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Vision
teatalk is a mobile tea-serving cart that offers space for conversation 
and social connection over the sharing of a free cup of tea. Through 
hosting conversations over cups of tea in public space, we hope to 
create a city that is more socially connected and welcoming to 
strangers and newcomers.

We launched teatalk on November 26, 2016 in Northeast False Creek 
as one of five CityStudio projects in the Imagination Zone. We 
partnered with local artist George Rahi, using his mobile tea-serving 
trailer to create a convivial gathering space.

The teatalk model can be used in the future by the City of Vancouver to 
create dialogue between citizens and engage on projects in the future 
in a more approachable way.

Urba Khan - urbak@sfu.ca 

Alex Butler - butleralexjames@gmail.com 

Glenn Mendonsa - glennmendonsa@gmail.com 

Iain Marjoribanks - iain.mjbanks@gmail.com 

Our Team
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Context
Vancouver is one of the fastest growing cities in Canada, 
attracting migrants from across the country and around the 
world. Yet Vancouver’s development has come significant 
growing pains. Vancouver residents, and particularly those 
living in high density have felt increasingly disconnected from 
community activities. This retreat from public life does more 
than hurt residents personally; it also reduces our collective 
capacity to deal with larger problems, such as poverty, 
homelessness, and change management. 

In 2012, the Vancouver Foundation described many of these 
challenges in their report, Connections and Engagement. The 
Vancouver Foundation reported that:

● 31% of residents find it difficult to make friends;

● 25% are alone more than they want to be; and

● 43% of high rise residents don’t know the names of at 
least two neighbors. 

In response, the Mayor’s Engaged City Task Force produced a 
series of recommendations that the City could use to support 
more convivial and civically engaged communities. These 
include:

● Invest more in public engagement resources;

● Support community and cultural spaces;

● Support face-to-face engagement; and

● Use food to bring people together.

In a concurrent process, City Staff developed its Healthy City 
Strategy. The Healthy City Strategy uses a public health 
perspective to assess and analyze the City’s built environment, 
policies, partnerships, programs, and services. The most 
relevant goals to teatalk include: 

● Increasing residents’ sense of belonging and safety; and

● Increasing public participation and engagement in arts 
and culture.

teatalk

31% of residents agreed that it’s 
difficult to make friends 
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Context
The North East False Creek neighborhood sits at a crossroads 
between many of Vancouver’s many vibrant communities, 
including the Downtown Eastside. In selecting partners to 
support our project, we sought businesses that met the 
following objectives of the Downtown Eastside Local Area 
Plan:

● Direct special attention to local-serving businesses; and

● Increase access to culturally appropriate food.

With the generous support from Vancouver’s Public Art 
Program, we were able partner with a local artist to support 
our project. Our partnership worked towards the following 
Public Art Program Goals: 

● Provide strong support to artists as full members of the 
creative process; and

● Stimulate civic discourse.

Finally, we surveyed the community of Northeast False Creek 
using a temporary art installation to gather feedback on what 
was missing from their community. Our art installation was a 
large white pyramid structure with questions prompting 
residents and passers-by to share their thoughts on what 
engaged them, what they wanted, and what they loved about 
their neighborhood. Two major themes that strongly resonated 
with us were food and relationships. These themes formed the 
basis of our project.  
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Staff, Support, Stakeholders, and Scalability
Staff 

Emory Davidge, is the Engagement Lead for the North East 
False Creek Planning Process at the City of Vancouver. She 
offered support and advice throughout our project. 

Karen Henry is the Senior Cultural Planner for the Public Art 
Program, providing support to achieve the public art goals. 

Lihwen Hsu is the Engaged City Program Coordinator at the 
City of Vancouver, and seeks to use teatalk for public 
engagement for future events. 

Support and Community Stakeholders

The tea served at teatalk was generously provided by Capilano 
Tea House and Guayaki. Michelle Nahanee from Capilano Tea 
House. Michelle also provided us with an important 
background on the indigenous history of False Creek. The tea 
blend, Senakw Village, refers to the historic Squamish village 

formerly located near False Creek, and contains a blend of 
berries traditionally harvested from the area.  

The tea cart was provided by George Rahi of Publik Secrets. 
George Rahi is an artist resident at the Hadden Park Field 
House. George provided us with his tea cart, and supported us 
in the process of designing the engagement experience. George 
uses tools for conviviality that are intended to create 
innovative and spontaneous applications around public 
gathering spaces. 

Scalability

The intention of this project is to help alleviate the passiveness 
in the city by having a small-scale, mobile and compact in form 
tea cart, with the potential to influence public understanding of 
a disconnected Vancouver. teatalk can provide proof of 
concept for more of a whimsical style of engagement for 
meaningful conversations around city planning to form.
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Site
teatalk took place in the Northeast False Creek area during the 
launch of the Imagination Zone. The Imagination Zone is an 
experimental public space part of the Vancouver’s Public Art 
Boost. Over the course of the semester, our cohort promoted 
our vision for the Imagination Zone as a permissive space for 
public art. In addition to teatalk, the Imagination Zone featured 
four other student projects:

● StareChairs, a temporary public furniture installation 
on the steps of the aging Plaza of Nations;

● The Food Recovery Project, a participatory asset 
mapping of food resources in and around the NEFC 
area;

● IllumiLane, an interactive light-up bikeway encouraging 
active transportation and safe cycling; and

● Umbrella Taxi, a troupe of performers and artists 
providing free umbrella escorts and conversation 
around the Imagination Zone. 

All five groups participating in the launch of the Imagination 
Zone sought to support each other by co-locating in a common 
area. At the beginning of the day, teatalk located near 
StareChairs. After an hour, we relocated to a sheltered area 
next to the Food Recovery Project. During the course of the 
event, Umbrella Taxi escorted passers-by to each of our 
projects. As the sun set, we on moved along the NEFC seawall, 
stopping at Plaza of Nations and under the gazebo near Science 
World.
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Stewardship
Our stewardship plan is for the City of Vancouver to use our 
model for public engagement in the future. We spoke with 
Lihwen Hsu, Engaged City Program Coordinator, to take steps 
towards making this a reality. He is looking to relaunch teatalk 
alongside the Pop-Up City Hall launch scheduled for March or 
April 2016. 

The first way to use our project for public engagement is to 
simply engage outdoors with tea. Multiple residents expressed 
wanting more of these kinds of spaces in the city and 
community. The first way our project could be used is to simply 
create a conversation space for engagement outdoors, with 
free tea. Without the tea cart, our project would have cost less 
than $50. 

With a portable table, a sign, cups, and a tank full of warm tea, 
the City could engage with a diverse audience at low cost. All 
the materials necessary for our project can be gathered from 

an office kitchen. This method could break down social barriers 
to access to public engagement to engage with youth, 
minorities, and low-income residents that would not typically 
engage with the City through traditional mediums. Also, people 
would have longer, more meaningful conversations about City 
projects and engage with each other. 

However, this could be taken a step further. By actually using 
the tea cart, the City could recreate teatalk for other public 
engagement and consultation activities. Local artist George 
Rahi, who provided us with the tea cart bike trailer and insight 
on the engagement process, has expressed interest in working 
with the City in the future. It would cost $200 per half-day to 
rent the tea trailer and have George participate. The cart can 
be rented without George for $150. This method provides 
more of a visual draw than the first. Also, there is the ability to 
change locations quickly. Due to the cart’s mobile nature, you 
can station the trailer or move and engage passerby traffic. 
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● Sept. 12 - Oct. 1: You Write, We Listen project
● Oct. 4: teatalk group forms around themes “food” and 

“relationships” identified during You Write, We Listen
● Oct. 5-11: Detailed research into past city projects, 

related and topical artists, history of food and 
relationship-building in the NEFC area

● Oct. 12-21: Meeting with stakeholders
● Oct. 21: NEFC site visit
● Oct. 22: Visit and meeting with artist Keg DeSouza at 

event Appetite for Construction (resident artist with 
the Contemporary Art Gallery)

● Oct. 24: Project pitch to CityStudio staff, focus on 
sharing “food” evolves into a project focused on tea.

● Oct. 26: First prototype with free tea outside 
CityStudio on the seawall

● Oct. 28: Projet confirmed as a mobile tea cart based in 
NEFC that creates and strengthens relationships 
through the sharing of free tea

● Nov. 4: Meeting with Michelle Nahanee from Capilano 
Tea House for tea sponsorship and artist George Rahi 
(Publik Secrets)

● Nov. 15: Phone meeting with Lihwen Hsu, Engaged City 
Program Coordinator with Pop-Up City Hall to discuss 
potential lessons learned

● Nov. 22: Second prototype outside Science World 
plaza, refined potential lessons learned identified with 
Lihwen Hsu

● Nov. 26: CityStudio Imagination Zone launch 
(appended original site plan, starting at the Plaza of 
Nations, and ending at site 2, Science World gazebo)  

● Dec. 1: Meeting with Lihwen Hsu on stewardship 
opportunities for the City of Vancouver 

Timeline
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Challenges
The strength of teatalk is its simplicity. The simple design of a 
public tea service is an immediately recognizable and inviting 
intervention. Yet in the early stages of our project, our team 
had very different ideas for combining the themes of food and 
relationships.

A key shift was deciding to work with tea, and not food more 
generally. Once we had reached consensus, we deliberated on 
whether to create a bounded space, to choreograph the 
approach to the tea house, and whether to bring seating, if any.

The second key shift was to strip the project down to its 
essential components. In order to identify shortcomings to this 
approach, we prototyped what we believed to be the minimum 
viable product version of teatalk, including tea, a table, and our 
facilitation skills. 

Even on a cold and rainy weekday afternoon, we found no 
shortage of demand to have tea with strangers. Incorporating 
the cart provided by Publik Secrets caused us to revisit several 
conversations discussed earlier in our process, including 
seating and simplicity. 

We were left with some of the following questions after our 
project was completed. First, how can we encourage 
resident-to-resident interaction? Our greatest challenge 
remains finding strategies to facilitate conversations between 
strangers. 

Although we succeeded in facilitating neighbor-to-neighbor 
conversations between 10% of guests at our event, we suspect 
that launching a similar event with a pre-defined topic of 
conversation could create even more connections. 

On the day of our event, we discovered that managing the flow 
of people at an event is more art than science. When there 
were 3-5 people at the cart, all group members were able to 
acknowledge each visitor and still facilitate group 
conversations between members of the public. Ironically, as 
more visitors approached the cart, it became difficult to 
facilitate new connections between neighbors. Similar projects 
are advised to focus their energies on designing a variety of 
processes and tools for engagement.

teatalk8



Project Barriers
The road to producing teatalk wasn’t always clear. Though we 
began this project with a focus on food and relationships, the 
logistics of serving food quickly began to surface. While sharing 
a meal is a well-proven way to create connections between 
residents, serving food involves complicated liabilities and 
challenges. 

Our first ideas were inspired by the many social events 
involving food in Vancouver, and were as diverse as the 
members of our group. Inspirations ranged from the 
anarchist-leaning, unstructured Food Not Bombs to the highly 
organized and structured shared bento boxes organized by the 
Shako Club. 

It soon became clear that there was no way to launch a public 
event in public space that could feasibly and affordably bring 
people together around a meal. Tea, however, was an easy 
solution. We were inspired by our shared interest in rituals of 
tea and hospitality, and the experience of hosting guests for 
CityStudio’s weekly dialogues with artists and City staff. If we

could have productive conversations in our class, then surely 
we could host conversations between a few neighbors. 

Our next major challenge was deciding on the form of our 
public space interventions. We quickly agreed to work with 
George Rahi, whose mobile tea cart was perfectly aligned with 
our desire to create a warm, friendly, convivial space in 
Northeast False Creek.  Some among us proposed grandiose 
designs for freestanding structures, while others emphasized a 
minimalist approach. After all was said and done, our team 
agreed it was not necessary to build or add to the design in any 
way. After settling on a simple physical design, we focused on 
our roles as facilitators. 
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Recommendations and Lessons Learned

Visual Draw: The physical tea cart and accompanying “free 
tea” sign served as a visual draw and point of intrigue for 
participants. Many of our conversations began with a question 
about the cart and how it works. Proper signage is important. 
We rarely had to entice people to approach the trailer, 
eliminating much of the confusion of more “promotional” 
activity. 

Accessibility: We interacted with a great diversity of 
participants on the day of our event. Many of the people we 
talked to were young adults, visible minorities, and people with 
English as a second language. The offering of a common 
cultural staple like tea was an accessible point of reference for 
many participants. 

Quality of Conversations: Most of the conversations that we 
had at teatalk ranged from 5-20 minutes in length. We made an 
effort to create a space that was inviting where people would 
feel comfortable staying. Using ceramic cups, instead of 

paper cups encouraged guests to stay in the space to stay in the 
space to engage with us and each other for an extended period 
of time. Our first prototype revealed guests were less willing to 
stay and have a meaningful conversation if served with paper 
cups.

Partnerships with Other Events: Being close to other 
CityStudio events created valuable synergies. Earlier 
prototypes of teatalk generated less engagement than at the 
launch of the Imagination Zone.

Resident-to-Resident Engagement: Ten percent of the 
participants of our project engaged with other participants. 
Few people were eager to engage with one another 
unprompted. The most successful strategy to get guests to 
engage with each other, was finding a common interest to 
introduce them. In a public engagement scenario, the common 
interest could be a project under consultation.

The purpose of our project was to spark conversations between community members. teatalk's model can be adapted to enrich public 
engagement processes, including Vancouver’s Pop-up City Hall. Below, we have outlined the lessons learned from our project that can 
used by the City of Vancouver if they move forward with teatalk,
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Press Release
Fall 2016 CityStudio cohort member Kelly Furey created the 
following media release promoting the Imagination Zone launch 
event. 

On Saturday November 26th, students enrolled in SFU 
Semester at CityStudio are launching The Imagination Zone: 
public experiments in False Creek for a healthy and creative 
city.

When: Saturday November 26, 12:00-7:00 pm. Media hour: 
3:30-4:30
Where: Northeast False Creek Seawall (between Plaza of 
Nations and Science World Gazebo). 
What: 5 student-led projects co-created with Vancouver 
artists and Vancouver City staff including an illuminated bike 
lane, urban furniture installation, mobile tea cart, food waste 
awareness initiative and a whimsical pedestrian umbrella taxi 
service
 

A check-in tent for media will be located in the Northeast 
corner of Creekside Park. 

Please find the press release below for more details. 

To request an interview with CityStudio staff or students, 
please contact Kelly Furey at  kfurey@sfu.ca or (604) 
999-5803. 

Thanks, 

Kelly Furey 
CityStudio Student

teatalk
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Press Release
Vancouver, BC - On Saturday, November 26th students enrolled at CityStudio 

are launching The Imagination Zone: public experiments in False Creek for a 

healthy and creative city. The daylong event showcases five experiments 

aimed to help the City achieve its livability, vibrant waterfront, healthy city 

and entertainment zone goals for the emerging North East False Creek 

development. Vancouverites are invited explore the following projects from 

12:00-7:00pm on Saturday:  

1. Illumilane: An illuminated interactive cyclist and pedestrian path 

through Creekside Park that integrates art into transportation to 

promote walking and cycling as safe and fun transportation choices

2. StarreChairs: An urban furniture installation that invites 

community members to sit and participate through interactive mural 

art on the steps of the Plaza of Nations

3. Food Recovery Project: A food waste reduction initiative aimed to 

build a Zero Waste Food Future located at the Science World Gazebo

4. TeaTalk: A traveling mobile tea cart offering rich conversations over 

free cups of tea

5. Umbrella Taxi: A whimsical walk through North East False Creek 

inspiring friendly citizen behaviour 

The Imagination Zone was developed collaboratively with the City of 

Vancouver’s Public Art Program. Students engaged city staff, artists, urban 

planning mentors and other local creatives throughout the project 

 development process. “The uniqueness of the CityStudio approach and model 

allows the City to directly support artists to collaborate.” says George Rahi, 

Hadden Fieldhouse Resident Artist. 

“I am really excited to bring more public art to the North East False Creek,” 

says Nick Gregson Vancouver mural artist, “it is my hope that painting 

interactive murals in the Imagination Zone will really help shift people’s 

perspectives about interacting with and becoming a part of art in Vancouver”.

Artists: 

● Stuart Ward & Ben Z Cooper, Hfour 

● Nick Gregson, Vancouver Mural Artist

● Michael Bean, Biz Studio 

● George Rahi, Hadden Park Fieldhouse 

● Bryce Aspinall, Visual Artist

● Clara Tsang, SFU Systems Engineering Student 

 

Students are offering free guided tours at 1:00 pm, 2:15 pm, 3:30 pm & 5:00 

pm.

 

Unable to attend The Imagination Zone on Saturday? Visit Vancouver City Hall 

on December 2nd for project presentations at Hubbub 7 from 9:30 am to 12:00 

pm.
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Detailed Timeline
Each of the five 2016 Fall CityStudio term projects emerged from a Candy Chang-inspired community engagement prototype: You Write, We Listen. 
The collective cohort goal was to identify and elevate the voices of the surrounding Northeast False Creek (NEFC) community, with the intention of 
using the results to inform our public art experiments and projects in the Imagination Zone. After a successful public launch, the cohort used the results 
and responses from the public to establish key themes. From October 4th onwards, our group mission was to envision a future for the Imagination Zone 
that married together the themes “food” and “relationships”. From here, teatalk was born.

Mini-Project

● Sept. 12-29: Ideation for the Imagination Zone mini project
● Oct. 1: You Write, We Listen project launch
● Oct. 3: Project results and theme distillation exercise
● Oct. 4: Group formation

 Research + Ideation
● Oct. 5-11: Detailed research into past city projects, related and topical artists, history of the area and how it relates to food and 

relationship-building
● Oct. 11: Presentation to Alix Sales and Karen Henry from the Public Art Team
● Group Project, Purpose, Outcome
● Oct. 12: Stakeholder map to identify 5 key stakeholders
● Oct. 17: Project presentation to Emory Davidge
● Oct. 18: Meeting with Matt Schroeter (Gordon Neighborhood House)
● Oct. 21: Meeting with Joey Liu (Mount Pleasant Neighborhood House Food Connection)
● Oct. 21: NEFC site visit
● Oct. 22: Visit and meeting with artist Keg DeSouza at event Appetite for Construction (resident artist with the Contemporary Art Gallery)
● Oct. 24: Project pitch to CityStudio staff, team narrows down “food” theme and decides to focus project on the sharing of tea, evening meeting 

with potential artist and community stakeholder, Cindy Mochizuki from the Shako Club teatalk



Detailed Timeline
 Design + Prototyping

● Oct. 26: First prototype with free tea (outside CityStudio on the seawall)  
● Oct. 28: Project concept solidified to: a mobile tea cart based in NEFC that creates and strengthens relationships through the sharing of free tea
● Nov. 2: Artist pairing with George Rahi
● Nov. 4: Meeting with Michelle Nahanee from The Capilano Tea House to secure tea sponsorship. Meeting with local artist George Rahi (Publik 

Secrets) to discuss the terms of new project relationship and cart procurement.
● Nov. 7: Project presentation to Emory Davidge
● Nov. 14: Project presentation to Karen Henry
● Nov. 15: Phone meeting with Lihwen Hsu, Engaged City Program Coordinator with Pop-Up City Hall detailing variables/measures to test on our 

day-of launch: “is teatalk a vessel that residents can connect with other residents?”
● Nov. 16: Cart pick-up from George and subsequent meeting on stewardship plan
● Nov. 21: 4 minute presentation to CityStudio staff 
● Nov. 22: Second prototype outside the Science World gazebo with the tea cart. We established an extensive bring-list for the official event 

launch, gathered insight on body language and engagement tips, script language, group member roles, and made an appendage to our 
evaluations method based on the level of interactions made.

 Imagination Zone Launch + Evaluations 
● Nov. 21-26: final event preparation (engagement script update, design of sandwich board, update evaluations sheet and budget)
● Nov. 26: CityStudio Imagination Zone launch (appended original site plan, starting at the Plaza of Nations, and ending at site 2, Science World 

gazebo)  
● Nov. 28: Dress rehearsal for final project presentation, reviewed day-of evaluations and engagement trends, final report delegation
● Nov. 29: Final poster submitted for print, presentation update and preparation, final report  
● Nov. 30: Final presentation to City Staff, preparation for stewardship meeting with Lihwen Hsu, final report
● Dec. 1: Meeting with Lihwen Hsu on stewardship opportunities for the City of Vancouver
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