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Our Place
on Unceded
Lands
The Equity Framework is built on the recognition that
what is now known as Vancouver is located on the
unceded lands of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam),
Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and səlilwətaɬ (TsleilWaututh) who have lived here since time immemorial,
who are Rights holders and stewards of these lands
and waters.
The word ‘unceded’ means ‘taken without consent’
and refers to a process by which settlers from
Western Europe sought to replace Indigenous laws
and take Indigenous land, for the purpose of building
wealth . This process, called colonialism, used force
to intimidate, manipulate and physically remove
Indigenous peoples from their land and extinguish
their cultures. It also depended on social and political
ideologies such as white supremacy – the assertion
that the white race is superior to others- to mask the
brutality of this attempted genocide. Colonialism
and its accompanying ideologies (including racism,
patriarchy, paternalism and capitalism) are entrenched
in the political, bureaucratic, legal, economic and
other systems that shape our modern society. In many
ways, these systems reproduce and maintain injustice
and inequity, and are a continuation of the violence
experienced by Indigenous people.
Several political commitments and streams of work
have confirmed the City of Vancouver’s recognitions
of Indigenous Rights. These include the City’s
commitment to implement the United Nations

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action,
the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women and Girls Calls to Justice, and the
Red Women Rising report recommendations. Under
the umbrella of the City of Reconciliation and Park
Board’s Reconciliation work, these commitments are
acted on through specific projects, programs and
partnerships. These remain the central channels for
addressing the specific types of injustice and inequities
suffered, historically and presently, by Indigenous
peoples.
The City of Vancouver’s Equity Framework is a
document that has risen out of the need to address
injustices and inequities experienced by a broader
cross-section of our society – including Black and
other racialized people, women and gender-diverse
people, and people with disabilities. The starting point
for this Framework is the assertion that the ongoing
colonialism faced by the Host Nations and urban
Indigenous people is unique and separate from the
oppression that other equity-denied groups face. At
the same time, there are some common root causes
for these inequities. The efforts toward Reconciliation
and equity can inform one another, and solidarity
between Indigenous people and equity-denied
communities can be beneficial to both. Accordingly,
the Equity Framework centers Indigenous Rights,
with the aspiration that this Framework is supportive
to the City’s ongoing work towards coming into right
relations with Indigenous communities, without in any
way replacing Reconciliation efforts.

City of Reconciliation’s vision: form
sustained relationships of mutual respect,
incorporate perspectives, and provide
services that benefit local First Nations and
the Urban Indigenous community
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Why We Need
This Framework
The need for an Equity Framework emerged in 2017 as
City staff worked with the Poverty Reduction Advisory
Committee comprised of community stakeholders
including people with lived experience. Work on
poverty reduction brings existing inequities in our
society into plain sight as poverty rates are dramatically
higher for Indigenous people, Black Canadians, and
racialized new immigrants, underscoring the linkage
between race and class. The Poverty Reduction
Advisory Committee members expressed concern
that a nuanced understanding of these issues was
not shared consistently across City departments.
The Committee urged the City to “get your house in
order”, calling on the City to examine all parts of the
organization – not only those parts explicitly dedicated
to addressing social issues – to coordinate and reorient
in the direction of equity1.
In a similar vein, when the City asked organizations
requesting grants to submit their equity policies as
part of their application, some organizations asked
“where is yours?” When the City, in which close to
half the residents are racialized, made statements on
anti-Black, anti-Indigenous and anti-Asian racism in the
context of the massive awakening to racial injustice of
2020 – against the backdrop of COVID-19– community
members and City staff alike asked the City to “show,
don’t tell.” The local intersectional feminist movement
has been asking for intersectional reviews of the City’s
internal operations and budgets for many years. As a
large, public and visible land owner, regulator, service
provider, employer, advocate, and convener, the City
has influence over many aspects of community life, and
is called upon to be a leader.
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Meanwhile, the societal conversation on equity has
expanded and evolved rapidly. The number of equityrelated motions and directives, and internal staff-led
initiatives has also multiplied. This means that equity
related efforts have gone from being the focus for a
few staff to the many, without a shared definition or
unified approach.

The Equity Framework exists to create a
unified vision and shared understanding
of equity across City departments, and to
define the City’s orientation to this work.
The Equity Framework is the City’s response to
the above. It exists to fill a basic knowledge and
coordination gap in the City’s equity work, and to
invigorate these efforts, so that the City can live into
the leadership role expected of it. The Framework
contributes to the City’s corporate culture goal of
fostering a one-team mindset. It does not replace the
work that departments have been doing on equity –
rather it seeks to unify and amplify them.
The Equity Framework is not an action plan. It is a
conceptual, grounding, foundational document, out
of which a number of toolkits and action plans flow,
and from which ongoing departmental strategies
will be drawn going forward. The Equity Framework
lays the foundation for culture change within the City
of Vancouver as an organization. Accountability for
the realization of its vision lies with leaders across
all City departments and governing bodies. It will
be most effective when everyone working on behalf
of the City enacts its principles in their day-to-day
work and routine decision-making. Given how quickly
the conversation on equity is evolving, the Equity
Framework will need reviewing and refreshing every
few years.

1. The work on poverty reduction was mandated by the Healthy City Strategy, the City’s social sustainability strategy, focused on creating
conditions for well-being of all. As such, the Healthy City Strategy is the City’s first community-facing equity strategy and is a predecessor to
this Framework.

The work on the creation of the Equity Framework
began in 2018 with courageous conversations among
staff on how racism showed up in the internal dynamics
of the City and in connection with community. Staff
across all ranks and all departments informed this
Framework, and in many cases engaged in their own
learning and unlearning, shared from lived experience,
and effectively formed into communities of care and
responsibility in the process. The creation of the Equity
Framework was led by the City’s Social Policy team.
The City’s new Equity Office joined as a partner and
will have oversight over implementation. This work was
shaped by the voices of staff affinity groups, Council
advisory bodies, a dedicated cross-departmental
leadership team, and an external advisory committee
comprised of scholars and practitioners with a depth
of experience and expertise in equity. The resulting
Equity Framework reflects a vision arising out of their
conversations. It attempts to strike a balance between
being clear and directive, and being spacious and
non-dogmatic, with the hopes of creating room for a
diversity of approaches under a unified umbrella.

What do We
Mean by Equity
If you were born in Vancouver today, your social
identity – your race, ability, class and gender – would
predict your likelihood of rising to positions of power,
influence and material success in your lifetime and,
similarly, your likelihood of struggling to make ends
meet. It doesn’t mean that Raven, an Indigenous
Elder, will never get a job as a senior director, or that
Tyrell 2, a Black single father living with a disability is

destined to live in poverty. It means that the odds are
against Raven and Tyrell thriving, because of the way
dominant cultures and dominant structures are set up
to discriminate against them.
This discrimination is produced by daily occurrences
over a lifetime that have impacts across generations:
growing up in a neighbourhood where parks and
schools are overcrowded and under-funded, foster
parents whose ambitions for you are too small, family
struggling with intergenerational trauma3, kids who
bully you on the playground, authorities who are harsh
on you, institutions that don’t meet your accessibility
needs, university application processes that require
extra-curricular activities your family couldn’t afford,
absence of social networks to access jobs, absence
of a family safety net when you make a mistake,
discrimination when you try to rent an apartment,
denial of promotion because your belonging and
cultural fit is always in question, being followed
around stores or treated as suspicious on the bus,
suffering from depression and the long term impacts
of prejudice, acts of discrimination and violence. The
cultures and structures of this society were not set
up with your thriving in mind. To thrive, and even to
survive, you have to work much harder than many
others, and you likely have to work hard at masking
significant, valuable aspects of your identity in order
to fit in. This is what inequity looks like. The pursuit of
equity, then, is about recognizing harms and correcting
for discrimination experienced over life times and
generations, while dismantling discriminatory rules,
societal systems and cultures.

2. Read Raven’s and Tyrell’s stories in the Introduction to Intersectionality tool.
3. Intergenerational trauma is trauma that gets passed down from those who directly experience an incident to subsequent generations.
In the Indigenous context, intergenerational trauma often refers to the trauma experienced by survivors of the Indian Residential School
system, passed down to their children and grandchildren.
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Striving for and moving in the direction of an equitable
society has a longstanding history in Canada and BC,
including, for example, abolition of slavery (1834),
expanding voting rights to women (1918), to Asian
Canadians (1948), and to Indigenous people (1960),
elimination of the Chinese head tax (1947), access
rights to public spaces for blind persons with a
guide dog (1979), reinstatement of Indian Status
to women who had lost it through marriage to men
without status (1985), introduction of employment
equity legislation (1986), and legalization of same-sex
marriage (2003). A more equitable society is a happier,
more desirable society for all4.
There is an important distinction made between
equality and equity. Although both have an eye to
fairness, equality tries to achieve this through treating
everyone the same, regardless of need, opportunity
and circumstances, and in so doing can in fact
reproduce uneven outcomes. Equity, on the other
hand, tries to achieve fairness by treating people
differently based on a context of need, opportunity,
circumstance and consideration of historic and
structural inequities5. By framing the work of the City
around equity, this Framework clarifies that targeted
differential treatment is valid and even necessary in
some circumstances, because people and communities
are situated differently from each other. Targeted
interventions require thoughtful consideration and
design. What we need to avoid is inadvertently creating
further unintended inequities through an attempt to
correct for existing inequities.
We define equity as both an outcome and a process.

Equity as an outcome is
the condition that would
be achieved if one’s identity
no longer predicted how
one fares.
Equity as a process is
the replacement of
policies, practices,
attitudes and cultural
messages that reinforce
differential outcomes or
fail to eliminate them6 .
Equity as an outcome is dependent on equity as a
process. It is impossible to move in the direction
of an equitable society without the process of
identifying and eliminating subtle and explicit forms
of discrimination. How we do this matters. Generally
speaking, equitable conditions cannot be arrived
at through patronizing and colonial approaches
where those in power, once again, assume their own
superiority and attempt to impose their will on those
who have been oppressed. Instead, equity as a process
is participatory and seeks to integrate the views of
those impacted by a decision, particularly those who
have been underrepresented and underserved. It
requires listening to and co-creation across differences
in identity and power. It requires redistributing power
across different groups.

4. See, for example, Government Alliance for Race and Equity’s “Why working for racial equity benefits everyone”
5. Note that in the Canadian legal discourse, treating everyone the same is referred to as procedural equality while treating people different
to get to same outcomes (what is referred to here as equity) is called substantive equality.
6. Developed based on a definition of racial equity attributed to Center for Assessment and Policy Development
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Our Equity
Statements
Equity is both an outcome and a process.
Equity names and addresses systemic inequities
that benefit and favour some groups and often
disproportionately impact cultural communities,
Indigenous, Black and People of Colour (IBPOC).
Individuals and communities with intersecting identities
of Indigeneity, race, gender, gender expression and
sexual orientation, ability and class can be, and often are,
negatively affected by favoured social systems.
Therefore, equity efforts seek ways to transform current
structures, policies, and processes in order to balance
power and influence, expand access, and create new
ways of walking together that nourish all people by
embedding intersectionality in institutional and sectoral
change.
Equity amplifies and affirms the dignity and rights of
all people by centering the diverse voices of Indigenous
and racialized peoples and communities in creative and
resilient processes, informed by Indigenous knowledge
and different world views across the ways we do our
work.
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Our Equity Commitments
The Equity Commitments are statements about our willingness to do this work in a good way, and set up our equity
efforts for success. The commitments apply to the City as an organization, and are to be upheld and enacted by
leaders and elected officials. They also apply to every individual staff member within their sphere of influence and
responsibility. Managers will lead their teams to include equity in departmental practices and in team and individual
work plans. When embedded, the commitments may manifest as new projects and new ways of doing work and as
relatively small changes to the work we are already doing or that we routinely do.
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We commit to
doing equity
work long term

As both an outcome and a process, equity work is ongoing. Recognizing
that the societal interest in these efforts may fluctuate, we commit to
equity work as a long term project that is about making meaningful
culture change. We will seek short term transformative practices
during this journey while working towards systemic shifts. Doing this
work includes listening, learning, and addressing systemic issues,
including those that impact Indigenous, Black, and other racialized
staff, using an intersectionality lens, on an ongoing basis.

We commit to
creating spaces
for accountable
learning

The City of Vancouver will be a learning organization. We recognize
that expertise in equity is a real expertise, though the learning is never
complete. We recognize the knowledge held by those who have lived
their lives in bodies experiencing inequities and we seek and honour
this knowledge, regardless of rank or professional expertise. We will
foster an organizational culture that has capacity to hold difficult
conversations. We expect and normalize personal discomfort when
working on equity, and will help each other through it. We will create
spaces and tools for reflection and learning from action. We will not be
afraid to make mistakes and we will share our learning publicly as we
go, before we get it right.

We commit to
reflecting equity
in City leadership

We acknowledge that currently the City’s leadership does not reflect
the diverse communities we serve, and the relative absence of
Indigenous, Black and other racialized leaders is particularly noticeable.
We commit to seeking every opportunity in our hiring, retention,
and succession processes, to transform this picture, and will make
concerted efforts to remove barriers to involvement in local politics
faced by equity-denied groups.

We commit to
fostering strong
relationships

Through the lens of equity, all people are people, not cogs in a machine.
Equity work engages both hearts and minds, and requires us to relate
to each other as humans first. We commit to valuing and fostering
relationships, moving at the speed of trust while honoring the need
for urgency for equity-denied staff, using power consciously, listening
better to understand the impact of often good intentions, and
embracing difference so that there is room for all people to contribute.
Fostering strong relationships also includes resisting dominant
practices of cultural assimilation and creating an atmosphere to thrive,
not despite, but because of our diversity.

We commit to
adequately
resourcing
equity work

Work on equity cannot happen off the sides of desks and deserves to
be valued. We commit to ensuring that both central and departmental
equity functions are adequately resourced at the City. We also commit
to reimagining how the City resources communities and community
partners who are carrying out important work on behalf of equitydenied groups across our neighbourhoods.

We commit
to shared
accountability

Addressing systemic inequities is everyone’s responsibility and
different actors at the City will have access to different levers to
move the dial. We commit to recognizing equity as part of all staff,
departmental, and institutional-wide work plans, with performance
reviews and measures in place to evaluate our progress on an ongoing
basis. We will develop equity metrics and share our results publicly so
that communities and sectoral partners can continue to hold the City
accountable and partner with us towards shared goals.
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1. Long term
engagement
6. Shared
Accountability

5. Adequate
Resourcing

Our Equity
Commitments

2. Spaces for
Learning

3. Representation
in Leadership
4. Fostering
Relationships
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Three Imperatives for
Doing Equity Work
The City of Vancouver has nine long-term strategic
goals, the third of which is “an increased focus on
diversity, equity, social issues and opportunities”7. This
is also one of four City Council priorities. As such, there
is a mandate to “alleviate barriers to our citizen’s wellbeing such as mental health challenges, addictions,
social isolation, poverty and racism”.
At the same time, equity work is not only something
that staff do in support of community and by directive
from leadership. Doing equity work is personal
and can be confronting as it highlights power and
privilege. Different people and different teams may
have different motivators for undertaking work on
equity. It is not essential that everyone comes to this
work with the exact same motivation. It is, however,
essential that there is some understanding for why we
are undertaking equity work, to sustain the momentum
and impact.
At the City of Vancouver, three sets of equity
imperatives co-exist.

1. The Justice Imperative
As social creatures, most of us have an intuitive
preference for integrity and fairness8. We want to
do the right thing, are distressed when we observe
oppression and injustice, and even more so when
we realize we have been participating in it. It feels
inherently wrong, for example, to realize that the safety
some of us take for granted walking down a Vancouver
street in daylight, is entirely unavailable to some of

our fellow Vancouverites, simply because of how they
look. The personal and organizational motivation to
be ethical, to be accountable for past evils and to
make things right, is at the heart of the transformative
potential of this moment, and constitutes a primary
impetus for the City of Vancouver’s work on equity.
The justice imperative is notably activated when
we study history. It is important to understand, for
example, the history of racialization and its ongoing
impacts. In the 17th Century, Western Europeans
began to arrive in the Americas, Africa, Asia and
Australia, looking to build wealth. Europeans used
pseudo-science to identify physical features among
the local people, constructing images of “the other”.
They attached meaning to skin colour, shape of the
nose and size of the forehead, to claim that the people
on these lands were unintelligent, slow, mischievous,
inflexible, foolish, greedy or wild. Thus, “race” was
socially constructed. White Europeans were declared
“the most beautiful race of men” and superior to all
others9. Some groups – for example the Irish, Italians,
Greeks, and, notably, Jewish people- were at various
times excluded from the category of whiteness as was
useful to those in power.
White supremacy paved the way for dispossession
of Indigenous peoples’ lands, enslavement of African
peoples, racial segregation, and denial of personhood
and political power. Over time, race continued to gain
social currency, with a growing ability to distribute
unequal power and privilege, translating into uneven
outcomes for various racial groups10.
Supremacist thinking – the notion that one’s value
is a function of one’s appearance or behaviour - has
also historically shaped the reality of numerous
“others”. For example, people with disabilities have

7. See City of Vancouver’s Corporate Plan, 2020. https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/corporate-plan.pdf
8. Lieberman, M. D. (2013). Social: Why our brains are wired to connect. Crown Publishers/Random House
9. Gould, S. J. (1981). The mismeasure of man. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.
10. Castagna, M & Dei, G. J.S. (2000). An historical overview of the application of the race concept in social practice.
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been consistently oppressed by ableist thinking that
dominates our society. Ableism is prejudice against
people with disabilities based on the belief that bodies
and minds that function - walk, see, hear, think, feel,
present and express - in what society constructs and
portrays as “typical” and “able”, are superior. Thus,
“ability” is socially constructed11. Disabled persons are
defined by their impairment and the need for fixing.
Central to this ideology is the capitalist notion that
one’s value is dependent on one’s ability to work and
produce, or reproduce. Up until the 20th century,
persons with disabilities were commonly put away
or disposed of: confined to their homes, asylums or
prisons, where many were severely neglected and
abused12. Legislators and regulators actively enabled
these practices, and at the same time built and
supported societal systems – education, employment,
leisure, public transportation, housing, family and
social life – to the needs of typical bodies and minds, so
that even as attitudes towards persons with disabilities
change, our environments remain inaccessible and
exclusionary.
Supremacist ideologies were not rare or accidental.
Rather they were foundational to the building of
Canada and its cities. They generated tangible benefit
for those whose ways of being were positioned as the
cultural norm and whose wealth and political power
they were determined to protect and expand. They
were the basis of voting rights, immigration laws,
labour laws, policing, education systems, land use
plans, zoning, design, the arts, language, access to
employment opportunities, codes of professional
conduct and so much more. Supremacist ideologies
are so omnipresent, and so powerful in imposing the
bar we each need to meet to be considered desirable
and valuable, that they impact us all. We do not have to
have a disability to experience ableism, or be a person

of colour to be subject to white supremacy. We are all
set up to thrive for untenable ideals set by supremacist
ideologies.
Though much has been done to undo the more explicit
features of supremacist ways of thinking, much remains
to be undone as they are woven into the cultural and
economic fabric of Canadian cities. An appreciation for
the magnitude of the harm that has been done can be
a strong ethical motivator for the transformations we
need to generate.

From a justice perspective, we might gauge
progress towards equity by measuring,
for example: indicators of community
health and wellbeing (see Healthy City
Dashboard), strength of relationship
with Host Nations and urban Indigenous
communities, number of City policies and
programs significantly modified to remove
barriers for equity-denied communities13 ,
representation of equity-denied groups in
workforce, elected and leadership positions,
and their self-reported sense of belonging
and wellbeing at work.

11. Note that in presenting race and ability as social constructs, this Framework subscribes to the social model of identity construction (as
opposed to medical or biological models). Social models make clear that systems that create social constructs, not the individuals who are
boxed in by them, are to blame for exclusion.
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12. For a history of disability rights and justice see https://www.djno.ca/history-of-disability-justice-right

2. The Compliance Imperative
As an employer, the City of Vancouver is bound
by legislation which prohibits discrimination in
employment and requires the creation of a culture
of safety. The British Columbia Human Rights Code
prohibits employers from discriminating against
employees on the basis of race, colour, ancestry,
place of origin, political belief, religion, marital status,
family status, physical or mental disability, sex, sexual
orientation, gender identity or expression, age, and
criminal conviction unrelated to employment (known
as protected grounds). WorkSafeBC legislation also
applies, requiring the City to provide both physically
and psychologically safe workplaces for employees.
This includes protection against bullying and
harassment, including where such behaviour is linked
to racism, sexism and other forms of identity-based
aggression.
As a local government organization, the City is also
required by law to provide members of the public
with access to its services and facilities in a nondiscriminatory way. The Human Rights Code prohibits
the City from denying or otherwise discriminating
against any person in the provision of services or
facilities on the basis of any protected ground.
As such, equitable treatment of the City’s thousands
of employees, and hundreds of thousands of residents,
is a legal obligation. When individuals comply with
expectations of treating each other respectfully
and equitably, they prevent harm to colleagues and
residents. Compliance with these legal requirements is
a basic, widely applicable motivator for equity efforts.

From a compliance perspective, we might
gauge progress towards equity by tracking,
for example, strength and accessibility of
internal policies and procedures, and trust
in the City as an employer.

3. The Effectiveness Imperative
There is an ever-growing body of research14 showing
that equity in the workplace - along with its closely
associated concepts, diversity and inclusion - amplifies
excellence and makes organizations more effective.
It has been shown, for example, that organizations
making genuine efforts to advance equity are more
successful in retaining talent and have lower levels
of employee turnover. They experience reduced
instances of interpersonal aggression and an increase
in engagement and trust. Teams that are diverse are
more likely to include different viewpoints or thinking
styles, and, in the presence of psychological safety,
these teams solve problems faster and come up with
more creative solutions.
Similarly, equitable and inclusive engagement with
diverse voices in community is key in delivering
effective municipal services and legislation. It is
well understood that nuanced conversations with
local residents improves City decision making, by
illuminating opportunities and risks, identifying
innovative solutions, and simplifying implementation
by building support for projects. As Vancouver grows
increasingly more diverse, the City’s effectiveness, and
the strength of our local democracy, depends on lowbarrier and relevant engagement with all residents.

13. The Federal Employment Equity Act introduced the term equity-seeking groups to refer the four designated groups facing discrimination
(women, aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities, and members of visible minorities). The term equity-denied groups, used throughout
this document, is an alternative to that term, which more explicitly recognizes the refusal to include certain groups (not strictly limited to
the four designated by the Federal government). Since equity benefits all people, everyone should be seeking equity, though only some have
been denied equity.
14. Summarized here: Why Diversity and Inclusion Matter: Quick Take | Catalyst
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Besides being the right thing to do, prioritizing equity
efforts may also be one of the most strategic directions
an organization can take. In the short term, grappling
with the tensions and practical dilemmas that arise
when we go about dismantling oppressive systems
and including diverse voices may be experienced
by some as a diversion from the tasks at hand.
However, from a long-term perspective, creating the
conditions to unlock every person’s potential leads
to a better performing City that is more accountable
and responsive to the communities it is here to serve.
Equity does not only benefit marginalized groups.
Rather, everyone gains when we have a more fair and
effective system.

From an effectiveness perspective, we
might gauge progress towards equity
by assessing, for example: participation
and trust in government reported by
marginalized groups, level of interest
from equity-denied groups to work at the
City, success in promotion and retention,
prevalence of outside-the-box solutions,
and overall corporate performance.

For younger job seekers,
workforce diversity and
clear commitment to antiracism are likely to be
requirements, not just
preferences.
14

Our Vision
and Approach
The City of Vancouver’s stated mission is to “create a
great city of communities that cares about our people,
our environment, and our opportunities to live, work,
and prosper.” The notion of care is thus central to
the identity of the City. Care is a central driver for a
majority of those engaged in public service and local
politics, and positions people at the centre of the City’s
efforts and concerns. Accordingly, an ethics of care
provide the foundation for the City’s work on equity.

We envision a city where
those who are most
marginalized are
not excluded from care and
opportunity for flourishing,
rather, they are systemically
prioritized for it.
Implicit within this vision is an approach to the design
and implementation of our initiatives. This approach
can be described as the application of four distinct
and related lenses: Indigenous Rights, racial justice,
intersectionality, and systems orientation. Every City
decision, project or program moves us in the direction
of equity when these four lenses are used to frame
the problem or opportunity, analyze the situation,
decide who to involve, and make decisions on design,
implementation and evaluation. Together these lenses
provide the special ingredients that define the flavour
of our equity efforts under this Equity Framework.

Our Equity Lenses
1. Indigenous
Rights

2. Racial 3. Intersectionality 4. Systems
Justice
Orientation

1. Indigenous Rights
The City of Vancouver, like all governments, has a
responsibility to uphold and protect Indigenous Rights
and take effective measures, in collaboration with
Indigenous peoples, to redress and improve economic,
social and environmental conditions of Indigenous
communities. In order to achieve this goal, equity work
must be centered on upholding, recognizing, and
protecting inherent and constitutionally protected
Indigenous Rights. This responsibility must be enacted
with resolve and a commitment to respectfully engage
with the three Host Nations and urban Indigenous
communities in ways that foster sustained and strong
relationships. In order to move in the direction of
equity, the City of Vancouver needs to fulfil its promise
as a City of Reconciliation as a priority.
Reconciliation is often defined as a process of
establishing and maintaining mutually respectful

“We consent to learn in public. We will make
mistakes. We will sit with those mistakes, be
transparent about them, and use them both
to learn and to teach.”
-Vancouver Park Board Reconciliation Vision

relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
peoples, which requires awareness of the past,
acknowledgment of the harm that has been inflicted,
atonement for the causes and action to change
behaviour15. For the City of Vancouver, Reconciliation
is about the work of repair we do with Indigenous
communities. On the path to Reconciliation we also
need decolonization, which is an inward looking
process - it is about the City’s work with itself.
Decolonization is the process of surfacing the colonial
assumptions, narratives and beliefs that individuals
hold and that are embedded in the City’s ways of
operating, and beginning to dismantle and reshape
these structures. As such, decolonization can be
done on every project that the City is involved with,
in day-to-day practices, and in lifting the voices of
Indigenous staff and community members. While
these transformations do not equal Reconciliation, they
pave the path to repair and make it more possible for
the City to come into right relations with Indigenous
communities.
Reconciliation efforts and decolonization efforts are
both central to advancing Indigenous Rights and
they are therefore central to advancing equity. They
represent important opportunities for fostering
solidarity and community building between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous communities in Vancouver. As
stated in the opening section, solidarity is key but the
distinctness of Indigenous sovereignty must be upheld.

15. Based on definition of Reconciliation by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
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The City of Vancouver acknowledges the
colonial system on which it was built and
commits to addressing past, current and
future harms.

Examples of an Indigenous Rights
lens in action:
•P
 artnership with Musqueam,
Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh
Nations’ development
corporations on infrastructure
planning, and development of
specific sites
• Allocation of secure, long term
spaces for gathering, healing
and support programs for urban
Indigenous Communities, and
for Indigenous City staff, with
support from the Host Nations
•U
 nderstanding the Missing and
Murdered Indigenous Women
and Girls Calls for Justice and
identifying roles the City can
specifically play to advance
specific Calls
16

2. Racial Justice
As a key process of colonization, racism creates
unequal power in which those who are not white have
unequal access to opportunities for economic, political
and social mobility. While racism is compounded
by other forms of discrimination (classism, ableism,
sexism, trans antagonism, homophobia, etc.), naming
it and taking deliberate steps to tackle it is integral to
our equity work. We are unlikely to be able to advance
the interests of women and gender minorities, people
with disabilities, queer communities and others,
without specifically considering the intersections of
these identities with Indigeneity and race.
Over the past decade, leadership tables at large
organizations have become more diverse, but only
in the sense that they now include white women and
LGBTQ+ people, in what Canadian scholar Malinda
Smith has called “diversification of whiteness”. Black
and other racialized people, who make up about 50%
of the population of Vancouver, and roughly 40% of
the City’s employees, have not gained substantially
from equity efforts, and the conversation on race has
remained somewhat off limits until recently. As such,
a racial justice approach is needed to close existing
gaps and provide access to opportunities for all
Vancouverites.
As a City that has defined itself by its cultural
diversity and welcoming people from all over the
world, racism is a difficult topic to raise as it runs
counter to this collective identity. We need to name
racism as a key barrier to this collective identity and
commit to normalize these conversations as part our
equity efforts. A racial justice approach is part of our
institutional direction that states our agreement to sit
with discomfort and work through the complexities
that come with these conversations.

In the past, diversity and inclusion efforts
in Canada have typically not named
race specifically, and in doing so have
failed to address inequities for racialized
communities.

Examples of a Racial Justice lens in
action:
• Designation of geographic areas
in the City that are of significance
to racialized or ethno cultural
communities as a step towards
redress
• Targets for representation of
persons of colour in leadership
roles, and a succession planning
process that gives explicit
consideration to race and racial
dynamics
• F unding awarded to projects that
bring together multiple racialized
and multi-racial communities
working together in solidarity
towards shared goals

3. Intersectionality
Rooted in Indigenous and Black women’s activism and
further theorized by Kimberlé Crenshaw, a Black legal
scholar, the term intersectionality was developed to
explain how race intersects with gender to produce
barriers for Black women16. Crenshaw used the
metaphor of a traffic intersection to explain the
concept: While traffic collisions can happen anywhere
on a road, they are more prevalent at intersections.
Furthermore, the exact cause of accident is more
difficult to determine at an intersection, compared
with elsewhere on a road, because traffic flows
from four directions into an intersection. Similarly,
when Black women face discrimination, it is hard to
say whether racism or sexism was at play. It is likely
that we are looking at a combination of two forms of
discrimination at the intersection of race and gender.
Today, the term intersectionality is used more
broadly to examine how multiple forms of systemic
discrimination, including classism, homophobia, trans
antagonism, ageism and ableism create compounding
negative impacts for groups situated within these
intersections. An intersectional approach helps
to identify where there are multiple forms of
marginalization and where these combine. This
combination of identities means that people can be
negatively impacted differently and more intensely by
policies or programs that don’t consider identities in
a more holistic way. Intersectionality provides a lens
through which these issues can be addressed as a
whole rather than individually.

16. See Introduction to Intersectionality and Intersectionality Toolkit
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Examples of an Intersectional lens in
action:
•D
 ata collection forms that
don’t default to “male and female”
identity boxes, but instead ask
about gender outside the binary,
race, and any other demographic
information pertinent to purpose of
collection
• A model for Employee Resource
Groups (ERGs) that allows for
the creation of groups along
intersections of identity such as
QTPOC (queer and trans people of
colour), and WOC in STEM (women
of colour in science, technology,
engineering, math)
• Accessible, below-market housing
that is built specifically to the needs
of Indigenous woman-led families
• F ocused consultations with the
most vulnerable of working people,
including owners of small ethnic
corner stores, older migrant
workers, and trans sex workers to
inform future economic planning
18

4. Systems orientation
Historically, the efforts to reverse inequities have
focused on interventions that are individual in nature:
to help a child with attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) keep up in school, assign them a
support worker. To have more women in leadership,
identify promising women, mentor and accelerate
them through the ranks. To address racism in the
workplace, create a strong anti-discrimination policy
so that incidents can be reported, investigated and
addressed. To move people out of homelessness,
build shelters.
These efforts are incredibly important and necessary.
And over time we have come to appreciate that they
are not adequate on their own, because inequities are
not just a problem of a few people falling through the
cracks of the system, they are created by the systems
themselves – sometimes unintentionally, often by
design.
Bayard Love and Deena Hayes-Greene have used the
metaphor of groundwater to explain this phenomena
17: If we came to a lake and saw a dead fish floating
on the water, we would ask what happened to this
fish? But if we came to a lake with hundreds of dead
fish, we would ask what is wrong with the lake water?
And if we observed that there were hundreds of dead
fish across the lakes in the region, we would have
to ask what’s going on with the groundwater that
connects all the lakes? We would understand that to
“fix fish” or clean up one lake at a time simply won’t
work, because we would be putting fixed fish back
into toxic water or filtering a lake that is quickly recontaminated by the toxic groundwater. A systemic
approach to inequity treats it as a groundwater
problem: when we see that equity-denied groups are
struggling across our institutions - in the education
17. https://www.racialequityinstitute.com/groundwaterapproach

system, at work, in the judicial system etc. – we look
at structural and cultural factors at play across the
system and concentrate some of our interventions at
that level.
A systemic intervention usually involves uncovering the
underlying assumptions, values and norms on which
systems are built, recognizing that they are in fact
not neutral, and then shifting or broadening them to
influence the dynamics that produce the inequitable
outcomes. For example, to help the child with ADHD,
perhaps we re-think the assumption that children
should be able to sit in chairs for long hours every day,
and we instead build in more flexibility and permission
to move in the classroom for all children. To help
women and racialized people succeed in the workplace,
perhaps we re-think the cultural norms and practices
of the workplace, including the hours we work, where
we socialize, how our meetings are facilitated, what
data is valued, how productivity is defined, whose art
we display on our walls, whose days of significance we
recognize, and what range of emotions we allow. This
is by no means a trivial task. The implications of these
shifts need close examination and new arrangements
may well be needed to make it work – but these shift
have a transformative potential that goes far beyond
“fixing” the child, the woman, or the person of colour,
or helping them fit into a system that was designed in
somebody else’s image.
Systemic interventions often have an element of
structural change – e.g. laws, policies, operative
procedures, funding mechanism etc. – and they
have an element of culture change– e.g. how people
relate to each other, how power is shared, how
much uncertainty is tolerated. When we consider
systemic interventions to address inequities, the
process can feel frightening because it can bring
into question everything we thought we knew
and could rely on including the foundations of our
thinking formed by family, religion, and academic or
professional disciplines. For those who have thrived

within the current systems, the questioning might
feel threatening, as is always the case with processes
of change. It is important to acknowledge and work
through this individual resistance in order to enable
systemic change.

“Racial equity recognizes that the systemic
racism, anti-Black racism, and antiIndigenous racism have a larger impact
than individual acts of racism based on
consciously held beliefs of racial superiority
and the way whiteness is positioned as the
cultural norm” – Culture|Shift –

Examples of a Systemic lens in action:
•C
 onducting a colonial audit to
diagnose the colonial processes,
systems, mechanisms, policies,
ideology, and discourse that
is institutionalized within City
operations
• I ntegrate an equity lens into the
City’s budget process to identify
strategic opportunities for shifting
investment in the direction of equity
(continued)
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•R
 ethinking the concept of
“professional conduct” in a work
context to be more inclusive
of different cultural norms of
expression such as how people
dress and to what degree
emotions are acceptable

Ex

• Introducing onboarding processes
that ask all new employees, as
a matter of course, about their
accessibility needs, so that it
is not up to the persons with
disabilities to breach the subject
with their supervisor
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Examples of a Systemic lens in
action (continued):

Foundational

Priority Areas
As the City’s Equity Commitments make clear,
embedding equity in our work is needed in all parts
of the organization, though it is clear that some
departments will have a more central leading role on
various aspects of the work. Inspired by the Global
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Benchmark tool, we
are grouping the work that needs to be done into four
groups of activities described below: Foundational,
Internal, External and Bridging.
The Equity Framework does not prescribe detailed
actions that need to be taken within each of these
categories, but the implementation of the Equity
Framework involves identifying and tracking
progress of ongoing and new actions within each
category. Some actions – particularly those in the
External group – are policy directions that require
motions to move forward. Others – particularly in
the Foundational, Internal and Bridging groups – are
about organizational culture, or administrative and
operational structures and procedures, and actions in
these areas will be determined and directed by staff.
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It is the responsibility of each department at the City
to align their strategic plans, annual work plans, and
day-to-day decisions with the directions provided by
the Equity Framework. The City’s Equity Office will act
as a resource to support this work, and as an oversight
body to ensure accountability.

Foundation:
vision, leadership, structure
The foundational group of activities is about designing
the infrastructure for advancing equity, and ensuring
that it remains coordinated and connected as different
parts of the organization advance this work. It involves
developing a rationale for doing equity work, and
providing an overall vision, strategy and commitments,
aligned to other City goals.That is the work of this
Framework – to be refreshed regularly - and may be
supplemented at the departmental level to reflect the
specific language and culture of the department.
The foundational group of activities also includes
growing leadership that is increasingly fluent around
Indigenous Rights, racial justice, intersectional,
and systemic equity challenges and opportunities,
sustaining an accountability structure that distributes
the responsibility for this work among members of the
City Leadership Team, and creating an overarching
assessment and measurement system that explicitly
names objectives and committed actions and reflects
progress over time.
Activities also include convening an ongoing
interdepartmental Equity Council, a network
of Employee Resource Groups, and ongoing
conversations with the unions. This work will be led out
of the City Manager’s Office by the City’s Equity Officer
to ensure appropriate authority, visibility and ability to
coordinate across the City.

Internal:
human resources functions
The second group of activities have to do with growing
a workforce that represents the communities we
serve, and providing City employees with opportunities
to thrive. As a major employer in Vancouver, the City
has a significant impact on equity through its internal
operations.
Internal activities include advancing equity approaches
in the recruitment process, ensuring that equity
is integrated into professional development;
performance management, advancement, and
retention; working with unions to ensure that job
design and classification are evaluated for bias and
that compensation is equitable, and that flexibility and
benefits are available to City staff whenever possible.
This group of activities will be led by the City’s Human
Resources department in collaboration with all other
departments.

Bridging:
learning, communications, finance
The activities in this group provide critical linkages
between the foundation, internal and external work at
the City. It would be difficult for the work in the other
categories to advance without effective work in the
Bridging Group.
Activities in this group include educating the City on
equity. This includes working with managers across
departments to socialize their teams on the definitions
and approaches put forward by this Framework and
embedding them into day-to-day practices ranging
from how meetings are held to whom we go to for
advice.
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Training and ongoing internal and external communications are a key component in this group of activities.
Finally, this group connects the City’s equity work with
finance, legal, sustainability and other key departments
at the City. Responsibility for this group of activities
will sit with the City Manager’s Office and will include
partnerships across the organization.

External:
community-facing functions
The final group of activities concerns the ways that
equity should be integrated into the City’s work with
communities. This is a large category reflecting the
work of the City in so many different areas ranging
from parks and recreation, to fire and rescue services,
arts and culture, zoning bylaws and building permits,
design of streets and waste collection – all of which
could be examined over the next few years with an
intersectional, decolonial, racial justice, and systemic
equity lens. This group also includes civic engagement
and public consultation, how the City works with
residents and community members, in partnership
with the Host Nations, and other levels of government.
Finally it includes all areas of planning and service
provision that focus on addressing the needs of
equity-denied groups, brought together under the
umbrella of the Healthy City Strategy. Success in all
these efforts requires capacity building for staff and
decision-makers to apply the lenses described in this
Framework.
The latter set of activities – those focused directly on
the needs of equity-denied groups in community – will
continue to be led by Arts, Culture, and Community
Services. All other community-facing departments at
the City, meanwhile, will be involved in activities within
this category as it pertains to their own areas of work.
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Towards Collective
Impact
The completion of this Equity Framework marks
a moment when the City of Vancouver makes a
significant commitment to move in the direction of
equity as one organization. The potential impacts that
different arms of the City can have when acting in
alignment with each other can be far bigger than the
sum of those efforts in isolation from each other. As the
vision and concepts from this Framework infuse the
City’s culture, they will influence mindsets, interactions
and practices in the course of every employee’s daily
work. The transformative shifts that our communities
are asking for require that we act collectively inside the
City, and with partners in community. This Framework
is an act of hope in that direction.

Message from
Mayor Kennedy
Stewart

Message from
the City Manager
Paul Mochrie

Message from
the City’s Equity
Officer Aftab Erfan

On July 20th, 2021,
Vancouver City Council
unanimously adopted
the Equity Framework.
This important document
provides common
understanding and a
united approach to equity,
to be used by all City
departments and decision
makers. In adopting this
Framework, the City of
Vancouver acknowledges
the existence of systemic
racism, colonial legacies,
and inequities in our city,
civic administration, and
council. We commit to
listening and learning from
affected communities as
we continue to reimagine
and redesign all systems
that disadvantage equitydenied people. This work
reinforces and supports the
path we are on as a City of
Reconciliation and our goal
to build a Vancouver that
works for all of us.

The Equity Framework will
set the tone for the City’s
efforts to advance equity
and provide a basis to align
our existing efforts and
identify strategic next
steps. The City Leadership
Team was engaged in the
completion of the Equity
Framework and recognizes
the necessity for change
to the internal culture of
the organization to realize
the vision articulated
in this document.
The responsibility for
implementation of this
essential change sits with
the City Manager and the
City Leadership Team. On
behalf of the leadership
team, I thank the many
members of City staff and
community, particularly the
Indigenous and racialized
staff and those from other
systemically marginalized
groups, who initiated and
advanced this important
work.

The work on the Equity
Framework was underway
long before I joined the
City in 2020 as the first
Chief Equity Officer. Its
completion, as well as the
creation of my office, marks
a moment of clarity about
the magnitude of the work
the City needs to do and a
tangible commitment to
do this work. As anyone
who is engaged in a
transformation process well
knows, this is not easy work.
It is a labour of love in the
direction of love. For many
of us it is personal as well as
professional. I am grateful
to be walking alongside so
many committed people,
both inside the City and
outside, as we stumble our
way to a more just future.

23

There are many people to name and recognize for their role in the creation of the
Equity Framework, in particular the members of the external advisory committee
and Council advisory bodies, the Internal inter-departmental leadership team and
staff affinity groups, and the Arts, Culture and Community Services team that led
this work for many years and carried it to completion alongside the Equity Office.
We acknowledge the following individuals, in alphabetical order:
External Advisory Committee

Internal Leadership Team

Amal Rana (Racial and Ethno-Cultural Equity
Advisory Committee, RECE), Angie MaparaOsachoff (Equitas), Barbara Lawson-Swain
(Reconciliation Canada), Cissie Fu (Emily Carr
University of Art & Design), Clifford White
(Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council,
MVAEC), Cynthia Minh (Disability Alliance of BC),
Donna Chang (Cedar Cottage Neighbourhood
House), Handel Kashope Wright (UBC), Ignatius
But (RECE), Jackie Wong (Hua Foundation), Kevin
Barlow (MVAEC), Leonora Angeles (UBC), Marcel
Swain (Lu’ma Native Housing Society), Mariana
Martinez Vieyra (Vancouver Association for the
Survivors of Torture), Michelle George (MVAEC),
Pascaline Nsekera (Le Relais Francophone
de la Colombie-Britannique), Sekani Dakelth
(Megaphone)

Aliyah Amarshi, Therese Boullard, Metha
Brown, Nadia Carvalho, Alan Chen, Edna Cho,
Wilma Clarke, Katelyn Crabtree, Paul Czene,
Michel Desrochers, Iain Dixon, Valerie Dixon,
Tim Douglas, Allison Dunnet, Aftab Erfan,
Megan Fitzgerald, Amanda Gibbs, Simon
Goldsmith, Heidi Granger, Susan Haid, Branislav
Henselmann, Kathryn Holm, Lara Honrado,
Amelia Huang, Dianna Hurford, Kira Hutchinson,
Julie Iannacone, Udokam Iroegbu, Rajpal Kohli,
Ellie Lambert, Jennifer Lamont, Megan Langley,
Aaron Lao, Cynthia Lau, Diana Leung, Katie
McPherson, Bronwen McRae-Smith, Mumbi
Maina, Kiran Marohn, Koji Miyaji, Tara Nazemi,
Anne Nickerson, Navida Nuraney, Jhenifer
Pabillano, Melina Scholefield, Michelle Schouls,
Saul Schwebs, Sandra Singh, Doug Smith,
Rena Soutar, April Sumter-Freitag, Margaret
Wittgens, Baldwin Wong, Mary Clare Zak

Consultants

Cicely Belle Blain, Parker Johnson, Sadie Kuehn, Ta7talíya Michelle
Nahanee, Jada-Gabrielle Pape, Adrienne Smith
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