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tered with the wreckage of the 
boat and the wreckage of its 
passengers… Facedown, with 
his arms outstretched, the 
child appears from a distance 
as though playing at f light… A 
wave brushes gently against 

by Xi Chen much deeper into critical global 
issues through interesting dia-
logues. 

Omar El Akkad, award-winning 
journalist and author of the ac-
claimed dystopian fiction Ameri-
can War, will host a discussion 

Vancouver Writers Fest will re-
turn to Granville Island from 
Oct 18 to Oct 24 with a long 
lineup of exciting in-person, on-
line and hybrid events featur-
ing celebrated authors from all 
over the world. 

“There is a little bit of something 
for everyone; there are events 
for kids. Our mission statement 
is to connect people to books, 
ideas and dialogues. If you are 
looking for that human connec-
tion, what you will get from our 
events are new perspectives and 
fascinating conversations about 
what it is to be human,” says Les-
lie Hurtig, artistic director of  
the festival. 

Every year the festival invites 
a different guest curator to pro-
gram a few events in their own 

voice. This year’s guest curator 
is Laurence Hill, one of Canada’s 
most renowned writers and the 
winner of multiple awards.

A plethora of events  
at the festival 

Hurtig says COVID-19 made it nec-
essary to pivot to digital events 
but this has also been a positive 
change for the festival as it widens 
its audience reach. At this year’s 
festival, one can get a digital pass 
with access to 35 different events. 

“We also have these hybrid 
events, where we have a mod-
erator in theatre or on stage, and 
someone else will be beaming in. 
The author of Fight Night, Mariam 
Toews, will be joining us on screen; 
the same with American writer 
Anthony Doerr, who wrote All the 
Lights We Cannot See,” she adds.

There are also events that re-
volve around books but delve See “Writers” page 4

in a divided country with civil un-
rest last year. 

A writer’s mind,  
craft and spirit

El Akkad will also be featured 
in another event with Globe and 

“ Fiction is obviously fictional, but 
it is the truth about being human.
Omar El Akkad, author

the child’s hair. He opens  
his eyes.”

Alluding to the real-life tragedy 
where Alan Kurdi, a Syrian boy 
who was washed ashore dead in 
2015, What Strange Paradise also 
starts with the arrival of a nine-

Mail editor Mark Medley to talk 
about his own work and his new 
novel What Strange Paradise, 
which sheds light on the tragedy 
of the refugee crisis.

The book opens beautifully: 
“The child lies on the shore. 

All around him the beach is lit-

with American National Book 
Award and Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning writer Evan Osnos about 
Osnos’ latest book Wildland: The 
Making of America’s Fury. Through 
individual stories, the book tries 
to illuminate the origins of Ameri-
ca’s political turmoil that resulted 

Something on the shelf for everyone 

Vancouver Writers Fest 2021 
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Cultural SpotlightCultural Spotlight

Canadian-born author of Indi-
an heritage Sonya Lalli is this 
year’s Richmond’s writer-in-
residence. She writes novels 
aimed at diverse groups, and 
in her novels, she covers topics 
like interracial couples and the 
difficulties that women of co-
lour face through adolescence. 

Lalli attended university in her 
hometown of Saskatoon and later 
Columbia University in New York 
where she studied law. Later, she 
completed her MA in creative 
writing and publishing at City, 
University of London. 

A need for representation

Since childhood, Lalli was enam-
oured with the art of storytell-
ing and the power of novels. She 
related most to stories about 
romance, family dynamics and 
friendships. Although she loved 
the art of writing, as someone be-
longing to a minority culture in 
Canada, she was saddened by the 
lack of cultural representation in 
the novels she read.

“I grew up never seeing myself 
represented in the books I read 
and other media,” she says.

When Lalli was gearing up to 
write her first novel, she decided 
that she was going to realize her 
unfulfilled dream of representa-
tion. She wanted to make sure 
that future generations of people 
of colour were able to find them-
selves in her novels and relate 
to the narrative. She wrote The 
Matchmaker’s List, which helped 
fill in the hole that was in the 
market. 

“[It is a] romantic comedy 
about a South Asian woman in 
Canada who is finding herself 
and falling in love,” she says. 

The novel also represents one 
of her fondest memories: seeing 
how proud her family was of her 
and how their teachings of in-
dependence and empowerment 
came to fruition in her published 
novel. She says that these teach-
ings influence how she leads her 
life and how she approaches any 
part of her career.

When asked, Lalli has a hard 
time picking a favourite of her 
four novels. She loves each dif-
ferently, but, if pressed to choose, 
she would pick Serena Singh Flips 
the Script because the main char-
acter is the complete opposite 

by isha Ohri
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to her own personality and any-
thing she has ever written before.

“Serena is a bit of a rebel – con-
fident in her choices about not 
getting married, having a fam-
ily and choosing an ambitious ca-
reer path. In a way, I think I wrote 
Serena to be my role model – and 
perhaps for some other women 
as well,” says Lalli, of her main 
character. 

Challenges 

If publishing her first book was 
the biggest highlight, writing 
her second novel was the biggest 
challenge. Many young writers, 
she says, challenge themselves 
with writing the second one, 
since writing the first one takes 
up so much time.

“[After all the] time writing, 
revising and thinking, when 
we have to do it all over again, 
there is doubt about whether 
we can and, of course, imposter 
syndrome. In the end, I got there 
though,” says Lalli.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Lalli was able to find more time 
and space to write and reflect 
without the bustle of a commute.

“COVID has changed my mind-
set – and not just towards writ-
ing – in the same way it was for 
many people around the world: it 
made me realize what is most im-
portant in life and how precious 

Sonya Lalli – a writer 
breaks from conventions

Sonya Lalli is this year’s Richmond’s writer-in-residence.

our health, life and our loved 
ones truly are,” she says.

When asked if she faced dis-
crimination when publishing, 
Lalli remarked “not overtly, no,” 
noting that the industry has 
made great progress in terms of 
inclusivity, diversity and equal-
ity in recent years. However, 
there is still a long way to go. She 
acknowledges that authors who 
belong to minority groups should 
help others in marginalized com-
munities break into the industry. 
She added that there are multiple 
ways to help: mentorship, online 
support, a friendly conversation 
and more. 

Her advice to young writers is 
straightforward.

“Read as much as you can. 
The best way to become a bet-
ter writer and learn how to tell 
authentic, engaging stories is 
to read often and widely across 
genres,” says Lalli. 

For more information, please visit:
www.richmond.ca/newsevents/
city/writer21sep2021.htm

Details about the program and 
the workshops being offered 
through November 2021 are 
available at www.richmond.ca/
writerinresidence.

www.sonyalalli.com
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When the COVID-19 pandemic 
hit in 2020, Simon Fraser Uni-
versity’s (SFU) Bridge Pro-
gram, which helps newcomer 
youth in Canada adapt to 
their new surroundings and 
set meaningful goals for their 
future, took on both common 
and unique challenges. 

Rachel Nelson, an associate di-
rector at the Office of Commu-
nity Engagement (OEC) at SFU, 
who helps lead the program, 
says it exemplifies partnership 
and engagement with a commu-
nity full of new faces. 

SFU’s Surrey Campus and TD 
Community Engagement Centre 
have partnered to create pro-
grams, such as the Bridge Pro-
gram, for low-income families, 
refugees and newcomers in Can-
ada learning English. The Bridge 
Program aims at supporting 
and mentoring high school-aged 
students learning English in 
Surrey’s School District 36. Like 
most educational programs, the 
Bridge Program was moved on-
line in 2020 when the COVID-19 
pandemic started. That change 
had a major impact on its par-
ticipants. 

“It was hugely impacting 
youth in our Bridge program 

by GeOff russ 

The Bridge Program is helping 
newcomer youth achieve success 

teerism,” says Nelson. “All of a 
sudden, the things in daily life 
that took up time and energy 
such as commuting for classes or 
going to work were changed.” 

Furthermore, SFU’s Surrey 
Campus has access to a wider 
pool of volunteers because phys-
ical distances were eliminated 
by the virtual shift. 

“They came from all over 
Greater Vancouver. Since the 
commute time was no longer a 
factor in their decision making 
process to volunteer, we saw 
many more students from dif-
ferent regions engaging in SFU 
Surrey – TD CEC programs,” says 
Nelson, also noting that volun-
teering offered an opportunity 
to socialize while also making a 
difference. 

“Students no longer had to 
worry about squeezing in a vol-
unteer opportunity between 

their classes and work sched-
ules,” says Nelson. “They could 
just log in to their devices and 
spend an hour or two volun-
teering their time for initia-
tives they were passionate 
about.” 

“These virtual volunteer op-
portunities provided an oppor-
tunity for students to not only 
connect and engage with other 
people, but to use their skills and 
sphere of influence to make a 
positive difference in their com-
munities during such a tumul-
tuous and uncertain time,” says 
Nelson. 

Engaging with the community 

Nelson says many of the Bridge 
Program’s participants, who 
come from refugee backgrounds 
or other lived experiences, can-
not always access available sup-
port programs. 

“Youth and families who come 
with traumatic experiences often 
do not understand that mental 
health support services could be 
of assistance,” says Nelson. “What 
makes it even more difficult is 
there is still a lack of these ser-
vices available in languages other 
than English. Attending counsel-
ling sessions in some cultures can 
be problematic and families feel 
shame or do not understand the 
purpose of attending counselling.” 

Despite the success of the 
Bridge Program, Nelson sees 
room for improvement in the  
future.

“There has been enormous 
growth in need for the Bridge 
Program to continue to be em-
bedded in the School District,” 
she says. “In order for our refu-
gee youths to succeed, it is es-
sential that schools and other 
community service providers 
collaborate to manage our stu-
dents from the beginning of the 
Bridge Program to the end of the 
schooling career.” 

The Bridge Program will be taking 
on new volunteers December 
2021 to January 2022. For more 
information on the Bridge Program 
and how to get involved, visit: 
www.sfu.ca/students/get-invol
ved/programs-and-opportunities/
bridge-program.html

who did not have the knowledge 
or access to a computer or a re-
liable way to get online,” says 
Nelson. “As community services 
were shifting online, the burden 
fell heavily on these students 
who often come from large fam-
ilies with technological and eco-
nomic barriers.”

The challenges and 
unexpected benefits of the 
pandemic 

“Remote learning was challeng-
ing for youth in our Bridge Pro-
gram, as many came with sig-
nificant education and literacy 
gaps, let alone not having a reli-
able computer to access classes 
at the start,” says Nelson. “Not 
being able to receive one-on-one 
support made it very difficult 
for these youth to suddenly shift 
from having quality in-person 
academic support to attending 
virtual classes.” 

Fortunately for the Bridge 
Program, the CEC saw a surge of 
SFU students volunteer to help 
out during the pandemic. Many 
of the barriers to volunteering 
created by commuting were 
eliminated as school and work 
went online. 

“When the COVID-19 pandemic 
hit, many changes ensued for 
SFU students that likely con-
tributed to the surge of volun-

The Bridge Program helps youth newcomers and refugees acquire new skills 
to master their new life.
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by aman ChunG

In a world of trying times, Lau-
ra Rivera inspires resiliency 
and hope through her beauti-
fully drawn stories, those star 
heroines who do not fit in the 
boxes provided by society. The 
characters, their dynamics 
and the plot, cannot help but 
make the reader smile, as they 
root for the protagonists.

“It is terrible for me to always 
see Mexicans as thieves or illegal 
immigrants. I think seeing more 
vari[ation] of characters would 
have been nice to see as a kid,” 
says Rivera, recalling her Mexi-
can childhood.

Taking part in BC Culture Days 
event line-up, Rivera will be 
livestreaming about the process 
of creating comic books for all 
ages on Oct.9.

When females become heros

Born in Mexico, raised by a sin-
gle mom, Rivera is no stranger 
to obstacles. Through her plat-
form, she tells stories straying 
away from the narrative that 
mainstream media is always us-
ing. Breaking away from tradi-
tion, her stories focus on females 
that destroy the glass ceiling, 
who do not fit in gender norms 
of girls being timid and quiet; 

The art of resiliency – as seen in comic books

year-old Syrian boy Amir on a 
Greek island after his perilous 
journey away from his war-worn 
home. Luckily, he meets a local 
teenage girl, Vanna, who tries to 
protect and save him. 

Loosely based on the American 
fable Peter Pan and told from the 
perspectives of two children who 
don’t speak the same language 
but are bonded together against a 
hostile environment, the book ex-
amines the us-against-them men-
tality that El Akkad feels is still all 
too common in today’s world. 

“I think the overarching thing 
that I write about, and I will con-
tinue to write about, is the idea 
that there is no such thing as them, 
there is no such thing as those 
people over there, what happens 
to them is exotic and different. I 
try my best to demolish that idea 
in my writing,” he says.

El Akkad further explains that 
he tends to explore the collision 
between systematic injustice and 
individual morality in his writings, 
what individuals try to do when 
the system tries to crush them. 

“Often the things I write about 
are the things that make me an-
gry. A lot of times that just means 

“Writers” from page 1 distance as much as possible and 
take away the privilege of assum-
ing something is very far away. 

“For example, in American 
War, I took killing drones, refu-
gee camps and the general state 
of warfare, and I made it hap-
pen in Alabama and Mississippi,”  
he says. 

His award-winning debut novel, 
American War, tells of the second 
American civil war for the use of 
fossil fuels after climate change. 

Born in Egypt, El Akkad grew 
up in Qatar and moved to Canada 
when he was 16. Although he had 
a passion for fiction since he was 
very young, he pursued a comput-
er science degree at Queen’s Uni-
versity, where he quickly found 
himself spending most of his time 
at the student newspaper. After 
graduation, he spent 10 years with 
the Globe and Mail and his work 
earned him the Canada’s National 
Newspaper Award for Investiga-
tive Journalism and the Goff Pen-
ny Award for young journalists. 

A writer’s role in society 

El Akkad wrote three unpub-
lished novels during his time at 
the Globe and Mail until the suc-
cess of America War, after which 
he gradually moved into writing 
fiction full time. He believes that a 
writer’s role in society is to act as 
a barrier against fraudulence. 

“Fiction is obviously fictional, 
but it is the truth about being hu-
man,” he says.

Hurtig agrees about the impor-
tant role of writers in society and 
feels the festival can offer much 
more than stories or books. 

“In order to become an empathic 
person or emphatic society, which 
is what leads to a peaceful exis-
tence in this world, we have to 
understand what it is to walk in 
someone else’s shoes. So, to hear 
from different writers who come 
from different backgrounds is to 
understand the world better, to 
hopefully have empathy for those 
who are different from ourselves,”  
she says.

For more information, please visit 
www.writersfest.bc.ca

but rather wrote characters who 
know what they want and have a 
strong personality.

“Growing up on TV and movies 
in Mexico, my understanding of 
how other people were around 
the world were dependent more 
on what I was informed [about] 
through media,” says Rivera.

Comic heroes are overrun by 
male heroes, but Ninja X, Butter-
fly Cape and Project 1126 are here 
to shake things up, with charac-
ters that show that girls are tired 
of playing the damsel in distress. 
The characters for all her com-

ics are inspired by people in her 
life which gives comics another 
dimension altogether, prevent-
ing the reading journey from be-
coming stagnant.

“In high school, me and my 
friends were always so hyper, 
always doing stuff. Growing up 
[throughout] our childhoods we 
were always the shy, quiet kids 
and then in high school [we broke 
free]. We need more girls like 
that,” Rivera explains about why 
her stories are female-driven and 
the inspiration behind Ninja X.

The stories and the art them-
selves include elements of Mexi-
can folklore, which is best seen 
in Butterfly Cape. In a potential 
project, Rivera plans to have it 
set in the Sonoran Desert includ-
ing the tribes who not just sur-
vived the desert but built a life 
there, a piece of Mexican history 
that is not as famous as its south-
ern counterparts: the Aztecs. 

Butterfly Cape is coming out on 
Halloween, only a couple of days 
before the Mexican Day of the 
Dead (Nov 2). This story is set in 
Mexico, starring Elva, a femme 
fatale who is learning how to use 
her powers to help people, as she 
tries to climb to the upper social 
class. Unlike other femme fatale 
stories, this includes ghosts and 
spirits, shining a light on Mexi-
co’s well-known violence.

Rivera writes about the 
things she wishes were includ-
ed in literature that she read 
growing up. 

“Seeing more adventure sto-
ries of any kind, so more adven-
ture books with girls in them. 
More diverse cast of charac-
ters,” says Rivera.

Ninja X is about a female ninja, 
who is learning what it takes to 
be a hero. Alongside her is Kiev, 
balancing her out, making this 
duo a fan favourite. This story 
is for a general audience but 
more so geared towards chil-
dren, whereas Butterfly Cape is 
directed towards young adults. 
Then there is Anya in Project 
1126, who continues to pursue 
her education despite the fam-
ily she was staying with, and 
gets deported. Studying abroad, 
with nowhere else to go, she 
is stuck living in an apart-
ment with three boys from her 
school. What could go wrong?

Of parents and grandparents

Growing up, Rivera contem-
plated becoming a doctor but 
her grandpa knew her, and told 
her and her family she is meant 
to be an artist. The person in 
her life, who made sure that this 
would happen is her mother, 
who continues to provide her 
support today. Her mom gave 

her books to read, paid for her 
art lessons and sent her to col-
lege, all the while having her 
back and being her fighter, mak-
ing sure that nothing gets in the 
way of her daughter’s success. 

Something her grandparents 
and mom reiterated to her is: “If 
you have a problem with some-
thing, you work twice as hard to 
solve it.”

This became her mantra and 
drove her to where she is, ready 
to change the comic world and 
provide a diverse range of char-
acters who will not back down, 
no matter what. The stories 
she read while growing up, 
she felt, lacked the diversity of 
real-life and kept people stuck 
with stereotypes, so she de-
cided she is going to change it 
and this will set her apart from  
everyone else.

As for budding artists, Rivera 
has simple advice.

“Just do it. There are so many 
art styles, there are so many art 
stories. That nothing can be so 
bad, that nobody’s going to like 
it because if you like it, you’re 
not the only person who will 
like it,” she says, encouraging 
other aspiring artists to try to 
come closer to their dreams.

 
For more information please 
visit:www.culturedays.ca

Ninja X is about how to become  
a female hero.

Omar El Akkad.
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the things that most people in this 
part of the world would have the 
privilege to ignore… I am trying 
to make an impact personally; if 
I can do that then I think I have 
done my job,” he says. 

Regarding his craft, El Akkad 
says the trick is to narrow the 
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Canada needs a national Youth  
Climate Corps – we’ve proven it works

Recent years have been im-
mensely disruptive, between 

climate change and extreme 
weather, a global pandemic, sys-
temic racism and economic tur-
moil. We need big, interdisciplin-
ary solutions to address these 
big, interdisciplinary problems. 

As we move past this uninspir-
ing election, we need to move 
forward with unifying and in-
spiring action on the climate 
crisis and the many intertwined 
challenges we face.

Canadian policy analyst 
Seth Klein has written a “case 
for the Youth Climate Corps in 
Canada.” South of the border, 
U.S. President Biden and other 
elected officials are pushing 
for the creation of a “Civilian 
Climate Corps” with billions 
of dollars in potential start-up 
funding. Whether it’s called the 
YCC, the CCC, or something else, 
this is the big, interdisciplinary 
solution we need. 

Young people need opportu-
nities and Canada needs young 
people’s energy to meet the 
climate change challenge. In 

pare Canadian communities for 
climate resilient futures and 
stop climate change as quickly 
as possible. Today’s young peo-
ple need meaningful jobs where 
they can earn living wages and 
gain skills, connections and 
experience while making a dif-
ference. To bridge these needs, 
Canada must launch a national 
Youth Climate Corps. 

Now that the election is over, 
there is a need and expectation 
that the minority Liberal gov-
ernment works with the other 
parties to move forward on 
bold climate programs. 

Currently, the federal suite 
of programs offered through 
the Canada Service Corps are 
almost exclusively volunteer-
based, which is simply not 
something that most youth can 
afford beyond the very short 
term. The existing wage sub-
sidy programs for students or 
early career professionals are 
valuable. But these programs 
leave it up to companies and 
non-profits who have the ca-
pacity to navigate sometimes 
complex funding applications 
for short term piecemeal proj-
ects. They are not anywhere 
near the crisis level response 
that the climate emergency de-
mands of us.

Imagine teams of young peo-
ple based in every Canadian 
community completing climate 
positive projects grounded in 
the needs of local communities. 

Amongst endless policy tar-
gets and vague funding alloca-

Issues and Ideas

southeast B.C., we’ve shown it 
works through a homegrown 
proof-of-concept. Now, we need 
the federal government – what-
ever political party takes the 
reins – to scale up.

Last summer, as the pan-
demic extinguished jobs, a 
grassroots group of commu-
nity members around Nelson, 
B.C. envisioned a climate-fo-
cused youth employment pro-
gram. In September 2020, we 
launched a pilot version of the 
Youth Climate Corps hosted by 
Wildsight, a local non-govern-
mental organization with deep 
regional roots. Fourteen crew-
members under 30 spent four 
months protecting the city’s 
water pipeline from wildfire, 
boosting local food security, 
restoring riparian ecosystems, 
enhancing energy efficiency 
and engaging community mem-
bers and local leaders. 

At the end of our first season, 
the City of Nelson awarded us 
its annual Sustainability Lead-
ership Award. According to 
Mayor John Dooley, “the Youth 
Climate Corps is a promising 
model for empowering youth in 
communities to take action for 
our global future.”

One year since our launch, 
we’ve added a second crew in the 
nearby Kimberley-Cranbrook 
area – and many other communi-
ties have expressed interest. We 
have a successful proof-of-con-
cept, but our limited scale and 
speed of growth is far too small 
for the challenge we are facing.

There is a tremendous 
amount of work needed to pre-

tions, a national Youth Climate 
Corps would demonstrate that 
work is actually getting done. 
Such a corps need not displace 
other jobs or drive down wages 
through a supply of young la-
bour. To the contrary, the YCC 
has helped our crewmembers 
identify and launch climate-rel-
evant careers they never would 
have considered otherwise. 

As the government moves 
to determine its post-election 
priorities, we must not loose 
sight that this is a “code red for 
humanity” moment. We stand 
ready to offer lessons learned 
from our climate corps experi-
ment. Now is our time to em-
power young Canadians to build 
a more sustainable Canada.

Ben simOni and melissa 
laVery  are Masters students 
at Royal Roads University and 
coordinate the Youth Climate 
Corps based out of Nelson, B.C. 
Together, they have two decades 
of experience leading youth 
programs across Canada and 
internationally.

Courtesy of QUOI Media Group

Ben Simoni.

Melissa Lavery.
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Dublin Coddle
A Coddle is basically a leftover 
stew. Traditionally eaten in Ire-
land on Thursdays, to finish 
any meat left in the house, it is 
a hearty potato based dish best 
made in a Dutch oven, or any 
other heavy lidded pot. This ver-
sion contains all the basics: pota-
toes, onion, sausage and bacon. 
While it sounds like a very cheap 
dish with little flavour, this dish 
lends itself really well for a little 
investment on your basics. Visit 
your local butcher for good in-
house made pork sausages (like 
Cumberland sausages) with 
some beautiful herbs and spices, 
good bacon, and butcher made 
beef broth. The investment will 
show in the flavour of the end re-
sult. Since this was traditionally 
a dish that contained everything 
but the kitchen sink, feel free to 
change it up. Serve this warm 
wintery dish with a fresh tossed 
salad and a zingy vinaigrette.

Ingredients

• 200 g bacon
• 3 large potatoes
• 1 large onion
• 3 large fresh sausages
• 2 cups good quality  

beef stock
• 2/3 cup Guinness
• fresh or dried parsley

Method

1. In a bit of butter and olive 
oil, brown your sausages 

on all sides on the stove, in 
a heavy lidded, oven proof 
pot. Slice the bacon into 
smaller pieces and render 
until slightly browned.

2. Meanwhile peel your pota-
toes and cut into thick slic-
es. Peel and slice one onion 
into thin strips.

3. Take the sausages out of the 
pan and cut into thick slices. 
Drain most of the fat out of 
the pan, into a glass con-
tainer. Keep by the side of 
your stove to cook with on 
another day.

4. Layer potatoes, bacon, sau-
sages and onion in the pot. 
Add the beef stock, parsley 
and Guinness. Crack some 
fresh pepper over the dish 
and cover with a lid. There 
is no need to add salt to this 
dish, both the bacon and 
the sausages will provide 
enough f lavour.

5. Cook in a 300 degree oven 
for 2 to 3 hours. Check every 
hour to see if there is still 
liquid in the pot. If you need 
to, add a bit of beef stock. 
Test if the potatoes are 
cooked by pricking them 
with a fork. You want them 
to be soft, but not falling 
apart.

6. Serve hot, with a side salad 
and some Irish soda bread 
to mop up the juices.

Enjoy!

Recipe by Selma Van Halder

Design a fantastic resume and cover letter, fine tune your interview techniques, learn valuable skills to succeed in the Canadian workplace, gain insight into 
the job market, access special services for skilled works – all at NO COST. The Progressive Intercultural Community Services (PICS) Society, Vancouver Branch, 
has been helping immigrants and newcomers to Canada for over 14 years ! Our Group Job Search Workshops are a flexible, 5 module rotating program, running 
weekly, with 16 sessions each month. This includes basic computer orientation, with instruction on using Word and Excel, and accessing the Internet. Workshops  
are held within a culturally diverse environment, led by qualified facilitators. Past and current E.I. recipients are always welcome. Knowledgeable case managers 
are available to guide you through the process of reaching your career goals. PICS Vancouver also offers one-on-one employment assistance, paid on-the-job 
work experience through our Wage Subsidy program, and a one-stop Career Centre with a broad range of job hunting resources. Funding for all  
programs is provided by the Ministry of Social Development, Employment and Labour Market Services Division.

Please call 604-324-7733, go to www.pics.bc.ca, or visit us at 200-8161 Main St., Vancouver, to find out how we can best help you.

Need the 
skills to 
find a job? 
We can 
help!

Erratum
In A time for celebration and contemplation by Xi Chen (Vol 22 No 06), 
the film The Boy Mir – 10 years in Afghanistan was mistakenly referred 
to simply as 10 years in Afghanistan. The Source regrets the error.
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Racism in Canada’s health-care system was 
a risk to BIPOC Canadians before COVID-19
COVID-19 has brought to light 

some of the glaring inequal-
ities present in Canada when 
it comes to accessing health 
care. Disparities in social de-
terminants of health like hous-
ing, food, education, and in-
come levels stand in the way of 
achieving a truly equal health-
care system, and racialized Ca-
nadians – especially those who 
are Black or Indigenous – are 
among the most affected by 
these inequities. 

But even when BIPOC Cana-
dians are able to access the care 
they need, they face yet another 
hurdle: ingrained racism within 
the health-care system linked 
to a history of colonization that 
significantly impacts the diag-
nosis, treatment, and quality of 
care that they receive. 

For example, there was a se-
ries of incidents in British Co-
lumbia – first reported in June –  
in which doctors and nurses 
played a “game” to guess the 
blood alcohol level of Indig-
enous patients who visited the 
emergency room, prompting an 
investigation and condemna-
tion from Indigenous groups. 
The game was referred to as 
“The Price is Right” among 
staff, with participants trying 
to guess the exact blood alcohol 
level of patients. 

Another example is the 2008 
death of Brian Sinclair, an In-

work in Black communities, 
where rates of certain chronic 
diseases tend to be higher and 
barriers to care are greater. 

At the same time, Black and 
Indigenous doctors can face 
obstacles that other doctors do 
not, including bias and preju-
dice in the workplace, lack of 
mentorship opportunities, and 
barriers to advancement “ all 
of which can make their path to 
practising medicine more dif-
ficult. 

Addressing the issue of rac-
ism within the health-care 
system will require a multi-
pronged and comprehensive 
approach. Other solutions 
could include improving race-
based data collection, allowing 
doctors with foreign medical 
training to gain licensing in 
Canada, and educating those 
working in medical fields about 
the complex history of coloni-
zation in Canada. For a truly 
equitable future even beyond 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Cana-
da will need to embrace these 
changes and commit to anti-
racism practices in health care 
at every level.

Written by freelance writer  
sejla rizViC

This story was first published 
by the Institute for Canadian 
Citizenship in September 2020

Issues and Ideas

digenous man who arrived in 
a Winnipeg emergency room 
and was ignored by staff for 34 
hours until he eventually died of 
a bladder infection. Staff at the 
hospital stated that they had as-
sumed Sinclair was intoxicated 
and “sleeping it off” in the wait-
ing room. In 2017, a group of doc-
tors and academics released a 
report which concluded that the 
cause of Sinclair’s death was the 
racism he experienced as an In-
digenous man. 

These are just two of the many 
instances of anti-Indigenous 
racism baked into our health 
system that prevent Indigenous 
people from accessing equitable 
health care. And because of this, 
some Indigenous patients may 
hesitate to enter medical spaces 
at all; a 2015 Wellesley Institute 
report found that racism in the 
health-care system “is so per-
vasive that people strategize 
around anticipated racism be-
fore visiting the emergency 
department or, in some cases, 
avoid care altogether.”

One way of addressing the is-
sue of ingrained racism in health 
care is to increase the diversity 
of the medical profession itself, 
especially for Black and Indig-
enous doctors. Medical schools 
have been slow to prioritize di-
versity, but in 2019 Canada’s 17 
medical schools implemented a 
plan to boost recruitment of In-

digenous students in response 
to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s calls to action.

Black Canadians also report 
experiencing racism in the 
health-care system, and have 
historically not seen themselves 
reflected among the doctors 
who provide them with care. But 
there are signs of change: the 
University of Toronto reported 
that the highest number of Black 
students ever were admitted to 
the school’s Faculty of Medicine 
MD program for the school’s Fall 
2020 semester. 

“It’s important to have more 
Black doctors because we’ve 
not been at the table in the same 
numbers. We’re not represented 
in health care or leadership in 
the same proportions as we’re 
represented in society, largely 

due to the complex social im-
pacts of systemic anti-Black rac-
ism,” said Onye Nnorom, a fam-
ily doctor and the Black Health 
Theme lead for the U of T Faculty 
of Medicine, in a recent inter-
view. But more progress needs 
to be made: the number of Black 
doctors in Ontario would need 
to double to become proportion-
ate to the province’s Black popu-
lation, Nnorom said.

According to the Black Phy-
sicians of Canada, diversity in 
the medical profession also 
has the effect of better serving 
Black populations since “Black 
patients are more likely to feel 
comfortable with Black doctors 
and more likely to adhere to 
certain preventive measures de-
livered by Black doctors.” Black 
doctors are also more likely to 

It’s important to have more Black doctors because they have not been at the table 
in the same numbers, says Dr. Onye Nnorom.
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by simOn yee 
COntriButinG editOr

October 5–26, 2021

I hope everyone is enjoying the 
crisp autumn weather. The pan-
demic is still ongoing unfortu-
nately, so many of the events be-
low are either online, outside or 
have reduced in-person capacity. 
As always, keep safe and stay vig-
ilant. Have a Happy Thanksgiving 
everyone!

* * *
Surrey Art Gallery: Phyllis 
Atkins and Sandeep Johal
Sep. 1–Dec. 11
www.surrey.ca/artgallery

The Surrey Art Gallery is current-
ly exhibiting two art installations 
until Dec. 11 – visual artist Sand-
eep Johal’s What If? and Indige-
nious artist Phyllis Atkins’ Divine 
Connection. Atkins makes paint-
ings and sculptures that draw 
from both Coast Salish tradition 
and her own personal journey to 
connect with the world around 
her. Each work in her exhibit al-
ludes to icons such as the moon 
or weaving technologies, the 
repeating circular shapes also 
evoke a handheld drum and its 
critical importance to Coast Sal-
ish culture and revitalization. 
Through textiles, paintings, 
drawings and animation, Johal 
layers her personal history with 
those of South Asian women she 
wished she knew about as a first-
generation South Asian youth. 
These women are role models, 
pioneers, trailblazers, vigilantes 
and rebels. For more information 
about these artworks, check out 
the gallery’s website.

* * *
Project Fire Flower
Oct. 2–Dec. 11
www.grunt.ca

Immersively tactile, the Fire 
Flower exhibition at the Grunt 
Gallery serves as a window into 
the evolving research process 
of clinical psychologist and fire-
works enthusiast, Collin van 
Uchelen. He has been developing 
tactile methods for translating 
fireworks for years and the exhi-
bition provides a fully participa-
tory environment in which visi-
tors may step into van Uchelen’s 
research process, touching his 
reference points. Rigorous and 
passionate, van Uchelen’s efforts 
in Project Fire Flower educate 
others about the pyrotechnic arts 
and share his joy for fireworks, 
all while fueling his continuing 
pursuit of refining translations of 
these dynamic objects. Check out 
the gallery’s website for more in-
formation.

* * *
Spinning You Home
Oct. 8–31
www.jerichoartscentre.com

shops, shows and guests from 
near and far. For tickets, event in-
formation and the festival sched-
ule, please check out the Improv 
Festival’s website.

* * *
Latin American Heritage 
Month Festival
Oct. 14–Nov. 2
www.latincouver.ca

For the third consecutive year, 
Latincouver will celebrate Latin 
American Heritage Month in B.C., 
by bringing a series of interactive 
events that include a combina-
tion of artists performances, art 
exhibitions, online workshops, 
forums and events to commemo-
rate the rich and fascinating Latin 
American heritage and its influ-
ence in B.C. and Canada. Latin 
American Heritage Month is the 
perfect time to join with the rest 
of Canada in honouring the rich-
ness and vitality of Latin Ameri-
can culture and heritage.

* * *
Vancouver Outsider  
Arts Festival
Oct. 15–17
www.cacv.ca/vancouver-outsider-
arts-festival-2021

The Vancouver Outsider Arts Fes-
tival (VOAF) will take place at The 
Roundhouse Community Arts 
and Recreation Centre from Oct. 
15–17, and will feature visual art, 
performances and workshops 
throughout the centre. The fes-
tival offers visual and perform-
ing artists facing social exclusion 
and other barriers opportunities 
for exhibition and sales, perfor-
mance and participation, con-
nection and learning. VOAF is 
Canada’s first and only festival for 
Outsider Art, which is represent-
ed by significant fairs and muse-
ums globally. The artists may be 

This month, the Jericho Arts Cen-
tre will present Spinning You 
Home, a Spinners Collective pro-
duction, written by Sally Stubbs 
and directed by Sarah Rodgers. 
It is 1958. A storm rages. Trapped 
inside, Sarah and Grampa, a loner 
with a passion for history and 
spinning tales and a thirst for 
overproof rum, learn one another 
as they bring to life the remark-
able story of legendary gold pros-
pectors, John ‘Cariboo’ Cameron 
and his young wife, miner Sophia 
Cameron. Spinning You Home 
celebrates a haunting chapter in 
B.C. gold rush history; promises 
that transcend death; and the 
power of love and storytelling. 
Check out the Jericho Arts Cen-
tre’s website for tickets and more 
information.

* * *
Speaking From the Heart: 
Translating Xinjiang’s  
Diverse Voices
Oct. 9, 2:30–4:30
www.eventbrite.com/e/speaking-
from-the-heart-translating-
xinjiangs-diverse-voices-
tickets-169526346867

Language can serve as an impor-
tant tool in decolonization and 
in the creation of international 
solidarity and equity. For many, 
there is a language barrier when 
it comes to learning more about 
Xinjiang and its many cultures 
and current struggles. Many 
victim testimonies collected by 
grassroots agencies are only 
available online in the Uyghur 
and Kazakh languages. Further-
more, English-language reporting 
and academic research are sel-
dom translated into the Chinese 
language. This event looks at cre-
ating an opportunity to include 
everyone in the conversation, re-
gardless of language ability. The 
event will discuss the importance 
of empathy and cross-cultural 

communication in translating the 
diverse languages and experi-
ences of Xinjiang, making sense 
of the Xinjiang crisis and discuss 
the politics and urgency in trans-
lation, empathy and cross-cultur-
al communication.

* * *
Vancouver Improv Festival
Oct. 12–17
www.vancouverimprovfest.com

The Vancouver Improv Festival 
is one of North America’s longest 
running improv festivals, aiming 
to celebrate spontaneity and col-
laboration through the art form 
of improvisation. Since 1999, it 
has showcased over 1300 inter-
national and local performers for 
thousands of Vancouver theatre 
and comedy fans. The 23rd an-
nual Vancouver Improv Festival 
will be taking place from Oct. 12 - 
17. The festival will feature work-
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Clinical psychologist Collin van Uchelen probes the inner workings of fireworks.

self-taught or trained: they are all 
devoted to their creative practic-
es, and come from a point of view 
that is outside the mainstream 
art world trends.

* * *
New Westminster  
Cultural Crawl
Oct. 16–17
www.newwestculturalcrawl.com

The New West Cultural Crawl is 
an annual arts & culture festival 
that celebrates and exhibits the 
vast creative talents across New 
Westminster. Artist studios and 
venues open their doors for two 
days to welcome thousands of 
visitors from across Metro Van-
couver. The 18th Annual New 
West Cultural Crawl will take 
place on October 16 and 17 from 
11 a.m. to 5 p.m. at venues across 
New Westminster. This family-
friendly event invites audiences 
of young and old to explore the 
city at their own pace, and check 
out artworks by professional and 
emerging artists who reside in 
the city.

* * *
Sunshine Coast Art Crawl
Oct. 22–24
www.suncoastarts.com

The Sunshine Coast Art Crawl 
showcases artists on the entire 
Sunshine Coast from Langdale to 
Earls Cove and back. Over three 
days, the ‘Coast’ transforms into 
one large interactive art show. It 
is a celebration of displays and 
demonstrations and it provides 
an opportunity to meet the artists 
behind the amazing creations. 
During Art Crawl 2021, the event 
will present 164 venues (46 of 
them are new to the Crawl). This 
includes approximately 250+ art-
ists. For more information, check 
out the Crawl’s website.


