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Introduction 
 
In 2005 the Social Planning Council of Ottawa undertook a research and community 
development project entitled, “Communities Within: Diversity and Exclusion in Ottawa” 
with the support of Canadian Heritage (Multiculturalism and Aboriginal Programs), the 
City of Ottawa and the United Way Ottawa.  The objectives were to document the nature 
and extent of social exclusion experienced by Ottawa’s visible and ethnic minority 
populations and to foster inclusion and social cohesion by empowering minority 
communities through strengthening of voices and making practical recommendations that 
seek to reverse documented disadvantage of these groups.   
 
The Intercase Study is one of many reports within the project.  It sets out a detailed story 
of mixed blessings for visible minority, ethnic minority and immigrant residents and 
missed opportunities for the benefit of Ottawa.  The study is based primarily on case 
studies of the Chinese, Lebanese and Somali communities in Ottawa.  The three case 
study communities were selected on the basis of community characteristics including 
circumstances of arrival, socio-demographic structure, and diversity within the 
community.  The findings of the individual case studies are set out in separate reports. 
 
The report reflects findings from forty eight focus groups and fifteen semi-structured in-
depth interviews with community leaders (sixteen focus groups and five interviews from 
each of the case study communities).  We include an analysis of data from Statistics 
Canada’s 2001 census, comparing data for the case study community to all visible 
minorities and to others who are not within the visible minority population (identified as 
“non visible minority”).  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.  Geographic 
information system mapping was used to visualize the distribution of the case study 
communities and the degree to which these communities live in low income 
neighbourhoods.  The findings are supplemented by an extensive literature review.   
 
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.  Exclusion is a process and an outcome.  It is experienced at both the 
individual and community level.  Conversely, social inclusion assures each citizen that he 
or she will be provided with the opportunity to fully participate in realizing aspirations. 
Social inclusion relies on active civic participation to identify the barriers to access and to 
ensure that people have a collective sense of belonging to their society.  
 
The terms “visible minority” and “ethnic minority” are themselves exclusionary, 
regrouping a wide range of Canadians with ancestral origins from all over the world 
except Europe and with widely varying contemporary social realities.  Many research 
participants rejected the identity of “visible minority” as pejorative and irrelevant.  An 
important finding is the need to develop more inclusive language, such as “racialized”, to 
more accurately reflect the reality that these are assigned identities. 
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A Brief Overview of the Three Case Study Communities1 
  
Ottawa’s Chinese Community 
 
The Chinese community, at 27,775 residents in 2001, is the second largest visible 
minority group in Ottawa (20.2%).  The first Chinese residents settled in Ottawa in the 
1890s with 54% arriving since 1991 from various parts of the world.  In general, the 
newer immigrants are highly skilled and educated, especially in the scientific and 
technical fields.  28% of the community is Canadian born.  Until at least the middle of the 
20th century community members received a hostile reception, with significant racism in 
legislation and in daily life as well as economic exclusion.  The legacy of this is felt in 
the community today in pockets of poverty and political marginalization.   
 
The community has experienced significant social and economic mobility, related to 
above average education levels, the fact that 40% of the community are in their prime 
working years and the robust high tech sector.  However, the community continues to 
experience a level of economic exclusion, including higher rates of unemployment and 
low income compared to non-visible minorities and under-representation in management.   
 
21% of the community are children aged below 15 years.  8.2% of the community are 
seniors, compared to 5.4 for all visible minority residents and 11.6 for all others.  There 
are concerns about the isolation of many seniors in the community, either economically 
in Chinatown or geographically in suburban neighbourhoods.  The community is 
dispersed across Ottawa, with the highest proportion found in Kanata North.  Chinatown 
is now home to a diverse population.   
 
Ottawa’s Lebanese Community 
 
The Lebanese community, at 18,135 residents in 2001, is the largest group within the 
Arab visible minority group in Ottawa.  In general, the community does not consider 
itself “visible minority”.  The first Lebanese residents settled in Ottawa in the 1890s.  
68% of Lebanese immigrants arrived between 1981 and 2001, many as refugees from the 
civil war in Lebanon.  These more recent arrivals have faced significantly more barriers.  
The community is religiously diverse, comprising Catholic, Christian Orthodox, Druze, 
and in the last 20 years, Muslim members.  45.6% of the community is Canadian born.   
 
Large, close-knit extended family systems are maintained in Ottawa.  Much of the social 
capital of the community is within the family and community, extending to family and 
friends around the world (the Diaspora).  29% of the community are children aged below 
15 years.  45% are aged 24 or younger, higher than the rates for all visible minorities and 
for non visible minority communities.     
 

                                                
1 The statistics on the three communities are based on those who self-identified with the particular 
community on the 2001 census. 
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There is a higher rate of self-employed in the community compared to all visible minority 
and non visible minority residents.   Many have achieved significant economic inclusion 
and success, particularly among the early settlers.  A significant level of bilingualism 
within the community is an important factor in labour market inclusion in Ottawa.  
However, economic exclusion and poverty is a significant problem in the community 
with a higher incidence of low income compared to others.   Labour market barriers 
include a lower level of education compared to other visible minorities, lack of 
recognition of foreign credentials, discriminatory hiring practices (particularly related to 
Islamophobia and anti-Arab sentiment) job ghettoization and marginal self-employment.  
The higher proportion of children and youth is a factor in economic exclusion. 
 
The community has achieved a significant level of representativeness among elected 
officials at all levels of government.  However, barriers to electoral participation exist.   
 
Ottawa’s Somali Community 
 
The Somali community, at 8,280 residents in 2001, is the largest community within the 
Black community in Ottawa, which is the largest visible minority group in Ottawa.  81% 
arrived in Ottawa between 1991 and 2000, the majority of whom were refugees.  They 
encountered a hostile reception upon arrival, characterized as “the three Rs” of Somali 
adversity: religious discrimination (97% are Muslim), refugee status, and racism.  97% of 
Somali residents aged 15 and over are first generation immigrants.  However, 30% of the 
total community are Canadian born reflecting a high proportion of young children.   
 
63.5% of the community is 24 and under, including 43.5% aged 14 and under.  This is a 
key factor in very high rates of poverty, as the majority of the population is not of 
working age.  61.4% of Ottawa’s Somalis live below the low income cut off, significantly 
higher than all visible minorities and non visible minorities.  Labour market exclusion is 
also a problem, particularly under-employment and unemployment related to non-
recognition of foreign acquired credentials, Islamophobia and racism (include related 
workplace safety concerns), a lower level of English / French bilingualism compared to 
all visible minorities and all non visible minorities and delays in the naturalization 
process which delayed engagement in the labour market. 
 
With the high rates of poverty, many have to rely on social housing.  Significant 
improvements to social housing communities are important for the Somali community 
including neighbourhood safety and improvements to the social environment for youth.  
Family connections are a significant strength, with connections to family and friends 
around the world (the “Diaspora”) also providing support.  However, family structures 
are significantly stressed and there are fears about the transitions to adulthood, particular 
for young men, arising from considerable tension with the school system and the justice 
system.  Young Somali men are significantly over-represented in the jail system.   
 
Despite the reception and considerable challenges, the community has created a 
significant infrastructure of community institutions in a very short period and have been 
active in increasing electoral engagement and addressing policy changes. 
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A Snapshot of Ottawa’s Visible Minorities, Ethnic Minorities and Immigrants 
 
In 2001 there were 137,245 visible minority individuals in Ottawa (18% of the city’s 
population).  Visible minority residents and immigrants are not the same group, although 
in Ottawa, there is significant overlap.  Members of Ottawa’s visible minority groups are 
largely immigrants (66%) and more than one half of Ottawa’s immigrants are members 
of visible minority communities.  In 2001, 30% of visible minority residents were 
Canadian born.  Although visible minority residents have been in Ottawa for over 100 
years, 52.2% arrived within the last 20 years.  It is a growing population, with the major 
source of population growth in Ottawa being immigration from non-European countries.     
 
“Visible minorities” are persons who do not self identify as Aboriginal or Caucasian.  
Statistics Canadian divides visible minority residents into ten groups, each of which is 
very diverse.  In 2001, Ottawa’s visible minority population was 26% Black, 21% 
Chinese, 16% South Asian, 15% Arab, 7% Southeast Asian, 5% Latin American, 4% 
West Asian, 4% Filipino, 1% Japanese and 1% Korean. 
 
The visible minority population is a younger population than the non visible minority 
population, with almost half of the population under 24 (43%) compared to the non 
visible minority population (at 30%).  This has important implications for education, 
children and youth services, economic exclusion including poverty and effective family 
supports.  As well, visible minority groups are significantly more religiously diverse than 
the non visible minority population. 
 
Ethnic origin is self-defined.   The 2001 census showed that Ottawa residents were from 
61 different ethnicities and spoke more than 70 different languages.  An ethnic group 
may be a visible minority group or not, and individuals may be immigrants or non-
immigrants.  For example, children and subsequent generations may identify with the 
ethnic origin of their ancestors country of origin.  
 
In 2001 there were 166,745 immigrants in Ottawa, representing 21.8 percent of the 
Ottawa population.  38 percent of Ottawa’s immigrants are recent immigrants who came 
to Canada during the decade 1991 to 2001.  29% of those who came between 1995 and 
2001 were refugees.  A majority of Ottawa’s recent immigrants (51 percent) came from 
China, Somalia, Lebanon, the Caribbean and Bermuda, and the former Yugoslavia.   
 
Economic Inclusion is the Top Priority for Communities 
 
The foundation of inclusion is economic inclusion.   
 
The majority of visible and ethnic minority citizens enjoy a good standard of living in 
Ottawa.  Some have done very well in business.  Many others are working in good jobs, 
which is related to higher than average levels of education.       
    
Despite this economic success, there is a very significant level of economic exclusion for 
visible minority residents. In 2001, visible minority residents were four times more likely 
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to live with low incomes than non visible minority citizens (29.1% compared to 7.8%).  
Visible minority residents were twice as likely to be unemployed as non visible minority 
residents.  Over half of all visible minorities lived on incomes under $20,000.  The 
median income of visible minorities was only 62% of the median income of non visible 
minorities in Ottawa.  While the outcomes vary across different visible minority groups 
and within groups, the extensive economic exclusion and higher incidence of poverty has 
a huge impact on the health of individuals, families and communities.   
 
There are several factors which lead to economic exclusion for visible, ethnic, or 
religious minorities.  Labour market exclusion of visible minority residents compared to 
non visible minority residents is a key part of economic exclusion, identified by a 
significantly higher rate of unemployment (10.8% compared to 4.8%), significant under-
employment and job segregation, and less representation in management (9.1% compared 
to 14.6%).   
 
The research highlights that economic exclusion for visible and ethnic minority citizens 
in Ottawa is multi-faceted and not related only to the situation of first generation 
immigrants or professionals.  There are four primary factors affecting economic of visible 
and ethnic minority citizens, specifically: 

1. Labour market barriers specific to first generation immigrants, including  
• lack of recognition of foreign acquired credentials and experience,  
• language barriers (including lower levels of bilingualism and soft 

communication barriers), and  
• delays in naturalization for some, especially refugees. 
 

2. Labour market barriers for visible, ethnic and religious minorities, whether they 
are immigrants or not, including: 
• access to helpful networks and social capital, 
• the cultural context of hiring and promotion,  
• racism, Islamophobia, and Anti-Arab sentiment, especially since 9/11, and 
• a shortage of affordable childcare which is culturally appropriate. 
 

3. The nature of Ottawa’s economy and labour market, including: 
• The importance of government as an employer in Ottawa, with a persistent 

and documented lack of progress on equitable access to government jobs, 
• The importance of English / French bilingualism,  
• The polarization of the economy, with a significant and persistent body of 

marginal jobs,    
• The fact that many businesses are not successful and 47% of the self-

employed in Canada in 2001 were low income.  This disproportionately 
affects people who turn to self-employment because of labour market 
exclusion. 

 
4. The demographic structure of communities, particularly the higher proportion of 

children and youth (42.1% of visible minorities are under 25 compared to 30.8% 
for non visible minorities).  For example, the most significant factor in the 
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extreme economic exclusion of the Somali community (with a poverty rate of 
61.4%) is the fact that fully 63.5 % of the community is under age 25.  As well, 
there is a slightly higher incidence of lone parent families, particularly among 
communities who came as refugees. 

 
A clear theme which emerges is the racialization of economic exclusion in Ottawa, 
particularly poverty, resulting in polarization of economic benefits along colour lines.   
Visible minority citizens represent almost one half of Ottawa’s poor citizens.  
Furthermore, Ottawa’s Black community is the visible minority group most seriously 
affected by the racialization of economic exclusion.  Blacks in Ottawa are five times 
more likely to be poor than the non visible minority population.  60% of all working 
Blacks earn less than $20,000 per year compared to 55% of all visible minorities and only 
37% of non visible minorities.  The exacerbation of economic exclusion along race lines 
is an extremely divisive dynamic, and one which will not be resolved without an anti-
racist approach to addressing economic exclusion in Ottawa.   
 
Home ownership and, in some cases, self-employment (business development) are 
strategies which visible minority groups use to improve their financial assets.  5.8% of 
visible minority residents are self-employed compared to 7.2% of non visible minorities.  
Access to credit, capital and appropriate information are barriers to asset accumulation. 
 
The economic exclusion of visible minority residents results in missed opportunities for 
Ottawa.  The under-utilization of talent and expertise represents a significant loss.  The 
potential to expand financial relationships with other countries, particular emerging 
economies such as China, is significant, and profoundly under-utilized.  We have failed 
to understand the tremendous economic asset of the rich knowledge of non-official 
languages within some communities. Finally, the process of economic exclusion leads to 
a hampering of innovation – at the individual and collective level.  Ottawa needs local 
economic planning supports which focus on assets rather than deficits within the various 
communities.  
 
Education Matters 
 
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%).  Visible minority 
citizens are under-represented in the group with a trades certificate or diploma, a fact 
research participants related to cultural biases against working in the trades.  Despite high 
educational attainment overall, there were two areas of concern:  difficulties with the 
public school system and problems with the organization of lifelong learning 
opportunities for the adults. 
 
Concerns with the Public Education System 
 
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 
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very significant tension and, for many, a contributing factor to their experience of 
exclusion.  They identified nine primary concerns:   

• Inadequate information on how the system works for parents who were not 
educated in the Canadian system; 

• School fees are a growing problem, leading to systemic barriers, stigmatization 
and unequal access to the educational experience; 

• Better transition supports for children who have just arrived as immigrants, 
particularly refugee children (in addition to ESL or FSL); 

• Concerns about the quality of schools and the curriculum, particularly a perceived 
inadequate focus on maths, sciences and languages; 

• Active discouragement of some students, particularly racialized male youth; 
• Concerns of an inadequate respect of different values, particularly different 

religious values and views on appropriate behaviour for children and youth 
(especially females); 

• Concerns about discrimination and stereotyping, including streaming; 
• A significant disrespect for Islam, including a lack of resolve to address 

Islamophobia and racially motivated bullying or stereotyping; 
• Under-representation of visible and ethnic minority members in the school 

system, as teachers, management or administration 
 
Notwithstanding the concerns, and despite a 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 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 activity. 
 
Inadequate supports for lifelong learning of adults 
 
Canada lags significantly behind other developed countries in its approach to lifelong 
learning.  In Canada, learning in adulthood is primarily a private affair with the burden 
and cost borne significantly by the individual.  This weak policy and program framework 
disproportionately affects people in need of language training or skills retraining in the 
labour market, and therefore, disproportionately affects visible and ethnic minority 
communities and new immigrants.  Of particular concern was the inadequacy of ESL and 
FSL for the individual needs of students or for effective workforce integration, the weak 
supports for learning a second official language for adults in the workforce, and the fact 
that the burden of skills retraining or upgrading education (in relation to foreign acquired 
credentials) rests primarily with the individual. 
 
Housing and Neighbourhoods 

 
Housing 
 
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 slighltly higher incidence of housing difficulties.   
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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.  Of renters paying 30% or more of income for housing costs, 29% are 
immigrants and 32% are visible minority residents.  For homeowners paying 30% or 
more of income for housing costs, 24% are immigrants and 20% are visible minority 
residents.   
 
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%.    However, disrepair is a huge concern for those living in subsidized 
housing, particularly Ottawa Housing, and for those in some older rental housing in older 
downtown neighbourhoods such as China Town.   
 
Overcrowding is an issue for many, related to income levels, family size (with a greater 
likelihood of having larger or extended families), and an inadequate supply of larger 
units. 
 
There is a shortage in Ottawa of housing for seniors with distinct needs, particularly long 
term care and supports to aging in place. 
 
Homeownership was highly valued for a variety of reasons, including as an asset building 
strategy.  The rates of home ownership are slightly lower for visible minority residents 
compared to non visible minority residents overall (61.4% compared to 64.3%).  Barriers 
to home ownership include length of time in Canada (for immigrants), access to credit 
and a Canadian credit rating (for newcomers and low income residents), barriers to 
obtaining a mortgage for some self-employed, the interest structure of commercial 
mortgages (for some Muslims) and access to information.   
 
Visible minority, ethnic minority and immigrant residents face many barriers in accessing 
suitable rental housing, including access to a good credit record and a Canadian rental 
history (for newcomers), discrimination (including “security” checks), a severe shortage 
of affordable rental housing, a shortage of rental housing for larger families, lack of 
knowledge of tenancy rights and responsibilities. 
 
With higher rates of poverty among visible and ethnic minority communities, social 
housing becomes the only option for many.  Social housing addresses affordability but 
can result in ghettoization within poor housing in poor quality neighbourhoods.  
Participants were concerned about stigma against those in social housing, within their 
own community and the general population.  As well, they were concerned about safety 
and the poor neighbourhood conditions in social housing neighbourhoods and the 
problem it creates particularly for youth.  The importance of safety issues for participants 
points to the significance of a community based safety and crime agenda in meeting the 
aspirations of participants and as a potential point of meaningful civic engagement.   
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Neighbourhoods 
 
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).  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 
• Achieving inclusion in mainstream services is difficult, given the diversity in each 

neighbourhood 
• In some cases, 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. 

 
The fact that we do not have a significant pattern of ethnic enclaves does not mean we do 
not have geographic exclusion in Ottawa.  Visible minority residents are significantly 
more likely to live in poor neighbourhoods than non visible minority residents.  
 
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%).  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).  
 
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.  Over half (55.5%) of all visible minority group members live in poor 
neighbourhoods.  Less than one-third (32.8%) of non visible minority residents 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.  For six visible minority groups in Ottawa, over 50% of their 
members live in high poverty or very high poverty neighbourhoods, specifically 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 and 56.1% of the 
Chinese group. 
 
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. 
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Civic Engagement – The Means and End of a Democratic Society 
 

We use a framework for civic engagement which identifies civic and political activity 
along a full spectrum which includes: 

• Civic activity (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) 
 
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.  National research indicates that 
immigrant citizens participate in volunteering, although slightly more in informal 
volunteering than formal volunteering.     
 
All three communities, and 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.  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.  
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; and serve as a counter-balance to the complex forces of exclusion.  In 
some cases, identity specific organizations and services can replicate exclusion, by 
isolating members from the broader community, if the community infrastructure is not 
successful in building links with the broader community.  However, culturally specific 
services cannot be a substitute for an inadequate level of inclusion and responsiveness in 
mainstream institutions.   
 
A very significant portion of culturally based community infrastructure has been 
resourced and continues to be maintained through contributions and fundraising by the 
community.  Community members also participate in formal and informal donating.   
 
Electoral Activity  
 
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 is that community members were more 
prone to get involved in civic activities than in electoral activities.  The push and pull 
factors which influence levels of electoral participation include personal and systemic 
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issues: lack of time, poverty and financial barriers, having a “decent” job / economic 
inclusion, a past or current history of discrimination, length of time in Canada and a need 
to focus on settlement, language barriers, age, immigration status, knowledge of the 
electoral system, perspectives on civic engagement and politics stemming from religious 
views or traditions from a country of origin, distrust of politicians, discrimination or lack 
of openness in political institutions / parties, lack of inclusion in the organization of 
public participation processes, inadequate focus on priority issues for the communities, 
lack of engagement on priority issues, communities not “seeing themselves” in civic 
institutions, racism and Islamophobia, lack of mentors, fear of being excluded / not 
feeling a part of Canadian society. 
 
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 or 
alternatively, can serve to motivate some communities and individuals to mobilize their 
political voice and become more engaged. 
 
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.    
 
Political Voice 

 
The concept of “political voice” 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.  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.  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.  
 
Civic Engagement is a Two Way Street   
 
Improving civic engagement and increasing inclusion are not the domain solely of those 
facing exclusion. Both the processes and the content (subject matter) of engagement must 
change over time to reflect current realities and priorities.  Advocates and mentors in 
mainstream institutions were identified as very important in facilitating greater civic 
engagement, mentoring communities, and opening up institutions.  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.  The 
most important actions to be taken by “the mainstream” are to ensure that all citizens 
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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. 

 
A comprehensive locally oriented action strategy to enhance the civic engagement of 
visible minority, ethnic minority, religious minority and immigrant citizens is of 
tremendous value to the entire community.  It will increase social cohesion and will 
facilitate a more robust process for civil society to participate in finding solutions to 
issues affecting us all (such as economic prosperity).  As well, it has potential to address 
the significant disengagement by the population in general with respect to traditional 
electoral processes and formal engagement in democracy.  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 (starting with the youth) 
are a priority strategy for achieving a higher level of engagement of the citizenry in 
general in our democratic institutions.      
 

Inclusion by Design:  A Framework for Meaningful Change 
 
The reports sets out a three pronged approach to reduce exclusion and increase inclusion.  
Over fifty specific recommendations are made in the full report, and summarized below.   
 

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

• Address the high rate of poverty and working poverty; 
• Improve access to existing education and learning for all ages; 
• Improve access to appropriate housing and supports for individuals and 

communities facing exclusion; 
• Improve access to resources and opportunities for civic engagement for 

individuals and communities facing exclusion. 
 
2. Build inclusive environments (create 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; 

• Expand initiatives to create a more inclusive labour market and address 
barriers to asset accumulation;  

• Create inclusive learning environments;  
• Create inclusive neighbourhoods and housing; 
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• Build inclusive environments for civic engagement. 
 

3. Support the networking, social capital, planning and monitoring capacity of 
community infrastructure which is active in advancing inclusion, particularly but 
not exclusively within visible and ethnic minority communities.   
• Support local infrastructure which is advancing inclusion in the local 

economy; 
• Improve community infrastructure for lifelong learning particularly for 

newcomers; 
• Support community infrastructure which is facilitating more effective 

engagement in the school system; 
• Support community infrastructure to advance inclusive housing and 

neighbourhoods; 
• Support community infrastructure to advance inclusion and civic engagement. 

 


