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With more Syrian refugees  
arriving here than in any other 
B.C. municipality, Surrey has 
been asked to play a key role  
in an important national  
project. And that’s exactly 
what it is doing. 

Imagine you’re Mainu Ahmed. One day you’re the director 
of the Muslim Food Bank, located in the Bridgeview area of 
North Surrey. The next, your organization has been tapped 
by ISSofBC to play a big part in Surrey’s role in one of the 
greatest Canadian projects of this century—the resettle-
ment of 25,000 Syrian refugees in less than four months.  
Your food bank is already a busy place, but boy, are things 
going to get busier. By the end of February there are 299 
Government Assisted Refugees in Surrey, and every one of 
them will need all the help you can give them and more. >

surrey & syria

Staff, volunteers and 
new arrivals at the 
Muslim Food Bank

www.surrey.ca/lip


refugees do receive government benefits 
equivalent to welfare payments for a period 
of one year, but beyond that, the help they 
get is dependent on what local settlement 
agencies and organizations can muster.

Chris Friesen, Director of Settlement for 
ISSofBC, notes that the 299 government-
assisted refugees in Surrey represent 48% 
of the refugees that have been housed 
in Metro Vancouver so far.  Of Metro 
Vancouver’s total complement of 1,516 
government assisted refugees 41% have 
been settled into housing, and 59% are still 
in temporary accommodation. These are 
contained within just 339 families, some 
of them with as many as 12 children. Sixty 
percent are under 19, and 34% are school-
aged. He’s been bowled over by the public 
response, and amazed that things are go-
ing as well as they are. “To put it into per-
spective, we’ve received double our annual 
refugee case load in a matter of weeks,” 
he says. “It would have been nice to have 
more time, but that wasn’t possible.”    

ISSofBC asked Ahmed and the Food 
Bank to help lead the Surrey effort 
because the group was already an active 
supporter of refugees, and many of its 
staff and volunteers speak Arabic. And 
Ahmed and the Food Bank have defi-
nitely risen to the occasion. “We have 13 
separate programs on the go right now,” 
he says. Most have nothing to do with the 
activities one would ordinarily associate  
with a food bank but rather span the en-
tire sphere of newcomer integration.

To illustrate Ahmed gives a few ex-
amples of the circumstances faced by 
Surrey’s 299 refugees, as well as the kind 
of support they are receiving. “ISS supplies 
a lot of the basics,” he says. “We comple-
ment that with more individualized help.”

Upon arrival each refugee group is 
greeted and assessed by a volunteer 
caseworker (there are now several dozen), 
with a staff social worker called in when 
needed. Each group receives a welcome 
package with toiletries, as well as a cell 
phone and a sim card. As of the begin-
ning of March, more than half of Surrey’s 
refugees still lacked accommodation and 
were staying in temporary quarters such 
as hotels, which complicates matters. “It’s 
the little things,” Ahmed says. “You don’t 
read English. You don’t have an address. 
How are you even going to activate a 
phone account?”

Depending on their needs, family groups 
may receive other packages as well. Baby 
supplies, in many cases, for example. 
These families have arrived with little 
more than the clothes on their back, points 
out Ahmed, so their needs are vast. Help 
is welcome from wherever it might arrive. 
The food bank, along with many other 
organizations, receives donations through 
its website.

Friesen notes that in Metro Vancouver, 
110 residential units have been offered by 
citizens and companies, but the major-
ity of Syrian refugees are still unhoused, 
and ISSofBC has 14 people scouting for 
more. Ahmed points out that families 

Similarly, imagine you’re Tahzeem 
Kassam. You’re already Chief Operating  
Officer at immigrant service provider  
DIVERSEcity, and now your organization 
has been tapped to lead one of five provin-
cial regional refugee response teams,  
in your case a Fraser Valley region extend-
ing from North Delta to Chilliwack. With 
all of those people and organizations out 
there trying to help with the welcoming 
effort, somebody is going to have to  
coordinate and encourage communication, 
and that is going to be you.  

And  finally, imagine that you work for 
Fraser Valley Health, or Surrey Schools, or 
the City of Surrey, and that the scope of 
what you do has just been expanded by a 
factor of who-knows-how-much. Maybe 
you’re someone like Aileen Murphy, Senior 
Social Planner for the City. From the very 
beginning, the City’s Mayor and Council-
lors made it clear that Surrey expected to 
play a big role in the resettlement effort, 
and civic departments of various stripes, 
from recreation centres, through libraries, 
through the RCMP, have been intensely 
involved. Your job is to help coordinate 
inter-departmental efforts,  organize 
forums, translate and disseminate crucial 
information, and generally try to ensure 
that the City is doing everything that it can. 

That’s a lot of people, putting in a lot of 
extra work and employing a lot of extra 
resources. And, they believe, the effort is 
paying off. “These refugees,” Mainu Ahmed 
says, “are getting more support than 
previous ones.”

And they need that support. 
All of the recent immigrants from Syria 

are escaping a long-running war charac-
terized by violence and deprivation, but 
the roughly one-third who are privately 
sponsored have the advantage, on average, 
of better education and smaller families, 
in addition to receiving individual support 
from their sponsors. Government-assisted 
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(Surrey and Syria: continued)
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ISSofBC asked Ahmed  
and the Food Bank to help 
lead the Surrey effort  
because the group  
was already an active  
supporter of refugees, 
and many of its staff and 
volunteers speak Arabic.

Mainu Ahmed
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youth  
consultations   
Complete

In January the LIP conducted stakeholder 
consultations with 50 new immigrants 
and refugees, aged mid-teens to mid-
20s  in partnership with the Fresh Voices 
from Long Journeys Initiative of the  
Vancouver Foundation. The consulta-
tions elicited several dozen ideas and 
priorities relating to newcomer youth 
and the categories of education,  
employment, intercultural connections, 
family and access to services. The LIP 
has taken these recommendations into 
account and factored the results of the 
consultation into its Strategic Settle-
ment Plan for Surrey, while Fresh Voices 
will also employ them in its ongoing 
engagement with local communities.  
For the Vancouver Foundation’s Jorge 
Salazar, the really impressive aspect of 
the Surrey consultations was the turn-
out. “These are young people, at an  
all-day session, about policy,” he points 
out. “They really appreciated the  
opportunity to have a say.”

need help enrolling children in school 
and accessing medical help. Many of the 
refugees would love to find work, and a 
few already have, Ahmed says. Mean-
while, there are long waiting list for ESL 
classes, so the Food Bank is currently 
rounding up both instructors and loca-
tions so that it can organize additional 
ones. “That’s something we could use 
some help with,” says Ahmed. This crop 
of newcomers is incredibly varied, he 
says. “Everyone from a doctor to people 
who can’t read Arabic.” 

For now several hundred  refugees are 
temporarily staying in two Guildford-area 
hotels. Fortunately, the City has both a 
recreation centre and a library nearby, 
and it has provided passes and cards for 
both. The library has gone to extensive 
lengths to make its services accessible, 
with tours by an Arabic-speaking staff 
member, and by ordering books written 
in both Arabic and English. “Those are a 
huge hit,” says Aileen Murphy. 

Several other service groups have 
kicked into gear, while the sudden arrival 
of so many people, with such dire needs, 
affects civic agencies and organizations  
of every stripe. Educational and health 
organizations have responded at every 
level, while the City of Surrey has 
launched numerous initiatives across 
many different departments. Early in 
the process the City organized two 

stakeholder events attended by repre-
sentatives from about 40 service  
providers. A brochure describing civic 
services, in English and Arabic, was  
made available at all civic facilities.  
Staff training sessions have helped 
ensure that people are aware of Middle 
Eastern culture and religion.

With so many Surrey residents ex-
pressing such a wide range of emotions, 
from enthusiasm to concern (and some-
times both at once), and with so many 
questions to be answered, the Mayor’s 
Office in partnership with the Surrey LIP 
also organized a public forum, which was 
attended by about 200 people, including 
Mayor Linda Hepner, Councillor Judy  
Villeneuve, provincial cabinet ministers 
Peter Fassbender and Amrik Virk, and 
RCMP Assistant Commissioner Bill Fordy. 

Fordy’s presentation was particularly  
interesting, says Murphy, in that he 
stressed how important the welcoming  
effort would be in ensuring that the 
refugees become productive citizens 
and good neighbours. His closing words 
sparked murmurs of agreement from 
many. “As we embark on this new phase 
for Surrey, I encourage you to keep your 
minds and hearts open, to challenge 
stereotypes, and to remember that these 
newcomers deserve a fresh start. It is up 
to us to make our communities stronger 
and safer together.”

Checking In With The Refugee Research Project

The Refugee Research 
Project, led by SFU Surrey, 
drew toward its comple-
tion in early March with 
the submission of an 
executive summary, to be 
followed by a full report. 
Among the research 
initiatives were 16 focus 
groups involving service 
providers, City of Surrey 

planning leaders and 
young and old recent 
refugees in five different 
cultural groups. These 
included Arabic-speaking, 
Karen-speaking, Somali-
speaking, Spanish-speak-
ing and Swahili-speaking. 
“The added value is that 
we trained nine research 
assistants,” says SFU 

Surrey Executive Direc-
tor Steve Dooley, most 
of these being recent 
refugees. “It’s an example 
of building community 
capacity into the job.” The 
complete report, as well 
as a fact sheet identifying 
key findings and recom-
mendations will be avail-
able in late March. 

www.surrey.ca/lip


Coming Soon:  
The Plan!
Following two years of 
work, and five major  
research initiatives involving 
1,000 residents and  
stakeholders, the Surrey 
LIP is almost set to unveil 
The Surrey Newcomer 
Settlement & Integration 
Strategic Plan. Five top 
strategic priorities have 
been identified:   

1  Accessible Services;  
2  Engaged Community;  
3  Meaningful Employment;  
4  Thriving Youth;  
5  Sustainable Leadership.  

The full Strategic Plan  
will be made public in  
April 2016.

True Colours of  
Surrey
The City of Surrey is one of 
the successful recipients 
of provincial Anti-Racism 
Program funding in 2016. 
The Surrey LIP team will 
be administering the True 
Colours of Surrey project,  
which will bring local stake-
holders together to develop 
a community-driven model 
in addressing racism and 
discrimination in Surrey.

steering  
committee
member  
organizations
These are the organizations that provide 
leadership direction to the Surrey Local  
Immigration Partnership. 

1 City of Surrey 2 The Surrey Board of  
Trade 3 Alexandra Neighbourhood House  
4 Applied Science Technologists and 
Technicians of BC (ASTTBC) 5 City of Surrey, 
Human Resources 6 City of Surrey Social 
Planning (Contract Manager) 7 City of  
Surrey, Parks, Recreation & Culture  
8 Surrey Libraries 9 DIVERSEcity Commu-
nity Resources Society 10 Training Group 
at Douglas College 11 Human Resources 
Management Association (HRMA) 12 Fraser 
Health Authority: Population and Public 
Health 13 Fraser Health Authority: Primary 
Health Care 14 Immigrant Employment 
Council of BC 15 Immigrant Services Society 
of BC 16 Kwantlen Polytechnic University  
17 Oak Avenue Neighbourhood Hub Society 
18 Options Community Services Society  
19 Pacific Community Resources Society  
20 Progressive Intercultural Community Ser-
vices (PICS) 21 Semiahmoo House Society  
22 SFU Surrey 23 S.U.C.C.E.S.S. Surrey Delta 
Service Centre 24 Surrey School District 
#36 25 Surrey RCMP 26 Sources Commu-
nity Resources Society 27 Surrey Interfaith 
Council 28 Umoja Operation Compassion 
Society 29 Vancity Credit Union 30 YMCA 

Let us answer with a word that sums  
up a lot of what we’re about: welcome!

There are many ways to get involved  
with the Surrey Local Immigration  
Project, whether as an organization or 
as an individual. Surrey LIP will host 
city-wide community consultations and 
everyone is welcome to join. You can 
also request to be on our Surrey LIP 
stakeholder list and receive updates  
on a regular basis. 

Please contact Olga Shcherbyna, Surrey 
LIP Coordinator, for more information.  
Email: oshcherbyna@surrey.ca 
Phone: 604-592-7059  

how can i Get 
involved?

www.surreylip.ca

lip updates
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When the Surrey LIP’s Immigrant Advisory 
Roundtable (IAR) was initiated in early 2015, 
no-one could have guessed how far the 
group’s role would expand beyond being 
mere “advisors.” In fact, a little over one year 
into its existence, the IAR now conceives 
and organizes events on a regular basis, 
including three during March and April.  

“Everybody is very motivated,” says IAR 
member Wafa Al-Jabiri. “It’s been a very 
good experience.” For more information 
about the following events, please consult 
SurreyLIP.ca.

March 17 Members of the IAR have orga-
nized an information session on qualifying 
and applying for a Vancouver Foundation 
Neighbourhood Small Grant.  
 
March 30-31 As part of an information 
session for City of Surrey staff, Al-Jabiri will 
make a presentation to aid in expanding 
awareness of Syrian refugees.   

April 9 Members of the IAR will conduct 
a session to inform local Arabic-speaking 
refugees about life in Canada, including 
topics such as opportunities for youth and 
education, community engagement and 
entrepreneurship opportunities.

our immiGrant  
advisory roundtable  
newComers welComing 
newComers

Wafa Al-Jabiri

mailto:oshcherbyna%40surrey.ca?subject=
www.surrey.ca/lip
http://SurreyLIP.ca

