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Except for Indigenous people, Canadians are settlers—
immigrants themselves, or the descendants of immigrants. After
my parents and I arrived in Canada from England and Ireland
when I was four, we were helped with settling in by family

and friends who had come before us. Being English-language
speakers eased our family’s transition to the new country.

But transition is not easy for all newcomers. A few months
ago, I was in my front yard when a delivery van pulled up next
door. A middle-aged man got out to bring a package to my
neighbour’s house, and I recognized the audiobook playing
inside the van—Joseph Boyden’s Three Day Road. I told him I
knew the book he was listening to. “Ah, yes,” he said. “It’s for
my English class.” He explained that he’d been an engineer in
Syria but needed to take English-language classes so that he
could return to his profession in Canada. “For now,” he said,
pointing to the van, “I do this because I need to support my
family,” and with a wave he drove off to his next delivery.

This encounter illustrates why the Immigrant Welcome Centre—
which offers services as the Multicultural & Immigrant Services
Association (MISA)—was established in the Comox Valley 30
years ago. The organization’s vision is to help create “a North
Island region that embraces diversity and inclusivity while
actively engaging with the vibrant cultures in the region, and
where newcomers feel welcome, safe, and respected.”

When I first came to the Comox Valley in the 1990s, the
population was much more homogenous than it is now.
MISA executive director Jim Brennan agrees that the
area has become much more diverse, especially in the past
decade. “The good news about this place has gotten out,” he

says. “Our communities are quite welcoming, gracious, and
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engaging [with newcomers]

The overwhelming majority of people are supportive of
immigration to Canada and to this area, he says, because they’ve
seen the benefits that newcomers bring. And immigration is a
priority for the federal and provincial governments—much of the
funding for MISA comes from the British Columbia government.

Increasingly, newcomers from varied cultures are contributing
to the strength of the community. Global matters have an
influence; Brennan says that MISA has assisted about 120
people who have come from Ukraine in the months since
Russia invaded their homeland.

“The number one challenge [for MISA] is language
programming,” says Brennan. “Not just literacy, but formal
language learning that includes the nuances of workplace
language.” Being able to find employment is important to

WINTER 2022 - 49



mitigate the possibility of poverty for newcomers, but the

need for language learning is so great that there is a full-year
waitlist. Campbell River and Courtenay each have an Immigrant
Welcome Centre that runs two ongoing language classes, but
‘Brennan says that they could run at least double that if they had
the funding and the staff.

MISA is also actively involved in anti-racism advocacy; one of its
declarations says: “We believe that it is the duty of all residents,
acting individually and together, to strive for the achievement
of a community in which we acknowledge our diversity by
affirming our differences and welcoming the contributions that
arise from each resident’s unique gifts.”

For my parents and me, the transition to living in Canada was
relatively trouble-free. But for many, it’s a tremendous challenge
to learn a new language and adapt to cultural differences. MISA’s
work is critical in helping recent arrivals integrate successfully
into Comox Valley life so they can thrive and, in turn, share
their unique gifts to the benefit of all who live here.
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MISA HELPS NEWCOMERS

THE IMMIGRANT WELCOME CENTRE SUPPORTS 800 TO
1000 CLIENTS ANNUALLY BETWEEN COMOX VALLEY
AND PORT HARDY. MISA’S MULTILINGUAL STAFF
OFFERS ASSISTANCE WITH MANY CRUCIAL TASKS LIKE:

°

°

.

°

°

ENGLISH-LANGUAGE LEARNING
COMPLETING FORMS AND DOCUMENTS
CITIZENSHIP PREPARATION
IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEE PROTECTION
SUPPORT

DIGITAL LITERACY TRAINING
EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT
INTERPRETATION AND TRANSLATION
HOUSING INFORMATION

HEALTH CARE INFORMATION
ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATION NEEDS

« CHILDCARE AND FAMILY CONCERNS

°

INCOME TAX INTAKE AND REFERRAL
ACCESS TO LEGAL ADVOCATES
HUMAN-RIGHTS SUPPORT

PROFESSIONAL LAND SURVEYORS
AND GEOMATICS ENGINEERS

In operation since 1913, Underhill is recognized as one of BC's trusted professional
surveying companies. With our recent 2020 expansion we are now servicing all of
Vancouver Island, Gulf Islands, Powell River and the Sunshine Coast.

RPAS IMAGING AND LIDAR | 3D LASER SCANNING | LAND DEVELOPMENT | FIRST NATIONS SURVEYS | LEGAL SURVEYING
HOUSING DEVELOPMENT & RENOVATION SURVEYS | ENGINEERING & CONSTRUCTION SURVEYING | PRECISION GEODETIC &

CONTROL SURVEYING | COMPUTATION & CAD MAPPING | RESIDENTIAL & COMMERCIAL DEVELOPMENT SURVEYS

#491C 4th St, Courtenay | 250.871.4599 | island@underhill.ca | underhill.ca | (1 © ¥

KAMLOOPS | VANCOUVER |

WHITEHORSE | VANCOUVER ISLAND

e, bodywors

P HYSIO THERAPY

FLEXIBILITY | STRENGTH | BALANCE | RESILIENCE

Clinical Pilates & Pilates classes
Laser therapy
Sports injury rehabilitation | Pre & post surgery conditioning
TCM acupuncture & Gunn IMS | Shockwave therapy
Chronic pain management | Pelvic health | Vestibular rehabilitation
Post-concussion management | Massage therapy
Yoga classes & private yoga

156 Manor Dr, Comox | 250.339.5540

bodyworxphysio.com | £3

Ohspa at the OLD HOUSE HOTEL
1730 Riverside Lane, Courtenay
250.703.4770 - ohspa.ca
€1© @OhspaCourtenay

YOUR HAPPY PLACE

GREAT GIFT IDEAS, SPA MENU,
AND EASY BOOKING—ALL ONLINE!

Ohspa
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