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The Thompson Okanagan Respect Network, funded by 
Embrace BC, is a regional group of organizations that address 

racism and hate in the community. The Network  includes 
organizations in each of these five regions:  Thompson,  

Shushwap and North, Central and South Okanagan.  While 
being an ongoing resource to the community, each year the 

five regions in the network undertake a special project or event 
to raise awareness.  Starting with a Steering Committee of 

representatives from member organizations in each region, the 
five lead agencies, Kamloops Immigrant Services, Shushwap 

Settlement Services, Social Planning Council of the North 
Okanagan, Kelowna Community Resources and South 

Okanagan Immigrant and Community Services, created events 
and activities that, much like the diversity in each area, were 

unique and different but shared common themes and addressed 
similar issues.  

 The most prevalent focus for all projects was the need for 
conversation.  Racism and hate continue and fester when not 

addressed.  Community dialogue, opportunities to connect and 
relate respectfully and raised awareness are the meaningful 

outcomes of each community’s successful project. 

 As the Regional Coordinator for the project, I had the 
opportunity to take in each of the projects and share in the 
experiences in each community.  It has been an extremely 

powerful and enriching series, but also at times heart-breaking, 
seeing how people are still facing hate and racism on a daily 
basis in our communities.  Hopefully with ongoing dialogue 
and continued work, we will further address the issues and 

empower change for all.
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South Okanagan: Respect Lives Here Play
Imagine being a young kid in school and having your teacher point out to the whole class that you are 

different because of your darker skin.  In a world where fitting in is paramount, would you be so desperate 
as to fit in that you get a bottle of bleach to wash your skin? 
Imagine being a woman, new to Canada and a visible minority, waiting for the bus one evening, when two 
men start harassing you, quickly escalating from inappropriate “jokes” to threatening racist slurs.  Would 
you feel isolated and afraid, certain your move to this new inhospitable country was a big mistake?
Imagine being a Chinese Canadian restaurant worker, belittled and denigrated on a daily basis, by an 
abusive and racist boss. Would you have to give up your paying job to escape this untenable situation? 
These scenarios were explored as part of the South 
Okanagan’s play Respect Lives Here and presented to 
high school students and community members as a way 
to raise awareness of the types of racism that exists in our 
communities.  All based on real life experiences, the play 
was written and directed specifically for this project by 
Lily Zarif of Beyond Theatre Productions.  
For the South Okanagan’s Steering Committee it was 
important to try and expand the discussion of racism 
and hate and how we need to address it as a community.  
Presenting a play at the Shatford Centre, they felt would 
make the discussion more accessible and open it up to a 
wider audience. 
The two showings of the play were seen by over 250 
community members and high school students.  The 
response from the audience showed how effective the 
medium had been for presenting the message, but more importantly, the play was a starting point for 
the discussions that took place afterwards.
The students from Penticton High School went back to their classrooms and discussed the three 
scenarios with their teachers and classmates and were able to share how they felt about them.  Feedback 
from the teachers on the opportunity and the discussions that were generated was extremely positive.
The discussion with community members and stakeholders was a fantastic opportunity to explore 
the themes of the play in more depth, to fully discuss the nuances of the play and to share everyone’s 
perspectives and experiences.  It was also a great opportunity to share ideas for resolving the conflicts, for 
identifying resources in the community that could help and for connecting on ways to address racism and 
hate in our communities. 
Richard Armstrong, a traditional knowledge keeper of the Penticton Indian Band, opened the event with a 
traditional prayer and song to welcome everyone to the Syilx Territory.  In his remarks he noted that he had 
been a student at Pen High in the 1960s and that the world was very different then.  He is right and in many 
ways, we are doing much better.  However, as the three scenarios in the play identify, we still have a long 
way to go, to truly embrace diversity and to be the inclusive society we aspire to be.
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Central Okanagan: 
Respect Play, UBCO Panel on Discrimination & Awareness Campaign

The Central Okanagan Steering Committee identified the need for respectful conversations as a key 
issue and that sometimes not knowing how to ask respectfully is a real stumbling block to meaningful 
dialogue and better understanding.  Under the leadership of Kelowna Community Resources, three 
components of the Respect Lives Here Project focused on 
encouraging people to connect, ask and share.  The components 
included a commissioned play, RESPECT, to present to high 
school students, a collaboration with UBCO on the Rule Out 
Racism Panel Discussion and a series of articles printed by the 
Kelowna Capital News of people in the region that shared their 
stories and offered insight into their realities and perspectives. 
The play RESPECT, written by local playwright Bonnie Gratz, 
was based on the actors’ own experiences at a local school and 
reflect the negativity and isolation that they had to face. The play 
touches on sensitive issues that youth contend with including 
homosexuality, bullying, labeling and racism, and encourages 
them to resolve issues through dialogue, building understanding 
and encouraging inclusivity.   Shelly is a shy student who since 
Middle School has been labeled as gay.  Although she has no issue 
with homosexuality (she has been a vocal champion of family and 
friends who are gay), she feels isolated and frustrated that she has 
been wrongly labeled.  Armand is an international student facing 
assumptions and racism – and trying to figure out how to come out 
as a gay person in a strange new land.  Adam has his own issues 
and uses bullying as a way to overcome his insecurities.  These 
characters resolve their conflicts through building understanding 
and acceptance and overcoming preconceived ideas, moving finally 
to embracing the differences within each of them. 
The UBCO Panel Discussion identified the need for continued 
work in areas of equality and inclusion.   Racial profiling and the 
microaggressions facing visible minorities in our communities are 
only two indicators of many that we don’t fully embrace diversity yet. 
Sharing stories from the community in the local paper was a 
highlight for the project in the Central Okanagan.  Being able to give voice to families and individuals 
was a meaningful way to encourage people to connect with others in the community.  The articles 
identified that keeping silent, not asking questions, actually harms, as it continues naïve ignorance and 
isolation. Only by connecting genuinely can we move to greater understanding. Knowledge allows us 
to show acceptance and to embrace diversity.  Fear is based in ignorance and strength in knowledge. 
Writing the series was an incredible opportunity to learn and grow and share just a few of the 
interesting people that make our communities so rich. It also highlighted the potential – and need - for 
sharing so many more stories. 

Students w
atching RESPECT (top), Actors portray their ow

n stories in RESPCT (m
iddle), Jordan Coble of W

estbank First N
ation 

shared his story and perspective (botton).



North Okanagan: “I am” Alphabet Public Art Project
Enlightened, Encouraged and Enthralled- these are three words in my alphabet to describe the North 

Okanagan’s Respect Lives Here Public Art Project “I am” Alphabet.  The project was envisioned by the 
Steering Committee under the leadership of the Social Planning Council of the North Okanagan and 
executed by community artist Ryan Ryan.  Working with seven organizations including Vernon and 
District Immigrant Services Society, Canadian Mental Health, Vernon 
Community School, Vernon Women’s Transition House,  
WL Seaton LGBTQ Club, Pregnancy Outreach Programme at the First 
Nations Friendship Centre and NOYFSS (North Okanagan Youth and 
Family Services Society), Ryan held workshops with members of each 
organization and asked them to answer “Who are you?”.  
Verklempt, or choked with emotion, is how I felt listening as artists from 
the seven participating organizations in the project read their words.  
Many are positive: universal, effervescent, authentic, worthy.  Some are 
harsh: unwanted, peer-pressured, alienated, judged.  A few sweetly funny:  
supercalifragelistic, non-binary, angelic, quiet yet vocal, biromantic.  All 
of them are honest.   All perfectly bring home the very human element 
that is at the heart of our discussions of racism and hate and 
all offer healing and empowerment to the participants and the 
public at large. 
Proud is how the participants hopefully feel knowing their 
completed Boards - seven in total so far - will be installed in 
Downtown Vernon.  Participation in the project exceeded initial 
expectations and so a larger space still needs to be located for 
them all.
Knowing the project’s outcome will be impactful in the 
community and that the process had profound impact on the participants, Ryan Ryan, the artist who led the 
sessions and worked with the participating artists to create the Boards, was visibly moved at the opening 
and dedicated her own alphabet to the people she had worked so closely with on the project.  
Courageous were the artists reading their boards and their alphabets.  Deeply touched were the family 
members and public in attendance. Awed by the raw honesty on display.  
Engaged and Collaborative is how the artists needed to be before putting their paintbrushes to boards.  
They had to negotiate with each other and the facilitating artist, on which words would be used.  Some were 
easy for everyone to agree on.  Some words were long debated.  
Intense and Real is the impact this project has made.  In the end, the Alphabets validate the process 
and collaboration, but most importantly they validate the very real emotions and experiences of the 
participants.  Their work has longevity and will be a testament to the community, encouraging everyone to 
read and reflect on their words and to open their eyes to the reality of what is happening and how hurtful 
words are, whether unwittingly or simply unkindly, spoken. 
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Thompson: Diversity Walk & Open House

It was a colourful show of diversity with a myriad of country flags being carried by participants, 
large and small, young and old, and all shades of colour, in Kamloops’ annual Diversity Walk and Open 
House.  Held to celebrate the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the event 
featured meaningful reflections on our history and the current state of racial relations in Canada. 
Drummers from the Kamloops Friendship Society 
offered welcoming songs and Elder Uncle Mike 
Amouse offered the Opening Prayer and welcome 
to the traditional territory of the Secwepemc.  He 
charmed with his humor but was clearly very 
serious in encouraging the crowd reflect on the 
work that still needs to be done, the wrongs that 
still need to be righted and the important need to 
respect and care for the land. 
Additional speakers, representing government, 
human rights activists and multi-cultural 
organizations, offered meaningful insight into 
past ‘blights’ that need to be remembered in 
order not to be repeated and also offered hope for 
improvements that are being made. 
Reflective and somber, the crowd became 
energetic and excited choosing from the 
assortment of world flags, to carry on the official 
Diversity Walk. 
Led by the RCMP and taking over one entire lane 
of Tranquille Road, participants marched together 
to Kamloops Immigrant Services to celebrate 
with a multicultural lunch and entertainment.  
Cheered along by motorists and pedestrians as we 
passed them by, it felt a bit like participating in 
the Olympic Games, with everyone being united 
on one team. 
A delicious array of ethnic foods was offered 
at the offices of the Kamloops Immigrant 
Services offices and soon the meeting room was 
filled with boisterous talking and laughing as 
everyone mixed and mingled, sharing a meal and 
conversation.  Kids gathered to create artwork of their hands, adding their own colourful creations to a 
community board. 
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Shuswap: 
Respect Lives Here Part Two: Co-Creating Community Workshop
In 2014 the Shuswap undertook a new initiative for their Respect Lives Here project that was so 

successful it spurred an ongoing series of Community Conversations.  Once a month between October and 
March, approximately 20-25 community members met for an hour to discuss and tackle issues facing their 
communities. With one topic per month the discussions were focused and relevant but as the conversations were 
too engaging the sessions soon were extended to 90 minutes.   
For 2015 Shuswap Settlement Services Society and their project partners Plan B:E undertook a Respect Lives 
Here: Part Two - Co-Creating Community.  The workshop was intended to recharge and re-energize the 
community organizations, to continue their dialogue and build on the work that had been done through the 
Community Conversations. 
Arriving at the Community Gym where 
the workshop was held, I joined the 80 
or so community members gathered in 
a large circle in the middle of the gym 
floor.  A bit hesitant and unsure what to 
expect when the day started, I left 7 hours 
later feeling connected, excited about the 
potential for the region and in awe of how 
forward thinking and positive the people 
in the room had been.  Certainly there are 
real issues facing the region but more importantly, the dialogue focused on the potential and opportunities 
this group of citizens was seeing for their area and how they planned to work towards making them happen. 
Skillfully led by workshop facilitator Charles Holmes (who had also led the 2014 session), the day was filled with 
respectful conversation, focused on resolving conflict, finding solutions and working collaboratively to achieve 
the goals.  While there were strong and divergent opinions in the room, everyone was there to listen and learn 
and to work together to forge ahead.  
While the day’s conversation began and ended with the large circle sharing all together, most of the work during 
the day was done in groups of four with each member sitting knee to knee, looking directly at the person 
across from them, but easily able to look at the people on either side. This deliberately close staging didn’t feel 
uncomfortable but rather underlined the safe and intimate opportunity to share.  Breakout groups had the 
opportunity to share after each session and often this resulted in more input and discussion from the room.  
With each group of four disbanded and regrouped for each breakout session and the social times of breaks and 
lunch, it allowed for most people to share in a real way with most of the people present on a one-to-one basis. 
At the end of the day people felt connected and part of a progressive step forward for the region.  The energy 
and excitement to forge ahead were palpable and the concluding ‘gifting circle” where each participant shared 
a thought or gift (a sharing of skills, an offer of connection etc) with the larger group, further cemented the 
closeness that had been created throughout the day and that will be used by the community members to co-
create their new community. 
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