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Executive Summary 

Vancouver's Downtown Eastside (DTES) has long been infamous as the most vulnerable 

neighbourhood in the city with many of its residents struggling with poverty, mental illness and 

drug addiction. There has been extensive research done in this area and our group project’s 

objective was to fill in some of the existing knowledge gaps in this research and verify 

information about community resources. To accomplish this we used an asset-based assessment 

(Mathie et al., 2003) of the food resources available within this neighbourhood to answer our 

inquiry questions: 1) What are the food resources available to vulnerable populations and where 

are they located? 2) How accessible are they in terms of hours of operation, disability access, 

locations, signage and whom they choose to serve? 3) What is the nature of the programs being 

offered? 4) Does the location, accessibility and programming reflect what is advertised in 

already-existing community food asset resources for the DTES?  

By focusing on the assets within the community this approach presents a positive and 

uplifting picture for organizations and residents of the DTES. The creation of a food asset map 

renders the neighbourhood more accessible to vulnerable populations. An extensive online 

review of available information on these food resources was the primary means to answering 

these questions and discovering knowledge and service gaps. These findings were then narrowed 

down through observation, ground-truthing and phone interviews. The research confirmed that a 

large number and variety of charitable organizations cater to vulnerable populations in the DTES 

with some offering additional services. We also discovered that the information currently 

available online about these organizations was often inaccurate and a fully researched map of the 

area’s free and low cost food resources was not available. In completing our research several 
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functional gaps were discovered. They were mostly due to lack of communication, resources or 

the visibility of organizations, which can easily be addressed in an asset-based community. 

In the future our recommendations are that organizations work in concert to address 

potential service and knowledge gaps using the resources that already exist. Many charitable 

organizations individually struggle due to a lack of resources and donations, which could be 

addressed locally. There are numerous organizations providing food for a variety of key 

beneficiaries, which is advantageous. However, there are often several organizations assisting the 

same population so other groups may be missed. Overall, the DTES has many resources 

currently in existence that make it a good candidate for continued asset-based development. 

 

Introduction  

Background and Context 

The global issue of food insecurity is due, frequently, to inaccessibility. Vancouver, 

despite being listed third in the world by Mercer’s Quality of Living rankings (Dyck, 2015), is 

not immune. Vancouver’s vulnerable population struggle to meet daily dietary needs (Barbolet et 

al, 2005). In reviewing literature, difficult to reach charitable options is one issue, especially to 

those challenged with a lack of mobility or mental illness. Community food resources are often 

geographically uneven and unattainable by the most food insecure (Miewald, 2009), especially in 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES). 

The DTES is home to many vulnerable groups that encounter greater health risks and 

poorer well being by comparison. These groups include women, children, seniors, members of 

the LGBTQ community, sex workers, families, drug users and people with disabilities and 

mental illness (City of Vancouver, 2013). Exacerbating their health issues is poor nutrition and 
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poverty. According to the 2005 census data, “53% of [DTES] residents [are] considered low 

income after tax” (City of Vancouver, 2013, pg. 17). This label usually coincides with very little 

food purchasing power, especially for nutritious food, making free and low-cost food assets 

essential. To address this issue, the gaps and assets in the community need to be identified and 

communicated in an accessible manner for these populations. 

Significance 

Our project is based on the Vancouver Food Strategy (VFS), which recognizes that “in 

spite of the strong foundation of food system assets that Vancouver enjoys, there are a number of 

gaps and vulnerabilities” (Poole et al, 2013, pg. 3). It also looks at creating a food plan to address 

these issues; ours is based on the concept of Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD). 

This approach provides a new perspective on community challenges, the premise being that 

“communities can organize to drive the development process themselves by identifying and 

mobilizing existing (but often unrecognized) assets” (Mathie et al, 2003, pg. 1). We identified 

the strengths and limitations of some organizations in the DTES and we hope that providing this 

information will improve food asset accessibility and strengthen community food security (CFS). 

Community Food Security is “a situation in which all community residents obtain a safe, 

culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through a sustainable food system that 

maximizes self-reliance and social justice” (McCullum et al, 2005, pg. 1). This includes looking 

at the economic and ecological aspects of having accessible food. Our specific objective was to 

create an accessible, verified food asset map utilizing these concepts to increase awareness of the 

food assets in the Vancouver Downtown Eastside.  
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Systems Diagram of the Food Asset Map Project 
Legend 
Yellow arrow - inputs 
Green arrow - outputs 
Red arrow – interactions 
 

 
 
 
Limitations 

While our map addresses some accessibility issues in the DTES, the hope is future 

student researcher’s of LFS 350 will develop it further. With our limited time and resources we 

could not expand beyond our chosen boundaries. In order to remain within ethical boundaries, 

we were unable to obtain information through direct communication; instead, we verified it 

through other methods. 
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Inquiry Questions 

1. Where are organizations providing food to vulnerable populations located in the 

DTES? 

2. How accessible are they in terms of hours of operation, disability access, locations, 

signage and whom they choose to serve? 

3. What is the nature of programs being offered? 

4. Does the location, accessibility, and programming on the ground reflect what is 

advertised in already-existing community food asset resources for the DTES? 

 

Methods 

We began by defining our boundaries within the DTES. We decided on an area of about 

1 km2 located north of Keefer Street, between Carrall Street and Clark Drive. This focused area, 

in the heart of the DTES, is small enough to analyze carefully and is dense with community food 

assets. We identified food assets, which were any organization that offered free food in the form 

of meals, snacks and/or grocery items. Our data collection methods were online research, 

footwork, and phone calls. 

We began our research using online community food asset resources and practiced one of 

the qualitative data validation procedures called triangulation. Triangulation is the process of 

using multiple sources or methods for validating data (Kodish & Gittelsohn, 2011). We 

consulted several resource lists in order to compare and confirm our information, including the 

City of Vancouver Free and Low-cost Meal Schedule and a Community Food Access chart from 

the DTES Kitchen Tables Report (DKTR). From these sources, we divided organizations 
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between group members and conducted individual research to explore organization’s websites. 

Table 1 shows the specific information we looked for and which methods allowed us to gain this 

information. 

 
Table 1 - Methods used to obtain specific information about organizations in DTES. 
 

Method Footwork Observation Phone 
Calls 

Online 
Research 

Hours of Operation   X 

Disability Access  X X 

Addresses X  X 

Organization Names X  X 

Key Beneficiaries   X 

Contact Information  X X 

Dietary Accommodations  X X 

Gaps/Assets Existing X X X 
 

During our footwork we gathered qualitative data about the community through 

experience and personal observations (SAGE Publishing, 2013). As a subgroup, we travelled 

through the DTES streets, making observations, taking photos and verifying organization 

addresses. We picked up pamphlets advertising activities, programs and information about 

obtaining a snack or free meal, adding to our resources. Interestingly, we obtained an updated 

version of the DTES Food Access chart from the Carnegie Centre, suggesting that online 

resource lists may not be up-to-date. 

Phone calls were made to fill in the gaps of our online research. Open-ended, ethically 

approved questions about dietary accommodations and disability access were asked, as this 

information was not commonly found on websites. 
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We organized the data in a table to help identify patterns and gaps and crosschecked 

information in search of similarities or discrepancies. Consolidating the information made it 

easier to fill in our asset map by allowing us to colour code certain organizations for details such 

as disability access or food programs. To make sure our data collection methods complied with 

ethics, we could not collect data by approaching and conversing with anyone on the streets. We 

made sure to exclude faces from our photos and no face-to-face interviews with residents 

occurred. Phone call questions were instructor-approved and only asked to employees. 

Our last step was to produce the map using Google My Maps. We plotted the 

organizations including the verified information to create a practical resource map highlighting 

the food assets available in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. 

 

Results 

The first and third inquiry questions were addressed through our asset map. After 

confirming physical addresses through footwork, the map revealed a concentrated area of food 

assets in the DTES area we chose. A wide range of programs were offered through various 

organizations as stated in their grey literature. The map indicates which programs have some cost 

associated with them as well as which meals require program participation (see Appendix A). 

To address the second inquiry question in terms of disability access and dietary 

accommodations Table 2 reveals the information we received from phone calls and the 

discrepancy between what organizations currently provide and what is advertised. 
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Table 2 

 
Another gap we identified through our observation was many of the organizations lack 

visible signage and often appear closed during their hours of operation. 

Through online research we identified many of the organization’s strengths and assets. 

One was the inclusivity of organizations attempting to assist many different groups of people. 

Table 3 shows the breakdown of beneficiaries organizations are geared towards both inside and 

outside of our boundaries.  

Table 3 
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In terms of availability of food assets, Table 4 and 5 lay out the hours the organizations 

are open. These tables include all of the organizations we studied regardless of the key 

beneficiaries listed. 

Table 4 - Weekday Hours of Operation 

 
Table 5 - Weekend Hours of Operation  
 

 



VANCOUVER	  DOWNTOWN	  EASTSIDE	  FOOD	  ASSET	  MAP	   	  11	  
	  

 
Discussion 

We chose an asset map to represent our findings because we found there is a strong food 

asset foundation in the community in terms of availability, but not accessibility. We suggest that 

through finding assets and addressing gaps, accessibility can be improved. Through multiple 

types of research, we located these assets and gaps and presented them on a map to assist 

beneficiaries and future research.  

We faced some limitations while conducting our research. First, we could only cover a small 

area in the DTES due to lack of adequate time. Secondly, in order not to cross any ethical 

boundaries, we were not able to gather first hand information from beneficiaries. 

Our results indicate many organizations try to overcome barriers and have viable strategies 

including the assets we have identified. There are, however, existing gaps which could prevent 

them from reaching their goals. We believe this is due to a lack of communication between 

organizations.  

Assets 

Hours and Location 

Having multiple community centers with varying mealtimes, located in a small area of 

DTES, results in increased accessibility for beneficiaries. Through analyzing our data we 

realized at least one organization is available 24 hours everyday (Table 4 and 5). Contrary to the 

DKTR that considered availability as a gap; we categorized this finding as an important asset. . 

They claim that due to the overlap of opening hours within community centers and 

miscommunication between organizations, people struggle to obtain food in a timely manner. 

(Popowich et al, 2010). 

Key Beneficiaries 
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Following the completion of our research, we found that most organizations did not have 

any specific audiences they were looking to assist. Instead they offered to serve all people from 

different age groups and cultures. This was a valuable asset in our project as the DTES homeless 

population was estimated to be approximately 846 people in 2012 (City of Vancouver, 2013). 

These people struggle accessing food as some of them suffer from mental and physical problems. 

Consequently, having access to these centers can make their lives easier. We realized there are 

no centers in the DTES specifically catering to men, which is the only issue.   

Programs 

Most of the organizations that we identified were associated with programs including 

library access, movies, or various types of classes. In Carnegie Center, there are over 11,000 

textbooks, journals, and newspapers, which could help educate participants. This asset is 

beneficial in terms of educational purposes, job skills, and creating a sense of community. 

Education and job skills are essential components of a healthy city. As stated in the City of 

Vancouver’s website, “[health] is much more than the treatment of physical health conditions” 

(City of Vancouver, 2016) as relating to the idea presented in the VFS.  

Asset/Gap 

Disability Access 

We consider disability access  both an asset and a gap. An asset because “people with 

physical disabilities face significant barriers to employment,  housing, as well as adequate 

nutritious food’’ (City of Vancouver, 2013, pg. 96) and we found most organizations do offer 

disability access including wheelchair ramps and elevators. It can also be considered a gap since 

this information is often not presented online or at the facility. This can lead to people with 

disabilities having a greater challenge accessing food.   
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Gaps  

Unapproachable Appearance of Community Centers 

Among the organizations  we identified, many did not display  information about their 

services publically. We believe that missing or inaccurate information could mislead 

 beneficiaries. For instance,  incorrect addresses from online resources could cause one to travel 

 long distances to access food in a community center that does not exist at that location. 

According to the DKTR, there is no centralized source of information for beneficiaries that can 

be accessed easily (Popowich et al, 2012). In addition, many of DTES community organizations 

had no clear signage. This is an issue especially for those  without a verified map. This gap  may 

be necessary when dealing with extremely vulnerable populations. For example, several aspects 

of safety are defined by women living in this neighborhood, which includes being able to live 

without fear from violence, discrimination, theft, or sexual assault, and to have access to safe 

spaces and be able to move freely between these (The Women’s Coalition, 2014). We speculate 

that the external appearance of some community centers may be purposely  discrete because they 

are safe spaces for vulnerable groups. Our map will help to overcome this gap in accessibility so 

that DTES residents know  these food assets exist and how to contact them. 

Lack of Dietary Accommodations 

Most of the time food is offered to  vulnerable populations simply to reduce their hunger. 

Studies have shown that charitable meals are often high in sodium while lacking essential 

nutrients and foods such as fruits and vegetables (Luder et al, 1989). Consumption of a low 

quality diet can lead to long-term mental and physical complications such as depression and an 

impaired immune system (Daly,1990). Some symptoms of poor nutrition that can be observed in 

DTES is large bellies and falling nails (Miewald, 2009).  
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Conclusion 

Our project has shown that there are many locations within our boundaries of the DTES 

that offer free or low-cost meals. Existing online resources did not completely reflect what we 

verified through footwork such as addresses and accessibility. Combined, we found that the 

organizations we covered were accessible in terms of hours, locations, key beneficiaries and after 

some verification, disability access. Communication gaps included lack of advertisement for 

disability access, dietary accommodations and external signage of facilities. The latter can be 

viewed as being a form of security for vulnerable populations.  

             As communities change over time, food assets and their information also change. It 

would be helpful if organizations could access our map independently to update their 

information. Should this project be extended in the future, our recommendations are to include a 

greater amount of footwork at varying times so more organizations can be observed, as well as 

expanding the physical boundaries of this map. Based upon current, verified data, we hope our 

map will promote the accessibility of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside food asset organizations.  

           	  

Figure	  1.	  Evelyne	  Saller	  Centre’s	  cafeteria	  provides	  low-‐cost	  meals	  to	  DTES	  residents.	  Photo	  courtesy	  of	  Evelyn. 
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Critical Reflections 

 

Working on this project made me aware of the challenges vulnerable populations residing 

in the DTES are facing everyday. I learned that there are many organizations that are trying to 

overcome these issues without knowing about the existing gaps. Additionally, working in a team 

was a good practice in giving and receiving constructive feedback, thinking critically of group 

members and my own work as anybody's mistake would affect all of it, and lastly to be punctual 

to benefit the most from the time we could manage to spend together. During flexible learning 

days, I got the chance to visit the DTES, which was really enjoyable and informative. I definitely 

went through some challenges as well since I did not get my first choice of topic and even with 

my new project topic I had to change my initial perspectives and method of collecting data in 

order not to cross any ethical boundaries. Overall I feel really satisfied because I believe we were 

able to actually make a beneficial change in the DTES food assets. 

 

Working through a Community-Based Experiential Learning (CBEL) project provided 

me with a greater understanding of the time, effort and knowledge it takes to interact with 

communities, especially vulnerable ones. I found the project challenging as it was not structured 

in a way I am used to. I had to be flexible with the objectives, aims and the direction of the 

research as they constantly changed throughout the semester. While this was not my first time 

working in a group setting, there are always enjoyable and challenging moments. It is 

challenging to fit these kinds of projects into time frames, especially in coordinating schedules 

and I felt that stress a number of times. However, I found it very helpful to collaborate with my 

group and be able to explore ideas together.  
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Overall the project was a valuable learning experience because it allowed us to closely 

study how food security is central to the health of a community. It was interesting to look at 

reports from the city, health care, and community organizations about their official action plans 

and strategies for the DTES.  Although our project specifically focused on community food 

assets, we found the results of our research often linked with other components such as 

homelessness, education, employment, and healthcare. It helped me recognize the degree of 

complexity of community systems and that long-term improvement requires time and the 

cooperation of many community groups. The group work required by the project was 

challenging and stressful at times, but learning how to manage and overcome these challenges 

was the most valuable. 

	  
Figure	  2.	  The	  Balmoral	  Hotel	  on	  Hastings	  St.	  Houses	  some	  residents	  of	  the	  DTES.	  Photo	  courtesy	  of	  Evelyn. 

 
Appendix A 
 
Link to asset map: https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=z1zKljqe2BrY.ke1Dn1hRccuY 
 
Map Legend:  
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This symbol indicates a food asset that does not specify disability access, dietary 
accommodation or costs or programs associated with the food. 
 

This symbol indicates that there is disability access for those in wheelchairs and scooters. 
 

This symbol indicates that there is a cost or program associated with obtaining food. 
 

This symbol indicates there is disability access and as well as a cost or program associated 
with obtaining food. 
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