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The United Nations Association in Canada’s A Sense of Belonging project aims to promote diversity and 

combat racism and discrimination in communities across Canada through community outreach and public 

education. The United Nations Association in Canada’s overall goal is to bridge gaps between and among 

distinct minority and “mainstream” groups to promote cross-cultural understanding and robust and equal 

participation in Canadian society. 

 

Introduction and objectives:  

This is a follow-up to a synthesis report written by the A Sense of Belonging project for the 

March 2007 Metropolis conference.  This initial report was a compilation of common themes 

found during discussions during the initial regional planning meetings across the project’s nine 

communities in 2006.  The report and its themes served as a template for discussion during the 

second round of regional roundtables.  This report gives a summary of these discussions from the 

communities.  These meetings occurred from late July to November 2007.  As the SB project is 

was in its second year, there was a need to return to the nine communities to see whether the 

issues and concerns of the first round of regional planning meetings were still seen as valid 

amongst stakeholders. The objectives of these regional roundtables were outlined as follows: 

·  To re-introduce the project to key community stakeholders, including: UNA-Canada’s 

mandate; project history; objectives; methodology; and community action plan 

framework. 

·  Follow up and evaluate the project’s impact in the community. 

·  To draw on expertise of local stakeholders. 
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·  Undertake a needs assessment and receive recommendations and feedback on diversity 

outreach and engagement based on lessons learned from the project. 

In four communities (St. John’s, Kamloops, Calgary, Kingston), media training sessions were 

held along with the roundtables.  These training sessions, designed specifically for those 

communities where media portrayal and stereotyping were seen as areas of focus (“priority 

areas”) were well attended and extremely popular amongst participants.   

 

Participants: The representation by stakeholders for the roundtables was wide and varied. 

Participants included representatives from our partner organizations, teachers and educators, 

representatives of various levels of government, the RCMP and local law enforcement agencies, 

local non-profit organizations, Aboriginal and ethnocultural groups and agencies serving these 

groups, and interested private citizens. 

 

Themes:  

Several common themes arose through the project team’s roundtables: 

�  Media: The media was still seen as a negative force working against creating a sense of 

belonging.   In many cities, participants felt that the media does not accurately reflect the 

diversity of the community.  In Calgary, where immigration is changing the face of the city 

with the economic boom, concerns arose in the roundtable and the media training session that 

there was a lack of minority representation in the news.   In St. John’s, which receives a 

relatively smaller amount of migration, there were similar concerns that there was little 

minority representation in both national and local media sources.  There have been signs of 
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improvement, however.  Participants in St. John’s have noted that diversity outreach has been 

made possible through the local media’s interest in community affairs, and ethnocultural 

organizations have seen the value of media outreach through the submission of editorials and 

opinion pieces that have been well-received by local newspapers.  In other roundtables, the 

concerns tend to be less based on an absence of coverage, and more on a perception that the 

“media” (as a generalized entity) is biased towards negative coverage of social issues of 

importance to stakeholder non-profit organizations.  This was particularly seen in Kamloops, 

where the local media was seen as particularly insensitive to minority groups and 

marginalized individuals.  In more than one community, the perception was that the media 

emphasized negative stories almost 

exclusively. This “if it bleeds, it leads” 

philosophy, it was felt, tends to overplay 

and over-dramatize many issues that 

involve minority groups.  In Montreal, for 

example, the roundtable was held at the 

same time as the Bouchard-Taylor Commission on “reasonable accommodation” for 

newcomers was occurring.  The commission, appointed by the province to investigate the 

state of integration of immigrants in Quebec society has generated an immense amount of 

media coverage that has been criticized for focusing on xenophobic sentiments of part of the 

Quebec population,.  This commission elicited mixed reactions from roundtable participants 

in Montreal.  Some argued the media coverage of the commission was positive inasmuch as 

it showed that “people were finally acknowledging their inner prejudices and feelings of 

Copies of the UNA-Canada media guide 
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alienation”. Others, however, felt they were “increasingly under scrutiny” as the debate 

carried on.     

 

�  Employment: The roundtables revealed that, as with media, concerns around representation 

were an almost constant theme in all cities visited.  Some issues are quite well known, for 

example, the challenges 

faced by newcomers in 

having foreign 

credentials recognized 

in Canada. In some 

communities such as 

Saskatoon, it was 

reported that there have 

been concerns that the 

relatively larger amount of employment support mechanisms that exist for Aboriginal 

peoples relative to newcomers might create a rift between these two groups through a culture 

of competition.  At times more blatant prejudice as been experienced.  One’s name or accent 

can often be a barrier to employment.  In the words of one participant at the Montreal 

roundtable “Even 2nd and 3rd generation Quebecois of different origins have trouble, they 

never get to the interview stage because of the name on the resume.” Barriers to employment 

are thus still in existence.   

 

Brainstorming during the Winnipeg Roundtable 
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�  Sexual orientation: Different “priority areas” (see Appendix A) were set out for each 

community as areas of focus.  Sexual orientation was a priority area in one community only 

(Kamloops).  Participants there felt that while a visible outward display of their sexuality was 

still a taboo in their community, there were signs of improvement.  Generally, “social 

location” determines the degree of “freeness” when expressing sexuality, for example, if one 

is amongst a more tolerant peer group, for example.   

 

�  Education: It was a view expressed by many participants in the roundtables that school 

boards have a tendency of avoiding the issue of racism and discrimination in their cities.  

Much of this seems, from the perspective of participants, to be a difficulty in accepting that 

there may be a problem.  Many communities felt that school boards, as with any institution, 

are slow to change with regards to altering existing policy. In Kamloops, for example, there 

was a concern that, where policies do exist, they do not always translate into effective change 

due to a lack of enforcement or because of the vagueness of the policies themselves.    

 

�  Aboriginal and Ethnocultural Realities: One of the findings from the first year of the A 

Sense of Belonging project was of a seeming divide between immigrants groups and 

Aboriginal populations.  This was, and remains, a point of contention in many communities.  

The original perception gained from the first round of roundtables was that there was a sense 

of mutual exclusion between both Aboriginal and ethnocultural groups. One of the purposes 

of these regional roundtables was to examine if this was true, especially in communities 

where there were substantial Aboriginal populations.  Many participants felt that there was 
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not necessarily a “gap” between Aboriginal groups and newcomers.  The issue becomes 

muddied, however, when Aboriginal groups feel they are lumped in the same category as 

newcomer groups without any recognition of their unique place in Canadian history.  Many 

participants in the roundtables highlighted words like “multiculturalism” which have 

negative connotations with many people in the Aboriginal community.  This is not to say, 

however, that there is no room for collaboration, as participants did recognize that racism, as 

a whole, is something both Aboriginal peoples and immigrants face.  By itself, discrimination 

and a sense of marginalization has the potential to bring people together from disparate 

communities.  

 

�   Racial profiling and violence:  Some of the issues relating to racial profiling and violence 

rise out of a perceived lack of enforcement of hate crime legislation.  In Saskatoon, where 

racial profiling was one of the priority areas for the city, there were concerns that hate crimes 

were being underreported in municipal statistics because they are listed under the criminal 

code as something other than a “bias crime”. One participant in the Saskatoon roundtable, a 

police officer, commented that the 

situation will improve “as soon as we 

educate the police on how to recognize 

hate crimes and to report it”.  There is an 

institutional reluctance to identify a hate 

crime as something unique and not merely 

a random act of violence. The subject of racial profiling and violence was brought up in other 

Priority areas for Saskatoon 
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communities where racial profiling and violence was not a specific target area.  In St. John’s, 

people had complained of “police pull-overs” of minorities.    In Winnipeg, some participants 

felt that urban violence between immigrant and Aboriginal gangs was becoming more 

prevalent in than it had in the past few years.  One participant, a diversity relations officer for 

the Winnipeg Police Service, did make it clear that while violence is increasing, this has 

more to do with social conditions conducive to crime (for example, poverty) than anything 

specifically racial in character. As with many other community concerns, the media was seen 

at times as having a part in overplaying much of the violence that does occur.   

 

�  Civic participation: Barriers to 

participation in civic life arise for many 

reasons. For some it is the lack of 

diversity within political parties. As one 

participant in Montreal said, parties 

“accept diversity as a concept but not as a 

practice”.  In Yellowknife, one participant expressed that “voting is new so it’s not yet part of 

our culture” in reference to the relatively recent history of direct self-governance for people 

living in the North who were raised in the consensus style of Aboriginal governance. Time 

constraints preclude minority groups from participation in community life.  Participants felt 

that newcomers coming into Canada for employment do not have the luxury of time and 

energy for activities beyond their busy work schedules.  Language barriers were also seen as 

a factor.  Demographic change, while certainly welcome, can counter-intuitively also 

Speech by UNA-Canada staff at NWT legislature 
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contribute to a lack of civic participation.  As one participant in Calgary noted “when the 

Calgary community has no valid identity, how do people find a way to fit into it?” This is not 

to say there have not been more positive stories arising from the communities.  In Winnipeg, 

participants have noticed a greater presence in Aboriginal peoples in all levels of local 

political participation, from election volunteering to running for local governance. 

 

�  Religious accommodation: One overlooked barrier to 

inclusion that arose specifically from the Montreal 

roundtable was the issue of religious accommodation.  

Most of the participants in Montreal were members of 

the city’s Muslim community.  As the debate around 

“reasonable accommodation” (see pages 4 and 5 for 

more information on the debate with regards to media 

portrayal) was occurring in the city, participants felt 

that secularization in Quebec had unfortunate 

negative repercussions for their community as a 

perception arises in Quebec society that outward displays of religious devotion are 

intrinsically foreign and incapable of assimilation.  Many examples of negative attitudes 

towards religiosity were given by female Muslim participants wearing the veil, or hijab.  One 

participant noted that upon wearing the hijab, she was treated with more hostility than she 

was normally accustomed to.  Other examples include a Muslim teacher who was forbidden 

from wearing the veil in school on the grounds that it encouraged female subservience. Other 

Regional coordinators Riham Sayed 
Omar (L) and Christina Raneburger (R) 
presenting at the Montreal roundtable 
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examples were given of the same discriminatory treatment towards other religious groups (ex. 

Sikhs, Orthodox Jews). Most participants at the Montreal roundtable defined themselves as 

religiously observant and generally felt that their religious identity was becoming more of an 

issue than it should have been.  

 

Conclusions:  

Part of the A Sense of Belonging project was to gain insight into the trends in integration 

that face Canadian cities of focus for the project.    There are some issues that are almost 

completely ubiquitous throughout these communities.  The issue of employment (with regards to 

access to work and providing welcoming environments) was universal throughout the regional 

roundtables  If one must identify a single barrier towards full inclusion of new Canadians, it is 

the systemic discrimination faced by them with regards to employability.  The lack of 

recognition for foreign credentials gained through strenuous efforts in foreign countries by 

employers in Canada leaves no room for qualified Canadians to feel as if they belong, and makes 

no use of the talent that exists in the country.  Other barriers towards inclusivity exist, such as 

discrimination based on name or accent.  This issue was thus felt passionately throughout the 

regional meetings. 

 When speaking with stakeholders, the media was more often than not seen as a 

monolithic entity that was almost universally negative in its approach towards minorities and 

diversity.  While this may be a somewhat simplistic view, one cannot deny the strength of these 

concerns.  At the very least one does not see the diversity of these communities being accurately 

represented.  When this representation does occur, it is almost entirely in “negative” stories (i.e. 
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in relation to criminality, etc.).   This may not be necessarily reflective of a larger bias; often the 

“if it bleeds, it leads” mentality of journalisms takes precedence over “soft news”. 

  While these may be the most universal issues, other concerns were no less pressing.  

More work needs to be done to bring immigrant and Aboriginal groups together.  The issue of 

religious accommodation needs to be analyzed with a greater urgency. As well, openness to the 

LGBT community needs to be expanded to other communities.   New avenues with working with 

the school system and encouraging community and civic participation amongst new Canadians 

have a great potential in creating a sense of belonging and need to be examined.  As well, 

awareness of exactly what constitutes a hate crime needs to be broadened. 

 Despite all the challenges that exist, one lesson learned throughout these regional 

roundtables was that the eagerness to create change is as universal as some of the issues that 

have come up.  The responsiveness of stakeholders has been impressive.  In more than a few 

occasions have project teams members been thanked for giving members of the community 

(including NGO workers, social workers, members of the police services, teachers, and 

concerned citizens)  the opportunity to represent their community and contribute to a national 

project.  The media training sessions were also very well received with a high and unexpected 

turnout of employees from local non-profit organizations seeking practical training on how best 

to approach the media.  The spirit of collaboration and community solidarity is as much of a 

theme of the A Sense of Belonging project as anything else. The project, therefore, is a perfect 

representation of the UNA-Canada’s principle of serving as a bridging organization for both 

individuals and organizations, a principle that is the fundamental basis for any activity based on 

promoting inclusivity at a national level. 
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Appendix A: Priority Areas  

Prejudice, Intolerance & Indifference 

·  Increase public awareness, understanding and informed public dialogue about 

multiculturalism, racism and cultural diversity in Canada;  

·  Facilitate collective community initiatives and responses to ethnic, racial, religious, and 

cultural conflict and hate-motivated activities;  

 

Religious, Cultural & Language Diversity 

·  Increase education and community awareness about diversity and different cultural, 

religious, and linguistic groups;  

·  Reinforce collective capacity to strengthen community social cohesion and enhance 

cross-cultural and interfaith awareness and understanding;  

·  Facilitate collective community initiatives and responses to ethnic, racial, religious, 

linguistic and cultural conflict and hate-motivated activities;  

 

Formal & Public Education 

·  Develop and strengthen partnerships that support measures against racism and 

discrimination with respect to education and other forms of learning;  

·  Develop a public education framework and community outreach initiatives to promote 

inclusiveness and eliminate racist behaviors and attitude;  

·  Develop supporting resources for public education and for educators, youth and 

community engagement.  

·  Promote opportunities to dialogue, learn and work together towards mobilizing against 

racism and discrimination, and creating a climate for understanding and mutual respect 

for dignity and a sense of belonging;  

 

Civic Participation 



 

 13 

·  Raise awareness, consciousness and the ideals of citizenship by educating mutual 

tolerance, respect for cultural diversity, intercultural dialogue, peaceful coexistence, 

humans rights and democratic values;  

·  Reinforce collective capacity to strengthen community social cohesion and enhance 

cross-cultural and interfaith awareness and understanding;  

·  Foster community participation and strengthen partnerships between communities and 

organizations to ensure the continued development and capacity of ethno-racial and 

ethno-cultural groups to address issues of multiculturalism and anti-racism;  

 

Media Portrayal/Stereotyping 

·  Advocate to the media and local authorities to promote integration and a sense of 

belonging in communities;  

·  Focus on the success stories and raise awareness of the positive contributions of cultural 

diversity;  

·  Increase community and institutional awareness, understanding and informed public 

dialogue about multiculturalism, racism and cultural diversity in Canada.  

 

Violence/Racial Profiling 

·  Develop local awareness campaigns to promote tolerance and respect;  

·  Support, in collaboration with community groups, a monitoring and rapid response 

system to identify and respond to acts of racism, hate crimes and incidents;  

·  Raise awareness about rights and responsibilities of citizenship.  

 

Aboriginal Issues 

·  Increase education and community awareness about diversity and different cultural and 

religious groups;  

·  Reinforce collective capacity to strengthen community social cohesion and enhance 

cross-cultural and interfaith awareness and understanding;  
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·  Facilitate collective community initiatives and responses to ethnic, racial, religious, and 

cultural conflict and hate-motivated activities;  

 

Sexual Orientation  

·  Frame homophobia as a human rights issue.  

·  Ensure that GLBTQ, especially from visible minority communities, are able to exercise 

the rights under the Charter of Rights and Freedoms;  

 

Inter-generational Challenges  

·  Build long-term connections between youth and adults in a way that is safe and culturally 

meaningful;  

·  Support and encourage partnerships between school boards, administration and teachers, 

and community-based organizations and involve youth in action planning;  

 

 

 


