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Introduction: 

The most widely accepted definition of community food security is when “all community 

residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet” (Hamm and Bellows, 

2003). According to Health Canada, the prevalence of immigrant household food insecurity is 

5.1% higher relative to non-immigrant households (2012). New and recent immigrants are 

considered to be the most at risk groups within that range (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). In order to 

address immigrant vulnerability to food injustice, we collaborated with the Immigrant Services 

Society of BC (ISS of BC) to create an asset map that would accompany a recipe book that a 

group of immigrant seniors were creating. ISS of BC is a non-profit organization that helps 

newcomers adjust to life in Canada. The cookbook highlighted recipes that were native to the 

countries in which the seniors emigrated and our map was meant to locate where the ingredients 

for those recipes could be found. Our objective was to address food insecurity in immigrant 

populations and to create an accessible and useful food asset map that provided information into 

accessibility, affordability and cultural appropriateness. We hoped that by the end of the project, 

the seniors would have a map that was useful to them and to newcomers in the future.  

Inquiry Questions: 

How can we effectively map food assets in Vancouver?       

What are the main criteria that need to be accounted for and ranked in the asset map? 

How mobile are the seniors? 

What is their monthly food budget? 
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Methods: 

On Feb 14th at the seniors’ weekly meeting, with the help of translators, we asked the 

seniors our inquiry questions. We asked them where they normally purchase food, why they 

choose these locations and what challenges they face when grocery shopping. We also inquired 

which ingredients in the recipe book are the most essential, and which map format would be 

most easily interpreted and useful for shopping. A web search of all the shops listed by the 

seniors as well as other potential shops within the Guildford area was conducted. Site visits were 

performed by three group members to the identified shops to assess their suitability as cultural 

food resources. We assessed cost, accessibility and cultural appropriateness for each shop. To 

assess cost and product availability we picked the following key ingredients in the Arabic culture 

which were indicated by the seniors, which are sumac, bulgur, Arabic bread, halal meat and feta 

cheese. We then recorded price differences and availability of these items in each store to 

evaluate the store ranking for the asset map. The shops’ accessibility was based on its distance 

from the bus stop and if it was wheelchair accessible. Cultural appropriateness was assessed 

based the number of halal products and/or if they sold most of the key Arabic ingredients 

indicated above. After the store assessments were completed, we used Google maps to visualize 

our data. Throughout this inquiry process, it was essential to us to ensure that we put the needs of 

the immigrants and future newcomers first, without allowing our western paradigm to influence 

the results as much as possible.  

Results: 

At first glance, we were able to pick out key ingredients from looking at the recipe book 

created by the seniors and provided to us by the ISS of BC. From our session with the seniors, 

we collected the names of the stores that they frequent, and marked down the qualities about 
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those stores that made them valuable to the seniors. Through the interviews, we noted that they 

were concerned about the prices and discounts at each store, and some had specific requests for 

Halal meat. What we began to discover through visiting the shops was that most ingredients were 

less expensive at Superstore. We also noticed that many of the smaller specialty stores were not 

wheelchair accessible.   

One major concern we had during our interviews with the seniors was the language 

barrier. We knew that the map would not be the most useful resource if it was not accessible to 

people that struggle with English. Therefore, because the organization was responsible for 

translating the maps, we tried to make the maps as accessible as possible by using icons that are 

globally recognizable, representing the main foods that can be found at the stores. The final food 

asset map (Figure 1) was the result of our investigations. We also made a list with the detailed 

information about the marked stores including their names, with their business hours, cultural 

foods that can be found, the address, and their phone numbers. 
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Discussion: 

The data that was collected shows that there are culturally-appropriate food resources in 

the Guildford area. As identified by the senior immigrants, areas of Guildford include areas with 

relatively dense populations of immigrants from Arabic-speaking countries. However, in the 

context of the lower mainland as a whole, the distribution of stores that sell culturally-

appropriate foods is sparse relative to the distribution of stores that sell conventional Canadian 

products. Also, some of the stores identified by the senior immigrants as providing ingredients 

necessary to make traditional meals often are too expensive for the seniors.  

Although it was initially thought that the seniors would identify mainly culturally-

specific stores as food assets, through our interviews, we realized that the criteria for locating 

food resources may be tied more to affordability than to cultural appropriateness. A significant 

portion of the discussion of where the seniors shop was devoted to discussing which stores have 

discounts, coupons and deals on large purchases. The seniors by-in-large, did not need to buy 

halal meat. The seniors we spoke to were mostly Christian Iraqi immigrants and said that they 

“eat what [we] eat”. As a result, the seniors have turned to shops run by immigrants of other 

ethnicities and cultural backgrounds. For example, the results of the asset mapping process show 

that Fruiticana- a chain of stores initially created to serve the South Asian community- is a food 

asset for the seniors in Guildford (Fruiticana 2017). Moreover, a substantial number of the stores 

identified in the asset mapping process are stores which serve mainly conventional products for 

non-immigrants at relatively inexpensive prices. The issue then for combating food insecurity for 

senior immigrants in Guildford becomes less culturally-specialized, and more connected to the 

larger issue of community food security for Canadians in general. Senior immigrants prioritized 

stores providing relatively inexpensive fresh fruits and vegetables, meat, legumes and grains, 
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which led to identifying Walmart, No Frills and Superstore as food assets. Although the senior 

immigrants acquire certain specialty ingredients from stores providing culturally-appropriate 

food resources, the meetings with the seniors and the asset mapping process provide the 

implication that senior immigrants in Guildford face similar challenges as Canadian residents 

across the country in finding affordable food resources.  

Nonetheless, the risk of susceptibility of immigrants in Canada to conditions of food 

insecurity adds significant weight to the problem of finding affordable food resources. Hamm 

and Bellows (2003) identify six principles of strategies to combat food insecurity, which include 

“focus[ing] on low-income populations’ food needs.” As shown by Gottlieb & Joshi (2010) and 

Health Canada (2012), immigrants in Canada constitute one such population as described above 

and thus efforts to attain community food security in the Lower Mainland should prioritize the 

needs of immigrants living in the region. Hamm and Bellows (2003) also stress the need to 

“maximize the relationship between local food consumption and locally grown food.”Although 

senior immigrants currently utilize the resources provided by conventional North American 

grocery store chains like Walmart, this relationship may have detrimental implications for the 

larger food system. Food bought at Walmart or No Frills may be cheap, but may not be sourced 

from local farms or food production resources. While senior immigrants are in no way to blame 

for the role of large grocery-store chains in the globalization and consequent destabilization of 

local food systems around the world (as discussed in Wendell Berry’s 1994 “Conserving 

Communities”), the current food system structure places senior immigrants fall in the difficult 

situation of lacking sufficient culturally-appropriate food resources as well as lacking access to 

affordable non-culturally-specific food resources.  
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Efforts to foster community food security for senior immigrants in Guildford should this 

focus on efforts such as “increasing fruit and vegetable availability through community and 

backyard gardens” and “advocating for alternate bus routes corresponding with good locations 

for grocery stores” (Hamm and Bellows 2003). Moreover, it will be important to “embrace 

knowledge that comes from the community and use it as a compass for action” so as to recognize 

the knowledge base developed by the senior immigrants in combating food insecurity. One of the 

individuals present at the meeting with senior immigrants described how her daughter used a 

mobile device application called Flipp which lets users seek out shopping coupons and discounts. 

Other members of the group (including the researchers) did not know of this application, and 

consequently learned of a valuable resource for combating food insecurity which was shared via 

the community knowledge base of immigrants in the Guildford area. Similarly, the knowledge 

and experience contributed to the asset mapping process will likely provide new immigrants to 

the area with important resources for combating food insecurity. Thus, further efforts to address 

the needs of senior immigrants in the area should focus on listening to the community of 

immigrants so as to recognize the knowledge developed within the community which may be 

used to help others in attaining food security.  

Conclusion: 

Our project highlights eight stores with a range of prices, accessibility and culturally 

appropriate ingredients like baklava, tahini, spices (cumin, cardamom, turmeric), etc in 

Guildford, Surrey and that community members find that the food asset map is a useful tool. We 

recognize that the map successfully served as an initiative approach of supporting and shaping 

the community food security for immigrants and perhaps with further feedback, future iterations 

could potentially lead to greater progress in food security in the future. Nevertheless, it’s 
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important to note that community food asset map has a limited capability to address food 

security, since the rooted issue is complex and is related to inadequate income, as well as specific 

requirements of different communities. Food asset maps are tools but not a solution. One 

question that left unanswered is the applicability of the map to newcomers because we did not 

meet with recent immigrants to get their feedback. Moving forward, we hope that we could 

enhance the strategic planning and policies by all sectors that aim to tackle immigrants’ food 

security in Canada and incorporate food asset maps into their urban planning strategies to obtain 

better community food security. 

Critical Reflections: 

Student 1 

 The meeting with the seniors was by far the most engaging component of the course. 

Talking to individuals from the actual population of interest helped to put a face to the people 

that the project will serve, and added much-needed context to the project. Although it was 

initially difficult to communicate with the seniors as a group (open ended questions proved 

inefficient), it was a positive learning experience to create an impromptu data collection system 

in which seniors would “vote” for stores that were most commonly-used. I felt more competent 

in my research skills and communication abilities from designing this methodology and seeing 

the successful results that came thereafter. It was often difficult to coordinate the group work, but 

in the end everyone in the group contributed a beneficial product to the final project. I often felt 

constrained by the flexible learning sessions such that I could have used the time to communicate 

with the community partners and coordinate logistics and study design and implementation for 

the project. Nevertheless, in the end it was a positive experience to work with the community 
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partner on a professional level and to have the opportunity to listen to the senior immigrants to as 

to try and devise an asset map that will benefit new immigrants to Canada.  

 

Student 2  

I loved this project from the beginning to the end. Not only it was a great experience, but I also 

learned a lot from it. Most importantly, I think people will benefit from this project in the future. 

First of all, I think this project brought me close to the immigrant community in Surrey. During 

the cooking session, we shared food from different culture, and shared life stories. It was a rare 

opportunity for me to hear such stories about escaping the war and coming. In addition, I felt 

very fulfilling when they enjoyed my cooking and wanted to know the recipe. Secondly, I think 

the project also brought the community itself together. The recipe book gives old immigrants in 

the community to help the newcomers to find their way, as well as our map. Furthermore, at the 

cooking session, people from the community have an opportunity to sit down together for the 

entire afternoon to talk and know each other. Besides, this project gives me an opportunity to do 

presentation in a less stressed environment, which is a good opportunity to practice my 

presentation skills. In one word, I have truly benefit a lot from this project and I will people in 

the community will benefit from it as well. 

 

Student 3 

This entire project has been a wonderful experience since it provided us an unique opportunity to 

work on a community project in real life. Although the process was a lot more challenging than I 

thought it would be, especially the trailing the map part. To contact and explore many of the food 

assets under our compacted schedule was an extremely tough process as they are located 
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relatively far from campus so time conflicts always generated, thus we managed to utilize our 

flexible learning times collectively and efficiently. I am very grateful that we are a great team 

that worked cohesively and whenever someone was caught on a busy day there would always be 

others willing to contribute more. Along the whole process, there occurred several moments of 

uncertainty, such as scheduling issues with our community partner, and that’s when our tutorial 

session became more critical as our professor and TA had been dedicated to solve our inquiries. 

Overall, we consistently maintained an efficient communication throughout the course, and 

personal deadlines were usually met. The whole experience was rewarding as it aided us to gain 

deeper insight towards food justice and it’s significant to us that our food asset map could act as 

a tool to benefit the senior immigrants, one of the most vulnerable groups of people in food 

security, to better adapting their lives in Canada. 

Student 4 

LFS 350 brought us such a valuable opportunity to work with community partners. The project is 

fun, and meaningful as well. We did meet some challenges, such as feeling hard to community 

with the seniors, or most of us don’t have spare time on weekdays to drive to surrey for the 

project. But the group solved it well, and finally came out with the asset map. Compared 

with  other courses, I think I got a large amount of useful skills such as communication skills, 

creation skills, and leading skills. As they came to UBC to do the cooking stuff in the smart 

kitchen, I led the seniors to walk around the main mall to take a brief look of the school. They 

are really thankful for that, and really friendly to my group even we missed some materials. 

Another reason that I love this course is that I finally get the reason why I am studying the 

materials in the classes in previous years. I learned how to use the knowledge, how to express it, 
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and how to help the communities with that. I really hope I can get more opportunities like this in 

the future, and hebe helpful for others, like the new immigrants this time.  

 

Student 5 

Lfs 350 was one of the most unique type of course I have ever taken. It's flexible structure 

allowed me to get real life experience within the community by working with the ISS of BC. I 

finally got the opportunity to apply my knowledge and my experience in the real world, and the 

best part is that it benefited the organizations and the communities. This class also allowed me to 

gain additional skills regarding group work, as we had to meet regularly and plan our visits 

within the community. We did have schedule conflicts within our group members and also with 

the organization, however, over the course of time we learned how to better deal with these 

issues.  

Also, the use of online platform to report progress through the term provided us with a unique 

experience as we hadn't done this in any other class before. I found this style of reporting to be 

interesting as well as beneficial. The regular blog posts helped us throughout the term to stay on 

top of things and manage our own progress. 

Overall, I am glad that I had the opportunity to take this course as it has proven to be very 

valuable to me as I gained real life experiences and connections which will be beneficial in the 

long run. 

 

Student 6 

My focus in GRS is social inequality and due to the direct correlation between social inequality 

and food sovereignty and security, I was incredibly excited to work to address social inequality 
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for immigrants through a food security and sovereignty lense. After going to Surrey to assess the 

shops on our list and building our map, I found the most rewarding experience to be cooking 

with the seniors. Food has the power to bring people together regardless of religion or language, 

and being able to share a meal with them and seeing the faces that our map would help was so 

rewarding. This helped address some of the dissonance I had felt initially having not met them. 

Although the course structure allowed for more time in the community, I found that tutorial 

sections could have been optimized if we were given more of the time to work within our groups 

or with our community partners rather than doing ice breakers. I thought working in a group of 

six was really challenging and maybe not the most effective, but in the end we did get the work 

done. I am really grateful to have had the opportunity to build connections in the real world 

through this course and I am looking to continue volunteering for ISSofBC in the future.  
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