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Background Information 

The City of Vancouver has a long-term goal of reducing the ecological footprint of the 

city by 33% relative to the 2006 levels in order to live at a level of consumption that would only 

take one planet-worth of space and resources. This has been deemed the “One Planet Initiative” 

by city council and the sustainability team within it. This goal may be achieved by reducing the 

overall consumption of energy and maximizing sustainability programs. To facilitate this, it is 

crucial that city council is able to communicate and engage with the diverse and multicultural 

fabric that is the Vancouver community. However, public outreach regarding sustainability has 

been notoriously tricky. Although the City has, on occasion, hosted pop-up events to encourage 

sustainability and awareness, the tendency has been that only predominantly caucasian 

demographic groups are reached.  

This implies the existence of a knowledge gap regarding the reception, awareness, and 

understanding of the City’s efforts to reduce ecological footprints amongst other communities in 

the city. Most significantly, the City has found it challenging to properly translate and distribute 

information to the plethora of communities as well as determining how effective their efforts 

have been. In order to improve their methods, they must first know what is or is not working 

when it comes to various ethnic groups and cultural minorities. This would be a positive step 

toward achieving the City’s goal for sustainability and would allow them to find ways to include 

communities that are not traditionally engaged in the conversation around new sustainability 

initiatives. Furthermore, the City has to gain a better idea of the priorities and challenges that 

exist in such various communities. 
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We have chosen to focus on the Iranian community as a cultural and ethnic group in the 

Vancouver metropolitan area. Census estimates that the Iranian community has over 35,000 

members in the Greater Vancouver region with a number of established community 

organizations in place including (Statistics Canada, 2017): 

- University of British Columbia (UBC) Persian Club 

- Canadian Iranian Council 

- Society of Iranian Canadian Professionals (SICP) 

- Iranian Women’s Cultural Society 

- Persian Community Awareness Group 

- Iranian Realtors Association 

Through our preliminary interviews it has become evident that involvement and 

awareness of the City’s sustainability efforts is limited not due to lack of interest, rather, more 

pressing priorities within the community. These priorities are summarized most succinctly by the 

mission statement of the Canadian Iranian Foundation: help with the integration of new 

immigrants to Canada, encourage learning and education (Canadianiranianfoundation.com 

Mission, 2018).  

This is promising as immigration can give the City an opportunity to reach out to new 

people and families providing them with important and relevant sustainability information when 

they first arrive to Canada. To this end it is important to highlight that sustainability can be 

defined as more than just environmental sustainability. According to the three pillar approach 

sustainability consists of social, economic and environmental sustainability where each pillar 
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supports the others (Pope, 2004). A weakness in any one of such pillars may hamper 

sustainability efforts in the other domains. 

 

Research Question 

In light of our preliminary interviews it became clear that it would be conducive to 

reframe our initial research question because of the limited involvement of the Iranian 

community (as a whole) in Vancouver with the City’s sustainability programs. Therefore, rather 

than to merely assess: To what extent is the Iranian community in Vancouver receiving 

information from city programs regarding sustainability and the one-planet initiative? And, how 

is this research being received and how receptive is the Iranian community to this information? 

It would be more meaningful to find out what the priorities of the Canadian-Iranian community 

are. We would then use this information to make recommendations on how the City could go 

about approaching sustainability towards the One Planet Initiative. Specifically, we used our 

interview process to listen to the community and together brainstorm creative approaches that the 

City could use to go about it’s sustainability program in this type of community.  

Discussion of the Research Process and Methods  

It was determined that conducting interviews with Iranian community members would 

give us a detailed look into what information was being shared by the city or what the narrative 

is around sustainability. Gaining participants’ personal accounts on what they have experienced 

in Vancouver allows us to delve into what is being talked about and experienced within the 

community. 
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Initially, we struggled to connect to the community but were eventually through a variety 

of professional and personal contacts facilitated a series of meaningful interviews with a number 

of community members. Some of these individuals are current or former representatives of the 

organizations listed above while others spoke in a personal capacity.  

Using personal experience mixed with literature on immigrant experiences in Canada 

may allow for a greater synthesis of information and allowed us notice trends or commonalities 

between what has been studied and what is being experienced now. By finding out what the main 

problems or focusses of new Iranian immigrants are after arriving in Canada, we can begin to 

better understand what may be detrimental to receiving municipal information or knowledge 

about new initiatives like One Planet initiative. The reverse is of course also true: by listening to 

the communities we are able gain a better understanding of what they consider to be the most 

conducive manner for cooperation on such initiatives.  

Semi-structured interviews were used with the participants of this project as this 

facilitated a conservation around themes and this structure allows for some flexibility and 

chances to explore topics spontaneously (Doody & Nooman, 2013). We found this to be highly 

effective because it felt more like a two-way conversation rather than a strict interview that is 

limited by the questions of the interviewer. It also made it clear to the community members that 

agreed to be interviewed that we were genuinely interested in hearing their perspectives and 

weren’t worried about pushing a particular agenda or direction.  

Project Outcomes 

Our interviews revealed the following priorities of the Iranian community: 

1) Successful Immigration & Assimilation  

a) Recognition of foreign professional qualifications 
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b) Language acquisition 

2) Employment 

3) Social Dynamics 

a) Socio-economic class & social pressure  
b) Family & Cultural Generational Gap  

 

Discussion 

Our discussions with various members of the community as well as what we learned in 

the classroom and the supporting literature quickly led to a clear overlapping theme: The three 

pillars of sustainability (environmental, social, and economic) must be included when discussing 

the future of sustainability and how to approach topics such as this one (Pope, 2004). It was clear 

that approaching sustainability with the Iranian community through the environmental lens 

would not only limit our conversations with the community but also made it uninviting to many. 

It was when we began to switch the framing of our approach that we gained the insights we 

needed, and the information we were looking for became more clear.  

Through our initial meeting with our community partner Wendy Avis (Vancouver 

Municipal Government employee) it became evident that engaging in conversations about 

sustainability often only happened with communities that were predominantly caucasian, 

wealthy, and well established in the city. The challenge was engaging with a community that is 

not traditionally involved in the conversation around the city’s initiatives and to find out why 

they are or are not currently engaged. When comparing the norm of who the city engages with 

and the community we were trying to engage with, the difference between them became evident. 

When looking at the three pillars of sustainability, the predominantly caucasian, wealthy, and 

well established have managed to successfully attain comfort within the social and economic 
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pillars, which gives them a greater opportunity to focus on the environmental aspect. However, it 

was clear that the Iranian community had not yet achieved comfort in neither the social nor the 

economic pillars, which would make it very difficult to reach environmental sustainability. This 

is not to say that the Iranian community suffers economically or socially - in fact on average 

members of the Iranian community are well above median province wide income levels 

(Statistics Canada, 2017). Rather, economic and social insecurity stems from the ease at which 

these domains can be achieved. 

Immigration & Assimilation 

Our interviewees often spoke about the troubles that many faced when arriving in 

Canada, such as getting proper qualifications to work in the field they worked in before 

immigrating, or the lack of community cohesion because of previous political or religious 

stances. As mentioned in Dean & Wilson, the inability to find relevant work in Canada and 

settling for employment outside or below their field of training can have deleterious effects on 

mental health, family health, and overall wellbeing (Dean et al., 2009). If a practicing doctor 

immigrated to Canada based on the federally created Skilled Worker Program, which bases 

selection on level of education, marital status, age, work experience, among other things, it is 

almost certain that they will have to be re-trained in Canada to meet the prerequisites of being a 

doctor (Dean et al., 2009). In 2003 54% of immigrants to Canada were still looking for work 

between two and four years after arrival, and for those who did find work, 60% reported being 

overqualified for their position (Dean et al., 2009). After our interviews it became apparent that 

the Iranian community was facing very similar challenges and are having to resort to exceptional 

means for a comfortable life in Canada. Such exceptional means include the unfortunate but 
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common split family dynamic where a family member will return to Iran on a semi-permanent 

basis and provide for the family financially with means that earned abroad.  

Employment 

In one of our interviews it was stated that many members of the Iranian community in 

Vancouver find that affordability is the biggest problem they currently face. It was also noted 

that the inability to find work that was similar to what individuals had in Iran made it difficult to 

get by financially. To combat this, members of the community were travelling back to Iran to 

work in their practices or old jobs as, for example, lawyers, doctors, and engineers, and then 

travel back to Canada with the new funds or send it to the family as a remittance. The spouse or a 

sibling would alternate with this family member, and the cycle of travelling and coming back 

with money earned abroad would continue. In this interview it was also stated that there was 

rarely, if ever, any conversation around environmental sustainability or any engagement or 

knowledge around city efforts in ecological-footprint reduction. This account made it explicitly 

clear that without economic and social sustainability, resulting in financial comfort and comfort 

with one’s surroundings, attempts to engage in environmental sustainability efforts would go in 

vain. The importance of finding a livable wage, getting a stable footing in a new country, and 

regaining the ability to work in the field they are experienced in far outweighed the need to 

engage in sustainable practices. Furthermore, the lack of cohesion within the Iranian community 

adds another barrier to attaining social sustainability. 

Social Dynamics 

Our interviews as well as relevant literature revealed one of the main priorities that the 

community placed a high value on language acquisition and that a lack of both oral and written 
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fluency was seen as a significant barrier to achieving successful assimilation and meaningful 

employment (Amundsen et al., 2011). In addition, the strong role of social status in the Iranian 

community places an added stressor on new migrants. As shown in the literature, oftentimes 

Iranian immigrants that have settled in Vancouver are from high socio-economic classes (SES). 

They are used to and expect a certain standard and quality of life. The choice to move to Canada 

was an opportunity to further this. However, upon arrival the barriers that have been described 

above make maintaining this expected SES an undue pressure on newly settling members, 

especially among social acquaintances that have managed to settle successfully both 

economically and socially. It is noted in Shirpak that oftentimes Iranian communities in general 

have a cultural disposition to form collective agencies aimed at benefiting the whole, but this is 

not being accomplished in Canada (Shirpak et al., 2007). Instead, as is suggested in Naraghi, 

members of the community create a facade and instead of speaking about the issues they are 

facing as new immigrants such as loneliness or isolation, they collectively decide to ignore the 

“ugly truth” of their current situation (Naraghi, 2001). This inability to form a collective, or to 

function as a community as a whole can limit the level of social cohesion or social sustainability 

needed, and the informal networks that new Iranian immigrants depend on for employment 

opportunities may be restricted as friends are helpful in the career transition process (Koert et al., 

2011). 
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Recommendations & Future Directions 

Given our investigation and multiple conversations with members of the Iranian 

community members we have with their input developed a list of possible recommendations that 

the City can use to approach not only the Iranian community but other groups as well: 

1) Introduce sustainability during federal/provincial services relating to immigration. 

Make environmental sustainability as a key part of becoming Canadian. This can 

be done by placing an emphasis on what environmental sustainability is and how 

one goes about being environmentally conscious. Questions such as: why is 

environmental sustainability important? Why is environmental sustainability a 

part of the Canadian identity?  The immigration process is taken very seriously 

and considered priority one - the primary reason most Iranians come to 

Vancouver is to settle here permanently, hence, if the path to permanent residency 

and citizenship includes information about sustainable living then this is most 

likely to be picked up. 

2) Introduce sustainability at widespread iranian community events: including 

Persian New Year & concerts and cultural events hosted by the Iranian 

community. This can be done in a variety of shapes and forms but community 

members emphasized that traditional informational booths may work well but 

rather promotional material and incentive programs (recycle and receive a 

monetary deposit in return) may be most effective. 

3) Hire members of the Iranian community in municipal government. This will bring 

about implicit change and ensure voices of the community are included in future 
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programs (even those that go beyond environmental sustainability). Doing this 

will generally aid with ensuring that the community’s voices are being heard 

throughout various City initiatives (including sustainability) and will more likely 

ensure active participation by the greater community if links exist. It also 

functions as a way to ensure economic and social security challenges the 

community is facing. 

4) Mindfulness of the traditional role that government has on many first generation 

immigrants. Local, provincial and federal government is very different in Iran - 

many community members are distrustful due to experiences from back home 

(extortion, corruption and public pressure). Being aware of this and ensuring that 

engagement with the City is on a voluntary basis only is key to ensuring 

involvement and engagement in any capacity. 

Conclusion 

Our findings reveal that to increase the likelihood of attaining environmental 

sustainability, some of the largest barriers to a sustainable and comfortable lifestyle must first be 

tackled. It was consistent through both our interviews and the literature that cultural assimilation, 

financial security, and this issues around underemployment or unemployment are more pressing 

matters to immigrants in Canada. The current immigration methods used in Canada are leading 

to a double bind whereby new immigrants are to have Canadian experience to gain certifications, 

but are not being provided the opportunity to gain this necessary experience (Novak and Chen, 

2013). Not only Iranians, but skilled immigrants across Canada are facing a similar problem 

(Novak and Chen, 2013).  
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For the city to properly engage with this community and communities like it, they must 

first understand what is going on within the community, and what is preventing them from 

moving forward. With dozens of diasporas in Vancouver, it is important to recognize the 

different levels of community cohesion throughout these groups, and to find out what problems 

are preventing the conversation within them. It is also important to recognize that the 

environmental-based sustainability model is one that lacks depth and can prevent thorough 

engagement with said communities. By using the three pillar model, the ability to gain vital 

information surrounding the hindrances to sustainability is made easier, and it takes a backdoor 

approach to environmental sustainability by not addressing it head-on, but instead learning more 

about topics that have the largest influences on it. Many our our interviewees found it easier to 

talk about the social and economic pillars first, and then connect the dots as to how the 

environmental role plays into them. This information can be utilized to engage with a greater 

range of communities across Metro Vancouver and beyond.  
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Additional Project Deliverables 

- HUBBUB Day Poster → see pdf attached in Appendix A 
- HUBBUB Day 30 Second Pitch → see Appendix B 
- HUBBUB Day Boothing 
- Final Project Presentation - April 19th, 2018 
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Appendix A - HUBBUB Day Poster 

 

Appendix B - HUBBUB Day 30 Second Pitch 

“Hi, I am Harris Sheldon, and this is Daniel Frederiks, and we are both 4th year students at 
UBC. Our mission was to learn more about a community that is not traditionally engaged in the 
conversation around Vancouver’s sustainability initiatives. The project consisted of reaching out 
to members of the Iranian community who hold various positions within it, to get a more 
personal take on how they understand sustainability, and what involvement they have had with 
the municipal government. With this information, we hope to help form ideas on how to engage 
with similar communities in the future, as the city strives to complete its sustainability goals.” 
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