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Civic Innovation Change Lab (CICL) is a 
hands-on, interdisciplinary, semester-long 
program in which students collaborate in small 
groups to investigate a challenge facing a local 
community, then design and test a social 
innovation solution in response.

This semester, students tackled the theme of 
neighbourhood resiliency – building cohesive, 
adaptable communities, especially in the face of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Key partners: CityStudio Vancouver, RADIUS 
SFU, SFU Beedie School of Business, and SFU 
Centre for Dialogue
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What is Civic Innovation Change Lab?



The Punjabi Market is located on unceded Coast Salish 
territory; in particular, the lands of the səl̓ilwətaɁɬ təməxʷ 
(Tsleil-Waututh), S’ólh Téméxw (Stó:lō), Stz’uminus, and 
Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam) nations.
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Equity-Centered Design Model
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NOTICE
(ongoing)

DEFINE PROTOTYPE

IDEATE

TEST

REFLECT
(ongoing)

EMPATHIZE

A non-linear framework for bringing 
equity and self-awareness into all stages of 
civic engagement. By centering Punjabi 
Market community members and being 
mindful of our own identities, we relied on this 
model throughout our journey. Look out for these 

themes in the top-left 
corner of each page!

Noticing our personal 
identities, biases, and 
assumptions

Understanding the 
experiences and 
motivations of our 
target community

Developing a point 
of view about the 
community’s needs

Generating many 
inclusive solution ideas

Gathering feedback 
about the prototype 
from users

Crafting a model of a 
solution to share with 
users

Unpacking our privileges, 
emotions, and insights 
within the context of our 
community engagement



“How might we engage systematically 
excluded groups within the Punjabi Market 
neighbourhood in a post-pandemic, green 

recovery and climate action?”

Problem Statement Journey: January
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Although none of us grew up or 
live near Punjabi Market, we are South 
Asian and feel personally connected to 
the community. We were also eager to 
encourage social connection among 
South Asians, knowing how it affects 
overall health and wellbeing.

As a group, we’re interested in 
preserving safe spaces for 
systematically excluded groups 
(particularly racialized communities).

as presented by City of Vancouver (CoV) staff

We were interested in 
understanding the pandemic’s impact 
on the community and exploring 
culturally-relevant approaches to 
climate engagement.



Neighbourhood Context

Punjabi Market is a 3-block district 
along Main St. in South Vancouver’s 
Sunset neighbourhood. Its first shops 
opening in the 1970s, it was the first and 
largest South Asian market in North 
America, becoming a busy and vibrant 
cultural hub with more than 300 shops at 
its peak. 

In May 2020, the Punjabi Market 
Regeneration Collective (PMRC, a 
non-profit working towards the market’s 
revitalization) hosted a digital celebration 
to mark its 50th anniversary.
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Vaisakhi festivities, 1980s.
Source: punjabimarket.ca

Source: Anna, 2021



Secondary Research

Retail businesses are still mostly South Asian run, but 
there are fewer overall and greater competition from 
nearby retail areas has created an unsustainable 
commercial landscape.

Retail vacancies and property taxes are rising, and 
foot traffic is declining.

Visitors are mostly local tourists or are from Langara 
College, and have low retail demand in the market.

In 2019, PMRC collaborated with the Vancouver City 
Council to pass a motion to acknowledge the market’s 
intangible heritage and explore public realm 
improvements ahead of its 50th anniversary.

In late 2019/early 2020, CoV held many engagement 
activities to gather community feedback, but all progress 
was halted by COVID-19.
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We started noticing our personal 
biases and assumptions about the 
neighbourhood and the people living and 
working there, and came up with questions 
we wanted to answer through secondary 
research:

What are the area’s demographics?

What does the market’s retail & business 
landscape look like?

What is being done to engage the 
community?

Largest ethnic origins:  34% Chinese, 22% South Asian

In recent years, the population has aged slightly and has 
a greater representation of young people (< 20 yrs.) than 
the city-wide median.

Since the early 2000s, much of the South Asian 
population has moved to Surrey & Delta.
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Community Needs & Insights

Based on our knowledge so far, we reflected 
about the community needs and transformed 
them into insights. Key challenges that emerged 
surrounded social isolation, economic decline, 
lack of physical space, loss of cultural heritage, 
and little engagement in climate action.

finances & 
affordability

retail demand

physical space

connection to 
cultural heritage There is a lack of 

social connection 
and people feel 

isolated

The 
neighbourhood’s 

cost of living is 
rising and income 

isn’t increasing 
proportionately

Business is 
declining; visitors 
are uninterested 
and residents are 
shopping more 

from chain stores

The physical 
space is 

uninviting and 
has little foot 

traffic

The area is losing 
its cultural 

essence and 
heritage

There have been 
engagement 

events/'lectures', 
but little action: 

over-engagement 
with little results

Our target 
population 

(customers and 
business owners) 

are moving to 
Surrey & Delta

Climate action 
isn’t a primary 

concern

City action takes 
too long or isn’t 

followed through; 
residents are 

frustrated and 
losing trust

From Navi, we learned about 
the pandemic’s financial and 
mental health-related impact of 
on residents and small business 
owners, gaps in engagement, 
and that climate action hasn’t 
been a priority. She shared a 
vision for the market (which isn't 
to return it to how it once was): a 
place where South Asian diaspora 
(especially femmes and children) 
can connect to their cultural 
heritage and find safety, comfort, 
and belonging.

Navi Rai
Director of Internal 
Relations at PMRC

1st interview!

Needs

Insights



“How might we engage long-term 
residents of South Asian descent in the 

Punjabi Market neighbourhood, in 
preserving cultural heritage through the 

lens of climate action?”

We narrowed our focus to 
long-term residents of South Asian 
descent because we felt they’d have 
the deepest heritage embedded in the 
market, and will have been most 
impacted by changes taking place.
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Problem Statement Journey: February

From our research, we knew 
engagement in sustainability hasn’t 
been a priority for the community. We 
wanted to tie climate action into our 
solution, but weren’t yet sure how.

1st pivot

At this point, our biggest takeaway 
was an appreciation of 'intangible 
heritage': the community’s ability to 
celebrate and express itself and its 
heritage – something more than 
outward appearance – and we were keen 
for it to be at the center of our project.



1. Connecting volunteers with small 
business owners to help them 
establish an online presence and 
adapt to COVID-19

2. A mural and outdoor art space, to 
beautify the market and provide 
a means for cultural expression 
and reflection

3. Community garden and 
gathering space ー  a place for 
social connection and sharing of 
culturally-relevant food and 
sustainability practices 

3 Midpoint Presentation Ideas

During our midpoint 
presentation, most of the 
interest in the ideas we 
presented lay in the art and 
garden spaces, leading us to 
combine them and move 
towards a community 
garden and art space.
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increasing foot traffic

neighbourhood 
beautification

institutional 
change

knowledge 
sharing

community activities

supporting small 
businesses

Ideation



The Punjabi Market Community Garden

Through drawings, we began prototyping 
visions of a gardening and art space: a safe, 
colourful gathering space for social and cultural 
connection. Ideas we hoped to incorporate include 
raised garden beds, multilingual messaging, a 
community mural, gardening and art supplies, 
and accessible seating.
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March 9

March 4



Primary Research Overview 

5+
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Navi Rai
Director of Internal 
Relations at PMRC

Pete Fry
City Councillor

Mimi Rennie & Zahra Esmail
Director of Community 

Programs & Executive Director 
at South Vancouver 

Neighbourhood House (SVNH)

Gulzar Nanda
Chair of PMRC and 

co-manager of High Class 
Jewellers

Michael Lee
Vancouver-Langara MLA

Dr. Kala Singh
Mental health specialist 
and Sunset Community 

Association board 
member

Ajay Puri
Community activist and 
social movement builder
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Although we initially struggled to 
schedule community interviews, 
following our midterm presentation, 
we had a chance to connect with many 
individuals and organizations involved 
in outreach in Punjabi Market. We 
ultimately conducted:

Interviews with community leaders 
and organizations

Informal conversations with 
community members and small 
business owners
(including Mother India Grocery, 
Sadhna Saree House, and Himalaya 
Restaurant)



culture & heritage

supports & program delivery

physical space structural issues & gaps in policy

Formulating New Insights
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There needs to be a 
revitalization of existing 

spaces in the Sunset 
community area, such as 

the retail business 
buildings, existing parks 

and gathering spaces

There needs to be 
supports and programs in 
place for the community 
(and specific members of 
the community) to foster 

social connection and 
resiliency

The market needs to be 
more walkable, and 
cultivate a sense of 
community for all 

identities

Youth are unable to 
experience the sense of 

safety and community in 
the market that once 

existed

There needs to be more 
(culturally-relevant) 
engagement with 

regards to climate action 
and sustainability

Social connection and 
isolation is a big concern 
for health and wellness, 

as well as economic 
stability

The culture and heritage 
of the market lies within 

the stories and lived 
experiences of 

community members

Engagement initiatives 
and decision-making 

need to be led and 
informed by people who 

represent the community

Policies and action made 
for the area need to be 

specific to the 
neighbourhood, and not 

created as a broad 
solution for South 

Vancouver

Needs

Insights

To help us make sense of the new information 
being shared during our interviews, we gathered 
more community needs and insights. Themes of 
social connection, culturally-relevant climate 
engagement, and preserving cultural heritage 
through storytelling emerged.



As we carried out more community 
interviews, we also shared our prototypes. We 
learned the Sunset Community Centre has 
struggled to engage people with their 
community garden, and that the PMRC 
already has an art project in the works. 

We decided to re-center our project on 
the needs communicated to us and ensure 
our project was informed by the community. 
Letting go of beautification of the physical 
space as our primary goal, we wanted to 
address deeper challenges in the community: 
increasing social connectedness and uplifting 
sustainability and resiliency practices already 
embedded in the community (rather than 
shoehorning them in with a garden project) 
and highlighting local businesses and 
community members along the way.

Community Feedback & 
Making a Pivot
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Sunset Community Garden
Source: mysunset.net



“How might we foster social connection 
and preserve cultural heritage and 
sustainability practices within the 

Punjabi Market neighbourhood, as we 
emerge from the pandemic?”
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Problem Statement Journey: March

2nd pivot
While there is value in creating a 

project to fit a specific community, there is 
also value something more broad. Over 
time, it became clear that including the 
entire community (with all its diversity) in 
our project was feasible, and addressed a 
need communicated to us in our 
consultations: a desire for the whole 
community to be seen, and heard. 

With our reach and resources, we 
realized we could better address the root 
causes of the challenges facing Punjabi 
Market. While beautification of the space and 
placemaking is important and necessary, we 
pivoted away from creating a new community 
gathering space on top of these existing 
foundational issues in the neighbourhood.

Recognizing the continued caution 
needed around in-person gatherings, 
we wanted our project to bring the 
community together safely.
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Final Solution: The Punjabi 
Market Community Zine

The Punjabi Market Zine is a community-based 
magazine that seeks to showcase the diverse stories and 
experiences of the Punjabi Market neighbourhood and 
highlight the area as a distinct area of Vancouver, 
differentiating it from the broadness of South Vancouver.

The community zine directly addresses the action 
areas outlined in our updated problem statement:

● Fostering social connection through the sharing 
of community member stories: using storytelling 
to allow residents to get to know their 
neighbours in a way that respects social 
distancing guidelines

● Preservation of cultural heritage through the 
memorialization of the market’s history

● Dissemination of community-based sustainability 
and resiliency practices

● Highlighting local businesses and changemakers
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How it Works
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The Punjabi Market Zine can be published 
multiple times a year – giving the project the 
opportunity to expand over time and reflecting on 
the changing needs and discourse among the 
community. 

The zine can be made into both digital and 
print copies: digital copies to facilitate accessibility, 
and limited print copies in order to act as a 
tangible heritage object, or a token of community 
pride. These limited copies could be requested, or 
held at community gathering spaces (storefronts, 
Sunset Community Centre, neighbourhood 
houses, etc.). 

Submissions could be accepted online, or via 
community outreach and interviews. The 
submissions could be organized by a zine 
committee.

The zine’s intended 
audience can be anyone 

inside or outside the 
community – facilitating a 

path of dialogue and 
knowledge sharing 

between the Punjabi 
Market neighbourhood 
and Metro Vancouver.
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Mission Model Canvas
Key Partners Key Activities Value Propositions Buy-in & Support Beneficiaries

DeploymentKey Resources

Mission Budget/Cost Mission Achievements/Impact Factors
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User Feedback & Alignment with CoV Goals

We obtained feedback on the zine through 
community interviews and consultation with past 
interviewees. We heard that: 

● A zine has not yet been explored for the 
Punjabi Market Community 

● Various components of the zine (such as 
community storytelling and a heritage map) 
have already been formulated as separate 
projects by local community organizations, 
and could be compiled together as a part of 
the zine

● The idea was well received by community 
members: interviewees liked the 
opportunities for local business advertising 
and storytelling, and were excited at the idea 
of having their story printed in a physical 
magazine. 

The zine also addresses the City of 
Vancouver’s Climate Emergency Action Plan – in 
particular, Big Move 1: 

“By 2030, 90% of people live within an easy 
walk/roll of their daily needs.”

The zine will do this by including a list (that 
updates with each issue) of highlighted local 
businesses to visit, and a Heritage Walk Map 
(which is already in the works by the Punjabi 
Market Regeneration Collective) to improve 
walkability in the neighbourhood. 

Additionally, the zine will help address the 
goals of the CoV’s Climate and Equity Working 
Group by helping inform the committee on how to 
foster equity and justice through the lens of 
climate action, and advising the CoV on existing 
sustainability practices within the community that 
are easy to adopt and familiar to racialized groups 
living in Vancouver. 



Budget

Content creation
Interviewing community members, writing, editing, 
graphic design & photography

Distribution
Translation (into Chinese & Punjabi), printing* & 
delivery of physical copies

Staff wages** & honoraria for featured community members
Planning issues & overseeing community 
partnerships, marketing, distribution, website 
updates, etc.

Digital (fixed costs)
Design software & website creation

Digital (recurring costs) 
Website hosting, domain, & maintenance

$4,500  /year

$2,450  /year

$5,000  /year

$500

$400  /year

Year 1 cost estimate:  $12,850

Cost Breakdown
(assuming 2 issues per year)

* We would print ~150 copies of each issue. Our printing 
estimate is based on standard full-color, letter-sized, 
saddle-stitched booklets that are 20 pages long.

Quote received from Still Creek Press (Metro Vancouver 
printing company): ~$4.75 per unit ≈ $715 /issue

Funding Sources

Neighbourhood Small Grants (Vancouver Foundation)
RADIUS SFU Social Innovation Seed Fund

Creating positive social change in communities

BC multiculturalism grants
Promoting connection and resiliency within 
racialized communities, particularly those most 
impacted by pandemic isolation

SFU Community Engagement Initiative (CEI) grants***
Deepening university-community engagement 
and strengthening community resiliency in the 
face of the pandemic

up to $500
up to $2,000

up to $5,000

up to $10,000

Potential grant funding:  up to $17,500

** We envision the zine being community-led! Our cost estimate 
assumes we would hire community members on a part-time basis to 
oversee the zine’s creation, or to contribute their writing & design skills.

*** To meet the eligibility criteria, we would focus on partnerships with 
community-based organizations and non-profits (including PMRC, Sunset 
Community Centre, and SVNH). Furthermore, we could consider hiring 
SFU students with personal connections to the Punjabi Market to help 
oversee (or contribute content to) the project.
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Moving Forward

● Continue enhancing prototype and gathering community 
feedback- to advise the production of future issues 

● Seeking partnerships with community-based organizations 
(PMRC, Sunset Community Centre, SVNH, etc.), and identifying 
community members interested in leading the project, will 
ensure long-term sustainability

● Further consulting will need to be done to ensure that the zine 
embodies environmental sustainability principles. For instance: 
exploring using recycled paper for physical copies, limiting 
printing, and providing translated instructions on how and 
where to dispose of the zine after use

● Exploring community project grants to fund the zine, such as 
Neighbourhood Small Grants via the Vancouver Foundation, 
RADIUS SFU’s Social Innovation Seed Fund, the BC 
government’s multiculturalism grant program, etc.
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Interview Highlights...
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Gulzar Nanda

Cllr. Pete Fry

Dr. Kala Singh
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