SRR ] ] | ORI
RESRRLE L 277 LT A e
e 'h.'.'.'.’.'.'l'.'.~. i " '

e 9@ ¢ ‘....t-
s 9 .

?ﬁ&! x COMING TOGETHER DURING A

B‘rltan n ] 3 PANDEMIC: A COMMUNITY INQUIRY

community services centre | INTO BRITANNIA’S COVID-19 RESPONSE




g i

R

Britannia is on the traditional, ancestral and unceded territories of the x¥maBkwayeam (Musqueam), Skwxwi7mesh
(Squamish), and sal ilwata?t / sel if witulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations. Operating within a colonial system of municipal
government, Britannia Community Services Centre offers a space for Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination
to motivate local change. The writers of this report acknowledge that both the immediate and enduring impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic emerge from and contribute to the histories of this land.

The grief brought about by COVID-19 has been disproportionately experienced within the Britannia community. This
pandemic has worsened existing inequities in health care, education, early childhood development, employment,
food security, housing, and mental health and the compound effects of the co-occurring opioid crisis. While this
report focuses primarily on the constructive aspects of Britannia’s response, the incredible loss experienced in the
Britannia community cannot go unacknowledged. As of March 11th, 2021, 260 people have been lost to the virus
city-wide, since the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic nearly one year prior. In that same
time, over 400 people in Vancouver have died from overdose. The compounding of crises exacerbates structural
injustices through acute health risks and disruptions in access to necessary care and support.



These recommendations are for community members looking to increase resilience within their community, at

the block-, building- and ground-level. These recommendations can be used by individuals, families, households,
school groups, clubs, neighborhoods blocks, and any motivated group of community members or residents hoping
to strengthen their community.

Get to know your neighbors. If you don’t know your neighbors on a first-name basis, introduce yourself. Figure
out ways that you can communicate and connect with those in your neighborhood. You can also join a neigh-
borhood Buy Nothing or Facebook Groups (if they don’t exist, start one!). Start thinking about different vulnera-
bilities that may exist within your own community, and the inequities that your neighbors may experience.

Get involved with a local community centre, library, or other community hub. Not only does this provide con-
nection with your neighbors, it also increases the participation, support, and funding that community-based
programs and activities often require to keep operating.

Support community organizations and local businesses that are actively working to build community connec-
tions and/or serve vulnerable groups within your community. Support can take the form of participation (in
activities, programs, events), volunteering, purchasing (goods, services) or donating (goods, funds).

Ask your local community centres and organizations what they are doing to strengthen the community and
increase community resilience. Ask your local representatives what they will do to prepare your community for
an emergency and how they will support vulnerable community members.

Get involved with local politics and advocate for the consideration of vulnerable groups and community in-
volvement in the development of community planning, and emergency preparedness planning.
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What can community organizations do?

These recommendations are for formally structured organizations that may consist of staff or volunteers. These
recommendations can be used by community centres, faith organizations, schools, non-profits, and local busi-
nesses to facilitate and drive community connection and strengthening.

1. Build and nurture relationships with other organizations and groups within the neighborhood. Assess common
interests and priorities to determine ways to collaborate and support one another, in times of normalcy.

2. Create a vulnerability map of the community to understand who will be most greatly impacted in the event of a
natural disaster, or other times of disruption. Consider: What would these groups need in the event of a disas-
ter? How would you communicate with these groups? How would you provide them with or connect them to the
resources that they would need? What are you currently doing to address the needs of these groups?

3. Create asset maps of the neighborhood. Ensure that the maps are available and accessible to community
members in digital and physical form. Asset maps should include access to free wifi, food, emergency resourc-
es (including medical clinics and first aid), earthquake safe buildings, designated emergency gathering loca-
tions, access to water, access to phones, community centres, access to first-language support.

4. Share learnings and resources. If you are hosting a vulnerability mapping workshop, invite neighboring orga-
nizations to participate. If you’ve completed an asset map, share the results of your findings throughout the
community. Building relationships takes time and creating opportunities of reciprocity can help to nurture them.

5. Nurture your relationships with volunteers, past, present, and future. The strength of an active and engaged
volunteer force cannot be underestimated. Decide on a minimum number of volunteers that will always be
available at any time (have been pre-screened, have had a police check (if required), and have gone through
training). Find ways to engage and involve volunteers, even those that are inactive.

6. Diversify communication methods. It’s not only about reaching the most number of people as possible, but en-
suring that your communications are accessible to all members of the community. Ensure that this information
(communication methods, how to access them, how to use them, how to to deliver them) is easily available
and accessible to multiple people within the organization.

7. Build emergency preparedness into the registration process of your programs, events, and activities. Request
consent from community members to contact them in the event of a community emergency, or for the purpose
of wellness check-ins during times of disruption




What can local government do?

These recommendations are for municipalities and other forms of local government, to embed resiliency into their
community, to support existing, and to provide the infrastructure, resources, and support to empower communities
to be proactive, so that they are able to be reactive in times of emergency and disruption.

Embed staff reallocation into organizational emergency planning. Plan to reassign staff members to support
facilities and operations as a part of emergency response efforts. Planning to mobilize staff will avoid staff
layoffs, and contribute to emergency preparedness.

Assess and plan for digital and other communications infrastructure. Plan to provide free wifi and computer
access through-out the city, beyond commercial areas. Prioritize access in low income neighborhoods and
housing developments.

Build off of the City of Vancouver’s Resilient Neighborhoods Program, and allocate staff time and municipal
resources to facilitate resilience building workshops within community organizations and hubs. Regularly facili-
tate these workshops and trainings (every 3-5 years).

Develop a city-wide emergency food procurement and distribution network, partnering with existing organiza-
tions, and building off of existing and successful initiatives.

Listen to communities. Facilitate workshops and engagement events to understand how communities are
already creating connecting and increasing resilience. Fund and support existing actions and resources before
developing and implementing new ones.

Embed community building and community resilience into the mandate of municipal-run community centres.
Ensure that community centres position themselves at the centre of the community, not only recreation cen-
tres.

In times of emergency, open an Information Technology hotline to field basic questions around internet access,
phone service provision and device operation questions should continuity of service delivery depend upon
digital literacy.
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Britannia’s Mandate

Our dream:
The wellbeing, sense of belonging, joy, and empowerment of everyone in our community.

To realize our dream:

We are stewards of spaces that support social connection, creativity, recreation, reconciliation and the
realization of the full potential of people and communities.

In partnership with our communities, we create integrated programs, services, and opportunities on the
unceded territories of the xwmaBkwayam (Musqueam), Skwxwli7mesh (Squamish), and salilwata?t /
selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.

Message from the Board

During the COVID response we were asked to stay at home, most of us could safely do so, relying on the resilience
that we built over the years with the help of the internet, digital devices, mobile services and financial assistance.
Many people did not have the option to stay at home safely, apart from mobility, health and resources, the systemic
conditions of race, gender, age and class profoundly impacted the health and safety of the most vulnerable in our
neighborhood. Many lost income, or they did not have access to the technology to keep informed and engaged,
some had others to care for or too much to take care of and their home away from home, their ‘family’ — the com-
munity centre was closed. At this time we saw neighbors helping each other, strangers stepping up to ask what they
could do to help at a time when family and friends could not. Britannia Board of Management knew that there were
people in our community who needed help even though we could not have direct daily in person contact with them.
As a Board we made a decision to keep our staff working and the Centre operating even though it was closed to the
public. We really did not know what to do except to listen to our community and try as best as we could to help them
stay safe and healthy at home. We are like a village and in a village people help each other through difficult times.
This research will help us understand what happened and how we can plan for the future with the goal of being of
service to our community.

Annie Danilko
President, Britannia Board of Directors - 2020/21

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC 7
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This report has been divided into three sections. The first section, the Introduction [page reference], provides con-
text for the research that went into this report as well as a brief history of the Britannia Community Services Centre
and the neighborhoods within its catchment area.

- Further information around the process of this research can be found here:
https://www.britanniacentre.org/britannias-covid-response

The second section, the Response Summary [page reference], presents the story of Britannia’s actions leading
up to and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic in Vancouver. Each header in this second section is subdivided into
‘action,” which outlines the activities facilitated through Britannia, and ‘experience,” which stories the community
experience with those actions. It is important to note that, while each subsection focuses on a different aspect of
Britannia’s response, the coordinated community response is fundamentally intertwined. To resist compartmental-
ization, links from one subsection to another are provided in the margins. Sufficient information is provided in each
subsection such that reading out of order does not compromise understanding.

The third section, Recommendations [page reference], outlines a set of comprehensive and interlinked recommen-
dations towards future crisis preparedness, be it another pandemic, a natural disaster or any other disruption to
community support networks. Recommendations are provided on institutional-, community- and neighborhood-lev-
els to indicate that all three layers of involvement are essential to the work of crisis preparedness. Where applicable,
recommendations refer to existing community plans and policies, documents that are linked at the end of the report.

The Appendix [page reference] collects all supplemental information and documents referred to throughout the
prior three sections.

A copy of this report can be found online at: https://www.britanniacentre.org/britannias-covid-response
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A Message from Britannia’s Executive Director, Cynthia Low

In March 2020, not many people understood how the pandemic was going to shape our new reality. As a community centre
we were faced with the challenge of meeting the unknown needs of our community and to support residents in unpredictable
conditions.

In the eight months following the initial shut down, so much happened while simultaneously it seemed like NOTHING was
happening. This project is an opportunity for us to understand what happened, why it happened, who was involved, and
how it impacted individuals and their loved ones. As a community centre we are unaccustomed to assessing, evaluating
and/or researching these types of questions, particularly in the context of a pandemic that is still affecting us locally, region-
ally, nationally and internationally.

It is in Britannia’s nature and common practice to step into the unknown and to reach out to those with whom we already
have relationships. These are our volunteers and neighbors, our community, organizational and institutional partners. This is
a neighborhood with a long history of community engagement with residents and community members representing multiple
interest groups that have a central value in civil society, social justice and equity. Our employed staff are also involved in the
community; many staff live and volunteer in the community. Emily Lomax, a local Strathcona resident, with skills, knowledge
and interest in sustainable communities, was the first one who volunteered to help push this project along. The First Nations
and Indigenous Studies (FNIS) program at UBC, who has partnered students with Britannia in the past, provided the con-
nection to Ben Lickerman. FNIS also provided the rigor of the academy to undertake necessary ethics review, application of
methodologies, discipline, and structure to support the project technically and practically through set timelines.

This project was implemented in the same way that the COVID response was activated at Britannia; by gathering people
together. The intention of this report is to tell our story of resilience and service to the community, for the purpose of ensuring
knowledge for the future. While very grateful for support from the City of Vancouver, Federal Government and donors, we
also know Britannia could have done more; now our monumental task is to do better. We were unable to support residents
who were vulnerable because of homelessness, suffering from addiction or isolated from community, we don’t know and
may never know the families and households that we did not help through this pandemic. Organizations, schools and indi-
viduals in our community have worked very hard for decades, for generations, to address the systemic inequalities of our
society, to gain some sense of stability, belonging, social, cultural and financial security. All this gain has been disrupted be-
cause of the pandemic, we need to understand how we can support these families and individuals to recover and minimize
the continuing impacts brought on by COVID-19.

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC 9



Britannia Community Services Centre (“Britannia”) is a
seventeen acre site, located in East Vancouver, made up
of gyms, a pool, skating rink, library seniors centre, teen
centre, child care, and a secondary school. Britannia is
a collaboration between five public sector entities: The
Britannia Community Services Centre, the Vancouver
School Board, the Vancouver Public Library Board, the
City of Vancouver, and the Vancouver Board of Parks and
Recreation. The Britannia Community Services Centre
Society, a non-profit, has been contracted and funded by
the City of Vancouver to manage the site that is co-owned
by the VSB and the City, and plays a leadership role in
developing and facilitating educational, recreational, li-
brary and social services for the communities of Grand-
view-Woodland and Strathcona. This is done through an
elected board with a community centered governance
model and City funded staff that oversees various facil-
ities, programs, and activities.

Britannia sits on the traditional, ancestral and unced-
ed territories of the x¥maBkway am (Musqueam), Skwx-
wu7mesh (Squamish), and sal ilwata?t / sel il witulh
(Tsleil-Waututh) Nations and within its catchment area is
home to one of the greatest densities of Urban Indige-
nous peoples. Britannia’s work prior to and throughout
the pandemic strives to remain accountable to the story
of these territories as well as the continued presence of
the stewards of this land in the community. Additionally,
Britannia’s catchment area is home to the greatest densi-
ty of Urban Indigenous peoples in Canada. The diversity
of cultures present in the Britannia community puts the
Centre in a critical position, that of an active community
hub that caters to a variety of interests. The experience
Britannia, as an organization, and its staff have had fos-
tering social cohesion among such a diverse community
over the years puts it at a unique advantage to respond to
emergency and make sure that nobody gets left behind.

Britannia serves a large portion of the population who ex-
perience a high burden of effects arising from structural
inequities related to social determinants of health, such
as poverty, systemic racism, and food insecurity. These
groups include seniors living alone, low-income families
living in crowded spaces, children with behavioral and de-
velopmental challenges, and single parent households.
Prior to the pandemic, many households, families and in-
dividuals were already dealing with the impacts of these
inequities. See ‘Profile of Britannia Community’ on page
XX for more.

On March 16, 2020, Britannia Community Services Cen-
tre, along with other community centres and facilities
throughout the City of Vancouver and the Province of Brit-
ish Columbia, were directed to close all programming and
services to mitigate the spread of COVID-19.

Due to the need of its community, Britannia and its part-
ners, throughout the community, initiated The COVID-19
Response, to protect its vulnerable residents, to provide
essential services, and to serve all members of its com-
munity and especially those that were already dispropor-
tionately impacted by societal inequities. The response
consisted of Wellness Calls to senior residents, Britan-
nia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, comprehensive transition
to online programming and the networks of communica-
tion necessary to set up and maintain these communi-
ty services. This report outlines the actions taken in re-
sponse to the community need that came with mandated
closures, the impact that was had on the community, and
the experience of individuals within the community during
this time.

Britannia’s Response included thousands of short-staffed
hours of Wellness Calls to seniors to guarantee that they
remained socially connected, had access to crucial health
information, and were supported by the social and health
services that they required. These calls would also prove
essential to networking the community-wide response and
informing the Centre’s priorities throughout the pandem-
ic. Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, operated collab-
oratively by the Grandview Woodland Food Connection,
ensured Emergency Home Food Delivery to individuals
and households who were food insecure and/or unable
to leave the house to obtain essential goods. These pro-
grams were supplemented by an incredible effort to main-
tain engagement with children and youth to ensure their
safety and wellness through such difficult times. Trans-
parent communication between Britannia staff, volunteers
and partners in both the community and the City was
crucial to the coordinated response. So too were the de-
cades of community development and trust-building that
has been Britannia’s commitment from its inception in the
1970’s. In and amongst all of the efforts was a team of
staff, volunteers, and partners that mobilized and came to
action when the community was in need.

Looking forward, the City and individual neighborhoods
will inevitably encounter crises again, be it the ongoing
pandemic, food supply chain disruption, impacts of cli-
mate change, industrial accident or social unrest. Resil-
ient communities are those best prepared to take care of
those most vulnerable to the impact of these crises. Since
these impacts vary widely depending on the emergency -
nearly all of the emergency response strategies in-place
prior to COVID-19 relied on the continued ability for res-
idents and response workers to gather - what is needed
most is a comprehensive and dynamic understanding of
the community. To achieve this understanding, all levels
of government, civil society, corporate business and local
community need to collaborate in preparation to assess
and mobilize available resources in case of emergency.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF BRITANNIA

Prior to the arrival of European settlers in the late 1800s,
the foot of Victoria Drive that meets the inlet was known as
khupkhahpay’ag, the Skwx wu7mesh (Squamish) word for
the Cedar tree. This area was shared by the x*maBkway
am (Musqueam), Skwx wu7mesh (Squamish), and sl il-
wata?t / sel il witulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations.

With the arrival of European settlers, was the establish-
ment of the (current) Britannia site in 1910, and the con-
struction of Britannia Secondary School. The Britannia
Community Services Centre was formed in 1974, by local
citizens and civic agencies motivated to provide a wide
range of services of interest and need to the neighbor-
hood’s residents (Davitt and Martin 2001). At the time, the
Centre was one of North America’s largest facilities. Bri-
tannia has served, since its inception over 40 years ago,
as a model of integrated services, increasing community
wellness and capacity. Its design, which has remained
innovative decades later, effectively provides recreation,
learning, and social facilities, services, and programming.

Britannia has established itself as a platform for commu-
nity action, agency and activism. It’s role in not just facili-
tating and supporting, but driving community change has
embedded a ‘challenge the status quo’ mindset into the
cultural fabric of Britannia’s community and operations.

Establishing the unique Britannia partnership (1974)

A

o

The creation of the Stone Soup Festival (1995)
Supporting the creation of East Van Kickstand (2012)

Building the first publicly accessed Indigenous carv-
ing facility (2014)

Britannia’s embedded value of resilience and capacity
building occurs informally through its programming, activ-
ities, and services, but also formally through workshops
and training. Britannia has participated in two recent re-
silience training sessions with its staff; Britannia was a
part City of Vancouver’s Resilient Neighborhoods Pro-
gram kick-off training (2017), and was also involved in
the development of the Grandview-Woodland block-level
resiliency toolkit, in partnership with City Studios and the
Langara Applied Planning Department (2018). While ca-
pacity has been a barrier to the development of a com-
prehensive and strategic emergency plan, awareness
and understanding of the importance of its services to
the community is something that Britannia has been very
much aware of.

Further information on Britannia’s history can be found
here: www.britanniacentre.org/about_us/about_us/articles/1036.php

—

N

“We are stewards of spaices that support
social connection, creativity, recreation,
reconciliation and the realization of the full
potential of people and communities.”
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City of Vancouver

Grandview-Woodland Strathcona
Average

Social Indicator

Low-Income Households 26.6% 35.2% 59.4%

Unemployment Rate

Population Age 65+

Seniors (Age 65+) living alone

Population in a Visible
Minority Group

Strathcona Social Indicators Profile - City of Vancouver (2020)” and “Grandview-Woodland Social Indicators Profile - City of Vancouver (2020)
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES

1. Grounding the work in the community
2. Continuous accountability and renewed consent
3. Engaging the work that is already being done.

The scope of this project was guided by Britannia’s Se-
niors, Elders and Advocates (SEA) committee which, by
the time this project was introduced in Fall 2020, had long
since adapted to the rhythms of the monthly Zoom meet-
ing. The project proposal was brought to the seniors and
elders present at the November meeting, many of whom
indicated interest in and emphasized the importance of
this work. A few SEA committee members suggested that
they would like to participate in the research process be-
yond the meeting time, either sitting for an interview or
offering informal support, and there was consensus that
this project be a regular agenda item at meetings going
forward. Three guiding principles emerged from these
early conversations that would shape the project to come.

Grounding the work in the community

Given the community-based nature of this research, hav-
ing a group of seniors and Elders offering their valuable
time to guide this project has been very important. SEA
committee members have, in the space of the project,
shared many stories of what Britannia has been, is now
and can become in the face of the current pandemic.
These stories, and the generosity with which they are
told, underscore the immediate relevance of the project
and the gravity of this work. It is in the continued interest
of the SEA committee as to the latest project updates, the
stories shared by seniors and Elders who see their role in
this work as vital, the readiness with which the Britannia
community has invited this project team into its network of
relations, that this community-based research becomes
truly grounded. That this first principle of our guiding
framework, grounding the research in the community, has
been taken up with such enthusiasm is not only a testa-
ment to the relevance of these stories, but the importance
of how they are told.

Continuous accountability and renewed consent

Being able to ground our work with the perspectives of
community members is not something to be taken for
granted; it demands accountability. At each subsequent
SEA committee meeting, we have presented project up-
dates, answered questions and provided an open forum
for feedback that directly influences the next steps of the
project. These updates are not simply informative, they
demonstrate a commitment to the continued relationship
between the SEA committee members, the research team

and the project itself. Our presence at the SEA committee
meetings is our way of demonstrating how the stories that
the seniors and Elders share are grounding the work in
practice. This iterative process continues the accountabil-
ity commitment we made at the first SEA committee meet-
ing in November. Further, we have come to understand
that every chance to share this work is a chance to learn
something new ourselves; particular areas of concern,
aspects of its relevance, potential impacts today or tomor-
row. The continuous accountability to the SEA committee
is the second principle of our guiding framework.

Engaging the work that is already being done.

Conveniently, this open forum for questions and feedback
offers a chance for the seniors and Elders to further ground
the work with their insights and course-corrections. Thus,
a cycle is established: a reciprocal relationship between
the grounding guidance from the SEA committee mem-
bers and the accountability from the project team. From
this cycle of reciprocity emerges the third principle of our
guiding framework; engaging the work that is already be-
ing done. The SEA committee is a longstanding advisory
group, a social space for Britannia’s 55+ members and a
relevant forum for community-centered conversation. In
bringing our project updates to the SEA committee each
month, we are upholding the leadership that is already ev-
ident in the community. To seek guidance for this project
from Britannia’s SEA committee demonstrates that, in a
time of significant uncertainty, their leadership is neces-
sary, perhaps more-so than ever before. Here is a diverse
group of community members, seniors and Elders who,
unable to continue meeting in person, have maintained a
consistent monthly meeting online, who have found a way
to safely share time and space with each other amidst
a global pandemic. For this research to be grounded in
and accountable to this immense resilience, to this work
that is already being done, is what has made this project
everything that it is.

14 COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC



In order to understand a measurable impact of Britannia’'s
Covid-19 Response, details of the different components
of the Response were gathered from individuals directly
involved in each. This information was gathered through
the form of a questionnaire, and was separate from the
interview process that was undertaken to understand the
experience of the COVID-19 Response.

Understanding the extent of the actions was difficult, as
it relied entirely on information that was collected and
recorded during the time of the Response. All information
and data was self-reported by various staff members, vol-
unteers, and partners. The information reported in this
document most likely does not account for the entirety of
the actions made or the impact had.

Due to the intensity of the work involved, especially in
the early days of the Response, there will be inevitable
discrepancies between the reported measurements (i.e
number of volunteer hours, amount of food delivered) and
the actual measured amounts. By the very nature of the
Response, it was impossible for staff and volunteers to
record precise metrics given that all energy and capacity
was devoted to the coordination and delivery of the emer-
gency response services efforts.

Three primary exploratory questions were used to guide
the development of a questionnaire to investigate the im-
pact and actions of the Response:

1. What pre-existing relationships between community
members were in place that provided the foundation
for Britannia’s response?

2. What actions were taken in the first month (March
16th — April 16th , 2020) of COVID-19 that distin-
guished Britannia’s from the city-wide municipal
response?

3. What is the absolute measure of activities facilitated
through Britannia Community Services centre as
part of the COVID-19 response program (March 16th
— October 31st, 2020)?

The intention behind these three questions was to under-
stand what primed Britannia for the actions taken during
the Response, what actions both before and during the
Response were pertinent to its success, and what mea-
surable impact was had (the results of the action).

Individuals who participated in the questionnaires includ-
ed representation from the core components within the
Response:

* Latin American Youth Program (Britannia)
* 55+ Programmer Team (Britannia)

0\

*  Volunteer Programming (Britannia)

*  Grandview-Woodland Food Connection

*  Vietnamese Seniors Program (Britannia)

« Child Care Services (Britannia)

»  Seniors, Elders, and Advisors Committee (Volunteer
Committee)

* Recreation (Britannia)

Follow-up communications with the questionnaire partic-
ipants provided additional information needed to under-
stand the impact and extent of the impact of the Response
and the actions that took place.

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC 15
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The inquiry into the experience of Britannia’s COVID-19
Response consisted of twelve conversations with fifteen
community members, volunteers and staff experienced in
various aspects of the community-led programs. Where
prior working relationships existed, such as among the
three members of Britannia’s 55+ staff team, individu-
al conversations were consolidated into a single focus
group discussion. Conversations were held on Zoom or
over the phone from mid-January to early-March of 2021.
Outreach for these interviews mirrored the networks of
formal and informal communication evident in Britan-
nia’s COVID-19 Response; while initial participants were
identified, the project team remained open to referrals to
ensure the widest possible representation of community
voices. Starting with the staff members overseeing major
components of the response, Britannia’s 55+ staff team,
the Grandview-Woodland Food Connection and Britan-
nia’s Volunteer Coordinator were invited to interview for
the project. Each of these staff, now familiar with the scope
of the project, were encouraged to extend the invitation
to community members who they believed would bring
valuable perspective to the project. This way, site-part-
ner staff members, families and recipients of Britannia’s
food distribution were able to contribute. In encouraging
participants to help with the outreach process, the inquiry
of the experience remained responsive to the network of
relations representative of the research topic itself; Britan-
nia’s community-led COVID-19 Response.

Through this iterative process, one particular role emerged
as imperative to both the research and the response: that
of the ‘Community Liaison.” This role was characterized
repeatedly throughout the interviews as a person with
extensive knowledge of the community and the ability to
connect the work already being done with the people who
are looking for it. In the context of Britannia’s Response,
Community Liaisons connected families in need of food
security support to Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre
while, in the context of participant outreach, they con-
nected those same families to the research team to share
their experience. These Community Liaisons, in addition
to playing a crucial role in Britannia’s response, proved in-
valuable to the outreach process for this research as well.
Given the pre-existing relationships of care and support
between project participants and those who invited them
to this research, the interview conversations were entered
into with a considerable measure of trust. The importance
of this cannot be understated: re-read the previous sen-
tence.

The interviews and focus group discussions that com-
prised the experiential inquiry utilized a conversational
approach to research that positioned both the researcher
and interviewee as mutual collaborators in telling the sto-

ries. This conversational approach has been practiced in
both western and Indigenous traditions of anti-oppressive
research. University of Saskatchewan professor Marga-
ret Kovach invokes Maori researcher Russell Bishop, who
“introduces the notion of ‘collaborative storying’ which po-
sitions the researcher as a participant. As both parties be-
come engaged in a collaborative process, the relationship
builds and deepens as stories are shared”. In the context
of this project, collaboration became necessary with the
understanding that this research was inviting participants
to reflect on their experiences with COVID-19 while still
living its effects, that is, as it is still ongoing. For many of
the project participants, COVID-19 had changed nearly
every aspect of their daily lives: it had become their ev-
eryday experience. Because of the ongoing nature of the
research subject, abundant space was made in the inter-
view for participants to share topics and themes that they
felt were relevant to their experience according to criteria
that they themselves set. This was framed as a ‘bene-
fit of the research today’ (i.e. The opportunity to pause
and reflect) as contrasted with the impact of what they
have shared, a ‘benefit of the research tomorrow’ (i.e. On
future crisis preparedness). Responding to open-ended
research questions, the interviewee could direct the con-
versation towards their relevant experience, towards what
they felt it was necessary to share. The researcher could
then ask more specific follow-up questions to continue
these lines of relevant inquiry. Thus, the particular experi-
ence of the participant not only shaped how the questions
were answered, but how they were asked. In this way,
the interviews became conversations in which all partic-
ipants, researcher and interviewee, collaborated in the
storying of Britannia’s response to COVID-19.

This research-focused collaboration continued beyond
the interview conversations themselves through a pro-
cess of renewed feedback and consent. As the researcher
worked the interview quotations into the drafts that would
become this report, participants were invited to review
their contributions in two rounds of feedback and consent.
Here, again, is the commitment to accountability which
guides this project. Practically speaking, this deepens the
relationship between the participants and the research to
which they are contributing by demonstrating that their
role in the project is adaptable and responsive throughout
the process, not just at the time of the interview.

Processes of ongoing consent, too, are deeply embedded
in Britannia’s community culture. Integrating ongoing con-
sent into the project timeline as space for renewed feed-
back demonstrates the project’'s commitment to engaging
the work that is already being done. In adjusting the pro-
cess to meet the community’s self-determined standards,
the researchers “contribute to conversations that the
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communities themselves understand to be important, and
who make themselves answerable to the rules of conduct
and inquiry that govern those communities”. From the ini-
tial outreach to the distribution of the draft report for feed-
back prior to publication, this research process has been
grounded in and accountable to the Britannia communi-
ty, telling the stories of one community’s adaptation to a
‘new normal’ by holding up work that has been ongoing
for quite some time

*Eve Marie Garoutte, quoted in Howard, Heather. “Heal-
ing Research: Relationalism in Urban Indigenous Health
Knowledge Production.” In Indigenous Research: Theo-
ries, Practices, and Relationships, 271-81. Vancouver,
BC: Langara College, 2019

2 Kovach, Margaret. “Conversational Method in Indige-
nous Research.” First Peoples Child & Family Review 5,
no. 1 (2010): 40-48.
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As the community is still surviving within the state of a pan-
os demic, the true and total impact of Britannia’s response is not
upport For ) .

Seniors & Elders yet known. The measured actions, as well as the experiences

shared in this report, are but a representation of the total impact

that was and is continued to be had on the community. The

impact of Britannia’s Covid-19 Response cannot be underesti-
mated.

® Britanni Britannia’s ability to take swift action in response to the lockdown

ritannia Food . . . .
Centre Distribution Was made possible by the immediate support, understanding,
& Support and cooperation of supervisors, management and the Britannia
Board. Additionally, the flexibility and collaboration amongst staff
and volunteers in every area of Britannia’s response charged
the mobilization and adaptability that was required to deal with
the changes that were arising every day.

Support For ®

Family & Youth BRITANNIA

The Society
Staff Volunteers

“Having lots of amazing volunteers that are already

engaged with us... That allows us to get going really
quickly.” - Yao Zhang, Volunteer Coordinator

The Response would not have been possible without the support, motivation, and perseverance of hundreds of volunteers.
Because of Britannia’s close relationships with its volunteers, its community partners, its community residents, with staff,
and with neighboring organizations, the impact of the efforts were amplified through the community.

Throughout the response Britannia maintained transparency and open communication with all those impacts by and in-
volved in its response. The hosting of weekly meetings with its partners and services providers, and maintenance of open
and frequent communications with the community, including staff and volunteers was key. At a time when anxieties were

high and many people were in want of more information, maintaining this openness created a trust that was essential to the
success of the Response.

“Ffiis work didn’t just happen overnight. We’ve -
been working with volunteers for forty-plus
years and because Britannia has been arount

for [that long], a lot of community members

‘have that close relationship and love ford' :
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Prior to March 16th, 2020 (the date of the mandated lock-
down), there were some conversations amongst staff
and volunteers about the impact of a potential lockdown
and how best to support the community should this event
occur. These conversations were initiated by staff, infor-
mally, as there was little clear direction or guidance from
the City of Vancouver beyond the order to shut down op-
erations. Information from the Provincial Health Officer
did stress the continuation of essential services, which
included vulnerable population service providers.

Informal discussions emerged into three main areas: se-
niors support, youth support, and food delivery. There
was a general consensus that food was an essential

‘wouldghave difficulty accessing
food, especially those reliant-o

- lan Marcuse, Grrandvie

service and that some form of a food program would be
necessary. Similarly, there were conversations with youth
program staff to understand how to support youth, specif-
ically during spring break, in the case of a lockdown. In
the little time that was given to prepare, written surveys
were handed out to seniors and Elders to gather contact
information and determine who would need support, and
what support would be needed in the event of a lockdown.
Despite these initial ideas that would lead to Britannia’s
eventual COVID-19 Response, there was no formalized
plan set in place, nor any idea of what would be required
in a state of lockdown. The vast majority of the Response
occurred out of necessity, in direct response to the specif-
ic needs of Britannia’s community and its many members.
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Summary

The 55+ Wellness Calls, for seniors and Elders was the first support program to be initiated by Britannia. Seniors and Elders
are a significant part of the Britannia community and have strong ties with many other groups, which has been supported by
the 55+ Centre. The 55+ Centre at Britannia is a dedicated space (prior to March 16th, 2020) in which seniors, Elders, and
older adults could gather, socialize, and participate in regular programming managed independently, or by Britannia staff
(the 55+ Programmer team). Prior to the lockdown, the initial acknowledgment that seniors and Elders would need support,
resulted in the distribution of a survey at the 55+ Centre, which was a first glimpse of how the group would need support.
In the second week of the lockdown, the Wellness Calls commenced, which included routine and regular check-ins with
seniors and Elders, primarily through phone calls. The Wellness Calls were used to understand what support was needed,
to refer to additional resources and agencies, and to offer social interaction and emotional support to mitigate the impacts
of isolation. For some seniors and Elders, the Wellness Calls were the only social interaction and support that they would
receive. The program was initially powered by staff, who were no longer working in other areas, who made the initial calls to
make contact with seniors and Elders, using Britannia’s contact database. After the initial call, households provided consent
to receive future calls from volunteers, supported by Britannia staff. Volunteers were trained, and provided support through

call scripts, regular updates, and frequent support and communication with staff members.

» Every senior member contacted within the first three weeks of the lockdown

* 1500+ seniors contacted

» 133 seniors paired with volunteers for weekly 55+ Wellness Calls

e 900+ total Wellness Calls
e 200+ hours dedicated to Wellness Calls

Experience

In early February, 2020, Britannia circulated a survey
through its 55+ centre to gauge what support would be
needed in case of a citywide emergency. Britannia’s Ex-
ecutive Director, Cynthia Low, explains the catalyst for
this survey; “When people asked me, ‘what do you think
is going to happen?’ And | didn’t know, | thought I'm going
to find out what people think and we’re probably going
to be better off for it.” Cy-
lia Wong, who received the
survey through the 55+ Cen-
tre, recalls that, “the survey
asked if you wanted phone
line support should some-
thing happen.” Although this
survey only gathered twen-
ty-two responses, it provided
a clear directive to the Britannia staff, and the 55+ Pro-
gramming Team in particular, towards what would be-
come a comprehensive program of Wellness Calls with
the Britannia’s registered membership over the age of
55. “Never underestimate the voices of a small group
of mindful people,” reflects Cynthia Low, “those twen-
ty-two responses were profound — twenty-two more voic-
es and much more knowledge than we had before. That
was really important because most of us who were not
in that [precarious] situation did not even think about it.”

Given the uncertainty leading up to the initial lockdowns

Never underestimate the voices
of a small group of mindful people,

on March 16th, 2020, this survey served a dual purpose.
For Britannia, Cynthia Low says, “the survey was about
hearing from the community what their concerns were
and trusting that they understand what is most needed,”
while, for the community, it was about, “re-assuring them
and allowing them some forum to talk in which we [as
staff] are listening.” This survey was distributed to seniors
and Elders, a demographic that
would come to be seen as the
most vulnerable to COVID-19,
with the implicit understanding
that they would be in the best
position to offer guidance and
direct Britannia’s response.
Cynthia Low recalls, “that’s
where we first got this idea
about having to shelter safely at home,” a key mobility
limitation that would augment all aspects of Britannia’s
response, from food delivery to the wellness calls. As for
the immediate, pre-COVID impact on the community, Cy-
lia Wong recalls, “Britannia wanted to make sure their
community [knew they were] being taken care of.”

When the city was placed on lockdown, this preliminary
information allowed Britannia’s 55+ staff team to jump-
start their response. 55+ Programmer Anne Cowan ex-
plains, “we already had ways of reaching those who were
in our programs; who were connected through Facebook
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or through a certain program. But what about those who
weren’t [connected], who were still members of our com-
munity?” The 55+ staff team understood, however, that
the seniors and Elders most actively engaged in programs
were only a small fraction of those older community mem-
bers particularly vulnerable to the health and mobility chal-
lenges of COVID-19. Between the 55+ staff team, seniors
and Elders already working with Britannia, there was a
significant pre-existing awareness at the Centre of the gap
in communication with the community’s wider senior pop-
ulation - including those living in isolation - and, with even
a preliminary understanding of the health risks posed by
COVID-19, this was a gap that could not go unaddressed.

To address this gap in communication, Britannia started a
comprehensive Wellness Calls program that would con-
nect community seniors with staff or volunteers in their
neighborhood, who could then connect them to the active
and available support services. Starting with Britannia’s
contact database to identify all registered community
members above the age of 55, 55+ Programmer Dan-
iel Cook recalls, “We were able to quickly start a phone
tree for all the seniors in the community.” Understand-
ing the needs of the community’s seniors upfront was a
necessary step towards a better coordinated response,
“we were then able to quickly speak to other communi-
ty organizations in terms of ‘this is what we can do and
this is what you can do,” Cook continues, “being able to
talk about that, to make sure that we can best respond
to the community during the pandemic was crucial.”

Casting such a wide net, calling all registered commu-
nity members over the age of 55, reflects the extent of
pre-existing relationships that Britannia has with its se-
nior community. It also meant that some Wellness Call
recipients were in more of a position to help with Britan-

nia’s response than they were in need of support from
it. “I mean, | got phoned,” explains Ros Breckner, who
herself was volunteering with the Wellness Calls, “they
just contacted in general, asking if | wanted someone to
call me again.” Due to privacy concerns, staff placed all
of the initial calls. “Those people who said yes,” continues
Breckner, “we [as volunteers] were assigned to them.”
Among site-wide layoffs and staffing uncertainty, getting
the Wellness Calls up and running had to be an all-hands
on deck approach. “People who didn’t even work [with
seniors] just jumped in,” Anne Cowan says of the team
effort, “we had people that worked as Pool Programmers
or Rink Programmers making one-on-one calls to seniors
in the community because, as a team, we realized who
is the most vulnerable, what is needed, what are they
lacking and how we could support them.” In the imme-
diate aftermath of the city-wide lockdowns, Daniel Cook
remembers, “there were thousands of seniors on that
phone tree and no staff members except the program-
mers that were left, six or eight of us.” Once the initial
calls had been placed, the low numbers of paid staff were
supported by an overwhelming number of community vol-
unteers, recruited by Volunteer Coordinator Yao Zhang,
vetted through criminal record checks and trained by the
55+ staff team. Cowan recalls that, “there was a lot done
in a very short time; preparing training for the volunteers,
having a script for them — and for staff that don’t normally
work with seniors — to feel comfortable making the calls.”
Volunteers, like Ros Breckner, worked alongside staff
members to keep an online log that would track the se-
niors contacted, how they were contacted, whether they
wanted food delivery and if there were any concerns they
had after talking. “We were each given five or six peo-
ple to call,” recalls Breckner, “and we would just check
in with them. Everybody got asked if once per week was
enough, if they wanted to be called once every two weeks




or twice per week. So, we had our little group of people
that we would phone and check in on.” The online log
was not only key to Britannia’s broader response, but to
good communication between the 55+ staff team and vol-
unteers as well. “There were so many little details, things
that had to happen behind the scenes,” Cowan re-iter-
ates, “all of those little details are hard to put together.”

With so many moving pieces behind the Wellness Calls,
clear communication between staff and volunteers was
of utmost importance. Volunteer Coordinator Yao Zhang
was pro-active in supporting volunteers, inviting the call
team to weekly online check-ins. These open forums for
feedback were a priority, both from the seniors to the vol-
unteers and then from the volunteers to the staff team,
who could then better coordinate the wider response. “We
checked in,” explains Yao
Zhang, “we did lots of phone
call check-ins with volunteers
before they felt burned out.

Even though they’re in uncertain times,

they could still use us as a contact for someone they were
concerned about was really great,” Kya Prince continues,
“Just seeing that the community isn’t just who we are al-
ready reaching, but is extended by word-of-mouth as well.”

The 55+ Wellness Calls themselves also provided word-
of-mouth information about Britannia’s wider coordinated
response, often with unexpected benefits. Daniel Cook
explains that, “often it would be a grandchild or a child
that answered the phone, having been recently laid off or
at home for whatever reason.” An unexpected benefit of
this comprehensive contacting strategy emerged; “there
was a good number of them who said, ‘is there something
that | can do?””, Continues Cook, “even though they’re
in uncertain times, they were offering whatever they
could back to the community.” While the Wellness Call
program was initially designed
to address a specific gap in
support for the 55+ communi-
ty, it ended up as an integral

We would say, ‘hey, how are they were offering whatever they could network for coordinating Bri-

you doing with your tasks?
Is it too much? Do you need
time off?” We did a lot of that
and it was well received.” Support for the volunteers was
especially important given the emotional demands of the
calls. “They let us know if they felt overburdened,” con-
tinues Zhang, “if seniors start talking to them about very
serious psychological or family issues — all this we did not
know. As a staff team we then talk about the kinds of train-
ing that are necessary going forward.” Both proactive and
responsive support between staff and volunteers created
a mutual learning experience towards a better foundation
for future Wellness Call programs, should they become
necessary again. As Zhang recalls, “All of these things,
the volunteers let us know, we learned along the way.”

While the wide net of the initial phone tree covered some of
the apparent gaps between Britannia and its senior com-
munity, it was only through word-of-mouth communication
that the Wellness Calls were as thorough as they could be.
“Something | noticed right away,” 55+ Program Assis-
tant Kya Prince remarks, “was the sense of community
that our members have in their own lives. So, in the ini-
tial shut down, those folks who know us as a safe site
and an active site just contacted [the 55+ staff team]
when they knew of people in their buildings, among
their neighbors, who might benefit by getting in touch
with us.” This way, community members who were not
on Britannia’s original phone tree, members who would
have otherwise fallen through the cracks, were referred to
the 55+ Wellness Call program. This network of support
speaks to Britannia’s role as a hub within the community, as
a place of contact during times of uncertainty and the cul-
ture of neighborliness that the Centre promotes. “Knowing

back to the community

tannia’s wider response. “One
of the calls that | made was to
the Director of the Catering at
the Italian Cultural Centre,” remembers Rink Programmer
Susy Bando, “I got on the phone, you know; ‘we’re calling
all of the 55+ members from Britannia, to make sure our
members have the support they need and if not, where we
might be able to assist them,” and Fabio responded; ‘no,
I’'m fine but wow, this is such a great thing you’re doing
and if there’s anything we can do to help...” And that was
how Britannia’s [COVID-19] Food Centre was connected
with the Italian Cultural Centre. The Italian Cultural Centre,
through grants and donations, were providing prepared
food to school children, but committed, ‘anytime we have
anything left over, we’ll bring it to you.” This amounted to a
huge amount of prepared food for at least four months that
was appreciated by the recipients; they provided us with
so much. The connection with the Italian Cultural Centre
may have happened in other ways, but the connection was
made because of the Wellness Calls we were doing for se-
niors.” Britannia staff quickly realized what was needed to
facilitate the involvement of community members and part-
ner organizations who first heard of the response through
the Wellness Calls. “With lots of people now unemployed,”
Anne Cowan recalls, “who wanted to do something, who
wanted to give back, did we have a strong enough struc-
ture to get that set up and in motion?” With its role in com-
municating both the needs of community seniors and as a
reference point for community members willing and able to
help out, the 55+ Wellness Check-In program was a core
component of Britannia’s continued support for its senior
and Elder community.
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Summary

Programs for seniors and older adults were moved online by the third week of the lockdown. The success of this transition
was largely attributed to the support of programming staff assisting seniors and Elders with access to and education sur-
rounding the online platforms. Online programs were not confined to the Grandview-Woodland and Strathcona Neighbor-
hoods; Program registration came from different neighborhoods within Vancouver, as well as different municipalities.

Online seniors programs:

+  55+Quirk-E: Weekly meetings, three arts workshops, two workshops on racism
* Health Aging Through the Arts (HATTA): Weekly hat weaving gatherings
*  Weaving Our Community Together: Weekly cultural classes, weaving, drum circles, socials

» 55+ Program: Weekly socials

» Seniors, Elders and Advocates Committee of the Board continued meeting throughout the pandemic to provide exper-

tise and knowledge around the needs of seniors

Several community events were also organized that encouraged seniors and Elders participation to foster connectedness
and community amongst a typically isolated group of people, most especially during the pandemic. The community events
included the Cultural Sound Walk, Orange Shirt Day, National Indigenous People Day, Remembrance Day, the Christmas
Social and Storytelling (55+Quirk-E and Elders), and the Change of the Season Celebration

Experience

Like many of Britannia’s 55+ community, Vera Jones main-
tains an active role in the community through her role as
a Board Member, on the Seniors, Elders and Advocates
(SEA) committee, work as a Resolution Health Support
Worker/Elders Liaison with the Indian Residential School
Survivors Society (IRSSS) and through her participation
in a diverse array of Britannia’s Programs. The citywide
lockdowns on March 16th precipitated a major shift in
how she would continue her community engagement;
“l was at the [IRSSS] office,” Vera Jones recalls, “when
one of my co-workers came in and said, ‘we’re sending
you home. You’re going to be working from home now
because of this virus.’ It was a big adjustment.” For Bri-
tannia’s 55+ community, the citywide lockdown and shifts
to online programming have fundamentally altered their
rhythms of involvement with the Centre. The necessary
adaptations to this new normal have exposed gaps, chal-
lenged assumptions of community relations and highlight-
ed practices that Britannia plans to continue once a re-
turn to in-person seniors programming is possible again.

A grounding presence through this period of change has
been Britannia’s long standing SEA committee. As an
advisory committee, social space and community lead-
ership council, Britannia’s SEA committee continued
meeting regularly via Zoom throughout the pandemic
to share space and discuss how best to facilitate safe
and engaging seniors programming through the centre.
When the citywide lockdown hit, “the SEA committee al-
ready existed,” 55+ Programmer Anne Cowan stresses,
“they already had their own Facebook pages and chats.”

This allowed the seniors directly involved to remain in
touch, anticipating the shift to virtual programming. As
fellow 55+ Programmer Daniel Cook recalls, this virtu-
al shift was an iterative learning process: “While we did
respond pretty quickly, it took us a while to solidify our
virtual programming. We didn’t know how to start virtual
classes.” This was particularly challenging for program
facilitators, many of them seniors and Elders them-
selves, who taught in their spare time. Daniel Cook con-
tinues, “Our facilitators, while quick, were still learning.”
Through this transition, Facebook pages allowed “the
instructors to stay engaged with the community based
on what they needed,” says Anne Cowan, emphasizing
the seniors’ sense of community already present online.
The transition from in-person to virtual programming
brought to light a set of challenges particularly felt by Bri-
tannia’s 55+ community; what we have come to under-
stand as the digital divide. Many SEA committee mem-
bers noted inconsistent participation as a symptom of a
deeper problem, “because either they don’t know how to
get into Zoom or don’t have a computer,” SEA commit-
tee member Cylia Wong notes, “again, it's back to that
gap.” Vera Jones emphasized the role of the 55+ team
in supporting the SEA committee members through this
transition, stressing that “Dan [CookK] just jumped in with
both feet, setting up Zoom for the Elders.” Specifically
“taking the time to spend with each Elder and senior
that wasn’t tech savvy, [Dan] would guide them, ‘ok do
this and do that.” That, to me, was really good.” The
relative continuity of Britannia’s SEA committee meetings
indicates the impact of this one-on-one approach to dig-
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ital literacy. Especially true in getting older generations
online, instruction with care and attention to where the
seniors are coming from is essential to building a virtual
foundation for community relations. Education is only one
aspect necessary in addressing the digital divide. In the
continuity of the SEA committee meetings, the instruction-
al efforts of the 55+ Programming team helped maintain a
pre-existing sense of empowerment and mitigate the sep-
aration felt by many of the committee members: as Jones
re-iterates, “I didn’t feel like | was completely isolated.”

This transition to virtual programming also brought to light
a portion of Britannia’s senior community, “a previously un-
seen community” Daniel Cook describes as “a community
that feels more comfortable accessing programming from
their own home. There are some seniors and Elders that
are safer at home that began accessing our programming
because it was online.” Vera Jones makes a similar ob-
servation, that “there were a lot of other community mem-
bers who were not really a part of 55+, but, because they
didn’t have many connec-

tions [during COVID-19] — to

gratitude for the ability to stay connected emerged as
a key theme. Cylia Wong'’s experience with Britannia’s
seniors cultural programming, “has [been] really good.
| think that really helped a lot of the [55+] members to
stay connected. Daniel, Kya and Anne were really instru-
mental in doing that for the group.” Once the 55+ Pro-
gramming team got virtual programming up and running,
“they had a hangout meeting on Tuesdays, where the se-
niors could come on and talk about whatever they felt like
talking about,” explains Vera Jones, “and then crafting on
Wednesday and Friday; so they were connected at least
three times a week. That worked out really well.” Jones
was just helping a new program — Connections with Kith
and Kin (CKK) — get started in partnership with Vancouver
Public Library before the pandemic hit; “Of course, when
they shut everything down, they shut us down. We were
shut down in March and then it was around November
that | suddenly realized we had a program we were start-
ing to get going and these participants are left hanging
in the dark.” Such has been the experience of many pro-

grams across the city, both

at Britannia and beyond.

the best of my knowledge | didn’t feel like | was completely isolated Though, the success of Bri-

— when they heard about
[SEA] and Zoom, they got in
touchwith Danandwere connectedthatway. Sowe do have
some new members through Zoom that you wouldn’t
normally see at the 55+ centre, that's been good.”

Having programs available online has also allowed mem-
bers of Britannia’s network currently living around the
world to reconnect with their home community centre.
Daniel Cook runs “a drum circle on Tuesday nights. One
of the members that attends is originally from Squamish,
here in Vancouver, but he moved down to Mexico ten
years ago. He’s been missing singing his songs and prac-
ticing his culture, an opportunity he doesn’t have in Mexi-
co. So, when we were having virtual drum circles, he was
attending. He could sing his songs with his family. There’s
an unexpected plus in providing virtual programming.” For
Britannia 55+ members living closer to the centre, too, vir-
tual programming has its benefits. Todd DeVries leads the
HATTA weaving group on Wednesdays and “now, when
he is facilitating, he records the workshops. Then Kya
or Dan will post it on Facebook,” Vera Jones observes,
“[Once we are back at the centre] if they are recorded,
then we can go home and connect with that video. That’s
another step up in our process.” The 55+ team empha-
sizes similar takeaways from this crash course in virtual
programming: “once we’re not in an emergency, we will
continue to offer virtual programs from here forward,”
says Anne Cowan.

In speaking with seniors and Elders for this project near-
ly a year after the initial lockdowns, an overwhelming

tannia’s 55+ virtual program-
ming encouraged Jones
to advocate for CKK to make the jump online. “It was
January when we got [CKK] going again. We had a big
class last Tuesday — fortunately there were enough li-
brarians on there so we could go into breakout rooms.”

Despite the connection that’s been possible online, there
is widespread recognition that it's not the same as con-
necting in-person. Even with “the things that Britannia has
done to get through this,” says community member Ros
Breckner, “it's the physical connection with the space.
That's important. It was certainly a relief in September
when we could start using some parts of Britannia again.”
Despite the prioritization of a return to in-person program-
ming, “The seniors centre is not set up so that anyone
can go in there, right now,” observes Cylia Wong, “so
that could be considered a gap in the way that things are,
physically.” Britannia’s youth, as well, have missed the EI-
ders’ presence around the centre “We used too hang out
with the Elders at least once a month,” says Mitra Tshan,
mentor with Girls Who LEAP. This speaks to the core val-
ue of intergenerational connection that has its home in the
55+ Centre. Still, there is understanding among the 55+
Programming staff that the return to in-person program-
ming will have to adapt to this new reality; “Once we are
able to have in-person programming again,” says Daniel
Cook, “we’re still going to be providing the virtual con-
nection, because there are still going to be those that are
nervous about making the trip to Britannia and we need to
make sure that they are still connected.”
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Summary

In addition to Wellness Calls, and online programming, seniors and Elders were supported by Britannia through accessi-
bility to different communication channels. The presence of existing online platforms and communication methods (such
as a Facebook page) facilitated the transition to exclusively online platforms. A large barrier to communication via digital
platforms was both lack of access to the required technology (i.e. wifi, laptop access), and absence of experience in using
them. Both of these were addressed by Britannia in efforts to increase accessibility to the essential communication services.
With this transition, It was still understood that digital communication was not accessible, available, or possibly desired by
some community members. Britannia continued to support its seniors and Elders by phone, as well as by including weekly
physical handouts in the Home Food Deliveries, which included updates, resources, and contact information that people

would not otherwise have access to.

*  Online Facebook pages and chat rooms connected 500+ seniors and Elders

* Facebook pages had members from throughout the province

*  Weekly physical handouts were provided

» Technical support provided to connect to digital communication platforms
* Devices (i.e. cell phones) and prepaid phone cards distributed

Experience

According to the 2016 census, 44% of seniors over the
age of 65 live alone in the Grandview-Woodland Neigh-
borhood, compared to the 29% average for the City of
Vancouver. In the Strathcona Neighborhood, 56% of
seniors over 65 live alone. These facts were brought to
light with the isolating impacts of COVID-19. Although
Grandview-Woodland does report a stronger than av-
erage ‘social support network’ (more than four people
that can be relied upon for support), concerns about vi-
ral spread and absence of previously available services
have limited access to these networks, exposing a gap
in these seniors’ access to essential services, social
life and basic resources. This gap was made visible in
large part through the Wellness Check-Ins, phone calls
which Volunteer Coordinator Yao Zhang focused much
of his work recruiting support for. Yao Zhang reflects,
“One thing we did not know about our community,
before COVID, was how many seniors live by them-
selves and identify themselves as ‘no-support mean-
ing relatives, children, spouse or neighbor, at all.”
When it comes to accessing basic needs to get through
the week, Yao Zhang continues, “that means they don’t
have a neighbor willing to check in on them or help with
grocery shopping or to rely on; This is something that,
living here, | was not aware of. COVID exposed this re-
ality.” The presence of strong ‘social support networks,’
coupled with the high percentage of seniors living alone
suggest that the social aspects of community life play a
large role in maintaining a balanced sense of well-being.

The initial city wide lockdowns in March, 2020 had an im-
mediate impact on the ability to socialize. As Elder Diane
Champagne recalls, “It may not seem much to a young-

er person that has a social life, but because of COVID, |
had five visitors, socially distanced off of my porch. Five
in six months. So you can imagine; | went from going
to the library, accessing programs at Britannia, going
to ceremonies, doing workshops all around, doing
my advocacy work, | am a singer, | drum and sing all
over Vancouver, I'm a powwow person. | went from
that enormous social life down to seeing five people.”
While Britannia’s virtual programming offered the oppor-
tunity for social connection online, barriers of access and
education — particularly felt by the 55+ community — were
considerable and have come to be understood as a digital
divide that stands between community members and ba-
sic needs that are increasingly accessed through digital
technologies. Diane Champagne emphasizes the abrupt-
ness of this digital shift during the first months of COVID;
“Six months | was in isolation — and all of a sudden every-
thing shifts on to computers. And I'm in isolation; no-one
will come, no-one can come and teach me how to use a
computer. | was gifted a computer through a church, a
laptop, but | had never done email. One of my kids set up
email so | could get Facebook. So | was saying, ‘| want
to do all these programs,’” because there’s all these arts
and crafts programs from the Elders, and they said ‘just
emaill’ Well, | didn’t know how to email. | attempted to try
and get into that program four or five times but, because
| had no understanding of technology at all, | couldnt.”
Champagne points to the widely assumed baseline of
technology access and digital literacy evident at all levels
of COVID-19 Response; from phone application based
contact tracing, to online grocery ordering, to mutual aid
organized over social media. To mitigate the isolating ef-
fects of COVID-19 on some of the most impacted popula-
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tions, comprehensive support is necessary on both sides
of the digital divide while baseline technology access and
digital education are addressed such that, in times of
emergency, everyone in the community stays connected.
In the wake of the initial city wide lockdowns, the shift
of essential services, education and resource access on-
line was rapid. Girls Who LEAP mentor Mitra Tshan re-
calls, “We went virtual and online in the split of a second.
That doesn’t help when you have a lot of families that
are without reliable wifi, or they’re hotspotting wifi from
someone down the hallway. Or there are families that
don’t have laptops or devices. Or even if they have devic-
es, it's got a cracked screen.” Access to necessary infra-
structure, such as working devices and reliable wifi, was
often a barrier to people trying to make the virtual shift.

At Britannia’s 55+ Centre, the importance of helping their
community of seniors to make the shift online was not
lost on the team. 55+ Programmer Daniel Cook says, ‘I
was confident that | would be able to learn what | need-
ed to learn [to set up virtual programming]. | was more
worried, as a team, what we would do for the seniors
that don’t have the money to be able to get a device,
that don’t know how to call Telus to set up internet
in their homes.” Getting connected online began with
ensuring baseline access to the technology, access that
was not equitably distributed among Britannia’s commu-
nity. “Remember; people don’t have the money to buy a
cell phone or a computer,” continues Diane Champagne,
“so even if you teach them, there needs to be that money,
that access. And you might give them a computer and
they can’t afford wifi. So, there’s a whole raft of things that
need to happen for our most disadvantaged populations;
not just Elders, but people in poverty.” SEA committee
member Cylia Wong observes a similar trend, “some of
the gaps | saw as COVID unfolded were; various levels
of income, that’s obvious, and various levels of technolo-
gy. Technology is a gap. It relates to money, right? Ability
to pay.” From the data collected in the preliminary sur-
vey distributed amongst 55+ members , Britannia was
able to anticipate this access gap and acquire and dis-
tribute gently used phones and pre-paid data cards from
Telus. Other gaps in access were filled by similar device
drives and fundraising efforts, but a lack of structural
support limited these initiatives to stopgap measures.

Britannia’s information and outreach efforts through-
out COVID-19 reflected an awareness of these gaps
in access to digital technologies and, thus, did not lim-
it themselves to online communication. 55+ Program-
mer Anne Cowan emphasizes that, “we work hard to
not forget those in the cracks that aren’t being reached.
So we did weekly handouts that went out with the food
baskets.” 55+ Program Assistant Kya Prince recalls the
impact of similar analog communications; “A lot of pos-
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itive feedback we were able to get was from when we
did that little postcard handout and the Britannia news-
letter. Another active way that all community centres get
in touch is brochures. Not everyone has time or remem-
bers or knows how to get onto the Britannia website or
the Facebook groups . Having those one-pager update
sheets to stuff in the food boxes was really crucial.” At
a time when much of the information emerging from
Federal and Provincial Health Authorities was distribut-
ed online, Britannia doubled down on “old school print
outs,” Mitra Tshan recalls, “we literally printed things out
and highlighted it.” These efforts point to an awareness
of the digital divide and an unwillingness to leave behind
those who, because of barriers to access or education,
are not able to make the shift online. This mentality was
integral to Britannia’s response, as Anne Cowan explains,
“part of that is if you don’t have internet or you're not
interested in internet; here’s the other way to do it.”

Spreading the word about Britannia’s virtual programming
proved to be another challenge for the 55+ Programming
Team. Although some seniors and Elders were staying
connected over social media, the platforms were limited
in their ability to reach the wider community. “Social me-
dia is great,” explains Anne Cowan, “but not everyone has
social media. A lot of time those people that don’t have it
are the ones most in-need.” Here, again, word-of-mouth
communication became relevant; “Just word-of-mouth,
too,” Cowan continues, “I remember, more than once,
someone said ‘1 have a neighbor, who’s in her nineties
and | know she’s never been to Britannia and | know she
doesn’t have social media, can you help her too?”” De-
spite the outreach efforts of the Britannia staff, some com-
munity members still felt isolated. “I still have such a low
understanding of technology that I've been completely
isolated from any programming from Britannia,” says Di-
ane Champagne, who understands that she’s not alone,
“I would imagine there’s an enormous number of Elders
who would have gone to Elders programs, but now every-
body’s relying on digital links, where a lot of these people
only understand phone calls. Texting, even, would be a
stretch for some of these people.” The absence of sufficient
structural support in addressing the digital divide means
that the access and education efforts at Britannia are lim-
ited by the capacity of their staff, who are already manag-
ing their own learning curves around virtual programming.

part of that is if you don’t have
internet or you’re not interested in
internet; here’s the other way to do it.
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For the community seniors and Elders who have been
able to join Britannia’s virtual programming, the impor-
tance of social connection during this pandemic cannot
be understated. “To get the Elders online and doing
their crafting and their beading: that is enormous!”
observes Mitra Tshan, “I don’t think you understand
how huge that is for them.” This impact goes well be-
yond Britannia, as Diane Champagne exclaims, “I learned
how to get onto Zoom and that’s been freakin’ awesome!
I've taken university courses from Ireland on Irish mythol-
ogy and I'm part of a group that’s very involved with Rec-
onciliation. Now that I’'m on Zoom, this has opened up
a world of free courses.” There’s also a personal aspect
of this; “Now these Elders are not feeling as isolat-
ed; they’ve also learned how to Zoom and FaceTime
with their families,” continues Tshan, “It's not just one
aspect of being online, it’s all of it.” For Champagne,
her experience on both sides of the digital divide has
emphasized the importance of technological education;
“I think there should be an enormous incentive; ‘this is
what you can access if you're willing to learn about com-
puters. And we’ll teach you.” One-to-ones would be re-
ally incredible.” While more and more of Britannia’s 55+
community are joining in virtual programming, the dig-
ital divide remains a stark presence in the community.

Looking ahead to the integration of virtual and in-person
programming, Kya Prince stresses the importance of re-
membering the lessons of this time. “Technology’s only
going to advance,” Prince says, “and the digital divide is
only going to get wider so | think that closing the digi-
tal divide should be a top priority regardless of ‘in case
of’ scenarios.” For Prince, ‘closing the digital divide’ re-
quires a comprehensive approach “that goes hand-in-
hand with interest in [virtual] programs — we did have a
computer literacy program here, on site, but it needs to
go beyond that. Not just answering questions on how to
use a desktop device or your smart phone, but closing
the digital divide goes into what kind of internet access
do you have at home, do you have a phone provider, do
you have questions that your landlord can answer if you
live in an apartment building? Getting those devices to
vulnerable members; not just to seniors but to youth as
well.” This requires systematic change beyond what Bri-
tannia can affect locally, as Anne Cowan questions, “on a
provincial level, why isn’t it that, as part of your rent,
there’s an internet connection? | think there needs to be
responsibility that the City has open, public wifi in all com-
munity centres and why not BC housing, why not First
Nations housing, why not seniors homes? If you’re build-
ing a seniors home, why is it not your responsibility to
include internet?” Internet connectivity, as evidenced
over the past year, is more than just a convenience. “Get-

If you’re building a seniors home,
why is it not your responsibility to
include internet?”

ting people online comes first,” Prince continues, “We're
leaving some people behind and that’s not really accept-
able. This has just shown that internet is not a utility any-
more,” “It's a necessity!” Finishes Cowan.

Although the necessary change goes beyond Britannia’s
community, it needs to be informed by local conditions.
One such condition that Britannia’s seniors and Elders
highlight is the mis-assumption of where the work needs
to begin, of baseline access; “It's not where you think it
is, you know,” says Diane Champagne, “It's there for any-
one, let’s say, under fifty. But not for the rest of your pop-
ulation.” Another key lesson learned over the last year at
Britannia is to not overlook analog communication, such
as word-of-mouth and paper informatics. “We can'’t just
keep advancing and expecting people to learn it on their
own,” Kya Prince cautions, “If we’re going to take away
physical mediums that a huge chunk of our society
is used to, then we’re going to need to pony up and
help that demographic access digital mediums.” Be-
ing informed by local conditions means that there’s nec-
essarily a personal element to broad systemic change.
For Champagne, this comes to the forefront in why she
wanted to contribute her story to this project in the first
place; “There’s a huge segment of our population that’s
extremely isolated by COVID. So, by me sharing what my
experience of not knowing all of this and what I've had to
go through — that | went through six months of isolation
with five visitors, and I'm probably more social than some
of the Elders out there — that this would be useful informa-
tion to helping our most isolated people.”
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Additional Resources for Seniors and Elders

As with the other actions taken during the response, one of the most impactful functions that Britannia provided was
in connecting its community to additional support services, and acting as a ‘referral’ agency to connect the commu-
nity members with the resources, education or other support that they were in need of. Resources were shared with
community members through the online platforms, as well as a weekly print-out that was included with the Home
Food Deliveries. These resources connected seniors, not only with community programming, but also with essential
services such as physical and mental health support, food, connections to community, and housing services.

* The SEA committee connected its Elders to other online community programs hosted by UBC Learning Centre,
DTES Women’s Centre, REACH Indigenous Programing, as well as YMCA computer classes.

» Assistance was provided to over 200 seniors and families to help them file their income tax and receive tax
returns for that year (at a time when many were in need of financial relief)

* Seniors were assisted with registration with the Office of Seniors Advocate

* Vietnamese Seniors Program assisted seniors and families with their essential needs, such as picking up med-
ications, groceries, and referring to other programs such as Emergency Home Food Delivery through Britan-
nia’s COVID-19 Food Centre.
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Summary

Food was identified as one the primary essential services that would need to be provided to community members, in a
state of lockdown. In the second week of the lockdown, Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, in collaboration with the Grand-
view-Woodland Food Connection, was created to organize Emergency Home Food Deliveries and address food insecurity
in the community. Emergency Home Food Delivery was just one component of Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, which
also coordinated food waste recovery, meal preparation and food distribution at all levels of the local food chain.

Through Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, coordinated by staff and powered by volunteers, was the collection, assembly,
coordination and delivery of weekly food hampers to households in need of food and other supplies. The food hampers
were also used as a necessary means of communication to some residents, who otherwise were out of touch or not in
communication via online methods (printed handouts with resources, services, and updates were included in the hampers).

The success of the food delivery program, through Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre was the result of incredible support
from and collaboration with different partners, donors, funders, and co-collaborators. The program relied entirely on dona-
tions in both food and financial form from local businesses, community groups, urban farms, as well as community mem-
bers. A GoFundMe page was launched in the third week of the lockdown, followed by the acquiring of the first of a series of
federal food grants, in the fourth week.

Food was donated, collected, grown, and purchased to create the food hampers that were delivered daily, by car and by
bicycle, to households in the surrounding neighborhoods. Individuals were referred to the food delivery program by word-
of-mouth, through Britannia’s ongoing programs, as well as by countless other organizations with which Britannia has con-
nections and relationships.

*  $242,000 raised by hundreds of community members, local organizations, funders and critical federal government
COVID relief support.

* 180 volunteers

* 6125 volunteer hours

* 1600 individuals supported

* 9120 food boxes delivered

* 319,200 Ib of food (60% purchased, 40% donated or recovered)

« 20+ community organizations, acting as referral agencies to connect community members in need

* 40+ community partners provided food donations or financial support
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The Grandview-Woodland Food Connection (GWFC), established in 2004 in partnership with Britannia, functions as a com-
munity food hub in the inner-city neighborhood of Grandview-Woodland and Strathcona. GWFC works to address social
concerns of inclusion, health, and economic well-being through the development and support of grassroots initiatives to
address food security issues.

GWEFC is working to develop a full continuum of integrated food programming, including a primary focus on the needs of low
income community members, that supports capacity building through various engagement and inclusive approaches. The
primary initiatives include the establishment of school food and community gardens, affordable bulk buying groups, food
preparation and preservation workshops, and community kitchens. GWFC is dedicated to supporting the health and well-be-
ing of all residents and in particular, those most vulnerable living in Grandview-Woodland and nearby neighborhoods, by
promoting an inclusive, accessible, just, and sustainable food system. GWFC seek to build capacity of the neighborhood
through education, information sharing, and the creation of grassroots initiatives to address food security and justice issues.

Experience

The initial citywide lockdowns in March 2020 had a ma-
jor impact on community access to food, exacerbating
longstanding food insecurity in the Grandview-Woodland
and Strathcona Neighborhoods. From its pre-existing
partnership with the Grandview-Woodland Food Con-
nection, Britannia understood that this access gap would
need to be addressed with an emergency food program
that could deliver groceries and meals to those who were
self-isolating or who did not feel safe leaving their homes
for crowded supermarkets or food bank lines. The need
for an emergency food program was widely recognized
throughout the Britannia community, notes Britannia Ex-
ecutive Director Cynthia Low, “our partners on-site were
already connected to fami-
lies who were food insecure
like the school providing
meals to students, but they

Britannia immediately understood that
there’s a need out there and that

immediately understood that there’s a need out there
and that food is an essential service; supporting our
seniors, elders and youth is critical so let’s just do it.”
Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre was organized and
operated in partnership with the Grandview-Woodland
Food Connection, a longstanding community partner and
advocate for food security citywide. With staffing capacity
at Britannia uncertain, the Food Centre relied on volun-
teers to get up and running. “When we started operating
the food distribution program we did not know how long it
would last,” recalls Volunteer Coordinator Yao Zhang, “so
when | sent the call-out and was speaking with volunteers,
| gave them my best estimate, you know, ‘the next two to
three months.”” “lan had start-
ed the emergency distribution
Food Centre, which was an
enormous task and was put-

didn't have the infrastruc- food is an essential service; supporting ting in long hours and relying

ture [to deliver food] and
families had to come every
day to pick up the lunches.”
Grandview-Woodland Food
Connection’s lan Marcuse saw the potential of a crisis as
access to food dwindled; “Many households had no ac-
cess to food. Seniors and Elders were locked in and
the food bank shut down temporarily. Grocery store
delivery was backed up for weeks and of course there
were those long line ups.” Girls Who LEAP mentor Mitra
Tshan recognized that the closure of schools and cancel-
lation of spring break programming would compound the
problem. “Remember, the school feeds the kids half of
the time,” Mitra Tshan points out, “so now, all of a sudden,
you’ve got four or five kids under your roof that normally
get fed at school.” “| realize that there are other food-bank
kinds of things, but the food bank has moved to Burnaby,”
notes community member and Food Centre volunteer Cy-
lia Wong, “there are other agencies, but they don’t offer
delivery.” Under provincial health orders to stay at home,
Britannia recognized that their food program would need to
be a delivery service. lan Marcuse recalls that “Britannia

our seniors, elders and youth is
critical so let’s just do it

on volunteers,” remembers
Susy Bando, who was reas-
signed from her position as
Rink Programmer to assist in
coordinating the Food Centre. “There was a realization
that the food centre needed more support, so | was asked
to assist in the Food Centre, ‘we need help staffing it, giv-
ing orientations and lan needs time off.” ‘Of course, | was
willing to assist.” ‘They needed help with administrative
tasks, sourcing food donations, supporting other logistics,
" | really tried to assist in every way | could.” Uncertain-
ty was commonplace as the Food Centre started opera-
tions. Cylia Wong, volunteer, explains that, “l was working
full days at the beginning, because they didn’t have a lot
of volunteers. When you don’t know what’s happening, it's
kind of risky: do you take the bus? All the safety protocols
weren’t in place at the time.” As with the Wellness Calls
to 65+ members , volunteer recruitment was a continu-
ous learning experience for all involved. “There were a
bunch of people who turned up to their first shift and said
‘the boxes are too heavy, | have a back problem,” remem-
bers Yao Zhang, “so then we learned to screen for that.”

More information on the Grandview-Woodland Food Connection can be found here: https://gwfoodconnection.com/.
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Wong explains the attitude that enabled her to continue
volunteering with the program; “l just take things in stride.
| showed up, | got training, you know, in the protocols of
washing your hands and wearing a mask and gloves. The
safety protocols changed as the requirements changed.
The City is very aware of what the health orders are, so
a few things got adapted as time progressed. That was
ok. You just go with it.” Diane Champagne, a recipient
of the food program, emphasizes the hard work of the
volunteers; “the team, too, | mean they’re hauling gro-
ceries around on bicycles! In the pouring rain! They are
devoted, kind, loving people. Really amazing volunteers.”

Volunteer turnover was a regular occurrence in Britan-
nia’s COVID-19 Food Centre. “Two months became three
months, three months become four months, four months
become five months; we have gone through a lot,” contin-
ues Yao Zhang, “people’s
commitments changed,
people’s lives changed.
So we are constantly in
the process of recruiting
people. If people stayed
with us for a month, that’s
pretty good.” For Cylia
Wong, however, “the ex-
perience has been really
good. | often have to train
people now, since | have been there from the beginning.”
Having a balance between new and experienced volun-
teers has enabled Zhang to give volunteers the flexibil-
ity they need to feel comfortable with the work. “So the
people we get to volunteer in March for a couple months
might then quit,” explains Zhang, “because they’re going
back to work or whatnot. Or people who commit a lot then
take a break and then want to come back; we have a lot
of those. We have people who did not reply to the first five
call-outs for volunteers and are now available. And you
also have people who initially responded and | said ‘no’
because we were good.” While volunteers themselves
were coming and going, the work they were doing was
consistent and rigorous. “They’re working their butts off
hauling those bicycles around,” reiterates Diane Cham-
pagne, ‘I really want to acknowledge those volunteers.”

Recipients of the Emergency Home Food Delivery pro-
gram were contacted through a variety of networks. The
55+ Wellness Check-Ins were able to refer isolated se-
niors to the program and youth were often a family’s
first point of contact. Juan Gamez was one recipient
who initially heard about the program through his kids.
“A lady at the school district, she knows the kids within
the community and in the Spanish community, in partic-
ular,” recalls Juan Gamez, “she called up my wife and

said, ‘If you are running into hard times with this pan-
demic, there’s going to be a food program. If you want
to participate, you are welcome to do so.” For Gamez,
it was critical that the invitation allowed the family to de-
termine their own needs; “they were not saying ‘go
ahead and do it’ they were asking families if they
want to become a part [of the program].” Britannia’s
COVID-19 Food Centre was, necessarily, a relief-mod-
el program and it was key to lead with respect for the
ability of community members to self-determine their own
food security. Gamez’ family was on and off the program
throughout the summer months, in accordance with their
needs. It was when COVID-related layoffs hit the hard-
est that “we took that opportunity and saw it as some-
thing that could help us out through this process.”

Another key focus of Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre
was the nutritional quality of
the food it was distributing.

The food that was being dropped off was For Diane Champagne, who
organic, it was fresh. Not to mention the
bags of organic grains; lentils.

All of a sudden, I’'ve got sunflower seeds with lan Marcuse, “I couldn't
and pumpkin seeds and dried fruits.
My quality of life went up!”

was invited to the delivery
program through her sons’
past volunteering experience

have afforded the fruits and
vegetables | was getting.
The food that was being
dropped off was organic, it
was fresh. Notto mentionthe bags of organicgrains; len-
tils. All of a sudden, I've got sunflower seeds and pump-
kin seeds and dried fruits. My quality of life went up!”
Juan Gamez underscores the importance of healthy eat-
ing habits throughout the pandemic. “They have provided
us with a lot of good foods, good meals,” continues Ga-
mez, “to get all the vitamins and all the things you need on
a day-to-day basis: that's something they emphasize and |
was very glad they did. It makes you aware exactly what
is good to eat, nowadays, to be strong and that your
body gets what it needs to prevent sickness from com-
ing on.” “There was some pre-cooked meals, because |
wasn’t well enough to be cooking for myself,” reiterates
Champagne, emphasizing the Emergency Home Food
Delivery program’s responsiveness to her needs, “there
were all the things | needed, because COVID takes a toll
on your stomach. When | could eat, it had to be light veg-
etarian stuff, fruit and vegetables. And that's what most of
the food was! I’'m pretty sure that food saved my freakin’
life.” While the food delivery itself was an emergency stop-
gap measure, a safety net addressing food insecurity in
the Britannia community, the emphasis on healthy eating
habits contributes to the larger project of building com-
munity food security . During a time of elevated health
risk, the Food Centre’s commitment to providing nutritious
food was essential to the well-being of delivery recipients.
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With many food distribution centres closed in the initial
wave of lockdowns, Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre
expanded their network of support for community mem-
bers beyond the local Grandview-Woodland and Strath-
cona Neighborhoods. The expansion of the food program
beyond the Britannia catchment area is indicative of Bri-
tannia’s holistic understanding of community and family.
‘I have a daughter who is in Surrey who can’t be a part
of the Britannia program,” explains Diane Champagne,
“but every time she comes over, she has five children and
their backpacks are full going back.” Distribution of sup-
port through familial networks is difficult to measure, but
Champagne asserts that such sharing is a core value of
her community; “You can’t just give someone a food
box and expect it to stay here. It travels to every part
of the family, it gets spread out to the community. By
helping an Indigenous family, you'’re helping your com-
munity. It's that holistic approach.” It was through such
informal networks, by word-of-mouth, that information of
Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre spread. With Britannia
as a neighborhood fixture for so many years, families who
have since moved to other parts of the city returned to the
Centre for support. “I get calls from people in Burnaby and
New Westminster and Coquitlam,” explains lan Marcuse
the lack of food delivery in other parts of the city, “there’s
no program for them where they get home delivery
and they don’t want to go outside, to the food bank,
because they have compromised health.” “We had one
family from South Van,” recalls Mitra Tshan, “that drove in
every single day when we had food, because they weren’t
getting that amount of sup-

port at other sites that were

completely on lockdown.”

what it would have taken. And that’s not inconceiv-
able.” Despite the imminent need, however, the structural
support and funding for the Food Centre from the City
was limited. Despite these constraints, Britannia strove to
support the broader community network beyond its catch-
ment area. “Those people contacted Britannia because
they still feel that it’s their community centre,” emphasizes
55+ Programmer Daniel Cook, “it also says something
about Britannia that they said ‘yes, we will accom-
modate all the people we can, whenever we can.”

The impact of Britannia’s Food Centre is limited by the
relief-model it adopted as an emergency stopgap in re-
sponse to food insecurity during the initial COVID-19
lockdowns. This model, lan Marcuse understands, is not
sustainable on a community level. “Emergency food relief
is not part of our mandate,” Marcuse says of the Grand-
view-Woodland Food Connection, “but, because it's an
emergency, if we can help decrease people’s stress at
this critical time, we’ll do it. But that’s not what we want
to keep doing.” “It's a temporary measure,” agrees Cylia
Wong, “lan has always stated, up front, that he doesn’t like
to have to do this.” What Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Cen-
tre has been able to offer should be the baseline for food
security throughout the city, whether in times of emergen-
cy or not. Baseline food security implies stable funding,
full-time staffing and infrastructural support in place prior
to crisis. As COVID-19 has highlighted, “there are no sys-
tems in place for this kind of service — the service includes
door-to-door safe delivery. So people have been warned,”
continues Wong, “that [Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Cen-

tre] is only temporary. De-

pending on if lan can find

money or not, we'll see if

“We were serving people in  YWhen our emergency Food Centre closes, e program proceeds.”
Burnaby and the West End the gap will still be there. Ultimately people With other community orga-
and in New West,” says need proper income supports so they are nizations returning to regu-

55+ Programmer Anne
Cowan, who notes that the
structural capacity for this
holistic approach “comes
from having a shared strategic plan [for standard oper-
ations] ahead of time and [understanding that] commu-
nity comes first. That's helped us keep that going.” The
continuous expansion of Emergency Home Food Delivery
beyond the Britannia catchment area, for Marcuse, was
an indication that this service needed to be scaled up;
“We’re only serving 560 households, it's not like we're do-
ing thousands. But we could have!” Britannia’s COVID-19
Food Centre had the infrastructure and volunteer capacity
to scale up, according to Marcuse, “we were prepared to
move into the ice rink, bring in more refrigeration, more
staff and we’ll deliver to two thousand families if we
needed to- that’s over six thousand people we could
have helped with just a little extra support. That's

not left in such vulnerable circumstances

lar operations, Britannia
can focus its partnership
with the Grandview-Wood-
land Food Connection to
build up comprehensive community food security. Mar-
cuse warns that, “when our emergency Food Centre
closes, the gap will still be there. Ultimately people
need proper income supports so they are not left in
such vulnerable circumstances.” This sentiment has
been echoed by recipients of the program, many of whom
are not ready to return to the ‘business as usual’ that, for
many, means food insecurity. The impending closure of
the Food Centre, however, does not diminish the impact
that it has made during such a crucial time. “In essence,”
reflects Wong, “people are grateful that there is this ser-
vice and that someone stepped up to do this. lan saw the
need and he just spearheaded it and he got it going.”
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Over the past 25 years, Britannia Community Services
Centre has been a leader in building awareness around
food security in the community and across the city. This
journey began, in large part, with Britannia’s first flagship
community event; the Stone Soup Festival. Inaugurated in
1995, this celebration of the work of community members
in the food sector was organized by residents mindful of
the long-term importance of food security. The onset of
COVID-19 before this Stone Soup’s twenty-fifth anniversa-
ry offers an opportunity to reflect on Britannia’s efforts to-
wards comprehensive food security as well as a chance to
strategize how best to direct these efforts moving forward.

Even with a quarter-century of food security advocacy at
the community level, COVID-19 has revealed a substan-
tial disparity in secure and reliable access to food through-
out the Britannia community. Grandview-Woodland Food
Connection’s lan Marcuse
points out that, “COVID re-
vealed critical weaknesses in
our food system, whether our
food supply chains or result-
ing socio-economic inequity.”
The fundamental link between
socio-economic  well-being
and basic food security was
evident when many food dis-
tribution centres, including food banks, shut down in re-
sponse to the first wave of COVID-19 in Vancouver, at
a time when safe access to food was most necessary.
“Food is a basic need. Shelter is a basic need,” rec-
ognizes community member Cylia Wong, “these
kinds of things are not being met for everybody.”

When Britannia’s Food Centre began providing neces-
sary food security in the form of an Emergency Home
Food Delivery program to its community, another link be-
tween socio-economic well-being and basic food securi-
ty became evident. “Because of the food deliveries,”
explains community member Diane Champagne, “I've
been able to cover my bills. Otherwise, on regular
disability and even though I'm in subsidized housing,
it's a choice between food and bills.” In providing basic
and safe access to food during the COVID-19 lockdowns,
Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre increased communi-
ty quality of life. This becomes especially relevant giv-
en the limitations to social life and isolating impacts of
COVID-19, when continued access to social interaction
over digital devices is dependent on the payment of a data
plan or wifi bill and, thus, socio-economic well-being. For
Diane Champagne, Britannia’s Emergency Home Food
Delivery program indirectly mitigated social isolation; “I've
managed to get wifi and I've managed to keep it. That
came through the food program, you know what | mean?
You free up one area, then you can actually live normally.”

Looking forward towards future emergency prepared-
ness, lan Marcuse suggests that emphasis be placed to-
wards the common root of the social isolation and food
insecurity that have been social symptoms of COVID-19.
“We need to deal with food insecurity, which means pov-
erty reduction,” implores Marcuse, “and we would rath-
er put resources into programs that aren’t about food
insecurity. Our program should not be about food in-
security; that's a government problem that needs to
be solved with government policy.” Marcuse says that
organizations at the community-level, such as the Grand-
view-Woodland Food Connection, are best equipped to
build food security in the broader sense of building com-
munity well-being through food rather than provide stop-
gaps for unaddressed insecurity. “Typically, our mandate
is skill-building, education, skill-sharing, capacity-building

around food,” explains Mar-

cuse, “it's not necessarily

about directly addressing

Food is a basic need. Shelter is a poverty, it does indirect-
basic need,” “these kinds of things
are not being met for everybody

ly address poverty but
that should be dealt with.”

The necessary structural

support for a better pan-

demic response includes
proper funding for food programmers for every neighbor-
hood in the city. “Resourcing the community food sector
at this level would make Vancouver a world leader in com-
munity food security... by far,” says lan Marcuse, adding
that “these 22 positions could be funded with less than
1% of the annual police budget, the equivalent of $1.8
million.” This would build the necessary stability for ed-
ucational programs around healthy eating and more ca-
pacity for things like urban food gardens. “That’s just the
human resources part of it,” continues Marcuse, “then
you’'ve got to grow food locally — that’s a whole other con-
versation. But you [first] need the human capacity. You
need the humans to make the connections with urban
farmers, with food storage and distribution through-
out the food chain and all the other work that goes
into getting healthy food to the people who need it the
most.” “There’s a lot of food that gets thrown out,” adds
Cylia Wong, referring to another element of food insecuri-
ty in the City. “lan has been using food runners for rescue
food, even more so now because local restaurants are not
getting enough patrons, even when they’re back up and
running, there will still be food waste; there always is.” Pri-
or to, through and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, safe
and reliable access to food remains a basic need both in
the Britannia community and city-wide. “There’s always
been a need for more food security,” continues Wong,
“certain populations just don’'t get taken seriously.”
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The impact of community development in food security
is difficult to measure, given the educational and cyclical
nature of building awareness around all necessary com-
ponents of the food system. “This past year,” continues
lan Marcuse, “we were going to celebrate our twenty-fifth
anniversary, a quarter century of food security, of the
Stone Soup festival. We are thinking; let’s bring closure
to this festival up, let’'s celebrate our quarter decade of
food security programming, let's go out with a bang, let’s
do something really special. | think we’ve accomplished
a lot in our community, we've helped changed the cul-
ture around food.” This cultural shift towards a community
more aware and engaged around food security is evident
in the plans for Britannia’s upcoming Site Renewal, to

. ' l 1
“There’s always been a need

for mote foo

which a new Food Hub is an essential component. “We
have not had to make a strong case for this [new] Food
Hub,” explains Marcuse, “Britannia has recognized that
food is a core program and everyone sees how central
food is in our lives.” As for the Stone Soup festival, it's
twenty-fifth year may be its last. In light of the impact Bri-
tannia was able to make during COVID-19, Marcuse sees
a new opportunity to integrate the teachings of the Stone
Soup festival into a broader celebration of community life.
“Let’s get other departments at Britannia involved. | would
love to see this festival get all of our partners involved and
create something broader about social change...celebrat-
ing what is great about our community but building aware-
ness around the crises we’re going to face in the future.”
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Summary

Britannia’s support for families through the lockdown was unique, and speaks to the interconnectedness of Britannia with
its community. Throughout the response, support for community members often results individually, through a friend, a
neighbor, or another family member. Due to the close relationship that Britannia, and its partner organizations have with the
community, word-of-mouth and the use of existing relationships to disseminate information and connect with more members
in need allowed the services to reach and service families. This occurred for all ages and types of family, but especially
those with young children and teens, who had existing and ongoing relationships with Britannia, and other closely connected
organizations. When the schools closed, many of the services normally provided to youth and families, such as hot meal
programs were halted, so it was essential that those involved in the response found ways to connect with family members,

creatively.

»  Support for parents and access emergency food resources, employment search, and assistance in applying for emer-

gency government assistance

* First-Language support for parents, including information about Covid-19, and access to additional resources
»  Support for families and youth with temporary or no immigration status to find resources that were available for them,

especially for those more at-risk or facing unemployment

* Provision of food and other necessary items to youth and families, such as school supplies, and cleaning supplies

» Britannia’s Child Care Hub remained open for children of front line/essential workers and for at-risk children

+  80% of the camps were offered for free to the community, as many members have been severely impacted financially
» Latin American Youth Program connected youth and families to support through the Spanish Multicultural Liaison

Workers at Vancouver School Board when schools were closed.

Experience

Since its inception in the 1970s, life at Britannia Com-
munity Centre has provided support to all aspects of the
family life cycle. Britannia’s current Executive Director,
Cynthia Low, recalls what drew her to this community; “I
started working here twelve years ago, in part because |
saw this community as being a place where particularly
marginalized women and children living in poverty or with
intergenerational trauma could succeed and be accepted
and aspire for theirs and their family’s future.” Volunteer
Coordinator Yao Zhang, in addition to his professional
relationship with the Centre, highlights the role that Bri-
tannia plays in his family life.
“We interact with the facili-
ties on a daily basis,” he re-
flects on his interactions with
Britannia prior to COVID,
“‘we were here all the time.
Work and play here; that’s
exactly what it is.” That staff
members such as Cynthia
and Yao also connect with the Centre as members of the
Britannia community underscores the strong foundation
that Britannia provides for families in the nearby neigh-
borhoods. “Community centres are very important when it
comes to family engagement,” says community members
Juan Gamez, “they fulfill some of the gaps in activities
that kids may have, outside of school curriculum. Having
a community centre that gets involved with the fami-

Community is a really strong
foundation and sense of being.

ly and gets the family involved with the community is
a plus.” The strengthening of relationships and building
of trust both with youth and with their families over the
years was a key factor in the success of the Response.

Over the years, the Britannia Centre has grown along-
side the community members that call it home. Kya
Prince reflects on how important the sense of community
that Britannia has brought to her family life; communi-
ty is a really strong foundation and sense of being.
My Grandmother set her roots here, in the Lower Main-
land. Then she had my mom,
and my mom had me and my
siblings. So this is a commu-
nity that we have grown our
roots and have spread out in.
Being off-reserve, you feel that
sense of missing something,
since your culture and your
family and your relatives are
so far away. My Grandmother did a really great job of
making sure we weren’t lacking in that by being in con-
stant contact with our relatives from home but also cre-
ating contacts and that sense of family here. And so a
big joke is that Britannia can’t get rid of me, because
| keep coming back to it through all stages of my life.
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Prince, who now works as a Program Assistant with the
55+ staff team has lived in the Grandview-Woodland area
from early childhood, attended Britannia daycare and
Britannia High School and graduated from the Outreach
program. In her professional life, she has landed back at
Britannia and continued working with the Centre’s var-
ious departments for over seven years. In many ways,
she is exemplary of a natural life cycle at Britannia that is
widely recognized throughout the community. Fellow 55+
Programmer Daniel Cook offers similar insights from his
own journey through the Britannia community; “When |
was at UNYA,; those same youths that | worked with, who
would be walking to the library at Britannia, who would be
registered for classes at Britannia; they’re young adults
now. Britannia is such a big part of growing up in the com-
munity.” Rink Programmer Susy Bando is another staff
member whose family story is deeply embedded in Bri-
tannia. “My grandmother was born in East Vancouver,”
explains Bando, “she went to Britannia High School in the
[19]30s but then she and her family moved back to Japan.
It is nice to work at Britannia, seeing that original struc-
ture, with the knowledge that my grandmother and her six
siblings went to that school.” “| see generations coming
through,” says Girls Who LEAP mentor Mitra Tshan, “I'm
not that old, but when | say this it's because everyone
is related in one way or another and people stay in the
neighborhoods because they know where the resources
are and where they can plug into if they need assistance
in some way. So I've seen families from when their kids
are born to when they’ve graduated and are coming
back to help and work. There’s that natural cycle.”
This natural cycle speaks to the integration of family and
community life, an impact which is summarized by Daniel
Cook as “your neighbor is your neighbor, but also family.”
Britannia’s roots in the life cycle of the community have
made it, in the words of 55+ Programmer Anne Cowan,
“a community based on the people who live there, from
birth until death.”

Prior to COVID-19, Britannia’s opportunities for the whole
family would attract members from all parts of the city,
from all walks of life. Although Juan Gamez lives outside
the Grandview-Woodland Neighborhood, he explains, ‘I
didn’t mind to go a little farther to Britannia, as long as the
kids were actually doing something. Commercial [Drive],
it's not that far and the facilities are much bigger there;
they have a soccer field, basketball [courts] and a lot of
activities going on. It's a full Centre.” For Diane Cham-
pagne, Britannia played “a vital role for both myself and my
children. Because we were so low income, my kids took
programs there — one of my sons took hockey training for
youth. | was a single mother of six with no car and it was
vital, just vital.” The scale of Britannia’s family impact prior
to COVID-19 set a precedent for the scope of Britannia’s

response; it had to account for the entire family and, with
classes suspended halfway through the school year, spe-
cial focus had to be placed on keeping the kids engaged.

Britannia’s Emergency Home Food Delivery was one
such COVID-19 response action that took the whole fami-
ly into account. “For me and for the family,” says Juan Ga-
mez, “we have all had the joy of being part of the [Emer-
gency Home Food Delivery] program. That helps not only
me, but my two kids and my wife.” “My health and my
sons’ health has gone up, has skyrocketed because of
the fresh fruit and vegetables” from the Emergency Home
Food Delivery program, emphasizes Diane Champagne.
“They’ve been really committed,” reiterates Juan Gamez,
“they even asked, ‘do you guys need some extra food?
Just give us that call, just follow up with us so that we
can supplement some extra food for the family.” We've
been very grateful.” The support that Juan and his family
have received has encouraged him to recommend Britan-
nia’s services to other families he sees struggling. “Let’s
say we see a family that’s in great need,” says Gamez,
“we always indicate that they can approach [Britannia] for
any assistance, because we receive it. If a family may
need some assistance, depending on what it is — involv-
ing the kids in programs or any other thing we can help
with — we can pass along that information. In the long
run, communication-wise, it's the best way to get the word
around.” During the first waves of the pandemic, word-of-
mouth was integral to making sure that families received
the support they needed. In spreading the word, families
too played an important role. Greater levels of trust be-
tween parents and youth coordinators meant that essen-
tial support, such as emergency food deliveries, could get
to those who needed it most. Mitra Tshan recalls, “we had
kids at our summer camps bringing home more than one
bag for their neighbor because | can’t get a hold of them
because everyone is home right now 24/7 and they’ve
disconnected all their phones so they don’t need to pay
the bills or there’s no wifi or there’s only one laptop be-
tween six kids. That informal way of communication has
been massive.”

Although COVID-19 has interrupted much of Britannia’s
family programming, the Centre has continued to make
family a priority across its response. This emphasis is not
lost on the community; “we are very grateful,” Juan Ga-
mez says, “being part of this community and for Britan-
nia being a part of our family as well.” Yao Zhang, who
has been heavily involved in various parts of Britannia’s
response, demonstrates the continued involvement of the
family at the Centre despite COVID-related programming
restrictions; “we’re still working here, still playing here,
just a little bit less.”
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Summary

Over 250 youth were supported by Britannia throughout the lockdown. As one of the primary groups identified prior to the
lockdown, Britannia staff understood that direction action would need to be taken to ensure that youth were connected both
with one another, and with Britannia, and that they were provided with the social, emotional, and technical support needed
to transition to online schooling and socializing. As with the great effort put forth through the response, relationships with
community partners were essential. Multiple online methods were used to connect youth; Safe online spaces were created
for youth to chat with one another, and with Youth Programmers. Social media (Facebook) was also used to provide support
information and services to youth, especially concerning mental health and wellness. Britannia programming pivoted quickly
to provide online programs for youth, as well as to offer safe, outdoor sports activities and in-person classes in the Fall. In
addition to online communication methods, Britannia staff also made phone calls to families and youth during the lockdown

to provide emotional support, connection, and information about access to additional resources when needed.

» Connection to support and resources for mental health services
»  Support for families and youth during their back to school transition, continued throughout completion of school year

online

» Online group chats, safe online hang-our spaces, one-on-one support, online workshops, programs, and activities.
»  Support for graduating highschool students to help complete graduation requirements, complete college applications,

and to transition out of secondary school.
»  Support for youth to find employment

» Latin American Youth programmers connected youth and families with the Vancouver Latin American Cultural Centre,

which provided free workshops and cultural activities.

Experience

When the first wave of lockdowns hit Vancouver, schools
were on spring break. Although programming at Britan-
nia over the break was interrupted, the holiday hiatus
complicated an immediate response plan for commu-
nity youth. “Nobody foresaw that this was going to be
a long-term deal,” remembers Girls Who LEAP mentor
Mitra Tshan, “we kind of had an inkling but, we figured,
it's still spring break, everyone is still on holidays, you're
still in that mode. No one actually thought much about it
until we were supposed to come back to school and we
weren’'t coming back to school.” For Britannia staff, how-
ever, the implications of the citywide lockdowns spurred
immediate response. “Week one | was already knocking
on doors,” continues Mitra Tshan, emphasizing the role
that the school’s food programs played in family food se-
curity, “because the kids are usually in programs where
we knew they would get two snacks and a square meal,
so we knew they’d at least be fed and taken care of.” Giv-
en that food security was an integral part of Britannia’s
immediate COVID-19 Response, by the time that school
was scheduled to return from spring break, staff were al-
ready putting in motion a comprehensive response that
accounted for the interruption of students’ food programs.

The high priority of Britannia’s Emergency Home Food
Delivery program, coupled with limitations on available
space at the Centre meant that the youth community lost
access to a vital organizing space at a crucial time. 55+
Program Assistant Kya Prince reflects that “the youth
community took a huge hit, as well. As incredible and

amazing as it was to get the Food Centre up and running
and functioning so quickly and with such support from the
community, it was a huge loss to the youth because it's
being run out of the youth centre; not that there is real-
ly safe programming that could happen. But that loss of
connection was really hard.” Connection emerged as a
key theme in focusing the support programs for youth,
especially given the lack of a regular school curriculum
following the first wave of lockdowns. One way that this
connection was emphasized was in the consistency of
online programs offered. “| am big on consistency and a
schedule,” says Mitra Tshan, “especially when it comes
to children and youth. | find that, when they can get
into a routine, there’s a sense of normalcy for them.”
With the normal routine of school interrupted, Tshan
“scheduled programs at three o’clock every single day,
knowing that teenagers like to sleep in. [Programs] looked
different every day; could be as simple as work-outs on-
line, we did homework club.” Connection also came up
in the reciprocal involvement of different age groups in
the early programs. “l actually tapped into the alumni to
run Homework Club online,” Tshan reflects, “because
they were done school in April. That was the beauty of
things; being creative around it.” The transition to online
programming benefited from a shared understanding of
responsibility that is fundamental to the students’ sense
of place in the broader Britannia community. “I've always
stressed to the kids,” Tshan continues, “there’s a commu-
nity supporting you, what are you doing to support your
community? That’s a similar message no matter if you're
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in grade four, to grade twelve to an alumni.” With the nor-
mal routines of the school year upended and students
looking for ways to stay connected, online programming
gave them a chance to give back to their community. The
reciprocity here is not lost on Tshan; “our kids get a lot, no
doubt about it. They get a lot because they may need
it, more than others, but at the same time they value
what they have and they understand while others are
supporting you, you can still do your part. It doesn’t
take money. What it takes is effort and energy. And for you
to be conscious and not to feel entitled to it.”

As the weather grew warmer, Britannia took the oppor-
tunity to run safely distanced youth programs outdoors.
Summer camps, under the City of Vancouver umbrella,
were some of the first times that youth met up in person
since the initial lockdowns. Britannia’s Youth Programmer
Tom Higashio put in the behind-the-scenes work neces-
sary to make possible this return to safe in-person pro-
gramming. In coming together physically, Tshan saw new
opportunities for the youth
to make an impact in their
community that were not
available to them online.
“One group knew that folks
were spending a lot of time
outside,” Tshan reflects,
“so they made chalk-
boards and ‘may or may
not have illegally put them
up around the parks and playgrounds, providing supplies
to allow the youth and the children in the neighborhood
to enjoy more activities outside.” We also built a couple
of community book libraries and may have left them in
places we weren’t supposed to, but they’re still up around
now and have grown their own legacy at this point.” Over
the summer, youth programming through Britannia made
the most of the opportunity to come together, putting col-
lective time and energy into giving back to the community.
The impacts of these programs are visible in the physical
objects placed around the city for the community to enjoy,
but run much deeper in the lives of the youth who partic-
ipated.

After the experience of running both springtime online
youth programs and outdoor in-person summer camps,
the re-institution of stricter health protocols in the Fall was
the impetus for Britannia to get creative. “We ran three hun-
dred Girls Who LEAP sessions for neighborhood youth in
the Fall,” emphasizes Mitra Tshan, “whether it was a com-
bination of outdoor fithess or indoor basketball or online
zoom; we did a lot of blended versions. There were still
a lot of isolated youth, so those ones joined us via Zoom
while we ran in-person sessions.” The continuity of pro-

Being in the middle of a pandemic
doesn’t stop it, you’ve just got to find
different ways of doing it

gramming throughout the year also offered youth oppor-
tunities to support the seniors and Elders, many of whom
were self-isolating at home. “In the fall, they dropped even
more COVID kits off at seniors centres and care homes,”
Tshan recalls, “they made toiletry kits for street stores,
they fundraised some money and bought meals to give
out, knowing that they couldn’t make the meals like they
normally do.” Tshan returns to the theme of giving back,
telling that the youth “made a hundred scarves — and that’s
coming from the Elders who showed them how to make
scarves last year, it’s a reciprocal thing. They wrote letters
to the seniors. So they were pretty active in doing different
things to contribute back. And that’s not unusual. Being
in the middle of a pandemic doesn’t stop it, you’ve just
got to find different ways of doing it.” Over the course of
a year which upended any sense of normalcy, Britannia’s
youth programming engaged younger community mem-
bers in acts of reciprocity to which they were accustomed.
With widespread impacts of the virus on all ages of Bri-
tannia’s community, the initiative taken up by Britannia’s
youth and youth programmers
is especially significant. As
Tshan emphasizes, “even the
young ones figured out they
can still make an impact,
during COVID.”

The Britannia High School

graduating class of 2020

was particularly impacted by
COVID-19, as the initial lockdowns coincided with the
very end of their senior year. “It didn’t feel like a chapter
had closed for them,” Mitra Tshan observes, stressing the
mental and emotional impacts of COVID-19, “it hit a lot of
them hard and it still does.” For those starting university in
the Fall, COVID-19 radically altered their expectations for
what higher education would be. “You go from not imag-
ining what your grade twelve year is going to look like,”
Tshan illustrates, “to now, sitting in front of a computer,
day-in-day out and staring at a black screen. That is hard.
| can’'t even do that.” And for those graduates expecting to
find work over the summer, “You can’t get a job, who’s go-
ing to hire right now?” Recognizing how high school grad-
uation signifies a transition in community roles, Tshan has
opened up pathways for the graduating class of 2020 to
assist with Britannia’s youth programs. “It's been one of
the hardest transitions for them,” Tshan stresses, “so for
them to still feel like they can come back and contribute,
giving them that sense of purpose and a little direction is
huge, absolutely.” Tshan hopes that the class of 2020’s
experience with COVID-19, while difficult, “hopefully com-
ing out of this, they’re going to learn to look at things in
different light, in different ways. And not always set on ‘it
has to be this way.’ Those are life skills. Those are things
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you can take forth after COVID, things that have taught
you to move forward and be able to pivot and adjust and
not be so rigid in how it's always been done.”

For many of Britannia’s youth community, the health or-
ders to stay at home exacerbate difficult living situations
that make the continuity of connection and involvement
available at the Centre all the more important. “The home
is sometimes not a very safe spot for the kids,” reflects
Mitra Tshan, “it hasn’t been an easy journey. But, having
a break in their day or having the support, having men-
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Girls Who Leap

tors look after them, having someone that they can turn
to and just a little bit of engagement goes a long way.”
Awareness of this particular issue provided much of the
incentive for Britannia to jumpstart their youth program-
ming during a time when the city was shutting down.
“Sometimes the easiest thing to do is close down your
doors,” recognizes Tshan, “but when you’re working
with at-risk youth, with vulnerable youth you should be
opening your doors and finding ways. That’s one of the
things Brit has done really well.”
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Girls Who LEAP is a youth mentorship and empower-
ment program in partnership with Britannia Community
Services Centre that has continued to offer programming
throughout the pandemic. In response to the unique chal-
lenges brought about by COVID-19, Girls Who LEAP has
transitioned from under the City of Vancouver umbrella to
a non-profit entity so that it can continue to operate un-
der provincial health orders. Other after school programs,
of which Girls Who LEAP was one, have been unable to
meet in person since the initial lockdowns in March, 2020.
For Mitra Tshan, a Girls Who LEAP mentor, the inabili-
ty to connect safely in person was limiting the impact of
a program that was especially necessary during a pan-
demic. “[Girls Who LEAP] attempted to go online,” recalls
Tshan, “but we had to make sure kids had access to wifi
and technology.” The challenge of rapidly switching online
was met with support from the wider community. “I was
already getting phone calls from folks,” Tshan continues,
“funders were asking, ‘how can we help?’ We were really
fortunate; we managed to cobble together $53,000 to buy
180 laptops for the school and community to be delivered
by the end of April. So, in less than a month we were
able to fundraise and get technology into kids’ hands so
that they can 1) start school and 2) join us for online pro-
grams.” With the available resources, Girls Who LEAP
were able to resume programming in April, 2020 and
maintain a consistent online presence into the summer.
Mentors, all of them volunteering their time to the pro-
gram, kept up wellness check-ins each week through the
transition online. Amidst the uncertainty of the first wave
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of COVID-19, Girls Who LEAP made a significant impact
“especially at a time when there’s nothing else running,”
emphasizes Tshan, “we deal with this from a holistic
perspective; the mental, the spiritual, the physical
and the emotional components. When we’re doing
our programming, we’re touching on all of them.” De-
spite the success of the fundraising and continuity of Girls
Who LEAP online, Tshan reflects, “I| knew | couldn’t reach
the ones that were falling through the cracks, the ones
that needed it the most. That's why we ended up going
non-profit. We knew we had to at least attempt doing
some in-person stuff, even if it was a small group of kids.

While the support for Girls Who LEAP throughout its ad-
aptations to the ‘new normal’ — first to online program-
ming, then to an independent non-profit — was significant,
it stood in stark contrast to the lack of support for the
program in years prior. “People don’t really realize that
there’s always a need, not just during COVID,” says
Mitra Tshan, “COVID has brought out all the ‘hey how
can | help.’ That need has always been there, it hasn’t
just been there because of COVID. There’s been years
where I've been writing grants left, right and centre — try-
ing to scramble and find some money. All of a sudden,
with COVID, there’s all these funders and all these grants
— for Christmas people were writing me a thousand dol-
lar check and telling me to put it towards a family who
needs it: that has never happened before. It's been phe-
nomenal to see the generosity of humanity rising up, it
really has.” Support for Girls Who LEAP has also come
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in the form of community partnerships, “including the
place we’re running out of right now. They approached
like ‘what do you need?’ ‘We need a space, man.” So all
these folks have been rising up to provide for the youth.”
For Tshan, COVID-19 and the outpouring of support has
provided the space for Girls Who LEAP “to be more pur-
poseful with what we’re doing. L.E.A.P. Those are the four
pillars; Leadership, Empowerment, Action and Purpose.”

One of the ways that fourth pillar, Purpose, has clarified
has to do with pivoting and perception. “The world ‘resil-
ience’ is the most over-used word in 2020 and 2021,”
Mitra Tshan observes, “so using the words ‘pivot’ and ‘per-
ception’ as our themes, we’re looking at things from differ-
ent angles. When you talk about what we’re able to do and
what we’re unable to do, we’ve pivoted a lot, we've had to
make a lot of adjustments. And just because it doesn’t look
like what it's supposed to — what you think it's supposed
to look like — it's okay for things to look a little different.” In
articulating this to the girls in the program, Tshan utilizes a
helpful analogy; “It doesn’t look like an omelet, you know,
but it still tastes like an omelet — that one’s for the kids.”

As 2020 drew to a close, “we did a gratitude exercise with
the kids. And we asked the kids to write down what they’re
thankful for. | went in and looked at them after every ses-
sion, just to see what they said. The last session, | didn’t,
because | was so concentrated on cleaning up — it had
been a long week. But | went and took photos of the tree
so | can look later. ‘I'm grateful to be alive’ was the last
photo | took. And | had to zoom in, because | wasn’t sure
if | was reading it right. So it’'s been a lot of changes
for a lot of these kids. There’'s been a lot of stress-
ors, there’s been a lot of anxiety and that’s one of the
things that came out of the sessions: ‘I'm grateful for
Girls Who LEAP because it gave me a reason to be
alive.” And | realized we were doing the right thing.”
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Girls Who LEAP has undergone significant changes since
the start of COVID-19, yet has maintained a consistent
presence in the lives of the girls who participate. “When
everything else seems different and out of the norm,” Mi-
tra Tshan reflects, “this has been the one norm for them.”
To balance the demand for the program with provincial
health orders, Girls Who LEAP has had to scale up their
operations. “Everything we do now, we have to do three,
four times,” explains Tshan, “because we’re keeping it in
small numbers and we have that many kids, we have to
do that much more work.” To assist in this effort, Tshan
has turned to recent alumni that have experience with
the program and who are grappling with the challenges
of graduating high school during a global pandemic. “For
them to feel connected and to feel that they can give back
in one way or another has been huge. Just tonight, | had
a couple of alumni there as mentors. Next week, two of
them are heading up our Black History Month, working
with the youth. So it's not anything new, but it does give
them a better sense of purpose. And having that chapter
not close, but still feeling like they can have added re-
sponsibility so they’re not ‘just a youth.” That stepping
stone has been huge for them.”

So it’s been a lot of changes for a lot
of these kids. There’s been a lot of
stressors, there’s been a lot of anxiety
and that’s one of the things that came
out of the sessions: ‘I’m grateful for
Girls Who LEAP because it gave me a
reason to be alive.” And | realized we
were doing the right thing.
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Britannia’s community members weaves the fabric on which Britannia’s culture and community is built.
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Summary

Prior to the pandemic, Britannia had a rich and strong culture of volunteerism and community service. At any given
time, approximately 300 to 500 individuals were actively engaged, as volunteers, in events, programs, and other
activities.

When the lockdown occurred and the demand for support and effort came from the support services activated for
the community, the existing relationships with volunteers were essential to mobilize quickly and effectively. The
strength of the existing volunteer relationships meant that there were contacts to call for assistance, and that
these individuals had already been pre-screened by Britannia’s volunteer program, as well as had their police
record checks completed, which allowed them to be involved in the immediate response. It's been recognized by
Britannia staff that police record checks were a barrier to getting volunteers involved in the immediate community
response.

Many of the volunteer groups that existed, such as the 55+ Centre volunteers were transferred directly to the
COVID-19 Response, either to the Food Centre, or to the 55+ Wellness Calls. These volunteers, beyond having
gone through a pre-screening and having obtained their police check, were active members of the community, fa-
miliar with Britannia, it’s services, and it's community members; increasing the capacity to respond effectively and
appropriately to the community members in need.

Some of those who volunteered were in fact staff members prior to the lockdown. Some auxiliary staff who no lon-
ger had hours, as well as Parks Board staff who were laid off, due to the closure of services and programs, chose

to continue working at Britannia as volunteers.

Experience

Under the vital leadership and coordination of Britannia’s
staff, the collective force of Britannia’s volunteer commu-
nity made possible the immediate Response. Staffing
capacity was limited in the wake of site-wide layoffs and
volunteers stepped up to assist with the 55+ Wellness
Calls and the COVID-19 Food Centre. The outpouring
of volunteer support throughout the pandemic enabled
the scale and extent of the programs’ reach as well as
its consistency through the

summer, fall and winter

months. Grandview-Wood-

munity resident Ros Breckner points out the diversity of
volunteer opportunities at the Centre over the years as
a particular incentive to get involved; “Yes, you can go to
an organization and say ‘I'd love to volunteer, what is it
that you want me to do?’ But [volunteering at Britannia]
gives a person the opportunity to do what they really
love doing.” While the COVID-19 Response hinged on a
limited set of volunteer roles, it was the culture of flexibility

that cultivated collective moti-

vation to volunteer to address

immediate needs. “There are

land Food Connection’s lan  This work didn’t just happen overnight. some volunteer positions at

Marcuse recognizes the de-
cades of community-build-
ing at Britannia and among
its partners that went into
the emergency response;
“this work didn’t just hap-
pen overnight. We’ve been working with volunteers
for forty-plus years. And because Britannia has been
around for all those years, a lot of community members
have that close relationship and love for Britannia. And we
were able to draw on that.” “I've known lan Marcuse for
many years,” emphasizes Cylia Wong, who volunteered
with the COVID-19 Food Centre, “I've worked with him
as a volunteer. And | also started volunteering at the 55+
centre on Mondays and Fridays doing lunches. So | start-
ed volunteering at Britannia pre-COVID.” Longtime com-

We’ve been working with volunteers
for forty-plus years

Britannia that people have
a passion for and, because
there’s lots of opportunity,
they can work on that pas-
sion,” continues Breckner,
“then you don’t have to worry
about them doing the work because they do way more
than they need to anyway, because that's something that
they love to do. They do it because they love doing it.”

One way that Britannia facilitates a diversity of involve-
ment opportunities is through its Volunteer Committee, of
which Ros Breckner is a member. “The Volunteer Com-
mittee helps to coordinate and suggest volunteer activi-
ties and gives support to Yao, the Volunteer Coordinator,”
explains Breckner, “besides meeting on a regular basis,
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one of the things we helped organize, for two years prior
[to COVID-19] was community bike rides.” Team-building
opportunities for Britannia volunteers took various forms,
continues Breckner, from bike rides to “the beach clean-
up that people would organize. And out-of-town Vvisits;
this past year we had already organized several drives
with one of the Britannia vehicles to different places like
Reifel Bird Sanctuary.” “We did a lot of things we had
never done before, thanks to the committee,” says Vol-
unteer Coordinator, Yao Zhang, “those things were very
well responded to; it helped people who volunteered in
numerous sectors to socialize. For people who come to
volunteer, one of the needs is to participate in com-
munity living, to be able to socialize with their neigh-
bors, to socialize with people from different walks of
life.” Recognizing the desire for connection that common-
ly motivated volunteers, the Volunteer Committee could
foster community around activities that would later be-
come central to Britannia’s COVID-19 Response. “Some
people had an idea,” remembers Yao Zhang, “and said
‘hey, let’'s do some cooking together,” so, once a month,
a volunteer would take the lead and we would cook
some food to share together. A lot of volunteers that
participate in that program also volunteer in food serv-
ing related programs.” At Britannia, opportunities for
volunteer team-building became opportunities to build
community food security, an intersection of interests that
would have a direct impact on the COVID-19 response.
Again, however, it is the diversity of opportunities that
keeps Britannia’s volunteers connected across all walks
of community life. “It allows us to be cross-sectional,”
explains Zhang, “one volunteer might not know how to
ride a bicycle, but may be interested in sharing soup. Or
people who don’t enjoy cooking, they might be interest-
ed in visiting a monastery. All those things forged a rela-
tionship among volunteers. And for me, as a coordinator,
gave me the opportunity to put a face to the name; that
helps a lot.” The long-term community building work of

the Volunteer Committee provided a solid foundation for
volunteer involvement when it became most necessary.

When volunteer recruitment began for Britannia’s
COVID-19 Response, the outpouring of support was im-
pressive. Yao Zhang found himself leaning heavily on the
existing volunteer coordination infrastructure that Britan-
nia had integrated just a few years prior; “In 2017, we im-
plemented a web-based volunteer platform. When | start-
ed this position we were using Word and Excel to manage
our volunteers; it just wasn't working, it was a massive
amount of people to be managing on pen and paper and
Word and Excel. Implementing the software took rough-
ly a year for us to train everybody on the system, and
it's increased the productivity quite a bit.” With the online
database providing a solid structural foundation, Zhang
could focus on clear and transparent communication in
liaising with the volunteers. “I work very intensively com-
municating, intaking, onboarding, dealing with whatever
issues volunteers may have — that's really my focus,”
explains Zhang, “pre-COVID, let's say we have twenty
or thirty active positions where volunteers are required
and | am involved in various degrees in those programs.
Let's say one of those programs is in the pre-school,
then | communicate directly with the pre-school about
their volunteer needs and their timing and a schedule; |
collaborate with everybody.” The significant uncertainty
surrounding both the continuity of existing volunteer posi-
tions and the new volunteer demands for the COVID-19
response meant that transparent communication was es-
sential to maintaining trust with volunteers. “During the
intake process, we make it quite clear what a volunteer’s
role is supposed to be,” continues Zhang, “I've been
very up front to all the volunteers; this is very new to
us, things might not work as smooth, things might not
make sense yet. We’'re trying our best but if there’s
anything not working, let us know. It took a lot of things
like that to adjust along the way.” During the city-wide




lockdowns and the first wave of COVID-19, the volunteer
onboarding process was a collective learning experience
on all sides. “I did not go to school to become a volun-
teer coordinator,” says Zhang, “so it’s a lot of learning on
the job. It's a lot of interpersonal communication, really.”

For Britannia’s volunteers, transparent communication
about the roles and expectations was necessary for com-
munity members to feel safe showing up. “When this op-
portunity to volunteer came up | was glad to help,” ex-
plains Cylia Wong, “I consider myself very healthy and |
take care of myself. But other people, they need to keep
themselves safe. And everybody has a different point
of reference. We all start from a different place.” When
COVID-19 interrupted her standard volunteer engage-
ments, Wong was able to pivot her involvement with Bri-
tannia towards what was most needed at the time. “l was
volunteering Mondays and Fridays, pre-COVID, and then
there was the lockdown, then there was two weeks where
| didn’t volunteer,” continues Wong, “and then | started
volunteering for the emergency Food Centre. So I've been
volunteering with the Food Centre since the beginning. |
only had two weeks off [laughs], that's what | say — but
that’s ok, | don’t mind.” Yao Zhang recognizes his respon-
sibility as a Volunteer Coordinator to remain accountable
to the needs of the volunteers themselves; “they’re here
to help, right? | am enabling them to help. There’s no
point to present the reality other than what it is, or what |
know of it, | just find that works the best when you can be
honest with people. From the first email, we’re trying to
be as up front as possible; it just works so much better.”

While the initial volunteer call-outs were met with an out-
pouring of support, of community members stepping for-
ward to offer their time and energy, a long term under-
standing of the task at hand helped Britannia staff discern
the best way to engage volunteers. “When we started
out, it's not like we want as many volunteers as possible
because we don’t have the capacity set up,” says Yao
Zhang, “in the beginning, we might want fifteen people, no
more, because of physical distancing measures in place.
We needed a set amount of people at a set date and
time.” This approach enabled the consistency of volunteer
support for Britannia’s response. “That’s the reason why
it's constant,” continues Zhang, “it's ongoing because our
need is changing all the time. It depends on how many
baskets people are requesting, it depends on the do-
nations we get; these things change a lot. But the base
of volunteers we get doesn’t change.” The online da-
tabase infrastructure helped Britannia focus its volunteer
call-outs based on specific needs and conditions, which
were in constant flux. As evident in the weight-lifting re-
quirements for volunteering with the Food Centre, simply
attempting to onboard as many volunteers as quickly as

possible is just a waste of everyone’s time. “The [online]
platform allows us to broadcast very quickly to very spe-
cific targeted group of people,” emphasizes Zhang, “one
example; let's say we need people to be delivery drivers.
It's pointless to send the call-out to sixteen year-olds, who
can’t drive, who likely don’t have a car. And we need peo-
ple who have certain food certificates, then it's pointless
to send to me or to you, who don’t have those. So the
platform gives us the ability to increase our productivity
and limit our callouts.” With an understanding that there
would be not just one, but many call-outs for volunteers
as the COVID-19 response continued, this method of
focused contacting became particularly important. “We
try not to send out unnecessary emails to people, be-
cause then people will say ‘hey, take me off the list,”
continues Zhang, “it allows us to be very laser-targeted
with our messaging. And the response rate is very high.”

Although recruitment was driven by specific needs at
specific times, the overwhelming response from the vol-
unteer community sent a very important message to Yao
Zhang; that the support was there. “The constant inter-
est, the reply rate is very high; that surprised me,” says
Zhang, “at first | was uncertain, but the outpouring of
people who want to volunteer, it overwhelms me and it
warms my heart.” Volunteers such as Cylia Wong, who
have been volunteering consistently throughout the pan-
demic, contribute an additional sense of security as un-
certainty abounds and needs continue to rise. “We have
a solid core of people that | am personally familiar with
and | know, when | call them, that they will show up,” con-
tinues Zhang, “that's a very powerful thing. It's a very
empowering feeling for me, as a Volunteer Coordi-
nator, to know that we have those folks.” The support
of Britannia’s volunteer community was especially criti-
cal given the employment insecurity around the Centre
during the initial lockdowns. “A lot of people were laid off,”
remembers Zhang, “so we had a limited handful of staff
working in the Food Centre and we have sixty or seventy
volunteers working [Emergency Home] Food Delivery.”
Amidst the uncertainty and stress of Britannia’s immedi-
ate COVID-19 response, “having volunteers that are al-
ready engaged with us and having them already pre-vet-
ted [through the City of Vancouver protocols] , that allows
us to get going really quickly.”

The outpouring of people who want
to volunteer, it overwhelms me and it
warms my heart
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The city-wide lockdowns in March, 2020 prompted com-
munity- and neighborhood-level action towards filling
the gaps in support services not being identified and ad-
dressed at the municipal level. In this grassroots galvani-
zation of organizations across East Vancouver, Britannia
saw the opportunity to leverage its role as an emergency
hub towards a comprehensive networking of the commu-
nity response. Whereas other community centres, other
potential emergency hubs, closed their doors, Britannia’s
relative autonomy enabled the Centre to mobilize towards
its mandate; “to realize the wellbeing, sense of belonging,
joy, and empowerment of everyone in our community.”
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Although the city-wide lockdowns mitigated the extent of
Britannia’s response, the actions taken would not have
been possible without pre-existing infrastructure and re-
sources from the City. “Britannia has always operated
from a community-centered approach,” explains Execu-
tive Director Cynthia Low, “the constitution and the by-
laws of Britannia is focused on our mandate to do with
and for people in the neighborhood. That is just a culture
and a practice and we really don’t know any other way.”
Nearly fifty years of operating in this community-centered
approach has brought Britannia into working partnership
with many community organizations, many of whom saw
opportunity to make a local impact amidst the first wave
of COVID-19. Britannia’s role as “an umbrella host for a
number of community organizations,” continues Low, “is
part of that Britannia culture, and drives our ability to un-
derstand what is needed in the community and provide ac-
cess to public assets.” Seeing its partnered organizations
begin to mobilize their various responses to COVID-19,
Britannia set up the East Vancouver Emergency Network
(EVEN) to facilitate inter-partner understanding of what
was most needed and what work was already occurring.

During a time when global uncertainty and misinformation
around the novel coronavirus was at its peak, Britannia
invited partner organizations in the Grandview-Wood-
land and Strathcona Neighborhoods to join EVEN, envi-
sioned at the time as a forum to address the vacuum of
knowledge and better coordinate a local response. The
pre-existence of the Grandview-Woodland Area Service
Team, “a group of about thirty community organizations
that met monthly to talk about the emerging issues of
the neighborhood, everything from housing to remov-
al of park benches,” outlines Cynthia Low, provided the
template for EVEN. Britannia had been coordinating ser-
vice delivery between its community partners prior to the
arrival of COVID-19 and, with the onset of emergency,
that experience became the foundation for a networked
community-level response. “[EVEN] was primarily about
information,” explains Cynthia Low, “but also resources
and referrals for folks who needed food or child care or
contact from a volunteer; any of those. It really depend-
ed on talking to our partners and saying ‘what are you
doing out there? Is there still a need? What kind of
support do you need to continue this work?’” A com-
prehensive and continued awareness of the work being
done on the ground enabled Britannia to coordinate the
local COVID-19 response through referrals, a reciprocal
approach to servicing community needs. “It's easy to be
overwhelmed at the large number of people who are in
need, but knowing that there was a connection of agen-
cies, helps to focus on the delivery of services,” explains
Food Centre Coordinator Susy Bando, “then, rather than
the onus being on us to communicate and connect indi-
vidually all the time, we are able to work with agencies, to

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC



ensure we are properly servicing the need. The network is
how people were referred to Britannia in the first place, so
it was also important for us to rely on the partners when
we needed help communicating back to the community.” If
community members came to Britannia with urgent needs,
EVEN enabled Britannia to figure out where those needs
were already in the process of being addressed. With lim-
ited available resources during the city-wide lockdowns,
this referral-based approach to the coordinated commu-
nity response was essential. “Having a connection with
the East Van network in total transparency helped in not
having everyone trying to do the same thing on their own,”
emphasizes 55+ Program Assistant Kya Prince, “having
a structure that was already built that we could share:
‘this is what worked for us, this is how we did it, take
it all and fit to your needs’ and vice versa. We were
really leaning on each other and it was something that
everyone saw as important. Hopefully, it's something we
can use as a foundation if ever there is a need later on.”

The effectiveness of the East Vancouver Emergency
Network is a testament to the relationships that Britannia
has built with community partners over the years. One
such partner, Grandview-Woodland Food Connection’s
lan Marcuse, emphasizes the benefits of this approach;
“Bring in partners! Support the partners; they have the
expertise and the skill to bring added value to the com-
munity centre, creating a collaboration at the core of
community development.” 55+ Programmer Anne Cowan
stresses just how integral this collaboration is to Britan-
nia’s culture; “where Britannia was successful is where
it was driven by the people and the participants and
the instructors and [staff] were just there as tools to
make that happen.” “Think about what Britannia is do-
ing,” continues Marcuse, “build a relationship with these
partners because they can bring a lot of value to you. We
were provided an office, admin support, printing capaci-
ty, and more which is a huge help for a small organiza-
tion like the Grandview-Woodland Food Connection.” As
the East Vancouver Emergency Network makes evident,
Britannia brings to its partners not only the capacity to
network with other community organizations, but essen-
tial resources as well. “We have volunteers,” says Cyn-
thia Low of Britannia’s COVID-19 response, “part of it is
‘what kind of resources do we have that we can mobilize?
And what needs to happen out there?” We had volun-
teers that we could mobilize and that was a huge piece
because many people were very limited in their ability to
move around the city.” In times of emergency, the abil-
ity to mobilize resources to support community partner-
ships is especially important, though the foundational
relationships from which those community partnerships
activate their emergency response, relationships equally
important to a coordinated response, depends on the pro-
vision of resources prior to and in preparation for crisis.

The coordinated activity of Britannia and its partnered
organizations at the community level, despite the shut-
down of facilities at the municipal level, is unsurprising
to anyone familiar with the Britannia culture. “We’re driv-
en by the community,” explains Anne Cowan, “we’re not
waiting to hear from someone outside the community, it's
the other way around.” “It also comes from an attitude at
Britannia that we can do something,” says Cynthia Low,
“that we’re not just going to shut our doors and that, if pro-
vincial health orders say — or the city says — ‘you’ve got to
shut your doors,’ that we’re going to look a little bit deeper
into what we provide that falls under ‘essential services.”
With COVID-19 bringing about particular challenges to
safe mobility and social cohesion in the community, Bri-
tannia saw the continuity of its active role as a community
hub as imperative to fulfilling its mandate. The East Van-
couver Emergency Response Network was an attempt to
“understand, as much as we could at the time, what the
pandemic meant to vulnerable households, to understand
what their needs are and what would be the best use of
our resources. What could we do,” asks Low, “to support
individuals to be successful in keeping themselves and
their families safe?” Cowan identifies a particular value of
this community-centered approach in light of the particu-
lar health challenges of COVID-19; “Connection — | think
we all knew it before — but connection is health. Com-
munity connection is health. | think we’ve found a bigger
connection with our partners across the city through this.”

Britannia’s role as a community hub has strengthened
over the past year. As community organizations in the
Grandview-Woodland and Strathcona communities
continue to transition their operations in response to
COVID-19, the longstanding Grandview-Woodland Area
Service Team and recent East Vancouver Emergency
Network have laid the foundation for community-oriented
collaboration going forward. “The process of engagement
and consultation allows my staff to be able to speak to
other professionals in the same situation and to share,”
explains Cynthia Low, “it's a debriefing process for them,
to think about what has happened. When we reflect on
stuff like that, inevitably we’re going to be thinking about;
what next? That’s part of the intention. We have to think
of COVID as enduring as we think about our role in the
community. That’s very important to me, to our board and
to our staff; to understand the relevance of what we do ev-
ery day.” As new conditions of COVID-19 emerge through
its endurance, Low believes that it is imperative to not
lose sight of the community members most impacted in
the first and second waves, “because, you know, some
folks are doing just fine. But there are communities that
have been decimated and we need to remember to focus
our efforts on lifting those individuals up. That’s part of the
remembering.”
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The effectiveness of Britannia’s Response was a direct
result of the strength of its relationships that already ex-
isted between Britannia and its community members.
Rather than creating new relationships, or programs, to
mobilize an initial response, Britannia activated its exist-
ing network of relationships, modifying its programs and
operations to serve the direct and immediate needs of
the community. The collective pivoting of the communi-
ty, in a collaborative and united approach, enabled the
response to become more than the sum of its parts.
This, in turn, increased the capacity of the response pro-
gram to reach community members in need, both those
within and beyond Britannia’s catchment area, to pro-
vide directly or refer them to the services they required.

Britannia’s ability to activate collaborative communi-
ty partnerships essential to the coordinated COVID-19
response, begins with meaningful interpersonal rela-
tionships. Many of the people working with Britannia’s
COVID-19 response, whether as staff, community part-
ners, or as volunteers, are embedded in the community
in more ways than one. “Before | worked as Volunteer
Coordinator,” recalls Yao Zhang, “I was working in the
swimming pool as a lifeguard. As a swimming instruc-
tor, I've taught hundreds of children how to swim. I've
taught seniors exercise programs as well, as a fitness
instructor. | know a lot of people in this community.”
“Many people see me with only one hat on,” says Girls
Who LEAP mentor Mitra Tshan, ‘what they don’t see is
that I've been in the community for twenty years.” These
years of experience in the community allow liaisons to
build key relationships that, in the context of community
work, follow them from job to job, organization to organi-
zation. “The continuity is really in those personal rela-
tionships,” emphasizes lan Marcuse, “it’s in knowing
who is doing what, where and how. And it's not just
organizations, it's community members, it's the per-
sonal connections. That's a big part of our work with
the Grandview Woodland Food Connection: relationship
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building.” In prioritizing community partnerships, Britannia
is a catalyst for these relationships affecting change at
the organizational level. “It's a very smart decision to
bring in outside organizations that have slightly dif-
ferent mandates and the ability to work beyond the
community centre,” continues lan Marcuse, “those rela-
tionships are built on years of trust. They know you well,
they trust that you understand the work but you've also
proven your work. That comes back and it makes all the
work we’re doing [during the pandemic] so much easi-
er than starting from nowhere. All of that comes back.”

While the organization-level coordination of the East
Vancouver Emergency Network is well documented, the
impact of the interpersonal relationships behind Britan-
nia’s COVID-19 response is difficult to measure. One key
role these relationships played was to identify and sup-
port community members who were slipping through the
cracks. “A lot of what | do is on my own time,” explains
Mitra Tshan, “and a lot of what | do is because I've been
there for so long and | see the gaps — | know the families
that have been there for generations.” Amidst the city-
wide lockdowns at the outset of the pandemic, organiza-
tional capacity was stretched thin, meaning that commu-
nity members were inevitably falling through the cracks.
If a senior living in isolation in the Grandview-Woodland
Neighborhood was not registered with Britannia, for ex-
ample, they would not have been included on the initial
call-outs of the 55+ Wellness Check-Ins. Aware that
these gaps existed, Britannia was able to rely upon the
knowledge and allocate resources based on the personal
experience of its staff, volunteers and partners. Tshan
highlights the importance of community knowledge in her
experience over the years; “I've gotten to know a lot of the
families quite well; that person is related to that person,
that grandmother is taking care of three other kids that are
not hers. That stuff comes easy to me and where | think
it comes in handy when a lot of what | do is help nav-
igate these families to what they need. To help fill the
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gaps.” Latin American Cultural Enrichment Youth Worker
Stephanie Angel-Garay kept Juan Gamez’ family informed
throughout the pandemic. “She would let us know,” says
Gamez, “do you want to participate in this activity?” So
she’s always alerting us and giving us any information
as to what’s happening [at Britannia] and that’s a good
thing, that’s what really makes a close relationship with
the community centre.” For lan Marcuse, “that connect-
ed, embedded relationship [with community members]
comes from living and zzworking in the community for thir-
ty-plus years. My work is much more than just a job... it's
about building the kind of community that | want to live in.”

Britannia’s COVID-19 Food Centre, in particular, benefited
from the embedded nature of its workers — staff, partners
and volunteers alike — in the communities that the Food
Centre aims to serve. One of Mitra Tshan’s many hats is
that of a basketball coach and she explains that “when
we're driving kids home on the bus, | know which building
they lived in and | know who lives in that building; other
kids, other families. So it was very easy for me to know
which families needed to be reached out to.” This way,
“if a family comes and picks up [food] in one building,”
continues Tshan, “they’re picking up for three or four oth-
er families. And they all take care to look out for each
other. That’s the beauty of what COVID has actually
done is that; everyone is not just out for themselves,
but everyone’s there to look out for each other too.”
The trust that Tshan has built with these families also en-
courages the dissemination of information through word-
of-mouth. “They’ll tell each other [about Britannia’s Food
Centre],” explains Tshan, “they’ll tell the other people in
the complexes. It's an old school way of telephone tag.”

Grandview Woodland Food Connection’s lan Marcuse un-
derstands the significance of Britannia employing or part-
nering with these community liaisons in the larger context
of community development. Communities are textured
and layered spaces and the people best equipped to cre-
ate meaningful change in those spaces are the ones with
deep understanding of the community’s complex dynam-
ics. “Having worked for a lot of [community] organizations
in the past,” explains Marcuse, “I am embedded in the
community and so | understand well the social econom-
ics, community demographics and other organizations
with which I've built long and lasting relationships.” In fa-
cilitating the work of community liaisons such as Marcuse,
Britannia demonstrates its commitment to grassroots cul-
tural and social change at the community-level. “We know
that it takes years of dedicated relationship building and,
at the same time, funding for community developers con-
tinually gets cut because funders don’t always see the
immediate impact of community development work,” says
Marcuse. In the public health sector, for example, while

food security is recognized as a key social determinant of
health and well-being, most funding goes towards acute
care, where the immediate impact of investments are
easier to measure. Although, typically, impacts of commu-
nity development can take generations to become recog-
nizable as such, COVID-19 has provided an opportunity
to witness the work in progress. “We have now prov-
en to ourselves,” continues Marcuse, “perhaps more
than at any other moment, how critical community de-
velopment work is. This work is needed to build the
resources, the assets, the skills, the connections the
partnerships that are the social fabric, the resilience
that is needed in facing crises, whether it’s the pan-
demic or climate change or poverty or lack of afford-
able housing. And now it's time to recognize that val-
ue with more funding.” While the meaningful community
relationships necessary for this work cannot be shortcut,
funding remains a barrier for community liaisons already
at work in their neighborhoods. “I think the depth of our
connections have made this work a lot easier,” recognizes
Marcuse, with regards to future emergency preparation,
“but you could do it if you had someone in that position
who was paid full-time. [If you needed to] immediately pull
all those pieces together; you could do it.”
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Britannia has been operating out of its current facilities for
nearly fifty years, in which time it has grown to become a
hub for the Grandview-Woodland community. “Like a few
other people at Britannia,” explains community member
and volunteer Ros Breckner, “I've been involved in one
way or another at Britannia since before it was built. So
it does have a different meaning to me; it's become my
second home, in some ways.” For Breckner, the layout
of Britannia’s site contributes to community connection
with the Centre; “when Britannia was first built, it was built
intentionally almost village-like.” The trust and account-
ability that characterizes Britannia’s relationship with its
constituent community through COVID-19 was built over
time. “When we first started our programs and we were
broadening,” remembers 55+ Programmer Anne Cowan,
“there wasn'’t a lot of participation from Indigenous fami-
lies, seniors especially. One of the stories [that was raised]
was about coming into a community centre, anywhere in
the city — yeah, there’s programs, but not feeling a sense
of belonging.” This sense of belonging originates from
the land which Britannia sits on; the unceded territories
of x*maBkwayam (Musqueam), solilwata?t (Tsleil-Wau-
tuth) and Skwxwim7mesh (Squamish) peoples. Over the
years, continues Cowan, “our community has made a
space to welcome everybody, to give them a voice and
recognize and acknowledge the land we’re on and,
going forward, building the community based on that.
And it feels like family. It comes from the grassroots, it
comes from the people who live here.” “Britannia prides
itself on its safe spaces for the community,” explains 55+
Program Assistant Kya Prince, “it prides itself on pro-
grams that reflect the existing community. The fami-
lies, the youth, the elders and the adults that live in
this area or come to this area for specific needs that
aren’t being met in other parts of the city.” This commu-
nity-centered approach is reflected not only in the many
and varied partnerships that make Britannia a community
hub, but in the people employed at the Centre as well.
“That’s probably what draws not only community mem-
bers to Britannia,” continues Prince, “but staff to Britannia
as well.” “Our role as staff; it feels more than just staff,”
Cowan agrees, ‘it feels like we are there to make a path-
way, there to be a part of that community. It’s very unique.”

The culture that Britannia has built around the Centre over
these years of reciprocal relations with community mem-
bers has not gone unnoticed. “There’s an interconnection
at Britannia,” observes Elder Vera Jones, “it’s all part of
the anti-racism, anti-oppression and decolonization; | feel
that [Britannia] is more advanced in that department.”
“The people are more welcoming and more accepting of
where you’re at,” explains Cylia Wong about her involve-
ment with the 55+ Centre, “it's not that other [community
centres] don’t try to make an effort there, | don’t think.
| just felt more welcomed [at Britannia] and like | could

fit in.” In a city as dense and diverse as Vancouver, Bri-
tannia’s culture of belonging and interconnectedness is
especially significant. “Vancouver, it's a big city,” observes
community member Juan Gamez, “getting involved with
Britannia is special for us. You not only get that close-
ness to a community centre, but what Britannia does:
it gathers not one specific community, but many other
communities.” This culture extends beyond the Centre
itself, up and down Commercial Drive. “Just walking on
the drive,” says 55+ Programmer Daniel Cook, “you get
to know people and see them all the time. In going to
the grocery store, you’re bumping into people and chat-
ting. It’s a five minute walk, but it'll take you half-an-
hour just to get there. A lot of people know each oth-
er, a lot of people care about each other and a lot
of people want to know how you’re doing; so you just
stop and chat.” For Ros Breckner, this culture ties direct-
ly into mental health; “it's about being amongst people.
If I want to talk to someone, | just go out my front door
and there’s inevitably somebody walking by who | know.”

COVID-19 brought about particular challenges to the
community cohesion that centres around the Britannia
Site. Provincial health orders and lockdowns have kept
residents away from the site, school and facilities for
much of the past year. Prior to COVID-19, Britannia’s
disaster plan was, in large part, contingent upon safe
community access to the site itself. “Britannia is a hub,
it's a disaster hub,” explains Kya Prince, “but a natural
disaster is very different from a global pandemic. That’s
something that no-one was wholly prepared for.” With the
site closed during the initial city-wide lockdown, Britannia
had to physically adjust its method of support and service
delivery. “I don’t know what the site would have looked
like at the time,” continues Prince, “if we didn’t have an
understanding of why everyone’s role is so integral to
make the community centre function as it does and as it
should. Having a strong guidance from our management
team really helped in terms of doing a basic needs as-
sessment; what we are able to provide for the community
and where we are able to fill those gaps.” Despite the clo-
sure of the buildings themselves, Britannia’s village-like
design meant that community members were still able
to enjoy the site’s open-air spaces. “In March and April,
2020,” recalls Ros Breckner, “one of the things | found
was just walking through Britannia on my way to Com-

You not only get that closeness to a
community centre, but what Britannia
does: it gathers not one specific com-

munity, but many other communities
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mercial Drive, once | got the courage to go that far, and
seeing the odd staff person that | know and being able
to say ‘hello’ to them brought some form of grounding
because of the connection that | feel to the communi-
ty centre.” Breckner, like many members of Britannia’s
community, now lives closer to other community centres,
yet is still compelled to return to the site; “It’s Britannia
| go to because | used to live very close to Britan-
nia. My community centre connections are there.”

In keeping its doors open through the initial city-wide lock-
downs and through the reputation for trust and depen-
dency that Britannia has built over the years, many com-
munity members living outside of Britannia’s catchment
area returned to the site for support. “Some live in Sur-
rey,” explains Daniel Cook, “and they still make that long
trek back to Britannia because they still feel part of the
community. Those people contacted Britannia because
they still feel that it's their community centre.” Britan-
nia’s emphasis on food security throughout the pandem-
ic, in particular, attracted people from across the Lower
Mainland. For Grandview-Woodland Food Connection’s
lan Marcuse, this emphasis has a holistic impact on the
community; “food is a core program in the Centre, not
just for building social connection and community en-
gagement but, in the case of a pandemic, it's proven
to be a key Britannia response; it's an essential ser-
vice.” For Juan Gamez, it's Britannia’s holistic approach
that inspires his willingness to make the journey to Com-
mercial Drive; “that’s what | like about it; it's a complete,
whole centre.” That Britannia’s community extends be-
yond its catchment area, that people across the Lower
Mainland look to Britannia during uncertain times, is pos-
itive reinforcement for the staff who put in the effort to
make it so. Kya Prince emphasizes that “knowing we’re
a site and a team that our members and our volun-
teers can trust, to a degree like that, is really uplifting.”

Despite considerable efforts to maintain community co-

hesion online, physical connection at the Britannia Site
has been sorely missed over the past year. Although it's
had to adapt, connection at Britannia has always been
about in-person connection. “You realize what you miss
by not actually seeing someone, by not actually being
with someone,” reflects Ros Breckner. Being able to con-
tinue in-person relationships online has mitigated some of
the loss of physical connection, however. Breckner notes
that “most of the Zooms I've been doing with Britannia
have been with people | had already met [in-person. It's
like meeting up with old friends, | guess, when you can
do that.” Still, Breckner makes it a priority to maintain a
relationship with Britannia’s physical site; “it's that touch
of normality to see staff out there, you know who they
are and they know who you are. That's something that’s
needed and that's a good thing about this community.”
As the rainy season begins, it becomes harder to safely
enjoy Britannia’s Site. “There are no spaces, other than
outside, that people can gather,” observes Cylia Wong,
“there’s the [carving] pavilion — but it's awfully cold in the
wintertime. That might be something for the future.”

Britannia’s immediate future involves a comprehensive
site renewal, approved in 2015 and in its Master Planning
phase at the onset of COVID-19. Britannia’s experience
facilitating a COVID-19 response has many community
members wondering if the renewal will reflect the specif-
ic needs that have arisen from the past year. Ultimately,
however, emphasis remains on preserving the values at
the core of Britannia’s community and that begins with
the values and voices of the x¥maBkwayam (Musqueam),
salilwata?t (Tsleil-Waututh) and Skwxwim7mesh (Squa-
mish) peoples. “That’'s everywhere, but more crucially
important to the Indigenous Nations throughout the
Lower Mainland,” explains Elder Vera Jones, “this
land is their land. They need to feel safe on their land.”
For Jones, this work of Reconciliation should be up front
and centre in the renewal; “it would be a dream come
true if Britannia, with their renewal program, would set
something up specifically for Indigenous Elders. | would




like to see an Indigenous centre, specifically. A go-to
place where the Elders are going to feel safe.” Long-
time Britannia member Ros Breckner observes a trend in
how other community centres are being designed today.
“A lot of the community centres now,” explains Breckner,
“have one large building and everything goes on inside of
it. Whereas with Britannia it’s like visiting a town centre.
It's been very important to me, with the redevelopment,
that it retains that down to earth, community feeling.” For
Breckner, that feeling is at the heart of what Britannia
means to its community since its inception and through
COVID-19, that community feeling that has proven to lift
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up those who visit the site and been vital to maintaining a
sense of connectedness over this difficult year.
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When the city went into lockdown, Britannia decided to not
only jumpstart new and essential service delivery such as
the 55+ Wellness Calls and the COVID-19 Food Centre
, but to find creative ways to continue its diverse selec-
tion of programming as well. Grandview-Woodland Food
Connection’s lan Marcuse sees the history of socially-rel-
evant programming as an asset for Britannia during the
current emergency; “since its inception, we’ve had a
diversity of programs and partnerships that are quite
unlike any other community centre in the city. And |
believe that is fundamentally core to how well we re-
sponded to COVID.” In offering relevant programs that
reflect the diverse community, Britannia becomes a hub
of social life in the neighborhood year-round. “The vari-
ety of programs that they do provide there,” emphasizes
community member Juan Gamez, “[in] summertime, it
works pretty nice because they have a lot of open space
for the kids to play soccer or practice basketball. Even
in the winter, I've seen that they do have swimming and
also hockey so, as | said, they're a really complete fa-
cility that allows you to participate any time of the year.
They keep the kids involved at all times.” 55+ Program
Assistant Kya Prince notes that the culture of collabo-
ration present between the Centre, program facilitators
and program participants was essential to the continuity
of programming through the first months of COVID-19.
“Our instructors were really on-board with a lot of chang-
es that had to be made, the contacts we had to do to
shut down programs on site,” says Kya Prince, “when
we were able to have limited in-person programming,
how on-board our instructors and our volunteers were
to adapt when we had to change our format completely
online, how willing and able our instructors were able to
take that format and move forward with it in a way that
worked for them, for the participants and for us as staff.”
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The transparency of communication between staff, pro-
gram instructors, volunteers and participants at the indi-
vidual level mirrors the organizational transparency of the
East Vancouver Emergency Network and the institutional
transparency of Britannia’s communication with its site
partners and the City of Vancouver. As a community hub,
Britannia was able to provide a continuity of programming
through the uncertainties of COVID-19’s first wave by
maintaining transparency at all levels of communication.

The continuity of Britannia’s programs over the past year
in accordance with provincial health orders has seen
numerous shifts between virtual and in-person program-
ming. Although each transition offered an opportunity for
Britannia to scale back, staff recognized programming
serviced social connections that were still very much
needed. “Everyone we are reaching is a big scale, but
it's a little bubble of active participants,” recognizes Kya
Prince, “so it’'s about reaching out to those who are
not as active and who don’t want to come onto the
online programs but still need help and resources.”
When provincial health orders allowed for in-person pro-
gramming, Britannia was able to address this gap. Juan
Gamez remembers that, “[Britannia] indicated ‘we do
have more programs, but we have to get the go-ahead
from the city as to how we’re going to approach it; what
will be the maximum number of kids that will be allowed
to attend the program...” They always kept us up to date.
In any event, if the program was closing for a while they
would let us know ‘we’ll be going back to the activity
next week’ or they would give us a time frame. They
would let us know exactly what changes they were
applying based on what information the city was pro-
viding. We were always up to date.” Rink Programmer
Susy Bando highlights this transparent communication as




one of the lessons-learned from adapting programming in
accordance with each new Provincial Health Order. “One
of the things that I've learned is to acknowledge what we
know,” explains Bando, “when Dr. Henry makes an an-
nouncement and we’re waiting for official documentation;
there is a time lag. We have often just waited, but that
has caused stress the community. If you acknowledge
that ‘we know that this information that is out there and
we’re awaiting more clarification’; that first point of com-
munication, even if it's ‘we don’t have any information, but
we acknowledge that there is going to be a change and
we will communicate back as soon as we know.” That has
really been effective. That leads to [the situation] feeling
more transparent, and the building of trust with our mem-
bers.” This lesson applies not only to communication with
program participants, but with partnered organizations as
well. When the directive does come through to Britannia,
continues Bando, “then all of a sudden it was go-time and
we would have to let people know about the change. It
really is a matter of learning how to do good work quickly.”
Britannia’s pro-active role in maintaining social cohe-
sion throughout the pandemic by continuing to offer as
much of its diverse programming as possible has been
greatly appreciated by its community members. “You'’re
always either looking for help yourself or, in this case,
they reach out to us,” continues Gamez, “they know ex-
actly what the community is and if anybody in that com-
munity needs assistance. They're doing their part as
active community leaders.” Girls Who LEAP mentor Mi-
tra Tshan emphasizes the importance of Britannia’s pro-
gramming continuity amidst city-wide lockdowns; “I like
to think that we were able to make an impact. When
most organizations scaled back, we scaled up. The
community of staff, volunteers and partners is amaz-
ing and the support they provided is unparallel.”

The progressive re-opening of Britannia’s facilities over
the winter months has brought additional challenges to
site staff. “When we first re-opened, | did overtime like
you wouldn’t believe,” remembers Pool Programmer Ma-
rie Beesley, “unfortunately, the auxiliary staff did not get
called back — | had to fight, | was on the phone almost ev-
ery day, fighting to get my staff called back because they
got missed off the list — so | was short-handed and had to
do a lot of work myself.” “Similar with us, in terms of the
rink auxiliaries being missed,” echoes Susy Bando, “l was
called back [to my Rink Programmer role] a week-and-a-
half later than the Park Board Rink Programmers. Luckily,
| was on-site working in the Food Centre, because | was
able to start transitioning back to the rink before my offi-
cial start date. If | wasn’t working [at the Food Centre] and
| started working on re-opening the rink on my official start
date, the rink wouldn’t have opened on time. With such a
push to re-open the facility in such a short time frame, you

just had to work.” Marie Beesley points out how the drive
to offer consistent and timely programming to Britannia’s
community inspired an adaptable mindset; “we didn’t
have enough time to get started, when we re-started, but
we pulled it off. Now | feel like | can take on the world,
in some ways, because | had to figure things out so fast
and adapt so fast and changes constantly kept getting
thrown at me for the first two months. Now, we're actually
in a holding pattern and I'm waiting to make changes.”

Jumping forward to March of 2021: as vaccines roll out
through the Lower Mainland, Britannia continues to scale
up its programming with a critical awareness of the en-
during impacts of COVID-19 on its community. Many staff
at Britannia see value in continuing some of the emer-
gency programs initiated in response to the first wave.
“We’re not looking back because we’re not done yet,
we’re looking forward,” says Volunteer Coordinator Yao
Zhang, “we’re looking forward and saying, ‘maybe these
phone check-ins should be a part of our core programs
because of the need.’ If there’s five seniors that can ben-
efit from it, that's great; if there’s one, that's awesome.
Maybe there are fifty, | don’t know, but maybe it should
be one of our core programs post-COVID. This is look-
ing forward.” The chance to step back and reflect on the
impact of Britannia’'s COVID-19 Response is crucial for
the continuity of Britannia’s programming going forward.
With all the diverse and time-sensitive pieces of Britan-
nia’'s COVID-19 Response, it has been difficult for any
single staff member involved to understand the full scope
of what happened. “As many hours as I've spent on-site
and as well as | know the families, | still don’t think | un-
derstand all the intricacies,” continues Tshan, “because
in a time like COVID you are isolated from others and
you don’t have that communal sit-down dinner where you
share the stories. When we're able to see parts of that
larger picture and the impact within our families, our youth
and our Elders [of which we've been] that little bit of a
puzzle piece... everyone is working double-time just to
get through this. So we stop and listen and reflect.”
While a sense of the larger picture is necessary to make
the best informed decisions around continuing Britannia’s
programming, it's those little puzzle pieces, those inter-
personal relationships that have driven the impact at the
community level. “In reality, it is positive having a com-
munity that supports you in hard times,” continues Ga-
mez, “Having a community that is always looking for
families in the city that may not be doing great or may
need some assistance; that’s been a plus for us.”

COMMUNITY RESILIENCE DURING A PANDEMIC 59



SITE PARTNERS &
NETWORKING THE CITYWIDE RESPONSE

One unique aspect of Britannia’s capacity to act as a com-
munity hub in times of emergency is the master agree-
ment between its institutional site partners, including the
Vancouver School Board, Vancouver Public Library, Parks
Board Vancouver and the City of Vancouver and Britan-
nia Community Services Centre (BCSC) as an indepen-
dent organization.. When the City went on lockdown in
response to the first wave of COVID-19, BCSC’s connec-
tion as an independent department in the City umbrella
enabled it to continue operating. Due to the cooperative
nature of the site partner operating agreement, Britannia’'s
continuity of operations was implicated in the city-wide re-
sponse. Response timelines were often incongruous with
community needs. “While people were coming back to the
site after [spring break],” Girls Who LEAP mentor Mitra
Tshan explains, “Britannia already had a system going.
We already had a schedule of which families were coming
to pick up certain things on this day or that day and do-
ing a rotation, because we didn’t want people to have to
congregate.” Amidst the lockdowns of many site partner
facilities, Britannia’s immediate response was contingent
on the ability for staff to recognize what needed to get
done and get creative around how to do it. “Team work,”
stresses Volunteer Coordinator Yao Zhang, “have a col-
lective of people - staff, volunteers and leadership — and
a willingness to do something for neighbors and the com-
munity and we can pull it off.” This attitude was especially
important in navigating a collective response between the
various interests of Britannia’s site partners. “I think we
all have a good understanding of working collaboratively
with our [site] partners,” explains Rink Programmer Susy

Bando, “and despite the outside force of ‘you’re School
Board, you’re Parks Board, you're Britannia Society, and
that there are multiple reporting structures, there is a com-
mitment from all the staff at Britannia of getting the work
done for the community.” “The staff members at Britannia
are pretty unique,” agrees 55+ Programmer Daniel Cook,
“If there’s a hole that needs to be filled, they’ll do it.”

With staff members contracted to different site partners
trying to collaborate amidst the lockdowns, job insecurity
hindered Britannia’s ability to make an immediate impact.
“What also was a little bit nerve-wracking was our em-
ployment security,” remembers Daniel Cook, “wondering
what was going to happen. Everything’s shutting down,
‘is my funder going to allot money elsewhere?’ That tinge
of wondering is still there, especially when you see your
team-mates being let go.” Pool Programmer Marie Bees-
ley was one of the Britannia team who got re-assigned
in response to the first wave of the pandemic. “l actually
got pulled away from the whole Britannia team to work on
Parks Board projects for PB Aquatics. So | had different
duties and | wasn’t a part of what was going on at Britan-
nia,” remembers Beesley, “so | kind of felt alienated in
some ways, because | hadn’t been involved [in Britannia’s
response] right from the beginning.” “At one point there
were three full-time staff working,” emphasizes 55+ Pro-
grammer Anne Cowan, “we depended so much on them
to get [response] programs up and running.” While job
security was a key factor in Britannia site staff's working
capacity, the drive to help out the community came from a
much deeper place; particularly so for the staff who were
community members before they came to work at Britan-
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nia. “Having community members as staff on your site is
so important,” continues Anne Cowan, “people growing
up in the community, being mentored and then work-
ing as staff. So you're not always recruiting people from
outside the community. A lot of the teens are mentored,
are volunteers and then they become staff.” “The doors
are open for them,” echoes 55+ Program Assistant Kya
Prince who herself was raised in the Grandview-Wood-
land community, “the connections are made, 100%. Even
on a higher up level, programming staff have worked
here for years and years. So, all of a sudden, losing them
based on city hours, either laid off or redirected; that was
really scary. Everyone had to juggle a lot. All of a sudden,
losing those connections that have been built was real-
ly horrifying.” As Cowan points out, this job insecurity is
symptomatic of a structural inconsistency; “For a lot of
employees; them being employees is a decision made
outside of Britannia’s community. Layoffs and staff re-
posting could be better made by each community Hub or
Centre. Each community knows best what their Essential
needs and Services are. And especially during disaster
times, that decision should be given back to the communi-
ty. One of the first steps is to give that back to community.”

While the City of Vancouver’s lockdown did hinder Britan-
nia’s ability to make an immediate impact, the Response
would not have been possible without the staff and facility
resources already available on-site, through the master
agreement. Britannia’s role, both prior to and through-
out the COVID-19 pandemic, remains to make these re-
sources available to the community members who need
them most. Britannia staff quickly realized, during the
first wave, that this would only be possible if they kept
their doors open, something that their relative autonomy
within the operating agreement allowed them to do. De-
spite the City’s broad directive to shut down, Britannia’s
Executive Director Cynthia Low made sure to keep the
City informed on every step of their process, confident
that Britannia operations met City mandate to continue
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essential services to vulnerable population. “My strategy
was to continue to share information out,” explains Low,
“this is what we're doing. This is how we’re doing it. Is
this still needed? Is this still relevant?”” Once the City’s
Emergency Operations Centre (EOC) was up and run-
ning, this information was integrated into the city-wide
response. Britannia did advocate for scaling up its Food
Delivery and 55+ Wellness Check-In programs to the city-
wide level, which was never approved. For the communi-
ty-level programs that Britannia brought to the EOC, Low
recalls, “usually | just got a ‘yes, continue’ without much
insight into the scope of what was going on citywide.” De-
spite the lack of context city-wide, Britannia came to trust
the working relationship it has built with its institutional
site partners over the years of operations. For Britannia to
take the initiative on its COVID-19 Response, continues
Low, it was about “learning to trust that, if we’re sharing
this information, [the City will] let us know if there’s an
issue. Just putting it out there and we expect [the City]
knows we’re here, but generally we didn't hear [that
there were any issues] so we just assumed it was okay.”

While personnel around the site were eager and willing to
step in and fill gaps created by staffing layoffs, bureaucrat-
ic processes made transitions difficult. “On a team-basis,
people just stepped in when there was a need,” explains
Cynthia Low, “there was a bit of administration and bu-
reaucracy that had to happen to officially assign staff onto
the various projects. Staff were doing the work and having
to wait for the institution to catch up and that was a little
stressful for the staff involved who were like ‘I'm just go-
ing to continue doing this, but am | going to be doing this
next week?’ And we had to answer ‘I don’t know, but just
continue doing it, we’re assuming so.” Rink Programmer
Susy Bando began working as the Food Centre Coordi-
nator before the position was formalized by the Emergen-
cy Operations Centre. “Early after the lock down, Cynthia
approached me to assist in the Food Centre as my skill
set was transferable and my knowledge of Britannia’s op-
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erations and community valuable. | was already doing the
work in the Food Centre, but had to then apply for the
position through the EOC. | was told, ‘nothing guarantees
that you're going to continue this work. We know you can
do the work, but you have to apply for it. So put together a
resume and somebody will call you...” It was very stress-
ful to know that | was able to do the work, but | had to go
through a process to secure the position.” The uncertainty
around the new staff positions, such as the Food Centre
Coordinator, created to facilitate the Response, meant
that external hiring was not an option. “It wasn’t a situ-
ation where we could send a call-out because we didn’t
know what those job descriptions were,” continues Low,
“‘we didn’'t know what they were doing, we didn’t know
how many hours it was going to be or what it was go-
ing to look like in two weeks.” With emergency financial
assistance programs rolling out at the national level, the
economic well-being of the staff was an added concern;
“there was also a risk of not wanting to jeopardize peo-
ple’s eligibility for CERB [Canadian Emergency Recov-
ery Benefits]. That was a huge threshold; were we going
to be able to pay them more than CERB? Or is this not
reaching that threshold and then we’re jeopardizing their
economic security. This was a big deal because we didn’t
know how long this was going to go on for.” Although Pool
Programmer Marie Beesley was initially re-assigned to
projects outside of Britannia’s site, the Centre was able to
involve her in the response when her employment status
changed. “l was on CERB and Britannia actually brought
me back in to work on projects,” recalls Beesley, “they
paid me to top up my CERB. | worked hard, don’t get
me wrong, | did a lot of research during that time. But it
was unique to have that put forth and so it brought me
closer to Britannia in a lot of ways. From where | was
separated from them in the beginning, all of a sudden I'm
being brought back in a way that makes me feel appre-
ciated.” Susy Bando’s reassignment to the Food Centre
was another example of Britannia looking out for its site
partner staff. “At the start of the lockdown, the youth and

senior’s programmers that still had work to do,” explains
Bando, “and Marie and |, with our facilities closed and
no staff. Had less work and were facing layoff. Cynthia
approached me and said ‘I know you like food, you have
contacts ; do you have the ability to support in the op-
erations of the Food Centre. Are you able to do them?”

Throughout the staffing transitions, preserving the good
faith of Britannia’s site partnerships remained a priority
and transparent communication with all interested part-
ners was maintained throughout. “We were ftrying to
do what we think is logical under the collective agree-
ment and human resource management,” says Low,
“‘we did communicate directly with the unions them-
selves, to let them know what we were doing and seek
their concurrence. For us, it was important that we had
direct relationships with the union and with labor man-
agement at the City to be able to continue doing what
we were doing and allow the bureaucracy to catch up.”

As for the staff themselves, their flexibility to take on new
types of work at such a charged time made an impression
on their colleagues. “As a team we work with vulnerable
seniors and youth all year around,” explains Anne Cow-
an of the 55+ team at Britannia, “in reflection, what was
amazing was the other staff who don’t necessarily work in
that way jumping in and agreeing 100%; now our work is to
support the most vulnerable community however we can.
Some of our co-workers don’t work a lot with the public,
and yet, because of our shared work experience, strategic
plans and workshops and knowing what the community
focus is; they jumped right in.” The collective understand-
ing, among Britannia staff, of what needs to be done is a
direct byproduct of their pre-existing involvement in the
site-wide strategic plan. “Britannia already has a pre-exist-
ing approach where all staff are part of the strategic plan,
where all staff are welcome to those meetings,” continues
Cowan, “and there’s education workshops where we're
focusing on decolonizing our system; we all had the years
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prior to this pandemic of going through that together and
we had a shared focus of what our community was, what
our community needed. As a team, we were prepared for
that, we were already working in that direction.” In ret-
rospect, the collective involvement of the site staff with
Britannia’s drive and direction constituted a form of emer-
gency preparedness that could be replicated city-wide. It
goes beyond the job description, emphasizes Susy Ban-
do; “during my reassignment [as Food Centre Coordina-
tor], | performed different job, but | had the skill set and
knowledge of Britannia to be support the programs that
were going on.”lt goes beyond the job description, em-
phasizes Cowan, it takes personal commitment; “We had
already built connections outside the 9-5 formatted pro-
gramming. It's not about having a disaster plan, it's about
having a strategic plan and working as a community.”

The involvement of Britannia staff with the strategic plan
speaks to the interpersonal relationships behind much of
the Centre’s COVID-19 Response. The existence of this
network of relations prior to COVID-19 proved to be es-
sential in maintaining a flexible, supportive and creative
work environment throughout the initial lockdowns. “We
are a very collaborative environment,” explains Volunteer
Coordinator Yao Zhang, “people won't say ‘no’ or ‘yes.’
We’'d probably have a discussion.” This collaborative en-
vironment became particularly important when Britannia’s
operations shifted in response to the pandemic. “There
was a lot going on in the seniors’ area and the youth
area,” points out Susy Bando, “my area wasn’t as busy
and wanted to help ‘you can count on me, whatever you
need.’ It was nice to know | could count on them [too],
when | needed support.” According to Cynthia Low, Bri-
tannia staff involved in the response were “Ready, willing,
able, who understood what the risk was to themselves,
who were interested in being a part of the response. It
was not a situation where we had clear guidelines, so it
had to be someone who felt flexible in that context and
that we have a strong enough relationship to be able to do
that.” “I never felt like ‘that’s not my job,” continues Ban-
do, “everybody was just going to do it. And we were going
to do it for each other to be supportive to the team and the
community.” Changes to site access for staff members
brought challenges to interpersonal communication. “We
can’t have those conversations that you would have in the
hallway,” recalls Marie Beesley, “where someone might
say, ‘oh, hey, can we talk about this quickly, while I've got
you here? We don’t have that anymore, so | do find there
is a communication barrier. We don’t have that day-to-day
communication that we used to have. You actually have
to make more of an effort now to communicate because
there aren’t those opportunities that used to be there.”

Good communication between staff members is imper-
ative, stresses Daniel Cook; “One of the things | hope

we can hold onto is the communication between the staff
members. With the 55+ staff team we were lucky because
we were a team. But many of the others are siloed and
don’t have a team. We would come together every oth-
er week at our staff meetings, but after that they would
go back to their office where it's just them. Making sure
that the staff members that are in a situation like that, that
there’s regular communication with them.” “I work in a
building with no windows,” points out Susy Bando, “the
only time | would see people and feel part of Britannia
was when | would get up and walk to the info centre or
walk to the seniors’ area and have these conversations.
[COVID-19] ended that.” “There’s a whole bunch of peo-
ple | can’t relate to that | used to see daily,” agrees Marie
Beesley, “I'll see someone when they’re going by on a
walk or I'll meet Hai to get colour photocopies because
| can’t get to the colour photocopier anymore. It’s differ-
ent, it's hard to explain.” With the added stress of job
insecurity, a collaborative and communicative work en-
vironment becomes all the more important. “| see how |
would have been able to do the job if | was by myself,
but | would not be mentally stable,” continues Cook, “hav-
ing the pre-existing team and having that family-feel defi-
nitely brought us through the really difficult parts.” With
the rapid changes staff members have had to adapt their
lives to, in staying committed to Britannia’s COVID-19
Response, come concerns around the support for staff
available at the Centre. “We ask our staff to work on the
front line, they’re out there all the time,” continues Bando,
“'m always concerned; the staff have a family life out-
side of work. | carry the weight that the staff are doing
work that puts them in some risk. It's been incredible,
what people are doing, but | don’t necessarily know if we,
as an organization, are doing enough to address the toll
this is taking on people. Yes, there are emails that say
‘we understand you’re doing very difficult work’ and ser-
vices are offered to the staff, but it takes a lot for people
to make that call for help, so instead they live with their
stress.” For Anne Cowan, support for staff begins by fos-
tering a collaborative work environment as part of crisis
preparedness; “building relationships between the staff,
when there’s not an emergency: that’s part of our work.”

Foundational relationships of mutual support and collabo-
ration enable flexibility and creativity during times of emer-
gency if the work is motivated by an outstanding commu-
nity need. “I think everyone knows what needs to be done
— sometimes we're just caught by red tape,” explains Mi-
tra Tshan, “and | think that’s the beauty of Britannia and
where it sits right now [with its site partners], that we have
that ability to co-exist together and understand that we're
here for the good of the greater community.” The compre-
hensive operational transition necessitated by COVID-19
was possible with “the relationships between the people
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working on site, volunteers and staff,” re-iterates Yao
Zhang, “we’re able to work together, we understand each
other’s working styles and that helps us to transition into a
new operations fairly quickly.” “Overall it just showed how
much trust Britannia put in us as staff members,” reflects
Kya Prince, “we were shown a lot of trust that we could
get things done in ways that worked for us.” Daniel Cook
emphasizes that, while staff members were working hard
to mobilize resources to support the community, Britannia
was mobilizing resources behind the scenes to support
the staff; “I'm really thankful to Britannia for being that firm
support to us as staff members; ‘yeah, do what you need
to do to make sure people are safer, are still connect-
ed, are being responded to in a good way.”” Susy Bando
echoes the flexibility of support Britannia provided for its
staff site-wide; “the majority of auxiliary and full-time staff
were laid off and receiving CERB, but Britannia was able
to bring many staff in one day per week to help top-up
their income. There was a sense that Britannia was look-
ing after the staff in ways that wasn’t happening at other
community centres in the city” For Tshan, the collective
focus of staff towards the community is what drives Bri-
tannia’s response and, in light of evolving health proto-
cols, finding creative ways to make the same impact. ‘I
would like to think that you don’t always have to do things
the same way to get the same outcomes,” reflects Tshan,
“you’ve got to think outside the box, it may just look a little
bit different. You want to do a community project? Great,
just find a different way around [COVID]. It's about meet-
ing the needs of the community.” “Our work is directly af-
fected by COVID-19,” continues Bando, “every day, all of
the things that we do, all of the changes to our operations
are because of COVID-19. Other people work from home,
but they still do the same job or a similar job. Whereas ev-
erything we do, [COVID] is just so much a part of my be-
ing, it's hard to get away from that. But, through this expe-
rience, it reinforces to me why Britannia means so much
to me. Often it feels like a fight to keep what is meaningful
for Britannia; the sense of community and the work we
do for community. This past year has reminded me why.”

In reflecting on the multifaceted nature of Britannia’s re-
sponse, many at the Centre emphasize the challenge of
seeing the big picture when there’s still work to be done.
“When you look at every single — for lack of a better word:
department and every little aspect of the community cen-
tre,” continues Mitra Tshan, “there are a lot of moving
parts and stories yet to be told and none of us can see
the bigger picture yet. But | know we’'ve made an impact
in one way or another.” In the rhythm of the response,
the strong foundational relationships between staff and
the integrated nature of the strategic plan enables per-
sonnel to trust that the impact of their work extends be-
yond what they might be able to perceive at any given
moment. Opportunities to step back and reflect, then, of-
fer the chance to critically assess and motivate the next
stages of the response. For Kya Prince, this task of re-
flection requires an emotional investment; “It's about not
allowing ourselves as a community centre, or as staff or
as people to get into a sense of complacency and not
let ourselves forget how scary it really got and the toll it
really took on emotional well-being and mental health and
social isolation. Because we're seeing the sun come out
on the other side, now is the time to reflect and see where
we missed some things.” One intention of the research
that went into this report was to provide this opportuni-
ty for reflection. With the direct impacts of COVID-19
enduring both in the community and at the Centre, the
work of Britannia’s response continues. As a research
team meeting this work in-motion, it was important that
participation offered immediate benefits to the staff, vol-
unteers and community members who gifted their time
and experience to this project. As Mitra Tshan reflects;

I'll be honest, | wasn’t going to do this interview. But the
last question you asked [What does it mean to you to be
able to share these reflections while COVID is ongoing?]
Is the reason why | chose to do it. | think that it is part of
a bigger picture and a story that needs to be told about
a special place that wouldn’t let a pandemic stop it from
doing what it's meant to do.
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What can you do?

These recommendations are for community members looking to increase resilience within their community, at

the block-, building- and ground-level. These recommendations can be used by individuals, families, households,
school groups, clubs, neighborhoods blocks, and any motivated group of community members or residents hoping
to strengthen their community.

Get to know your neighbors. If you don’t know your neighbors on a first-name basis, introduce yourself. Figure
out ways that you can communicate and connect with those in your neighborhood. You can also join a neigh-
borhood Buy Nothing or Facebook Groups (if they don’t exist, start one!). Start thinking about different vulnera-
bilities that may exist within your own community, and the inequities that your neighbors may experience.

Get involved with a local community centre, library, or other community hub. Not only does this provide con-
nection with your neighbors, it also increases the participation, support, and funding that community-based
programs and activities often require to keep operating.

Support community organizations and local businesses that are actively working to build community connec-
tions and/or serve vulnerable groups within your community. Support can take the form of participation (in
activities, programs, events), volunteering, purchasing (goods, services) or donating (goods, funds).

Ask your local community centres and organizations what they are doing to strengthen the community and
increase community resilience. Ask your local representatives what they will do to prepare your community for
an emergency and how they will support vulnerable community members.

Get involved with local politics and advocate for the consideration of vulnerable groups and community in-
volvement in the development of community planning, and emergency preparedness planning.
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What can community organizations do?

These recommendations are for formally structured organizations that may consist of staff or volunteers. These
recommendations can be used by community centres, faith organizations, schools, non-profits, and local busi-
nesses to facilitate and drive community connection and strengthening.

1. Build and nurture relationships with other organizations and groups within the neighborhood. Assess common
interests and priorities to determine ways to collaborate and support one another, in times of normalcy.

2. Create a vulnerability map of the community to understand who will be most greatly impacted in the event of a
natural disaster, or other times of disruption. Consider: What would these groups need in the event of a disas-
ter? How would you communicate with these groups? How would you provide them with or connect them to the
resources that they would need? What are you currently doing to address the needs of these groups?

3. Create asset maps of the neighborhood. Ensure that the maps are available and accessible to community
members in digital and physical form. Asset maps should include access to free wifi, food, emergency resourc-
es (including medical clinics and first aid), earthquake safe buildings, designated emergency gathering loca-
tions, access to water, access to phones, community centres, access to first-language support.

4. Share learnings and resources. If you are hosting a vulnerability mapping workshop, invite neighboring orga-
nizations to participate. If you’ve completed an asset map, share the results of your findings throughout the
community. Building relationships takes time and creating opportunities of reciprocity can help to nurture them.

5. Nurture your relationships with volunteers, past, present, and future. The strength of an active and engaged
volunteer force cannot be underestimated. Decide on a minimum number of volunteers that will always be
available at any time (have been pre-screened, have had a police check (if required), and have gone through
training). Find ways to engage and involve volunteers, even those that are inactive.

6. Diversify communication methods. It’s not only about reaching the most number of people as possible, but en-
suring that your communications are accessible to all members of the community. Ensure that this information
(communication methods, how to access them, how to use them, how to to deliver them) is easily available
and accessible to multiple people within the organization.

7. Build emergency preparedness into the registration process of your programs, events, and activities. Request

consent from community members to contact them in the event of a community emergency, or for the purpose
of wellness check-ins during times of disruption
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What can local government do?

These recommendations are for municipalities and other forms of local government, to embed resiliency into their
community, to support existing, and to provide the infrastructure, resources, and support to empower communities
to be proactive, so that they are able to be reactive in times of emergency and disruption.

Embed staff reallocation into organizational emergency planning. Plan to reassign staff members to support
facilities and operations as a part of emergency response efforts. Planning to mobilize staff will avoid staff
layoffs, and contribute to emergency preparedness.

Assess and plan for digital and other communications infrastructure. Plan to provide free wifi and computer
access through-out the city, beyond commercial areas. Prioritize access in low income neighborhoods and
housing developments.

Build off of the City of Vancouver’s Resilient Neighborhoods Program, and allocate staff time and municipal
resources to facilitate resilience building workshops within community organizations and hubs. Regularly facili-
tate these workshops and trainings (every 3-5 years).

Develop a city-wide emergency food procurement and distribution network, partnering with existing organiza-
tions, and building off of existing and successful initiatives.

Listen to communities. Facilitate workshops and engagement events to understand how communities are
already creating connecting and increasing resilience. Fund and support existing actions and resources before
developing and implementing new ones.

Embed community building and community resilience into the mandate of municipal-run community centres.
Ensure that community centres position themselves at the centre of the community, not only recreation cen-
tres.

In times of emergency, open an Information Technology hotline to field basic questions around internet access,
phone service provision and device operation questions should continuity of service delivery depend upon
digital literacy.
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The impacts of COVID-19 will continue to be felt both
in and beyond the Britannia community for gener-
ations to come. This report was drafted to better
understand what has happened and to better pre-
pare for what is to come. What is to come not only
includes the potential of other, compounding crises,
but the growing pains of this new ‘normal.’ As the sto-
ries in this report have attested, certain communities
were left behind in the immediate city-wide response
to COVID-19 and this report stands as evidence that
they must be prioritized in the coming recovery. This
can only happen through relationships of trust and
respect, accountability and reciprocity, support and
healing.

COVID-19 has exposed the fundamental inequities
that characterize ‘business as usual.’ The healing
process that is needed thus goes beyond the im-
mediate ruptures caused by the pandemic; these
harms are a compass that points towards deeper
root injustices. Britannia’s commitment to the sense
of belonging, joy and empowerment of everyone in
its community is a commitment to addressing these
injustices from the grassroots-up. To build a newer
normal that is better prepared to support the well-be-
ing of the whole community through the next crisis,
this commitment must be shared across all levels of
government, organization and community.
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Ben

My involvement in this project was made possible
through a partnership between Britannia Community
Service Centre and the First Nations & Indigenous
Studies Practicum Program at the University of
British Columbia, where | am currently finishing an
undergraduate degree. In many ways, this report
has been my introduction to the Britannia community
and | wish to acknowledge all of the generosity and
hospitality that has been extended during these past
eight months, without which this project would not
have been possible.

Emily Lomax

| am a resident of Strathcona Neighborhood and a
frequent visitor to Britannia’s library branch. | have

a background in community and operational sus-
tainability and currently work in healthcare. | got
involved with this project out of a desire to contribute
to Britannia’s Covid-19 Response efforts but being
unable to do so through the Food Centre deliveries,
or the Seniors Wellness Check-ins | am grateful to
have worked alongside Ben and Cynthia in the last
eight months, and am humbled by the dedication, the
charge, and the grace by which Britannia’s commu-
nity has acted in response to the challenges arising
from the pandemic.

Cynthia Low

Cynthia is the proud president of Britannia commu-
nity centre and takes pride in everything that the
community centre offers and bring to those who need
it. The community is very much a second home to
anyone who would like to call it that.
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APPENDIX 1:
COMMUNITY PARTNER QUESTIONNAIRE

These are the questions given to those involved in the main components and actions of the
response.

BCSC Covid-19 Response Questionnaire

72

Introduction

This survey is being distributed to staff and possibly volunteers involved in Britannia Commu-

nity Services Centre’s Covid-19 Response from March 15, 2020, until October 31, 2020. The
purpose of this survey is to collect data to inform a quantitative evaluation of the Response,
by community researchers. Please note that, depending on how you were involved with the
Covid-19 Response, responding to these questions may take a significant amount of time.

BCSC’s COVID-19 Response includes:
- Vulnerable Seniors and Adults Outreach
- Vulnerable Youth Outreach
- COVID-19 Emergency Food Delivery

The evaluation informed from the data of this survey will be used for a publicly available re-
port. All participants will remain anonymous.

If there is information that is not within your knowledge or relevant to your involvement with
the Response, please feel free to leave them blank. If there are any questions that you are

not comfortable answering, please leave them blank. Additionally, if there are any questions
that you believe require greater space or context to answer, please state so as a response.

There are aspects of this survey that may take some time looking into. If that is the case, you
are able to make edits or additions to your responses after you’ve submitted them. *Note: In
order to access your saved survey response, you will need to copy and save the web link.

If there is a more convenient, or efficient way to communicate information (such as a spread-
sheet or reports from existing management systems), you can contact Emily Lomax by email
at emilyirenelomax@gmail.com.

If you require any clarification about the survey or have any questions or concerns, please do
not hesitate to get in touch.

We are hoping to have the surveys completed by Friday, December 30

Thank you for participating in the collection of information for the purpose of this evaluation. It
is greatly appreciated!

1.Email Address:

2.Name:

3.Phone:

4.Your position with/relationship to Britannia Community Services Centre:

5.May Emily Lomax get in touch with you for elaboration or clarification of any of
your responses?

6.Preferred method of contact:

7.Please provide a brief description of your involvement with Britannia Covid-19
Response.
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Stakeholder Relationships

Feel free to leave any of these questions blank if you do not wish to answer, do not know the
answer, or if the question is not relevant to you

1. Please provide a list of stakeholders related to your involvement in the
Response and a brief description of how they were involved (i.e do-
nated food, donated funds, volunteered time, etc.). Stakeholders may
include specific community groups, sponsors, collaborations, or coali-
tion partners.

2. Were there any pre-existing partnerships with stakeholders that were
essential to Britannia’s Covid-19 Response? If yes, please provide a
brief description of Britannia’s history or relationship with them.

3. Were there any new partnerships that formed, due to the COVID-19
response? If yes, how did these relationships come to be?

4. Were any new relationships made with community members or groups,
as a result of the action and support provides through the Response? If
yes, please provide a brief description.

5. What aspects of the existing volunteer program facilitated an effective
Covid-19 response?

6. Please provide a brief description of volunteer programs at Britannia,
prior to March 16, 2020.

7. Were there programs or services run through Britannia Community
Services Centre that remained open as a part of Britannia’s Covid-19
Response? If yes, which ones?

8. Is there any other additional information about stakeholder information
that you would like to include?

The Immediate Response

A look into the actions taken following the March 16th provincial lockdown. We are hoping to
understand what immediate actions were taken (in the first weeks and months).

Feel free to leave any of these questions blank if you do not wish to answer, do not know the
answer, or if the question is not relevant to you

1. What pre-existing administrative and operational infrastructure allowed
for the immediate response? (l.e existing relationships with community
partners, volunteer networks, staff capacity, etc.)

2. What was the decision-making process involved in the initial implemen-
tation of the Covid-19 response? (l.e. What were the key steps from
ideation, to providing support?)

3. What planning or discussion about providing community support
through the Response occurred prior to lockdown? (March 16, 2020)

4. What is the timeline of actions taken between March 16 and October
31, 20207 (Including planning, implementation, volunteer engagement/
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outreach, community engagement outreach)

. Was there any point between March 16 and October 31 that required

a pivoting of support efforts, or a significant change in how support ac-
tions were being managed or carried out?

. What methods were used to engage with community members who may

need support?

. What methods were used for volunteer engagement?
. What actions could have been taken to mobilize a more effective re-

sponse”?

. Is there any more information about the immediate response that you

would like to include?

Community Impact - Emergency Food Delivery

A measurement of the COVID-19 Emergency Food Delivery Program.

Feel free to leave any of these questions blank if you do not wish to answer, do not know the
answer, or if the question is not relevant to you

1.
2.

How many families were supported by the food delivery program?
What was the distribution of deliveries received by families? (i.e. x
number of families received 1 delivery, x number of families received 2
deliveries, ... etc.)

. What was the total number of food deliveries?
. What was the total quantity of food delivered? (In kgs)
. What was the total amount of volunteer time dedicated to the food deliv-

ery program?

.What was the geographical range of the food delivery program?
.Is there any more information about the Emergency Food Delivery Pro-

gram that you would like to include?

Community Impact - Vulnerable Seniors and Adults
Outreach

A measurement of the Vulnerable Seniors and Adults Outreach Program.

Feel free to leave any of these questions blank if you do not wish to answer, do not know the
answer, or if the question is not relevant to you

1.
2.

How many seniors were supported by the support calls?

What was the distribution of calls received by the seniors? (i.e. x num-
ber of seniors received 1 call, x number of families received 2 calls, ...
etc.)

. What was the total number of phone calls?
. What was the total amount of volunteer time dedicated to senior support

calls?

. What was the geographical range of the outreach?
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6. Is there any more information about the Vulnerable Seniors and Adults
Outreach Program that you would like to include?

Community Impact - Vulnerable Youth Outreach

A measurement of the COVID-19 Vulnerable Youth Outreach Program.

Feel free to leave any of these questions blank if you do not wish to answer, do not know the
answer, or if the question is not relevant to you

1. What services were offered to support youth, as a part of Britannia’s
Covid-19 Response?

2. How many youths were supported?

. What is the age range of youth supported?

4. What was the total amount of volunteer time dedicated to the youth
support program?

5. Is there any other additional information about the Vulnerable Youth
Outreach Program that you would like to include?

w

Conclusion
Are there any aspects of Britannia’s Covid-19 Response that this survey didn’t cover, that you
believe would be useful to its quantitative evaluation?
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N DA
Interview Script for Project Participants
Preamble:

For the purposes of this conversation, when | refer to COVID-19, | am referring not just to the
viral pandemic, but the broader adaptations of our daily lives that have resulted from it. In the
same vein, when | refer to Britannia’s response program, | am referring to any support ser-
vices facilitated through Britannia Community Services Centre between March 16th, 2020 and
October 31st, 2020.

Also, a reminder that you are free to pause, step back from or terminate the interview at any
time and you do not have to answer questions that you do not want to. This conversation is
expected to run for one hour, although | am available to continue the conversation beyond
that time if you would prefer.

Are there any questions before we start the interview?

INTRODUCTION:

1. Can you please introduce yourself, how you would like to be referred to
and any affiliations you would like to be identified with for the purposes
of this project?

a. How long have you been living in the greater Britannia neighborhood?

2. Can you tell me a bit about how you understand and relate to the great-
er Britannia community?

a. Are there any stories you would like to share about what this community
means to you?

b. Is there anything else you would like to share about the place you live?

3. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, how did you access Britannia’s facili-
ties, staff, programming or other operations?

4. Prior to this pandemic, were there any support services, through Britan-
nia or otherwise, essential to your well-being?

a. What makes these services essential to your well-being?

b. How did you access these services?

5. Is there anything else you would like to add about yourself or your rela-
tions to community, Britannia or support services prior to the pandemic?

LOCKDOWN:

1. In the days immediately following the city wide lockdown on March 16th,
2020, how were your relations to community impacted?

a. Would you like to share any experiences from this time period?

b. Did you find community in any unexpected places during this time?
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2. In the days immediately following the city wide lockdown on March 16th,
2020, were any essential support services impacted?

a. Were there any interruptions to these services?

b. Did you find support in any unexpected places during this time?

3. Is there anything else you would like to share from this initial lockdown
period?

RESPONSE PROGRAM:

1. Can you tell me about your experience with Britannia’s COVID-19 Re-
sponse Program?
a. Did the Response Program provide you any essential support?

2. Can you tell me a bit about the timing of Britannia’s COVID-19 Re-
sponse Program?

a. Was there any lapse in support between the initial lockdown and the
Response Program?

b. Were there any gaps in support during the Response Program?

3. Is there anything else you would like to share about your experience
with Britannia’s COVID-19 Response Program?

REFLECTIONS:

1. What would you like to hold onto from your experience with COVID-19,
the initial lockdown and Britannia’s Response Program?

2. How has your experience with COVID-19, the initial lockdown and
Britannia’s Response Program affected your relationship the place you
live?

3. In the context of everything that you’'ve shared, what does community
resilience mean to you?

4. Given that the COVID-19 pandemic continues to be a major part of our
lives in community, what does this opportunity to reflect and share your
experience mean to you?

a. How would you share these reflections with future generations?

5. In reflecting back on this time, is there anything else you would like to
add?
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BRITANNIA’S COMMUNITY PARTNERS

These are many of the community partners who facilitated the success of Britannia’s COVID-19 Response.

Community Organizations

411 Seniors Centre Society
ACE Team
Backpack Buddies
Basketball Foundation
BC Association of Community Responses
Community Action Program from Children
Canada Revenue Agency
First Nations Health Authority
Frog Hollow Neighborhood House
Grandview Woodland Food Connection
Office of Seniors Advocates
QMUNITY
REACH Community Health Centre
UBC Indigenous Learning Centre
Vancouver Coastal Health
Vancouver Firefighters Foundation
Vancouver Latin American Cultural Centre
Vancouver Parks Board
Vancouver Public Library
Vancouver School Board
YMCA

Community Connectors
(‘Referral’ Partners)

Atira Women’s Society
Battered Women’s Support Services
BC Housing and Health Services
Burnaby Neighborhood House
Carnegie Community Centre
Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre
John Howard Society
Kiwassa Neighborhood House
Mavis McMullen Housing Society
Ministry of Children & Family Development
Miyotehew 2nd Stage Housing for Women
Mount St. Joseph’s Hospital
Native Education College
Nootka Elementary
Pacific Community Resources Society Pathways
to Education
RayCam Co-operative Centre
RICHER Initiative
Robert and Lily Lee Community Health Centre
Street Life Outreach
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Acorn Restaurant
Aji Gourmet Products
Buddha Squash Farm
Cafe Etico
Cafe Justice
Choices Food Market
City of Vancouver
CLICK (Contributing to Lives of Inner City Kids)
Cobs Bread
Community Food Centre Canada
Community Members (GoFundMe)
Eastend Food Co-op
Eastside Family Place
Eternal Abundance
Food Mesh
Fractal Farm
Fresh Roots
Freshpoint Produce
Government of Canada
Funders/Donors Greater Vancouver Foodbank
Havana Restaurant
Italian Cultural Centre
Liquids and Solids
Livia Restaurant
Mount Pleasant Family Place Circles of Care and
Connection
Panne Formaggio
Pasture2Plate
Save On Meats
Sunco
Taybeh Catering
Terra Breads
The Nut Hut
United Way
Van Whole Produce
Vancouver Food Runners
Vancouver Foundation
Westbank
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EXAMPLE OF PRINT OUT FOR
SENIORS AND ELDERS

Weekly resource information sheets were print-
ed and delivered to Seniors and Elders.

COVID-19 Resources

Info on COVID-19:

COVID 19 UPDATES:

Government of Canada - Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) Updates

» BC Centre for Disease Control

« BC COVID-19 Symptom Self-Assessment Tool

» BC Coronavirus Information Line: 1-888-COVID19 or via text message
at 604-630-0300

* A Well Organized Quick Info Sheet — COVID 19 resources — click here

BC Coronavirus Information Line:
1-888-COVID19 (1-888-268-4319) or via text message at 604-630-0300

COVID-19 Multilingual Resources

https://digem.med.ubc.ca/covid-19-multilingual-resources/

Need Help Now — 24 Hour Service: Crisis Line

Crisis Line 604-872-3311

Helpline for Children 310-1234

BC Suicide Line 1-800-784-2433

Mental Health Support Line 310-6789

Kids Help Phone 1-800-668-6868

BC211 Resource Directory 211 ( http://www.bc211.ca/)

MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES.:
Child and Adolescent Response Team: 604-874-2300
* Mental Health Services Intake Line: 604-675-3895
+ Broadway Youth Resource Centre: 604-786-2228
* Inner City Youth Clinic: 604-806-9415
* www.anxietybc.com
+ www.heretohelp.ca
* www.openmindbc.ca
+ www.keltymentalhealth.ca
* Mindshift App
* Breathr App
» Stop, Breathe & Think App
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* Headspace App
* Tools for Managing Stress and Burnout: 6-Week Online (Adults)
* Tools for Managing Uncertainty and Change: Free Online (Youth)

LGBTQAI2S+ YOUTH FRIENDLY RESOURCE GUIDE
FOR COVID-19:

* http://www.vancouverpride.ca/index.php?id=289548 put together by The
Vancouver PRIDE Society for LGBTQAI2S+ youth and their families.

Extended resources for youth in care
* https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2020CFD0042-000596

HOUSING RESOURCES:

* BC Housing Homeless Prevention Program: Provides people at risk of
becoming homeless with rent supplements and support services. For
info phone: 1-800-257-7756

» PCRS Housing Rental Assistance Program: Provides youth ages 16-
24 with temporary financial assistance while attending training, school,
or work. Monthly subsidy of $250 for up to 18 months to help pay rent,
utilities, or transportation costs. Phone: 604-709-5721 or Email: byrc@
pcrs.ca

* Vancouver’s Tenant Union Resources

* COVID-19 Renter’s Toolkit

BC Housing

» For those living in BC Housing, no evictions can be given for non-pay-
ment of rent

» Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) and other mort-
gage insurers offer tools to lenders that can assist homeowners who
may be experiencing financial difficulty. These include payment deferral,
loan re-amortization, capitalization of outstanding interest arrears and
other eligible expenses, and special payment arrangements.

* Check with your lender about payment deferral options

FINANCIAL RESOURCES:

COVID-19 Youth Support Fund

» Detailed List of Government Supports available for Individuals and Fam-
ilies — click here

* Department of Finance Economic Response Plan Canada announced
new economic measures to support Canadian workers and businesses
during this time of uncertainty.

* Employment Insurance Information

» Surrey, White Rock and Delta Emergency Loans for low-income individ-
uals and families: Apply online at www.sourcesbc.ca
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» Harvest Project North Vancouver: Provides interest free loans to indi-
viduals and families in North Vancouver who are at risk of eviction. Call
604-983-9488 to leave a call back number; the case worker will return
calls between 11 am and 3 pm Wednesdays and Thursdays

» Labatt Better Together Grant: Offers financial assistance to provide
basic essentials and support services to improve the quality of life of
individuals and families in need. Website: www.labattbettertogether.ca
or Email: bettertogether@labatt.com

» Watari — Vancouver: Supports homeless and at-risk youth to live more
independently with financial assistance, life-skills groups, and one-to-
one case management. Website: www.watari.ca or Email: info@watari.
ca Ceridian Cares Grant

* Ceridian Cares Grant: Offers financial support to Canadian individuals
and families in need; grants cover food, clothing (including footwear),
and household items. Website: www.ceridiancares.ca or Email: ceridi-
ancarescan@ceridiancares.com

BC Hydro — Bill Deferral & Payment Plans Available
call 1-800-BC-HYDRO

* The COVID-19 Customer Assistance Program provides customers the
option to defer bill payments or arrange for flexible payment plans with
no penalty. Customers are encouraged to call BC Hydro’s customer
team at 1 800 BCHYDRO (1 800 224 9376) to discuss bill payment
options.

» Customers facing temporary financial hardship and possible disconnec-
tion of their service due to job loss, iliness, or loss of a family member
may also be eligible for BC Hydro’s Customer Crisis Fund, which pro-
vides access to grants of up to $600 to pay their bills.

Income Assistance (IA) and Persons’ with Disabilities
(PWD)

* A one-time payment that can be provided to recipients of Income As-
sistance (IA) and Persons with Disability (PWD) who face unexpected
emergency needs to prevent imminent danger to their physical health or
safety of a child. Emergency/Disaster Supplements are available when
all other resources have been exhausted

» To find out if eligible call 1-866-866-0800 from 9am-4pm weekdays

ICBC Insurance
* Customers on a monthly Autoplan payment plan, who are facing finan-

cial challenges due to COVID-19, can defer their payment for 90 days
with no penalty. Customers can apply for deferrals online or call our
customer support team at 604-661-2723 or 1-800-665-6442 to discuss
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your payment options

Extra Time to File Income Tax Returns

Due date for 2019 tax returns have been deferred to June 1, 2020

Any new income tax balances due, or installments will be deferred until
after August 31st, 2020 without incurring interest or penalties

If receiving GST cheques and Canada Child Benefit, it is suggested to
not delay filing 2019 taxes so entitlements are properly calculated.

New Canada Emergency Response Benefit

Will provide a taxable benefit of $2,000 a month for up to 4 months to:
Workers who must stop working due to COVID19 and do not have ac-
cess to paid leave or other income support.

Workers who are sick, quarantined, or taking care of someone who is
sick with COVID-19

Working parents who must stay home without pay to care for children
that are sick or need additional care because of school and daycare
closures.

Workers who still have their employment but are not being paid be-
cause there is currently not sufficient work and their employer has
asked them not to come to work.

Wage earners and self-employed individuals, including contract work-
ers, who would not otherwise be eligible for Employment Insurance
Application details My CRA and My Service Canada, beginning the first
week of April.

Compass Card Partial Refunds

For those eligible and are currently not using their compass card due
to being quarantined/self-isolation, a partial refund can be requested to
the month of March. Call: (604) 398-2042

Online Form — click here

Financial Assistance:

The Department of Finance Canada announced new economic measures to support Canadi-
an workers and businesses during this time of uncertainty.
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/economic-response-plan.html

For Canadians without paid sick leave (or similar workplace accommodation) who are sick,
quarantined, or forced to stay home to care for children, the Government is:

Waiving the one-week waiting period for those individuals in im-
posed quarantine that claim Employment Insurance (El) sickness
benefits. This temporary measure is in effect as of March 15, 2020.
Waiving the requirement to provide a medical certificate to access
El.
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Contact the dedicated toll-free number if in quarantine and seeking to waive the waiting peri-
od: 1-833-381-2725, 1-800-529-3742 (TTY).
* Introducing the Emergency Care Benefit providing up to $900 bi-week-

ly, for up to 15 weeks. This flat-payment Benefit would be administered

through the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) and provide income sup-

port to workers who do not qualify for El and parents with children who

require care or supervision due to school or daycare closures, and are

unable to earn an income, irrespective of whether they qualify for El or

not. Application will be available in April 2020.

Food Assistance:

* Vancouver Food Asset Map

* COVID-19 Vancouver - Emergency Food Services and Community Sup-
ports

« BYRC Food Security - Vancouver: Pre-packaged cold meals available
and Emergency Food Kit (couple of bags of groceries) Call ahead so
they can prepare a bag of food for you: 604-709-5720

» Share Food Bank Tri Cities, Wednesday picks up of food hampers.

» Greater Vancouver Food Bank: Free food available for pick up.
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