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Canadians need immigration just as much as immigrants need a
destination such as Canada. Immigration, as it turns out, is most
likely the key to Canada’s prosperity.
For Canada, immigration is a key to prosperity
Clément Gignac. The Globe and Mail
Monday, Oct. 07 2013

The City of Vernon has been welcoming people from around the globe for over a
century. Residents of the City understand very well that immigrants have helped make
the City a vibrant, dynamic society in which everyone can prosper and build their
dreams. With that said, is the City all it can be? Is the City a place of tolerance and
diversity where everyone is encouraged and supported in their efforts to build a good
life for themselves and become a part of the community?
The effort that follows is a first step in better understanding the City of Vernon’s relative
strengths and weaknesses as it comes to being a truly welcoming community.
Thoroughly understanding the current context is especially important as an input into
future programs and directions.
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As constituted, Local Immigration Partnerships (LIP) are community based initiatives
sponsored by Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC). These LIP’s exist for the
purpose of:
1. Fostering local engagement of service providers and other institutions in the
newcomers’ integration process;
2. Supporting community-based knowledge-sharing and local strategic planning;
and,
3. Improving coordination of services that facilitate immigrant settlement and
integration.
LIPs do not deliver services directly to newcomers. Instead they provide a collaborative
framework that serves to facilitate the development and implementation of sustainable
solutions for the successful integration of newcomers that are local [or regional] in
scope. This collaborative framework seeks to enhance cooperation, coordination and
strategic planning at the community level. Success is a more welcoming and inclusive
community that improves settlement and integration. LIPs gather the expertise of
numerous actors and conduct research on the needs of newcomers, as well as on
local service gaps in order to inform their settlement strategy. LIPs serve as a catalyst
for cross-sector collaboration and the sharing of immigration related resources, ideas
and research.
In 2013/2014 the Social Planning Council for the North Okanagan (SPCNO) facilitated
the Welcoming Communities Vernon Program. This Program engaged over 30
participants in creating a Welcoming Communities Action Plan. The Action Plan
identified seven key projects deemed necessary to the creation of a more welcoming
environment for newcomers to Vernon.
The LIPs program sponsored by CIC is intended to carry the momentum of this
previous work forward into 2014-2016 through the creation of an Immigration and
Settlement Strategy for Vernon.
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The objectives of the Vernon Immigration and Settlement Strategy are to:
1. Provide an overview of the City of Vernon’s relative position and capacity to
substantively affect and positively manage settlement initiatives;
2. Identify critical strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and challenges related to
being a welcoming community;
3. Map out an inventory of existing immigrant services/programs and identify any
gaps;
4. Analyze local labour market trends to identify entrepreneurial and business
investment opportunities and challenges;
5. Identify strategic and operational objectives related to immigration and
economic development within City of Vernon; and,
6. Research and articulate the key components of a marketing strategy for
attracting entrepreneurs/skilled immigrants.

The following narrative seeks to satisfy the first three components or objectives of the
settlement strategy exercise. In short, this report is about “community context”.
One cannot develop an effective and efficient immigration and settlement strategy
without understanding the challenge of effectively addressing immigration and
settlement issues exist. Defining context is the first and most important step in
effectively and efficiently planning, developing, delivering, operating or maintaining a
successful immigration and settlement program.
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The term context tends to be misunderstood because defining context is not easily
disaggregated into neat packages of data and information that can be easily summed
up. Context is similar to synergy, in that the result is greater than the sum of its
individual parts/components. Context and meaning are multifaceted and can be viewed
in many different ways. Further to this, all communities have a unique context. Defining
context involves not only collecting tangible data about an area, but also gathering the
intangible experiences of community members to help understand the values and
perspectives of citizens. Therefore, the exercise of defining context must combine
desktop exercises with field work and, most importantly, public engagement strategies
to understand issues, interests, needs and priorities.
The methodology we have undertaken to complete this phase of the exercise focuses
on context as an amalgam of components that broadly includes those factors we
typically refer to as “welcoming”. To this end through focused research we have
identified 17 key welcoming characteristics; with the help of the Project Steering
Committee we have identified key players and a number of key qualitative/quantitative
indicators; we have researched the indicators and provided a series of
insights/thoughts; and finally we have prepared a mind map of indicators and players.
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Vernon has three lakes within fifteen minutes, Kalamalka Lake,
known as the lake of many colors, Okanagan Lake, which one can
boat all the way through Kelowna to Penticton, and Swan Lake. We
have Silver Star Mountain Ski Resort, a true ski in/out hill with runs
for all abilities and only twenty minutes from town. On the way to the
hill you can stop by Sovereign Lake Cross Country for Nordic
events. We have a variety of first class golf courses, Predator Ridge,
The Rise, Vernon Golf and Country Club, and Hillview, again all
within twenty minutes of each other. We have hiking and biking
through Kal Lake Park, Silver Star Mountain Biking, Grey Canal Trail,
and BX Falls. Our VantageOne Center is the Okanagan home to the
Vancouver Whitecaps Soccer Academy, and we host the biggest
slow pitch tournament in Western Canada, Funtastic.
Looking at the cultural side we have The Performing Arts Center,
hosts of various events, Powerhouse Theater, Vernon Art Gallery, a
museum, recreation center and our own Okanagan College.
Downtown comes alive all year round, from the Downtown
Christmas light up to the summer Sunshine Festival. Winter Carnival
in February is the third largest in Canada, a week full of activities
and pageantry. We are a vibrant and attractive city for many
businesses who want their employees to enjoy their lifestyle after
hours.
Akbal Mund, Mayor City of Vernon
2014
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The City of Vernon is situated in the south-central interior of British Columbia in the
North Okanagan Valley. The North Okanagan contains a variety of landscapes, rich
agricultural land, forested hillsides and mountain peaks. The North Okanagan region is
dominated by Okanagan Lake and Kalamalka Lake, which run along the valley floor
North-South beneath steep hills. The Greater Vernon and the North Okanagan region
cover a territory, which extends from the northern end of Okanagan Lake, and
Kalamalka Lake/Lake Country, North to Shuswap Lake. The Okanagan Valley is
known for its temperate climate making Vernon a popular choice among visitors,
immigrants and other Canadians who are relocating or retiring.
The City of Vernon was officially incorporated on December 31st, 1892. The first City
hall was built in 1903. By 1904, Vernon was the largest town in the valley and the first
in the Okanagan to have a bank. Today the City of Vernon is the economic hub and the
largest population centre in the North Okanagan. Vernon’s rich and diversified
historical evolution is captured in the built environment and conveyed in a rich
collection of downtown murals. Unlike many growing urban centers, downtown Vernon
remains the centre of commerce and culture for the community.
In 2010, Vernon was ranked the third best city in BC by MoneySense Magazine based
on prosperity, affordable housing, lifestyle and weather, and was ranked number one in
entrepreneurial spirit by the Canadian Federation of Independent Business. 2012 was
Vernon’s 120th anniversary.

In 2011 the population of the Greater Vernon area was approximately 58,584 people
and growing. Between 2006 and 2011 the region experienced 5.7% growth (1.14%
annually), which was more substantive population growth when compared with some
neighboring regions and the province (0.7%). Population within Vernon and the North
Okanagan Region is expected to continue to increase over the next 10 to 12 year
period and the Greater Vernon area is expected to surpass 70,000 people by 2025.
The regional population is predominantly urban. In fact 72% of residents of the North
Okanagan Region currently reside in the Greater Vernon area.

Page ǀ 6

Greater Vernon has an older than average population when compared to the Province.
In the 2011 Census, over 53% of the Vernon’s population was aged 45 years and over
versus
48.8% for BC, and this is expected to increase over the next several decades. Further,
a portion of the population in the front wave of the ‘baby boomer’ cohort (b.1948-1964)
has already entered retirement and 21.5% of all people in the North Okanagan are
aged over 65.
Near 87% of working age residents have a high school diploma or higher educational
training. This includes almost 14% that hold an apprenticeship or trades certificate or
diploma, and a further 15% with a university certificate or higher.
Vernon maintains a diverse population attracting new residents from around the world
to live and work in the Okanagan. In 2011, there were 6,705 immigrants living in
Vernon; the majority of which were from the United States and Europe. 1 Of the total
immigrant population approximately 11.8 per cent or 790 people arrived between 2006
and 2011.2 The primary countries of origin were the United Kingdom, Germany, United
States, the Netherlands, India, Poland, South Africa, and the Ukraine.
In recent years new waves of immigrants have added significantly to the diversity of the
City with more arrivals coming from Asia and the Americas. Today, common first
languages spoken in Vernon include English, German, French, Dutch, and Panjabi
(Punjabi).3

1

Statistics Canada (2011 National Household Survey)
Statistics Canada (2011 National Household Survey)
3
Statistics Canada (2011 National Household Survey)
2
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The Greater Vernon and the North Okanagan has a diverse regional economy that is
well integrated with other economic regions of British Columbia and Alberta, the United
States and the global economy.


Employment: In 2013 the average unemployment for the North Okanagan region
was 6.6%



Business: Vernon is home to 3,176 businesses



Labour Force: The total labour force for Vernon is estimated at 17,965 people
representing a participation rate of 58.8%



Services: There are a number of government and business support offices
including a Service BC location, a the Vernon Chamber of Commerce, a Vernon
Downtown Association and a tourism office



Income: Median family incomes in the region ($35,575) tend to be less than the
BC average ($37,440)

The proportion of the population that is of working age (ages 15 to 64) within the
Greater Vernon area is proportionally smaller than that of the rest of BC (63.9%
compared to 68.5%). Furthermore, according to a recent labour market survey
prepared for the region, the proportion of the population that is of working age is
expected to decrease over the next five years.
In terms of employment by sector, the services producing sector represents more than
three-quarters of all employment in the Greater Vernon area, led by healthcare and
social assistance (12.0%), accommodation and food services (7.1%), educational
services (5.9%), and professional, scientific and technical services (5.3%). The region’s
largest industry is trade (wholesale and retail sales), which accounts for nearly 18.4% of
total employment.
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Looking forward, in terms of labour force, the Greater Vernon has some challenges to
consider. On the demand side the Okanagan Region as a whole has the third highest
number of projected job openings (110,300) in BC. As with other regions in the
Province a substantial number of these openings are expected to arise due to
replacement of retiring workers or deaths (75.2%). However, on the supply side the
regional labour force is only expected to grow by 3.8% to 2020. This implies that there
may be many opportunities for new arrivals to find employment if they choose to settle
in Vernon.

The Greater Vernon Area offers an appealing quality of life with a pleasant climate, safe
and vibrant neighbourhoods, a diversity of cultural and recreational opportunities,
quality health services and access to spectacular natural environment.
Residents of Vernon have access to a variety of healthcare services, with Vernon
Jubilee Hospital offering acute and emergency care, ambulatory care, medicine, and
surgery, psychiatry, maternity and pediatrics. Three public and community health
centres provide mental health, addictions services, and public health nursing.
Vernon is a relatively safe community with property crime rates close to the provincial
average, while rates for violent crime are well below the provincial average.
The Greater Vernon area has a full complement of schools from elementary to
university level courses. There are several colleges and specialized post-secondary
training institutions in the Vernon area.
Like most communities in BC, Vernon and the North Okanagan are challenged by a
lack of affordable housing. Low to moderate income earners are increasingly further
away from being able to afford current market values for housing. The gap between
housing affordability/sustainability and median income/wages continues to grow.
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In understanding this concept of “welcoming” and applying this perspective to the
design and development of an effective Vernon settlement strategy it should first be
understood what is “welcoming”; why is it important; and how might one go about the
task of determining whether a community is or is not welcoming.
In a March 2010 report, commissioned by Citizenship and Immigration Canada,
Integration Branch entitled Characteristics of a Welcoming Community, effort was
expended in identifying and providing insight into characteristics of a community that
impact on a community’s receptivity to and long-term integration of immigrants. The
characteristics presented in this report are broken down into seventeen associated
subcategories, which relate directly to the attraction and retention of immigrants. This
strategy subscribes to these characteristics, and they were used to direct the
community analysis and develop the recommendations presented herein.
From the literature the term ‘welcoming’ has both a spatial context as well as a
qualitative context. Thus in the first instance the context of welcoming implies some
physical assets and attributes; and in the second instance the concept encompasses
certain social, economic, political and cultural considerations.
The importance in understanding welcoming is first and foremost the realization that a
community’s comparative and competitive advantage depends not solely on its
economic attractiveness but on its social, political and cultural qualities. Therefore
efforts to enhance community prosperity and sustainability must necessarily focus on
all of those characteristics, which can improve the community’s capacity to be
welcoming.
“ A sustainable city is a city that is fully inclusive... Inclusion means
that each person’s participation and contributions are welcomed,
recognized, and valued.
Welcoming and Inclusive Communities and Workplaces Program
September 2008
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On a number of levels there are significant challenges in terms of assessing a
community’s unique position of being “welcoming” and subsequent efforts to enhance
that position. Notable challenges include the following:
1. There are a myriad of individual and collective characteristics one might broadly
refer to as being determinants of “welcoming”. To distill or group these
characteristics to a rough list of seventeen characteristics that is representative
of “welcoming” across various jurisdictions and circumstance implies some level
of categorization of those many variations on a theme that may and
2. probably does inadvertently exclude or misrepresent notable factors, i.e.
community/location specific factors;
3. While we may be able to broadly accept a list of seventeen welcoming
characteristics, because they encompass such broad themes these
characteristics are difficult to define exactly, and because they are difficult to
define they are difficult to measure and they are especially difficult to compare
across jurisdictions. Even with acceptable proxies
it is difficult to obtain
sufficient, distinct and timely information to properly assess each characteristic;
4. The importance of each characteristic to any given community will vary
depending upon a number of factors not the least of which is how the
community envisions itself 10 and 20 years down the road. Further, and most
importantly, how these characteristics are valued by immigrants versus how they
are prioritized by the players that provide the services represents a serious
disconnect.
In our efforts here to define community context as a foundation for the strategic
planning effort, we have chosen to take this list of seventeen welcoming characteristics
as a starting point. Within each characteristic we have endeavored to introduce via a
series of specific proxies a local flavor and relevance. Subsequent to this we would
propose contrasting this information with the needs and interests of targeted
populations. This approach will provide us a better understanding of Vernon’s unique
position and greater insight into programming options that might best serve to make
the community more welcoming to all immigrants generally and to those targeted
immigrants especially.
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In going forward, it has been agreed to consider this list of welcoming characteristics
as a starting point. Within each characteristic we have endeavoured to introduce (via a
series of specific proxies) and identify key descriptors and the organizations (players)
that make-up the local context. Subsequent to this we will be contrasting this
information with the needs and interests of local immigrants to determine the ranking of
these seventeen in terms of their importance for immigrant attraction and settlement in
the City of Vernon and further understanding as to ‘how’ the City of Vernon is perceived
in meeting the expectations of immigrants and where there are gaps and areas for
improvement. This approach will provide us a better understanding of Vernon’s
unique position and greater insight into programming options that might best serve to
make the community more welcoming to all immigrants generally and to those targeted
immigrants especially.
The list of 17 characteristics of a welcoming community include:
1. Employment Opportunities
2. Fostering of Social Capital
3. Affordable and Suitable Housing
4. Positive Attitudes toward Immigrants, Cultural Diversity, and the Presence of
Newcomers in the Community
5. Presence of Newcomer-Serving Agencies that Can Successfully Meet the Needs
of Newcomers
6. Links between Main Actors Working Toward Welcoming Communities
7. Municipal Features and Services Sensitive to the Presence and Needs of
Newcomers
8. Educational Opportunities
9. Accessible and Suitable Health Care
10. Available and Accessible Public Transit
11. Presence of Diverse Religious Organizations
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12. Social Engagement Opportunities
13. Political Participation Opportunities
14. Positive Relationships with the Police and the Justice System
15. Safety
16. Opportunities for Use of Public Space and Recreation Facilities
17. Favourable Media Coverage and Representation
For each of these characteristics the consulting team and the Local Immigration
Partnership Council developed attributes that best reflect the City of Vernon which
examine the players and characteristics of key newcomer services. This evaluation of
key characteristics of a welcoming community considers both the physical and social
infrastructure needed to support new immigrants in their transition into Canadian
society. Summaries of this work are outlined in the ensuing storyboards, with
individual characteristics summarized in the Vernon context in Appendix A.
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Defining community context is but a first step, albeit an exceedingly important one, in
the broader effort to formulate a settlement strategy for the City of Vernon that is
reasonable and realistic. What is presented herein is detailed and comprehensive. For
the most part critical issues are identified and useful insights provided. However, in
moving forward there are a number of critical next steps:
1. Because people can view the same set of facts and see totally different things it
is necessary that there be consensus on the information collected and the
interpretation of its relative import;
2. To ensure this exercise is fairly balanced. It is critical to gather objective input
from the range of diverse immigrants and newcomers reflecting their
experiences with the process of immigration and inclusion and their specific
thoughts on Vernon’s individual welcoming characteristics;
3. To better appreciate the City’s relative position in the broader “immigrant
attraction” milieu there is a need to establish a series of benchmarks or a
comparative framework of sorts from which each characteristic can be properly
assessed in terms of whether Vernon is “all it can be” and if so/if not is the
characteristic a strength, weakness, opportunity of threat in the broader effort to
promote and support immigration to Vernon;
4. Some effort needs to be expended in ascertaining which characteristics are
“changeable”, who the change agents might be, and the scope of effort required
to make changes;
5. A greater understanding needs to be gained on the structure of immigration to
date and a determination needs to be made as to how this level and scope of
diversity in skills, interests and engagement reflects where the community sees
itself in the future, i.e. what needs to change or be improved; and,
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6. There is a need to recognize that community context as presented herein is a
snapshot of a single point in time, that context changes and as such future
programming needs to be formulated with a consideration of change.
As outlined on page 1, this document represents a milestone, the conclusion of
Element 2. Next steps will include labour market research, strategic planning and
marketing plan development, concluding toward the end of the fiscal 2016 (March
2016).
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