected findings of an earlier study by the Social Planning 
Council and the Ottawa Mosaic on community assets in visible and ethnic minority 
communities which identified the centrality of community infrastructure and the high 
value accorded to it by community members.  (See An Overview of the Assets of 
Immigrant and Visible Minority Communities in Ottawa, 2004).   
 
It should be noted that some participants in this study cautioned that identity specific 
organizations and services can replicate exclusion, by isolating members from the 
broader community.  A few participants were concerned that some of the cultural 
institutions had not succeeded in building links with the broader community, a fact which 
could serve to reinforce separateness. 
…when you go there [to the community institutions] you find the convenience of, “Oh we 
all speak the same language, we all understand the same sort of thing.”  Then as a result 
this is not going to be helpful in trying to integrate the overall opinion. So it plays a role 
in exclusion of members of the community rather than inclusion of the communities in the 
overall community. ... but the second generation they will disconnect.  I would say that a 
big number of the second generation communities do not participate in institutions of 
minority communities. They rather participate in the institutions of the larger 
communities. 
 
Feelings of exclusion contribute to visible minorities grouping among themselves. One 
participant from the Chinese community stated that this is not a manifestation of 
solidarity among community members, but it is more a reaction to feeling excluded. 
Participants working in community organizations believe that Chinese residents often feel 
intimidated to interact with mainstream Canadians.  They have a hard time interacting 
with them because of cultural and language differences.  A similar sentiment was shared 

                                                
18 Best, M. and Dustin, L. 2006 explain social capital in the following way.  ’Social capital refers to the 
social networks maintained by individuals and within communities, including ties to family, friends, 
neighbours, local businesses and coworkers, and the norms of reciprocity and trust which arise from them 
(Putnam, 2000: 19). High levels of social capital have been linked to a variety of positive benefits, 
including economic growth, civic participation and individual and community well-being (Woolcock, 
2001). Social capital and civic participation are mutually reinforcing. Face-to-face interaction among 
neighbours and community members involving deliberative and collaborative work within voluntary 
organizations fosters interpersonal trust and social norms of tolerance and cooperation.’ (Best, M. and 
Dustin, L. 2006: 8)  
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by some participants from each of the other two communities.  Culturally specific 
services cannot be a substitute for an inadequate level of inclusion and responsiveness in 
mainstream institutions.   
 
Tillie (2004) clarified the dynamic of ethnic minority community organizations in 
relation to social capital and civic engagement within the broader community.  If it has 
social capital of its own and is well connected, an organization has a positive influence on 
the broader civic engagement of its members.  “Organisational membership as such is 
only a partial indicator of individual social capital.  At least two additional indicators 
should be taken into account:  the social network of the ethnic citizen and the social 
capital of the organisation as reflected in the connectedness of the organisation or the 
density of the organisational network of the ethnic community.”  (Tillie, 2004, p. 540). 

 
Since immigrants began arriving in Canada, identity based communities have established 
community infrastructure.  This is both a reaction to exclusion and an expression of the 
group (however it defines itself) taking an active role in its inclusion.  Our research 
highlights the importance of supporting the capacity of this infrastructure to serve both a 
bonding function for community members and a bridging function to other communities 
and broader civic engagement.  This will allow communities to have a collective structure 
to lead their initiatives and to increase the inclusion of their community.   
 
I think we had to face a lot in building the internal structure of the community before we 
had to go and interact with the other mainstream although I mentioned before that those 
two processes could happen in parallel as well.   
 
It will also enable individuals within those communities to choose their process of 
integration and engagement as individuals and families.    
 
So the question that people are asking is, “Should we create our own communities and 
identities and stay in communities where we are comfortable and accepted?”  But 
choosing this comfort, while it is beneficial and provides lots of social support, does not 
lead to, for example, increased employment.  And hence one’s ability to provide for their 
families is compromised.  It is important that newcomers choose the base of their 
integration.  But what is also equally important is that it should not lead to ghettoization 
and economic, social and political segregation   
 
With appropriate resources, identity specific groups and infrastructure can:  

• Support individual group members to deal with the impacts of exclusion on their 
daily life 

• Reach out to community members to support them in engaging more broadly in 
mainstream civic activities 

• Through their own participation in mainstream activities, serve as a counter-
balance to the complex forces of exclusion.  In this way participation can become 
a collaborative process of defining “the problem”, finding solutions and of sharing 
decision-making power. 

 

 130



Donating 
 
Research participants noted that a very significant portion of the specific community 
infrastructure has been resourced and continues to be maintained through contributions 
and fundraising by the community.  Newer immigrant communities, particularly those 
which arrived primarily as refugees, tend to have less financial ability to resource their 
fledgling community infrastructure.  Even in this case, however, the research indicates 
that communities may prioritize the creation of infrastructure, as in the case of the Somali 
community.  Despite multiple barriers to inclusion, this community has created a broad 
range of community institutions in a very short time.    
 
Community members also donate to mainstream organizations.  Members of the Somali 
community shared that while it was sometimes difficult for individual Somali families to 
contribute to activities at the school, with a bit of notice they would fundraise through 
their community so they could contribute.  Others drew attention to community members 
who had played significant roles in fundraising for mainstream organizations such as the 
United Way.     
 
Both the Lebanese and Somali communities shared that community members would also 
donate informally, providing aid to community members who were in need.  This was 
seen as a practice rooted in the culture, values or religion of the community members and 
one which was a helpful response to the impact of exclusion (such as low income or 
barriers to accessing capital).  This echoes national research which found that in 2000 
(the most recent data), about 90% of immigrants made informal donations to others.  The 
longer immigrants had lived in Canada, the more likely they were to engage in giving, 
from donating to a food bank to providing direct financial support to others, especially 
relatives.  (Scott, Selbee, Reed, 2006, p. 3 – 4)  
 

ii) Electoral Activity 
 
We have, generally speaking, a national low turn out or low rate of participation in the 
electoral process.  … And I don’t think the visible minorities are way beyond the average. 
I think actually it is … on the average. It might actually be even more, as some recent 
polls proved, the rate of the Arabic and Muslim participation proved to be very important 
to elect a few members of parliament …. So I don’t have exact statistics but I think this is 
one of those rumors that the visible minority community is less participating in the 
electoral process.   

 
Voting and Joining Political Parties 
 
According to the 2000 National Survey on Giving, Volunteering and Participation, 
almost 65% of immigrants and 75% of Canadian-born respondents said they had voted in 
a recent federal, provincial or municipal election. First generation immigrants were more 
preoccupied with getting settled.  Most immigrants took their franchise rights seriously, 
particularly immigrant seniors.  (Scott, Selbee, Reed, 2006, p. 4)  We do not have 
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national data on the electoral participation of visible minority, ethnic minority or 
religious minority residents. 
 
In the absence of local data on voting and other aspects of electoral activity, it is not 
possible to determine if the local pattern of engagement in electoral activity is the same 
as at the national level.  However, the perception of most participants in our study was 
that community members were more prone to get involved in civic activities than in 
electoral activities.  They noted that volunteers of civic activities are more exposed to 
political activities.  This linkage should be strengthened by providing political awareness 
to volunteers and linking them with political bodies.  
 
I work as a volunteer in Somerset Community Centre.  During the election, I was with the 
liberal party and I met the local MP.  
 
Next to civic activity as explained above, voting in elections was seen to be the most 
common of other types of civic engagement.  Many research participants felt members of 
the three communities were less involved in all electoral activities (voting, involvement 
in political parties, running for election) than the general population. Other research 
participants felt there were no significant differences between the participation of their 
community members and the general population.    
I go to every election. I go no matter what. I have to go. I feel it is a duty on me. It is a 
civic duty. Many of the Lebanese feel the same way and most of the time, what they do for 
example, they will call on the candidate to come and provide a program, explain what 
they are going to do and so on and so on.  
 
Participants from all three communities identified that their communities responded well 
when political institutions reached out to them, for example, when politicians would meet 
with the community.  Outreach by community organizations or by political parties had 
been shown to be a very effective way to increase voter involvement.  In some cases it 
resulted in short term engagement (e.g. for one election).  However, the Somali 
community was organizing itself to encourage active voter engagement, and found the 
participation by community members in the most recent election to be “amazing”. This 
represents a more sustained strategy of engagement, in which the community has 
recognized their collective voting power is a source of influence  
 
Participants identified that electoral activity varied by age.  Older community members 
were more likely than younger community members to vote.  Although this is consistent 
with trends in the general population, it was nonetheless concerning for adult participants.   
I don’t really listen to politics so I don’t know much about it.  And last time we had to 
vote, well, I went to vote and I just went because my dad told me to go. 
 
Some first generation immigrants were identified as a group who were often too busy to 
get involved at any level of electoral politics.   
 
Research participants suggested quite different trajectories of engagement for the three 
communities at this point in time in Ottawa.   
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� For the Lebanese community, in general it was felt that adults in the second and 
third generations were more likely than the first generation to participate in all 
forms of electoral activity, and at levels comparable to the general population.  
The exception was youth in the second and third generation, with both the adults 
and the youth themselves indicating a significant level of disinterest in the 
process.  One participant suggested that young Muslim Lebanese residents were 
becoming more engaged, but more information would be required to determine if 
this is generally true. 

� For the Chinese community, there was a general sense of less engagement in all 
aspects of the electoral process.  This was particularly the case for citizens 
subjected to the Head Tax (first generation) and their descendents (subsequent 
generations). It was less clear what the pattern was for recent adult immigrants or 
young people. 

� For the Somali community, there was significant optimism that first and 
subsequent generations were being effectively mobilized to vote and participate in 
elections, and that young people and the second generation were getting engaged 
in participating in campaigns, joining parties or even running for election.         
There was a sense that Francophone Somalis are more active, which Francophone 
community leaders attributed to a greater interaction with French nationals and 
thus familiarity with European systems. 

 
Despite the different patterns, all three communities were proud of civic education 
initiatives they had undertaken to actively encourage more engagement in electoral 
activities.   
 
These different perspectives highlight the complexity of the push and pull factors which 
affect civic engagement, including different perspectives of the importance of civic 
engagement in relation to inclusion.   
 
Levels of Representation in Government 
 
There was general agreement that the communities were not represented in government 
in proportions comparable to their numbers in the general population, either within 
elected representation or within government staffing.   This is consistent with findings of 
an extensive body of research documenting persistent under-representation.  This was a 
significant concern to most participants.  Representativeness was seen as important so 
communities could “see themselves” in government, as role models and as advocates for 
the community.  Having said that, the Lebanese participants were somewhat satisfied 
with the number of elected representatives from their community.  Based on their 
concern, the Somali community had actively undertaken a process to build the capacity of 
their community to run for election.  They were very proud that they had three candidates 
for City Council and six for the School Board in the last election.  None were elected, but 
one was later appointed to fill a vacancy.   
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One person challenged the assumptions behind the concern of under-representation, 
suggesting that economic success was a more effective strategy for some.  Although this 
was a minority opinion, it does reflect a significant perspective shared by several others.    
 
 And the biggest or largest number of the people in the community who have done 
extremely well they have done well because they were not represented in the system. They 
have succeeded because they were not members of the government... they were not 
working for the government or working for the city or working for the provincial 
government. They succeeded because they established their own businesses or because 
they went into the private sectors so we have to be careful when we talk about 
representation at the government level. What are we talking about the first generation or 
second generation? The second one I think they are there.  But the first one I agreed they 
are not represented at all. And that’s the nature of things it’s everywhere the same. 
 

iii)  Political Voice 
 

The concept of “political voice” is particularly important with respect to effective civic 
engagement and inclusion because it reflects the community’s ability to be proactive 
within democratic institutions.  This occurs with respect to the definition of important 
issues and also the routes through which citizens will be engaged in democracy.   
 
Each of the case study communities identified significant community milestones, around 
which the community had rallied with a unified political voice.  They were proud of their 
exercise of political voice and of their success, which improved life for their community 
members.  Some of these significant events were: 
� For all the communities, the establishment of significant community infrastructure 

(an on-going process) 
� For the Somali community 

o A successful legal action to change immigration laws which required 
refugees to have identity papers  

o Lobbying for loans for refugees to attend post secondary schooling 
o Mobilization resulting in the community running candidates in the most 

recent municipal and school board elections 
� For the Lebanese community 

o Lobbying to have Lebanese re-classified from “Oriental” under the 
immigration laws 

o Lobbying for an Arab radio station 
� For the Chinese community 

o The success of the Redress Campaign, which culminated into a public 
apology by the Prime Minister to Chinese Canadians who had paid head 
tax. 

o The advancement of the Community Historical Recognition Program, 
which will influence our collective view of Canada’s history by properly 
situating the role of the Chinese community and its’ members. 

 

 134



One participant felt their religious community had not been listened to in important 
public policy debates in which they had participated, particularly policies related to 
family (same-sex marriage) and education (related to enrollment in Catholic schools and 
school funding).  They felt this was not related to their position as a religious minority, 
but rather to secularism in the political sphere which therefore was not responsive to the 
advocacy of a cross section of religious communities.    
 
In addition to involvement in traditional strategies for communicating with decision 
makers (lobbying, letter writing, etc.)  it is significant that the communities are 
demanding and creating new points of engagement with mainstream institutions to enable 
reciprocal and meaningful change.  For example, the Francophone Somali community 
has developed a collaboration between its association and individual schools to improve 
educational outcomes of children in their community.  This includes but goes beyond 
involvement in the school parent council and participation in school board processes. 
 
Several participants expressed a concern about the significant reliance on a modest 
number of community leaders.  Research indicates this is typical within any volunteer 
structure.  (Scott, Selbee, Reed, 2006)  Nonetheless, it creates a significant burden on the 
community leaders.  There is a need to cultivate additional leaders, diverse styles of 
community leadership and places for collective leadership activities not only individual 
leadership. 
It is not only one person but a group of people – there are lots of individual Somalis who 
advocate on behalf of the Somali community but their voices are not really heard unless 
you are wearing the hat of the Somali community.  When I wear my hat as a 
representative of [a Somali organization] it goes further than everybody.  We would like 
to do more advocacy but we are overworked and we really don’t have the resources.  
 
Of course, none of the communities is homogeneous.  There are significant differences 
along socio-economic lines as well as often culture, language, religion, and immigrant 
status.  These differences were identified as a challenge in political organizing within the 
various communities and within the broader groupings of visible, ethnic or religious 
minority.  At a community meeting held in February 2008 to verify the findings of this 
research, this challenge was discussed.  It was agreed that the time was ripe for a 
coalition of ethnocultural and visible minority grassroots groups to be established, to 
support the capacity of the individual groups and to enhance the collective voice on 
common concerns.    

c) What Factors Assist or Work Against Effective Civic 
Engagement? 

 
About the whole participation thing, the Canadian history has as much to do as the 
Chinese culture, excluding them from the political system.  They blame the culture for 
lack of participation.  You need to see how the government treated Chinese immigrants 
less as human, not to say less as citizens, until 1948.  Even today, I would say they treat 
new immigrants somehow like that too. Why should I participate because I’m not 
accepted? 
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i) Focusing on Push and Pull Factors (Motivators, De-Motivators, 
Challenges) 

 
There are multiple factors in representation.  As for the internal factors sometimes a 
community doesn’t have the education and skills needed because they went and already 
specialized in different kinds of skills …and just because opportunities were not available 
and accessible for them. … On the other hand external factors - we can look at the system 
itself. The system was not treating them fairly. The system was not allowing equal 
opportunities as they allowed other members of mainstream society….  And then after 
that we talked about how the system needs to work with the communities, it needs to 
implement the acts, it needs to work hard to ensure fair representation. 

For individuals, the factors that support or work against effective civic engagement are a 
combination of personal knowledge, practices, attitudes and personal capacity or 
resources.  Where individuals in a community are disproportionately affected by a 
particular factor (e.g. poverty), this can significantly affect the community’s civic 
engagement.    
 
Barriers to involvement in electoral activity include personal factors and systemic issues.  
An exclusion framework helps us to understand that the personal and systemic are closely 
related.  As the women’s movement of previous decades taught us, “The personal is 
political”.  For example, even personal attitudes such as cynicism may be a result of 
systemic issues such as racism. 
 
Research participants identified a broad range of factors that affect civic engagement, 
particularly engagement in formal electoral activity and participatory processes19. 
 
� Lack of time.  This disproportionately affects members of any of the groups who are 

working long hours in employment or self-employment, women with children, and 
new immigrants who are occupied with settlement.  
Political participation needs long hours of meetings in the evening but when you are 
working in the evening as a cleaner or driving a taxi how are you going to attend 
those meetings?   You cannot come out for a school council.  You cannot participate 
in the other committees.   

 
� Poverty and financial barriers.  This disproportionately affects visible minority groups 

and single earner families (and women, as discussed above).   
 
� Having a “decent” job.  This disproportionately affects visible minority residents, 

immigrants with foreign acquired credentials, unilingual Francophone visible 
minority residents and Muslims post-9/11, all of whom face more significant labour 
market barriers. 
They used to think they were experts and could make a contribution to this country, 
because they already made a contribution to China.  They had the intention to have a 

                                                
19 Literature identifies sex as another significant factor.  This study did not explore the dynamic of sex as a 
factor in engagement in electoral politics or exercising political voice. 
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better life in Canada and moved here because it is more democratic and a free 
country. It would provide freedom for their career development.  They had such 
belief.  The long period of such state [unemployment or under-employment] would 
result in complaints about the society.  
 

� A past or current history of discrimination.  This creates a lack of trust in the 
mainstream institutions.  These groups may become very cautious about the nature 
and terms of their involvement in mainstream activities. Although economic inclusion 
is the key factor in civic engagement, economic mobility alone does not change this 
reality.  This particularly affects groups who have experienced legislation targeted 
against them (such as the Chinese and Somali communities with respect to 
immigration laws, Muslims and Japanese with respect security laws, etc.) 

 
� Length of time in Canada.  This affects only immigrants.  Political participation 

among first-generation immigrants is relatively low in Canada, as well as other 
countries who accept immigrants (Simard, 2002).  Time, then, is an important 
variable as new immigrants become adjusted to the community, gain status, 
knowledge, awareness and skills. Research has shown that there is a small 
“generational effect” in that the children of immigrants will tend to participate more 
than their parents. Not least of the correlates is the fact that the parents may motivate 
their children to become politically active. (Tolley, 2003: 14 as cited in Best, et al., 
2006) 
Although the Lebanese community has been here for a hundred years …the 
[Lebanese] Shiite Muslim community, it really arrived to Canada only since the last 
20 years.   Maybe we need to give them some time for a better evaluation.   

� A need to focus on settlement.  This affects first generation immigrants, particularly 
new immigrants. 
When we come to a new country, the priority for me is not to participate in political 
activities, but is about my survival in the new environment. I need to have a stable job 
and settle down and get proper housing. I don’t want to worry about my survival. 
Then if I have spare time and energy, I can consider participating in civic activities. 

 
� Language barriers, which make participation difficult. 
 
� Age.  As discussed above, youth tend to participate less in electoral politics, although 

there are some variations between and within ethnic minority groups. 
 
� Immigration status.  In particular, refugee claimants until they have landed status and 

temporary residents (such as foreign students) do not have the legal right to 
participate in electoral politics.  As well, refugees as a group face some challenges of 
the complex intersection of exclusion in many domains of life, which makes their 
settlement process more difficult overall than the settlement process of immigrants 
who come under other circumstances. 

 
� Knowledge of the system.  Related to this is the problem of community organizations 

which are stretched to the limit and under-resourced.  This can affect their capacity to 
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provide civic education and undertake outreach, which are important remedies for this 
issue. 

  
� Perspectives on civic engagement and politics stemming from religious views or 

traditions from country of origin.  Experience of democracy in the home country can 
help, due to familiarity with democracy or hinder if immigrants are cynical with their 
experience at home.  Lack of familiarity with a democratic system is a barrier for 
some due to lack of experience or can be a motivator for others who highly value the 
right to participate. 

 
� Lack of trust of politicians. This is a sentiment which is increasingly prevalent in the 

general population. 
[Our community members] don’t see sometimes the result. They don’t see action.  
They don’t have the confidence in the politicians that they are doing really the right 
job. They vote them but [the politicians] don’t do anything.  [The community 
members] don’t see any action.  They think that effort is wasted, for nothing. 
 

� Exclusion, discrimination or lack of openness in political institutions e.g. parties.  
Some participants reported negative experiences from party structures when they had 
worked on election campaigns. 

 
� Lack of inclusion in the way activities are organized or in public participation 

processes (e.g. school based parent activities organized in the evening when parents 
have care-giving responsibilities, community events in English only, etc.) 
I recently went to a consultation that has been organized by the province and I was 
intimidated because there was I and two other guys – only three people from the 
Black community – out of a crowd of 170.  And the consultation was about the policy 
of zero tolerance in the schools and who does that policy affect the most?  Of course 
the Black and immigrant communities. 
 

� Lack of meaningful opportunities for engagement on issues of concern to community 
members  
When people in the community come out and they want to talk about their needs, and 
they feel not being listened to then they won’t come to that meeting again. 

 
� Communities not “seeing themselves” in civic institutions, including lack of role 

models.  Not seeing community members in positions of authority and influence in 
government and other institutions can be disheartening.   
Visible minority people have their judgment about what kind of city Ottawa is.  I have 
talked to many people.   They come to the conclusion it is an exclusive city.  Ottawa is 
a place of privilege and people are used to these privileges.  If you take the 
leadership in the Ottawa Police, the City Hall and City departments as well are full of 
white people who take the administration of the public fund to people of diverse 
background.  You have white teachers and one Black, but say 80% of the population 
of students are Black and Asian.  There are mixed messages about who we are and 
who are in power in this society.  You need to take a lot of courage to move ahead on 
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this.  Otherwise, you just pay tax to those institutions that are more and more 
irrelevant, out of touch.   

 
� Racism, anti-Arab sentiment and Islamophobia 

Some of them [Muslims] believe that it doesn’t matter what you do... it doesn’t matter 
where you go. Backwards, sidewards or leftwards, it doesn’t help.  So the only way 
you can do it is just open up your heart and put it on the table but even then I am not 
sure that it will work. So there is that element but that is post 9/11. To a large extent I 
can begin to express the frustration of some of the people and not only maybe the 
second generation but the third generation too.  
 

� Lack of mentors or champions.  Some focus group participants shared that they do 
not see anyone inside the mainstream institutions who are speaking up for their 
communities or making it easier for them to participate by explaining the system and 
“opening doors”. 

 
� Fear of being excluded.  Based on exclusionary experiences elsewhere in mainstream 

society (based primarily on religion, race and immigration status), some participants 
in the Somali and Chinese focus groups hesitated to enter into political, social or 
community activities because they do not wish to be rebuffed, dismissed or 
misunderstood. 
 

� Not feeling a part of Canadian society.  This can be closely related to experiences of 
exclusionary legislation such as the Chinese Exclusion Act, which has led many early 
Chinese citizens to feel they are “guests”.   

 
The research shows us that the interplay between these factors creates a complex terrain 
for increasing civic engagement.  For example, the experience of extreme social and 
economic exclusion can lead to significant demobilizing of the individual and collective 
political voice (e.g. the early Chinese community) or alternatively, can serve to motivate 
some communities and individuals to mobilize their political voice (e.g. the Somali 
community).   
 
“Participation has economic, social, political and cultural dimensions….  Indeed, it is 
difficult to conceive of much progress being made in any one of them if the others are 
blocked.”  (International Labour Organization, Estivill, J. 2003, p.  111) 

  

ii) A “Two Way Street” 
 
If you cannot contribute to the policies that directly affect you then you don’t count.  If 
you don’t have a voice at your child’s school, if you are not sitting at the table where 
decisions that directly affect you are made you feel invisible.  Your sense of agency, your 
power is taken away from you.  So the impact of this on the community is huge.  
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Civic engagement is a two-way street.  It is the means and the end for democratic 
societies.  Improving civic engagement and increasing inclusion are not the domain 
solely of those facing exclusion. It is impossible for visible minority, ethnic minority, 
religious minority or immigrant groups to successfully create channels for bridging the 
social, political and economic distance between them and the mainstream society without 
the latter group opening up spaces within the mainstream institutions and social sphere.  
Both the processes and the content (subject matter) of engagement must change over time 
to reflect current realities and priorities.20   
 
The political participation is others’ responsibility.  This is a two-way street.  If people 
continue feeling welcome and being involved and served, they will give back.  So city 
leaders, social councilors and the SPC have chances to shape that dynamic.  I have a 
good friend who is Black.  He had tears, talking to me one day.  His daughter has 
experience of such discrimination in school that she is just waiting to go to university.  
There are all kinds of peer pressure.  How can someone like that get involved in the 
school system?  In fact the school system is totally isolated from his daughter and him.  
So participation is very tricky. 
 
Advocates and mentors in mainstream institutions were identified as very important in 
facilitating greater civic engagement, mentoring communities, and opening up 
institutions.  Such allies included individuals in positions of authority, some voluntary 
sector organizations, and community leaders.  Voluntary sector organizations were seen 
by many as an important bridging mechanism to mainstream institutions, such as 
different levels of government, the schools and the police. 
 
The general population also has important roles to play by participating in public policy 
debates to support inclusion, creating community infrastructure that enhances inclusion, 
and taking a strong leadership on countering racism, Islamophobia and anti-Arab 
sentiment.  For example, the infrastructure put in place to invite, welcome and settle 
Vietnamese refugees was an important model and example of leadership to increase 
inclusion.  This was put in place by charismatic leadership in the mainstream community 
and engagement of allies across communities and the general population.  This role by 
the mainstream led to a profoundly different experience of settlement by Vietnamese 
refugees compared to Somali refugees several years later.   
 
Participants noted that members of the community are frustrated, because their needs are 
not being taken into account by politicians.  This discourages their potential political 
participation.  If they do not see their issues being addressed they will not be engaged in 
the process.   
                                                
20 In their study on non-voters, Pammett and LeDuc suggest remedies for increasing political participation. 
….  There was an interest among respondents in that study in changes to the electoral system such as 
proportional representation, a debate that is occurring presently in Canada. This may address the feelings of 
hopelessness and futility that respondents expressed when questioned about their failure to vote.  While this 
issue was beyond the scope of this Social Planning Council study, it was an important issue raised by 
immigrant citizens in a separate consultation process which the Social Planning Council undertook for the 
Citizens’ Panel on Electoral Reform.  For more information, see www.spcottawa.on.ca.  
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The community, despite its quietness and lack of engagement, has always made a 
judgment.  There is an idea that Chinese are easy to push over.  There are easy votes to 
buy.  This is a community politicians should not underestimate.  You can have a quiet 
helper in your kitchen but it does not mean they are stupid.  They know what the master 
of the house says.  They know how they are being manipulated. 
 
Members of diverse communities, as citizens and taxpayers, are entitled to the same 
rights as any citizen.  These include legal rights such as freedom from discrimination, 
personal safety, freedom to practice their religion, etc.  Participants appreciated the 
framework of these rights, but confirmed what an extensive literature has documented, 
specifically the significant difference between the ideals and legal framework of our 
society with respect to equality compared to the lived reality.  The most important actions 
to be taken by “the mainstream” are to ensure that all citizens enjoy the same benefits of 
citizenship.  This includes enforcement of existing equality related legislation as well as 
substantive improvement on the issues of primary concern to visible and ethnic minority 
communities, particularly economic inclusion and freedom from discrimination. 

 
How could low levels of representation be remedied? … [through] the implementation of 
policies and programs and acts. 
 

d)  Increasing Electoral Participation among the Population in 
General 
 

 

 
A co
visib
trem
facil
issue
 

Local governments [are] … critical foundations for promoting democratic
experiences among all segments of the population. It is within civic
communities that people experience the presence of public institutions in their
daily lives (schools, hospitals, police), the scope of social and economic
opportunities which may be available, templates of transparency and integrity
in processes of local governance, the formation of alliances in areas of
common interest, and practices of negotiation and accommodation in the
resolution of differences. The concept of civic citizenship means recognizing
all adult residents of the municipal community as active participants in local
governance, with contributions to make and responsibilities to assume as full
members. Local democracy is where preparation for the responsibilities of
national and global citizenship can be cultivated.  (Clutterbuck, Peter and
Novick, Marvyn, 2003, p. 41) 
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mprehensive locally oriented action strategy to enhance the civic engagement of 
le minority, ethnic minority, religious minority and immigrant citizens is of 
endous value to the entire community.  It will increase social cohesion and will 
itate a more robust process for civil society to participate in finding solutions to 
s affecting us all (such as economic prosperity).   



Perhaps even more importantly, to keep a healthy democracy it is imperative that we 
address the general pull back from engagement in electoral activity.  There is a 
significant disengagement by the population in general, especially youth, with respect to 
traditional electoral processes and formal engagement in democracy.21  This is precisely 
why it is critical to develop solutions which enhance the civic participation of visible 
minority, ethnic minority, religious minority and immigrant citizens. 
 
Immigrant and visible minority communities have higher proportions of children and 
youth on average than the general population.  It is important to work with young people 
within these communities to identify the particular processes that will be most 
meaningful to support their engagement in electoral activity.  
 
Finally, immigration is not only the source of growth for the labour market, but also the 
source of growth for the citizenry.  Comprehensive strategies for increasing inclusion and 
engagement of immigrants and ethnic minority communities in traditional electoral 
processes are a priority strategy for achieving a higher level of engagement of the 
citizenry in general in our democratic institutions.      
 

e)  Recommendations to Enhance Civic Engagement 
 
A comprehensive three pronged strategy is necessary to support increased civic 
engagement of visible minority, ethnic minority and immigrant citizens.  The strategy 
responds to the complexity of the push and pull factors for diverse communities and for 
individuals within those communities, specifically: 

 
• Improve access to resources and opportunities for civic engagement for 

individuals and communities facing exclusion; 
 

• Build inclusive environments for civic engagement; 
 

• Support community infrastructure to advance inclusion and civic engagement. 
 

                                                
21 According to a 2003 Statistics Canada survey, 60 percent of respondents belonged to at least one 
community group, including recreational and sports clubs, trade unions, cultural or religious groups, and 
school, neighbourhood or community service organizations. A smaller percentage of the population 
reported participating in political activities. While 28 percent signed a petition and 26 per cent sought 
information on a political issue, barely one-fifth had attended a public meeting, and only 13 per cent 
expressed political views by contacting a newspaper or politician. Many other studies and surveys have 
found a marked decline in formal political participation in Canada as well, as measured by such things as 
voter turnout and membership in political parties (Statistics Canada, 2003). In addition, respondents 
reported relatively extensive social networks among family, friends and neighbours and a majority reported 
a strong sense of belonging to their local community (Statistics Canada, 2003) as reported in Best, M., & 
Dustin, L. (2006). 
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i)  Improve access to resources and opportunities for civic engagement 
 
1. Provide more supports for civic education including community based education 

programs, translation of public education materials into non-official languages, skill 
building in civic engagement activities, and the enhancement of civics education 
within the school system. 

 
2. Improve models of consultation to bring the expertise of diverse communities into the 

broader public discourse.  This would include:   
• Decision makers, including the City, create a “diversity lens” for consultation 

processes with targeted strategies to ensure engagement of the full diversity of 
the community.  This includes, but is not limited to, ensuring supports for 
participation are provided (e.g. translation, childcare, transportation supports, 
etc.).  [Note:  The City has recently contracted a community group called “A 
City for All Women” to develop such a lens.] 

• With the current emphasis on neighbourhood level planning, ensure 
neighbourhood planning processes address exclusion in their process and 
activities.22   

 
3. Enhance cultural competence processes in mainstream institutions through education 

and resources to implement change processes. 
 
4. Improve the living conditions of people experiencing exclusion, particularly those 

living on low incomes.  
 
5. Strengthen the capacity of voluntary sector organizations, including identity specific 

organizations, to provide services which support the civic involvement of community 
members.  This requires a realistic level of resources.   

 
6. Mainstream voluntary sector organizations could identify and market meaningful 

volunteer opportunities which could serve as credible “Canadian experience”. 
 

ii)  Build inclusive environments for civic engagement 
 
The local level is very important as an effective place for building meaningful 
engagement.  The immediacy of local issues creates the common ground necessary to 
work in tangible ways to enhance inclusion.  Many areas of municipal planning have a 
very direct impact on groups. (SPARC, 2005, p. 3)  Our research highlights several 
priority areas where participants identified meaningful opportunities for a collaborative 
and reciprocal engagement at the local level.  In each case, this will require negotiation 
between mainstream institutions and visible minority / ethnic minority / religious 

                                                
22 For more information see Social Planning Council of Ottawa (2006/2007).  The Neighbourhoods in 
Which We Live  Understanding Exclusion and Inclusion at the Neighbourhood Level in Ottawa, pp. 37 – 
38 available at www.spcottawa.on.ca and Dillon Consulting and Acacia Consulting & Research (2005), 
Best Practices in Neighbourhood Planning Final Report.  Ottawa:  Dillon Consulting 
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minority / immigrant groups, to establish effective processes to collaborate in solution 
building – both in the form of participation and the definition of the issues. 
 
7. Develop collaborative and reciprocal forums and strategies between community 

representatives and school structures to improve primary and secondary schools and 
educational outcomes. 

 
8. Enhance initiatives to develop a community based safety and crime agenda which 

creates safe spaces and builds trust and understanding between racialized 
communities and the justice system.  For some communities, the relationship with the 
police services is a key point of contact with the State which influences perceptions of 
inclusion, exclusion and equity.   Related to this is an effective collaboration with 
respect to bullying and other safety issues in schools. 

 
9. Build on youth engagement in civic activities by enhancing leadership development 

and mentoring opportunities among all youth including visible minority, ethnic 
minority, religious minority and immigrant youth.  This would include initiatives: 

• for youth 
• intergenerationally – with elders in the communities supported to pass on 

wisdom and cultural traditions (also older youth mentoring younger) 
• by youth within the civic infrastructure of the community 
• by youth within mainstream institutions - especially within the school system 
• with mainstream institutions to provide improved supports around the critical 

juncture of transition to adulthood 
• substantive improvements in transition supports to the labour market 

 
10. Remedy the fact that public and quasi-public sector institutions do not reflect the 

diversity of the community.  Ensure diversity is achieved at all levels of the structures 
(entry level to senior management to governance).   

 
11.   Promote the use of non-exclusionary language, avoiding terms such as “visible 

minority”.   
 
iii)  Support community infrastructure to advance civic engagement 
 
12. Decision-makers, funders and the voluntary sector enhance supports for the formal 

and informal community infrastructure of visible minority and ethnic minority 
communities, through 

• Improved funding  
• Better access to affordable or free space (including community meeting spaces 

for the Somali community) 
• Improved information sharing and networking opportunities 
• Better understanding of the distinctness of different immigrant and visible 

minority groups 
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13. Increase the capacity of mainstream voluntary sector organizations to advance 
inclusion and civic participation by these groups, through the provision of appropriate 
resources. 

 
14. Expedite the Community Historical Recognition Program, with the Chinese 

community. 
 
15. The City of Ottawa proceed on its’ commitment in the Corporate Plan to implement 

an Equality Framework modelled on the concept as developed in London, England – 
promoting equal opportunities and addressing accessing to services, employment 
equity and civic participation at the municipal level.   

 
16. Community groups come together to create a coalition of ethnic minority grassroots 

organizations for  
• improved information sharing and networking 
• capacity building 
• facilitating bridging between diverse communities and mainstream allies 
• monitoring progress on inclusion in the city.   

Focus groups and key informants identified the need for supports, structures and 
processes for these functions.  This was discussed at a meeting in Feb 2008 to bring 
the research findings of this report to the community for verification and expansion.  
Community members discussed possible mechanisms to support work between and 
across groups.  There was support for the establishment of a new community coalition 
to serve this role.   

 
 

 

 145



9. Appendices 
 

Appendix 1:  Details of Methodology  
 
Data Collection Methods  
 
The two methods of data collections for this project were focus group discussions with 
selected community members and key informant interviews with community leaders 
using a structured questionnaire.  The use of two types of respondents enriched the 
quality of information collected.  
 
Focus Group Discussions 
 
48 focus groups were held - 16 each case study community. The focus groups were 
stratified by sex and adult / youth.  Each focus group was led through a structured line of 
questioning related to the four thematic areas of employment and income, family, 
housing and neighbourhoods and civic engagement.  The focus group discussions were 
used to collect information about the personal experiences of our participants with 
various aspects of social exclusion.  
 
Focus groups had eight to ten participants each. Focus group participants were recruited 
from diverse backgrounds, although some of the outreach was through the snowball 
technique, which could have the impact of limiting the diversity within each group.  
Recent and longer term residents were solicited and obtained.  Attention was paid to sex 
balancing, with an equal number of focus groups for males and females.  At a later stage 
of the project, we collected additional information from the Muslim Lebanese community 
in Ottawa. This was done after indications from the community that our preliminary 
results did not sufficiently reflect the religious diversity within the Lebanese community.   
 
Facilitators from the case study communities were hired and trained.  The focus group 
discussions were conducted using semi-structured questionnaires, crafted around each of 
the major themes of the research.  Focus groups were taped and transcribed.  
 
Key Informant Interviews with Community Leaders  
 
Five community leaders from each community were selected and interviewed making a 
total of fifteen respondents. The interviews were completed within one month. The 
selection of the leaders drew from the project’s partnership with various community 
based organization. The project sought as much diversity as possible in the selection of 
respondents.  The key informants were selected based on the criteria that they had lived 
in Ottawa for at least ten years continuously and were very active in and knowledgeable 
about the key issues affecting their community.   
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Unlike the focus group discussions, the key informant interviews were not only aimed at 
gathering information about the personal experiences of the key informants but also 
perspectives on the collective experiences of the entire community. The key informant 
interviews also covered some thematic areas that were not covered in focus group 
discussions. These included the communities’ history of settlement in Ottawa, diversity 
within the community, community organizations and new initiatives to rally the 
communities around common issues. Lastly, the researchers took the opportunity 
provided by the interviews to clarify some of the issues that arose out of the focus group 
discussions.  
 
The interviews were based on a structured questionnaire, which was divided into an 
introductory section and the thematic areas of research. A full day training was provided 
for interviewers to ensure a consistent approach.  Interviews were taped and transcribed.  
Analysis was partially with NVIVO and partially with the long table method.    
 
Census Data 
 
Data from the Census 2001, including several custom runs, was used to create a profile of 
visible minority groups in Ottawa and highlight the disparities and similarities between 
their socio-economic outcomes and the socio-economic outcomes of the mainstream 
society. The statistical data provides a quick snapshot of the current conditions in which 
visible minority groups are living in relation to the lives of non-visible minority groups 
and serves as a benchmark against which to measure progress in the future. 
 
 
Feedback and Validation 
 
An overview of the research findings was presented to a community meeting in February 
2008.  140 community members attended, from the case study communities, from other 
visible and ethnic minority communities and from the general public.  Faculty from 
Carleton University attended to assist in the discussions.   
 
Community members validated the research findings, and then broke into discussion 
groups with respect to the themes.  The focus of the thematic discussions was on the 
verification of the proposed recommendations.  Suggestions from the community at that 
meeting have been incorporated into this document. 
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Appendix 2:  Additional Research in This Project  
 

Reports by the Social Planning Council in this project 

Norah Barongo-Muweke (2006).  Theoretical Framework and contribution to 
Empirical Analysis.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council of Ottawa. 

 
Best, M., & Dustan, L. (2006).  The Civic Participation of Visible Minority Canadians:   

A Literature Review.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council of Ottawa.  Available at: 
http://www.spcottawa.on.ca/Documents/2006%20Publications/Civic_Participatio
n__March%202006%20(2).doc   

 
De Coita, Paula (2008).  Social Exclusion of Minority Groups :  A Conceptual  
 Framework.  Ottawa :  Social Planning Council of Ottawa. 
 
Mulenga, Chola (2007).  The Black Community of Ottawa  An Analysis of the 2001  

Census Data to Gauge Inequality.  Ottawa:  Catholic Immigration Centre and 
Social Planning Council of Ottawa.  

 
Reyes, M.T. (2008). Comparative Analysis Refugee Settlement Programs. Ottawa: Social 

Planning Council of Ottawa  
 
Reyes, M.T. (2008). Comparative Analysis  Settlement Programs. Ottawa: Social 

Planning Council of Ottawa. 
 
Social Planning Council of Ottawa.  (2008).  Executive Summary of Mixed Blessings and  

Missed Opportunities:  The Intercase Study on Inclusion and Exclusion of 
Ottawa’s Visible and Ethnic Minority Residents.  Ottawa:  Social Planning 
Council of Ottawa 

 
Social Planning Council of Ottawa.  (2008).  Examining the Degree of Exclusion and 

Inclusion for Ottawa’s Chinese Community.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council of 
Ottawa. 

 
Social Planning Council of Ottawa (2008)  Examining the Degree of Exclusion and 

Inclusion for Ottawa’s Lebanese Community.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council 
of Ottawa. 

 
Social Planning Council of Ottawa. (2008).  Examining the Degree of Exclusion and  

Inclusion for Ottawa’s Somali Community.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council of 
Ottawa. 

 
Winer, Oren. (2007).  The Labour Market Participation of Visible Minority Canadians:   

An Annotated Bibliography.  Ottawa:  Social Planning Council of Ottawa. 
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Powerpoints by the Social Planning Council within the project 
 

• Socio-economic Conditions of Ottawa’s Visible and Non-Visible Minority 
Population, 2006 

• Demographic Characteristics of Visible Minority Groups in Ottawa, 2006 
• Rationale For Selecting the Project’s Case Study Communities, 2006 
• Analytical  and Conceptual  Framework, 2006 
• Research Approach and Methodologies, 2006 
• Examining the Degree of Exclusion for Ottawa’s Lebanese Community, 2008 
• Examining the Degree of Exclusion of Ottawa’s Chinese Community, 2008 
• Examining the Degree of Exclusion for Ottawa’s Somali Community, 2008 
• Exclusion Within Ottawa’s Visible and Ethnic Minority Communities:  The 

Intercase Study, 2008 
• Housing and Neighbourhood Exclusion of Ottawa’s Visible and Ethnic Minority 

Communities, 2008 
• Income, Employment and Education of Ottawa’s Visible and Ethnic Minority 

Communities, 2008 
• Civic Engagement of Ottawa’s Visible and Ethnic Minority Communities, 2008 
 

 
Fact Sheets by the Social Planning Council within the project 
 

• Ethnic Origin, Citizenship & the ‘Canadian’ Identity in Ottawa.  Fact Sheet No. 1, 
2006 

• Immigration Policy and Ethnicity in Ottawa.  Fact Sheet No. 2, 2006 
• Demographic Characteristics of Visible Minorities in Ottawa.  Fact Sheet No. 1, 

2007 
• Socio-Economic Characteristics of Visible Minorities in Ottawa.  Fact Sheet No. 

2, 2007 
 
All the documents are available at www.spcottawa.on.ca. 
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Appendix 3:  Maps of Distribution of The Case Study 
Communities 
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Appendix 4:  Recommendations  
Inclusion by Design:  A Framework for Meaningful Change 
 
In light of the multi-dimensionality of exclusion on the one hand and the profound 
implications of exclusion on the other, the reports sets out the pressing need for a 
comprehensive, multi-dimensional strategy to reduce exclusion and increase inclusion.  
The strategy is a three pronged approach which is advanced at the local level, 
specifically:   

• Improve supports for individuals, families and communities experiencing 
exclusion to increase their access to resources and opportunities; 

 
• Build inclusive environments (create system change); and  

 
• Support the networking, social capital, planning and monitoring capacity of 

community infrastructure which is active in advancing inclusion, particularly 
within visible and ethnic minority communities.   

 
Improve supports for individuals, families and communities 
experiencing exclusion to increase their access to resources and 
opportunities 
 
1. Increase supports for families, individuals and seniors to meet their basic needs and 

access resources to improve their situation.  There is an extensive literature on what is 
necessary to improve living conditions for poor residents.  This would include but not 
be limited to  

• improved access to food, affordable housing and utilities, clothing and 
transportation 

• improved opportunities for social engagement including child and youth 
recreation 

• access to affordable and culturally appropriate childcare 
• access to supports for the working poor including health and medical benefits.  

 
2. Immigration Canada provide prospective immigrants more details on the recognition 

of foreign credentials in Canada. Allow and encourage prospective immigrants to 
have their credentials evaluated by designated Canadian evaluators before they arrive 
in Canada.    

 
3. Mainstream voluntary sector organizations could identify and market meaningful 

volunteer opportunities which could serve as credible “Canadian experience”. 
 
4. Work with senior levels of government to improve policies and programs to meet the 

needs of low income residents.  Of particular relevance is the poverty reduction 
framework proposed by Campaign 2000 (see Campaign 2000 (2007).  Summoned To 
Stewardship.  Toronto:  Campaign 2000, accessed at 
http://www.campaign2000.ca/res/dispapers/summoned_to_stewardship.pdf) 
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5. Provide clear information on how the school system works to parents whose children 
are entering the school system.  This is particularly important for newcomer parents, 
but also for parents who face intersecting forces of exclusion, such as low income and 
cultural isolation.   

 
6. Reduce school fees in the public education system.  Where they remain, provide 

parents with clear information on which fees are optional, as well as financial 
supports for those in need. 

 
7. The school system needs improved programming and supports for some students, 

particularly many refugees coming from disrupted situations.  These are in addition to 
language training, and are necessary before they start their regular program. 

 
8. Improve safety in the schools by addressing racism, anti-Arab sentiment and 

Islamophobia.  Improve action on anti-bullying initiatives. 
 
9. Increase the availability of after school programs for visible minority children, 

including tutoring and homework clubs.  Chinatown was a community identified as 
having a shortage of such services. 

 
10. Provide better information to ethnic minority communities and new immigrants about 

opportunities in the trades and other non-traditional employment choices.   
 
11. Adult immigrants should receive ESL or FSL courses with appropriate methodologies 

according to their educational levels and content suitable to their life situation or 
profession.  This differentiation by education level is particularly important in order 
to meet the learning needs of professionals (e.g. PhDs) and those without formal 
education.  Furthermore, ESL or FSL programs should be part of a holistic approach, 
in order to link all services provided to newcomers.  As well, provide courses on 
Canadian mainstream cultural practices and soft skills. This initiative could include 
codes of communication, table etiquette, ways to address disagreements etc.  ESL and 
French language courses could integrate this information into their programs.  
Furthermore, written materials on this topic should be available in different languages 
and posted on the Internet. 

 
12. Increase the availability of free and / or affordable opportunities to learn a second 

official language. 
 
13. Improve the enforcement of property (maintenance) standards in housing, particularly 

in social housing. 
 
14. Develop a strategy to meet the housing and care needs of a diverse seniors 

population, including culturally appropriate long term care and supports for aging in 
place (including opportunities to socialize with peers). 
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15. Improve core community infrastructure, particularly in poor neighbourhoods, 
including municipal services, recreation for children and youth, and voluntary sector 
services. 

 
16. Enhance housing awareness programs in multiple languages – with respect to buying 

a home, home ownership and tenancy rights and responsibilities.  Build on existing 
community services for these programs.    Make available rental contracts in different 
languages.   

 
17. Develop a credit-guarantee system for non-government sponsored newcomers, so 

they can meet rental requirements. 
 
18. Provide more supports for civic education including community based education 

programs, translation of public education materials into non-official languages, skill 
building in civic engagement activities, and the enhancement of civics education 
within the school system. 

 
19. Improve models of consultation to bring the expertise of diverse communities into the 

broader public discourse.  This would include:   
• Decision makers, including the City, create a “diversity lens” for consultation 

processes with targeted strategies to ensure engagement of the full diversity of 
the community.  This includes, but is not limited to, ensuring supports for 
participation are provided (e.g. translation, childcare, transportation supports, 
etc.).  [Note:  The City has recently contracted a community group called “A 
City for All Women” to develop such a lens.] 

• With the current emphasis on neighbourhood level planning, ensure 
neighbourhood planning processes address exclusion in their process and 
activities.   

 
20. Enhance cultural competence processes in mainstream institutions through education 

and resources to implement change processes. 
 
21. Strengthen the capacity of voluntary sector organizations, including identity specific 

organizations, to provide services which support the civic involvement of community 
members.  This requires a realistic level of resources.   

 
Build inclusive environments (create system change) 
 
22. Undertake an action plan to remedy the fact that public and quasi-public sector (e.g. 

schools) do not reflect the diversity of the community.  Ensure diversity is achieved at 
all levels of the structures (entry level to senior management to governance). Improve 
implementation of employment equity in the Federal government, provincial and 
municipal government, including building on successful pilot projects.  Explore and 
implement additional strategies to increase representativeness.   
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23. Expand initiatives regarding the recognition of foreign acquired credentials.  Increase 
access within Ottawa to locations for immigrants to have their credentials evaluated.  
Learn from successes in other jurisdictions (e.g. Toronto and France).  Some options 
for the recognition of credentials could include paid internships, work understudy 
programs, trial periods (3-6 months) and incentives for employers who hire new 
immigrants on a trial basis (as interns) and on a permanent basis.  As well, the two 
senior levels of Government need to review the processes of evaluating foreign 
credentials and work with licensing bodies to create changes. 

 
24. Develop and implement a local strategy to address racism and Islamophobia in the 

workplace, with a particular emphasis on safety for women.  The media could be 
encouraged to take a leadership role in this but it will require leadership from the 
municipal government and from the voluntary sector. 

 
25. Support the voluntary sector to take a leadership role in increasing employment 

opportunities for immigrant and visible minority community members and 
encouraging similar strategies in the government and quasi-qovernmental sector. 

 
26. Expand culturally competent entrepreneur training to ensure fledgling entrepreneurs 

make realistic assessments of their prospects and have good supports for success.  
This would include more mentoring opportunities with existing entrepreneurs. 

 
27. Improve access to market research and capital for the creation of businesses. 
 
28. Increase supports available for the development of affordable housing, including 

affordable home ownership. 
 
29. Support the creation of diverse financial instruments and development models to 

facilitate affordable home ownership.  Develop alternatives to commercial mortgages, 
to facilitate home ownership by people who face barriers to acquiring a standard 
mortgage (e.g. some Muslims and low income individuals). 

 
30. The City undertake research to determine the efficacy of procurement policies as a 

means to encourage greater labour market inclusion in Ottawa.  Some municipalities 
adopt an ethical purchasing / contracting policy or some form of procurement policy.  
Such policies specify that the City will favour conducting business with companies 
and contractors which meet certain standards.  Procurement or contracting policies 
can favour companies whose workforce is reflective of the local population, or meet 
other conditions. Procurement policies are common in some other jurisdictions, 
including many parts of the U.S.   

 
31. The City of Ottawa work with senior levels of government to address policy barriers 

that are hampering economic inclusion, such as the barriers to asset accumulation for 
people on social assistance.   
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32. Develop cultural competence and anti-racism programs for school staff and for 
students. 

 
33. The school system ensure all parents and youth are actively involved in the decision 

making process with respect to the young people’s education.  This will require 
improved strategies for informing parents of options open to their children. 

 
34. Work with community organizations to inform immigrants and parents with children 

just entering the school system of the structure of the political system and the 
administration of the schools’ board.  The aim should be to promote visible minorities 
input on political and school issues by participating in the decision-making process.   

 
35. Co-op programs for visible minority students should be promoted as a means to 

improve their access to the labour market. 
 
36. All levels of government need to re-visit their policy and program framework for 

lifelong learning.  In particular, there is a need for governments and the private sector 
to assume more responsible to resource adult education processes, including but not 
limited to language training and skills re-training / upgrading.     

 
37. Improve the conditions of families living in subsidized housing.  This would require 

programs that could be implemented in conjunction with residents.  These programs 
should offer access to jobs, programs for youth and have funding to improve the 
physical conditions of these neighbourhoods.  Some of the current neighbourhood 
planning processes may be the appropriate vehicle for this process. 

 
38. Examine public housing policies to determine where visible minority residents may 

be disproportionately impacted. 
 
39. Expand inclusive housing policies, inclusive neighbourhood planning policies and 

resources for affordable housing, including 
• Local housing policy which leads to a greater mix of housing 
• Inclusive land use planning, zoning and performance standards 

 
40. Ensure inclusive policy and practice within local school boards and individual 

schools – through collaborative and reciprocal strategies between community 
representatives and school structures. 

 
41. Promote the use of non-exclusionary language, avoiding terms such as “visible 

minority”.   
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Support the networking, social capital, planning and monitoring 
capacity of community infrastructure which is active in advancing 
inclusion, particularly within visible and ethnic minority communities.   
 
42. The City of Ottawa develop a framework to support geographically focused economic 

development for low income neighbourhoods.  This would include strategies to 
support investment in neighbourhoods, to counter disinvestment (e.g. flight of basic 
commercial and retail services from low income neighbourhoods), and to work with 
ethnic and visible minority organizations supporting small business development. 

 
43. Create an enabling policy framework, which mainstreams diversity in the City’s 

economic development strategy (a “glocal” approach focusing on assets).  The City’s 
current re-examination of its’ economic plan provides a perfect opportunity to start 
the discussion.  

 
44. Encourage the formation and continuation of ethnic business associations, and 

encourage them to consider ways they can increase the social capital within their 
respective communities.    

 
45. Ensure financial and in-kind resources to formal and informal groups which offer 

supports with respect to successful educational outcomes and employment supports.  
This would include better connections between labour market experts and community 
networks, in order to link available labour with good work opportunities. 

 
46. Increase resources available to community groups, especially identity specific 

community groups, which are developing innovative engagement strategies to support 
the involvement of marginalized parents with the education system.   

 
47. Funders and decision makers support community initiatives to establish meeting 

“spaces” which build social capital within ethnic and visible minority communities 
(e.g. community meeting spaces, cultural activities, community gardens, etc.). 

 
48. Enhance initiatives related to a community based safety and crime agenda which 

creates safe spaces and build trust and understanding between racialized communities 
and the justice system. 

 
49. Ensure that exclusion is explicitly considered in neighbourhood level planning 

processes, through the implementation of best practices.  In particular, base 
neighborhood social service planning in the area of parks and recreation, childcare, 
transportation, family health, employment support, and youth services on a 
comprehensive knowledge of the cultural and demographic composition of residents 
and of the various needs, concerns and strengths of specific cultural groups. 

 
50. Develop collaborative and reciprocal forums and strategies between community 

representatives and school structures to improve primary and secondary schools and 
educational outcomes. 

 159



 
51. Build on youth engagement in civic activities by enhancing leadership development 

and mentoring opportunities among all youth including visible minority, ethnic 
minority, religious minority and immigrant youth.  This would include initiatives: 

• for youth 
• intergenerationally – with elders in the communities supported to pass on 

wisdom and cultural traditions (also older youth mentoring younger) 
• by youth within the civic infrastructure of the community 
• by youth within mainstream institutions - especially within the school system 
• with mainstream institutions to provide improved supports around the critical 

juncture of transition to adulthood 
• substantive improvements in transition supports to the labour market 

 
52. Decision-makers, funders and the voluntary sector enhance supports for the formal 

and informal community infrastructure of visible minority and ethnic minority 
communities, through 

• Improved funding  
• Better access to affordable or free space (including community meeting spaces 

for the Somali community) 
• Improved information sharing and networking opportunities 
• Better understanding of the distinctness of different immigrant and visible 

minority groups 
 

53. Increase the capacity of mainstream voluntary sector organizations to advance 
inclusion and civic participation by these groups, through the provision of appropriate 
resources. 

 
54. Expedite the Community Historical Recognition Program.   
 
55. The City of Ottawa proceed on its’ commitment in the Corporate Plan to implement 

an Equality Framework modelled on the concept as developed in London, England – 
promoting equal opportunities and addressing accessing to services, employment 
equity and civic participation at the municipal level.   

 
56. Community groups come together to create a coalition of ethnic minority grassroots 

organizations for  
• improved information sharing and networking 
• capacity building 
• facilitating bridging between diverse communities and mainstream allies 
• monitoring progress on inclusion in the city.   
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