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About Sanctuary Health
Sanctuary Health is a grassroots community group formed by community health workers 
and community organizers from diverse backgrounds and experiences that work with 
immigrant and refugee communities and believe that all migrants should have access 
to health care. We got together in 2012 to raise awareness about the devastating impacts 
of the cuts to the Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP) for refugee communities, and 
soon realized the need to advocate for the rights of not only refugees but also people with 
precarious or no immigration status.

With the voices of the affected communities at the centre of our work, we have identified 
key sectors and services and formed agreements and/or built relationships to open the 
doors for people with precarious status to access basic services. We provide advocacy and 
referrals to people with precarious status or no immigration status trying to access health 
care, education and other basic services. 

We collaborate with other community organizations to run drop-in clinic sessions across 
Greater Vancouver and the Fraser Valley, and organize regular peer-support meetings and 
workshops for affected communities members. 
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It has been two years since the City of Vancouver passed its Access Without Fear policy. 
While we’ve witnessed Vancouver’s mayor and City Council celebrate the policy as 
an example of the City of Vancouver’s inclusive and welcoming nature, the policy has 
not been implemented. Sanctuary Health Vancouver, with the support of a group of UBC 
students, conducted an audit on the implementation of Access Without Fear policies in the 
City of Vancouver. This report presents the results from this audit.

The City of Vancouver committed through their policy to implement a communication and 
education strategy to raise awareness about the principles and policy; to develop guidelines 
in collaboration with affected communities to offer training to city staff; to monitor 
and evaluate; to implement a complaint mechanisms; to provide annual community 
reportbacks to share progress; and to advocate for provision of services regardless of 
immigration status to other orders of government and jurisdictions. Little to nothing 
has been done on any of these items. Furthermore, the City policy explicitly recognizes 
shelters as an important site for Access Without Fear. However, none of the frontline 
workers were aware of the Access Without Fear policy. Several staff stated they would 
have to give personal information to Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) officers. This 
lack of training about the need to protect client confidentiality could prove to be most 
devastating to the safety and security of undocumented individuals. Furthermore, a new 
agreement between CBSA, the John Howard Society and the Belkin Shelter will put 
shelter workers in direct contact with the CBSA as the shelter will be used as a de-
facto detention centre.

Council encouraged the boards of Parks and Recreation, the Vancouver Police, and the 
Vancouver Public Library to adopt policies which support the spirit and objectives of 
the City’s policy. The Vancouver Library Board passed their Access to Vancouver Public 
Library Services without Fear Policy in April 2016. In November 2016, The Vancouver 
Board of Parks and Recreation approved the Access to Park Board Services without Fear 
policy. Meanwhile, the Vancouver Police Department refuse to consider implementing 
Access Without Fear principles. 

A lack of training for frontline staff is significantly impacting Vancouver Parks and 
Recreation and the Vancouver Public Library’s respective policies. Only one out of twenty-
seven frontline parks board staff interviewed were aware of the Access Without Fear policy 
and most said they did not know what to do if the CBSA or police ask for information 
about clients. Similarly out of the twenty library locations called, only two staff confirmed 
knowledge of the library’s Access Without Fear policy and only six were confident that they 
would not share information with law enforcement agencies without a warrant or legal order.

Through our journey of building relationships with individual frontline staff and service 
providers, Sanctuary Health has encountered great champions within the Vancouver Public 
Library and the Vancouver Parks Board. Because of the great trust, understanding and 
solidarity of these staff, more families have been able to use the libraries with their children 
and access leisure cards to be able to bring their children to community centers. We want 
to acknowledge these efforts as these relationships and their work is an example of 
what meaningful access without fear could look like. With training and support at 
the institutional level, all staff could replicate this work and make our city inclusive and 
equitable for all.

Meanwhile, the Vancouver Police Department is asking people with precarious 
immigration status to talk to them, while refusing to assure their safety from deportation 
if they do. Over the past two years, the Vancouver Police Department (VPD) has sought 
community endorsement of their ongoing working relationship with CBSA’s Inland 
Immigration Enforcement under the banner of “Access Without Fear”. This relationship 
subverts the whole intention and purpose of an Access Without Fear policy, and is 
unsafe for people with precarious immigration status. Until the VPD commits to truly 
providing Access Without Fear, the VPD should not pass guidelines called “Access Without 
Fear” which would create a false sense of safety. 
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Federal immigration policies have created barriers for migrants to access official refugee, 
resident, or citizen status. As a result, there are an increasing number of people with 
precarious status (no or temporary status) living in and contributing to our communities.  
These policies are forcing people to work and live in dangerous conditions and to live in 
constant state of fear and uncertainty. Families with precarious immigration status are 
routinely denied access to crucial social services, including access to food banks, health 
care clinics, various emergency shelters, education and more. 

Across Canada, affected communities and community groups have been mobilizing to help 
provide support services to migrants with precarious immigration status, and to advocate 
for policy changes at all levels of government. At the municipal level, Canadian cities such 
as Toronto, ON, Hamilton, ON and Vancouver, BC have adopted Sanctuary City ordinances 
and declared themselves as Sanctuary Cities or Access Without Fear of Deportation cities. 
Adopting Sanctuary City ordinances is a local response by Canadian municipalities to 
unjust federal immigration policies. 

In Vancouver, persons with precarious status face many challenges. Many are afraid to 
access police services, access programs and spaces at community centres or English 
classes at the libraries, file grievances against unsafe working or living conditions, access 
basic or emergency health care, enrol their children in education, or even use public transit. 

Since 2012, Sanctuary Health has accompanied, supported, and facilitated a long 
collaborative process with persons with precarious status and the groups that work with 
them to advocate for access to services and supports regardless of immigration status. 
In the first years of organizing, Sanctuary Health engaged the affected communities and 
community-led groups supporting undocumented migrants to develop the Sanctuary City 
Principles. We learned from the experiences of Toronto, Hamilton, Montreal and other cities 
in the US that have a long history of organizing and mobilizing to create sanctuary cities. We 
embraced the two main principles of sanctuary cities: all persons should be able to access 
services based on their need rather than their immigration status, and that all persons 
should be able to access services without the fear of being deported. We also agree with 
the concept of “solidarity city,” meaning that safety is built from the bottom-up by creating 
networks of support and a sanctuary city movement regardless of government policy. 

Advocating for a Sanctuary City policy at a municipal level was just one of the many 
strategies that Sanctuary Health implemented to address the criminalization and exclusion 
of members of our communities that are as deserving as any other human being to access 
basic services. Our goal is to create sanctuaries of dignity, justice, and solidarity, where 
people can access services without fear, regardless of their immigration status. By working 
towards a sanctuary and solidarity city movement and policy in the different sectors, we 
aim to ensure access based on need and not on immigration status. 

In 2015, two years after we started working with the City of Vancouver, the City councillors 
and the Mayor ś Working Group on Immigration, Sanctuary Health draftd a “Community 
Policy in collaboration with affected communities and those who work with affected 
communities including frontline workers, teachers, healthcare professionals, lawyers, 
and advocates. The Community Policy, which we shared with the City, clearly stated the 
Sanctuary City Principles, how to effectively implement them, and how to monitor and 
evaluate their implementation in Vancouver.

We were also aware that while making Vancouver into a Sanctuary City will not immediately 
address the health, education and other needs of persons with precarious immigration status, 
it is a poignant expression of solidarity, equity and a needed tool to support communities 
and service providers to open front doors of services for undocumented families.

After almost three years of advocacy, the City of Vancouver passed an Access Without Fear 
policy on April 6th, 2016. Vancouver became the third city in Canada to declare access 
without fear for residents with no immigration status. However, the policy is just one piece 
of the larger solidarity movement towards migrant justice. The day the City policy passed, 
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we celebrated the collective work and struggle, as well as the courage and resistance of the 
affected communities. 

It should be noted that the passage of this policy applied only to services provided by the 
City of Vancouver, that include Fire and Rescue services, Community Services, Utilities 
and Public Works, and Information services. Council encouraged the boards of Parks and 
Recreation, the Vancouver Police, and the Vancouver Public Library to adopt policies which 
support the spirit and objectives of the policy. The Vancouver Library Board passed their 
Access to Vancouver Public Library Services without Fear Policy by the end of April 2016. 
In November 2016, The Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation approved the Access 
to Park Board Services without Fear policy. As detailed in this report, the Vancouver 
Police Department have resisted Access Without Fear principles. On the day Vancouver 
City Council voted to pass their policy we expressed that the policy was incomplete. In 
particular, we emphasized the importance of getting the Vancouver Police Department to 
stop their collaboration with CBSA as most Sanctuary Cities do.   

The focus of our work has been to build relationships across different sectors and have 
service providers commit to being champions of Sanctuary City principles, provide 
services without proof of status, and create immigration-authority-free zones. In order for 
Vancouver to truly become a Sanctuary City we need all the different sectors, including 
the Vancouver Police Department, Vancouver School Board, the Health Authorities, the 
housing sector, and other community organizations to provide and create those spaces 
of access without fear. Sanctuary Health routinely works with service providers, unions, 
health authorities and community groups to facilitate broad based adoption of Sanctuary 
City Principles. We act as advocates and provide referrals to people seeking access to 
health care, education, and other essential services. 

It has been two years since the Access Without Fear policy was passed in Vancouver.  
Throughout our work supporting undocumented families to access services, we learned 
about the gaps and lack of implementation of the City ś Access Without Fear policy. We also 
witnessed Vancouver’s Mayor and Council publicly using the Access Without Fear policy to 
highlight how welcoming and inclusive the City of Vancouver is, without implementing the 
policy or ensuring that the Vancouver Police Department end their collaboration with CBSA.

Sanctuary Health Vancouver with the support of a group of University of British Columbia 
students conducted an audit to: a) examine whether the main directives of the policy have 
been implemented, b) ensure accountability to the affected communities. This report, with 
the findings of the audit, helped us to further understanding and strengthen our advocacy 
efforts and provide community and service providers with a tool to improve their services 
and supports as well as to advocate for meaningful access for all and meaningful access 
without fear in the City of Vancouver. 

Access without fear empowers migrants, but also service providers by creating autonomous 
spaces for collective action and solidarity, which are at the heart of the Sanctuary City 
movement. Through our journey of building relationships with individual frontline staff 
and service providers, we have encountered great champions within the Vancouver Public 
Library and the Vancouver Parks Board. Because of the great trust, understanding and 
solidarity of these staff, more families have been able to use the libraries with their children 
and access leisure cards to be able to bring their children to community centers. We want 
to acknowledge these efforts as these relationships and their work is an example of what 
meaningful access without fear could look like. With training and support at the institutional 
level, all staff could replicate this work and make our city inclusive and equitable for all. It 
is the affected communities that wants to share this audit with City staff as a tool to 
advocate within City spaces and to continue to work towards a Sanctuary City. The 
most important thing about this Sanctuary City movement is to keep borders out of our 
hospitals, schools, and community spaces. We must challenge racism at a systemic level 
within an understanding that immigrants have different journeys. We are all human beings 
with stories to share and contributions to make to our communities.
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M
ethodology

Data Collection
Frontline staff at libraries and recreation centres were contacted via phone during the 
months of November and December 2017 and were asked about: 

a.	 documentation needed to access services

b.	 procedures followed if someone is undocumented

c.	 confidentiality of client information.

d.	 awareness, communications and training received on the relevant Access Without 
Fear policy.

No personal information on the staff answering the call was collected as the purpose was 
to access the type of information that any resident of the City of Vancouver may access 
if making a telephone inquiry. Other administrative and managerial staff, as well as city 
councillors, were contacted by email with requests for an interview, information, or a 
referral.

Vancouver Public Libraries were contacted by phone, using the main line numbers 
provided on the Vancouver Public Library website. Twenty locations were successfully 
contacted. Nearly everyone spoken with was friendly, open, and eager to help; however, 
the individuals answering the phones were frequently not well informed. Over half the 
calls were transferred once the original respondent was asked about either accessing 
library services without identification, whether the library was available to undocumented 
individuals, or whether they were aware of the Access Without Fear policy.

Twenty seven City of Vancouver recreation centers were contacted via telephone. During 
these phone calls a set of predetermined questions were asked regarding recreation center 
services, documentation requirements, accessing the leisure access card, staff knowledge 
regarding the Parks Board Access Without Fear policy, and confidentiality of information. 
All questions were asked via telephone conversations with frontline parks and recreation 
staff (front desk staff).

In the beginning of March 2018, 22 shelters in the City of Vancouver were contacted by 
telephone, and 17 interviews were completed with frontline shelter workers. Predetermined 
questions were asked to each worker that addressed issues of identification, Access 
Without Fear policy awareness, and confidentiality.

Successfully interviews were completed with Councillor Andrea Reimer (Municipal 
Councillor), Dawn Ibey (Director, Library Services), and Commissioner Catherine Evans 
(Parks Board Commissioner). Superintendent Steve Eely (Vancouver Poice Department 
Superintendent) offered a meeting and then cancelled it. Students who conducted the 
audit were invited to a meeting on March 14 2018 where the VPD shared draft guidelines 
in response to the City of Vancouver’s policy. A total of eleven individuals who work in the 
City of Vancouver in various management or coordination roles were contacted. No other 
potential participants responded to requests for information.
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Purpose
The purpose of this policy is to support access to City services by Vancouver residents with 
uncertain or no immigration status and who fear detention, psychological and physical harm, or 
deportation, when accessing services. The policy enables these residents to use municipal services, 
and do so without fear that the City of Vancouver will ask for and provide information about their 
immigration status to other institutions or orders of government unless required by law.

Directives
a. Access to City services is not dependent on immigration status 

City services will be provided regardless of immigration status. Further, City staff will not ask for 
or otherwise seek out an individual’s immigration status as a condition of providing city services, 
unless the provision of such services has a legal requirement to obtain such information.

b. Privacy of Information

The City will carefully uphold and enforce privacy legislation to ensure that any and all personal 
information concerning immigration status is not requested or gathered in the course of providing 
City services unless required by law.

The City is not aware of any City services requiring the collection of immigration status 
information. However, in the event that personal information concerning immigration status is 
required to be collected, the City will only collect same after ensuring that the person required 
to give it is aware of the requirement and then only in accordance with applicable privacy and 
disclosure laws.

c. Relationship with Canada Border Services Agency, CBSA

The role of CBSA is to administer and enforce the Immigration & Refugee Protection Act and 
regulations. Accordingly, the voluntary disclosure of immigration status and enforcement of 
immigration law is outside the scope of the City’s jurisdiction, and City staff are not responsible 
for the enforcement of immigration law and are not permitted to disclose personal information 
as a general rule except in accordance with the law. These exceptions could include a court order, 
subpoena, or other legally binding requirements.

Implementation
1. Creation of Access To City Services Without Fear Guidelines

The effective implementation of this policy will require the creation of guidelines for City staff.

The City will engage with community partners and individuals with lived experience to assist in 
the development of the Guidelines.

2. Align with existing City’s review and complaint mechanism

The City’s existing review and complaint mechanism will be used to ensure no one is denied access 
to services based on their immigration status.

3. Provide opportunities for City staff and community organizations to learn about the 
policy and guidelines

a.	 An essential component in adopting this policy and associated guidelines is to inform 
relevant City staff on the policy and guidelines. This will be incorporated into current staff 
training;

b.	 Further, Social Policy will inform organizations receiving City funding for the provision of 
community services about the policy and guidelines by sponsoring related workshop(s).

Feedback will be sought from individuals with lived experience.

Policy available at: http://council.vancouver.ca/20160406/documents/pspc3.pdf

http://council.vancouver.ca/20160406/documents/pspc3.pdf
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4. Implement a communication strategy to inform stakeholders and the community on the 
policy

Staff will implement a communication strategy to inform stakeholders and the community about 
the new policy.

5. Support the provision of services to Vancouver residents, regardless of immigration 
status

The City will continue to advocate for the needs and challenges of residents with uncertain or no 
immigration status to other orders of government and jurisdictions.

6. Reporting and Evaluation

The City Manager will have an annual report back to City Council on the application of this policy, 
any complaints received and their disposition, as well as recommendations for amendments.

Note about Shelters
Currently, the City is not aware of any City services that require the collection of immigration 
status information. Proof of status is not required for individuals requesting access to City non-
market housing, or for individuals facing homelessness and requesting access to shelters. This 
includes both the Winter shelters, that the City works to open in partnership with the Province 
each year, and the Emergency Weather Response shelters. By adopting this Access policy, the City 
demonstrates leadership in advocating for the needs of residents with precarious immigration 
status and the commitment to working with key civic agencies and other stakeholders to align 
access without fear policies and practices, where appropriate.

Jusrisdictional Note
 This policy may apply to the following City services:

Fire and Rescue Services

•	 Fire prevention and responding to medical calls

•	 Providing emergency preparedness information and support

Community Services

•	 Tenant Assistance Program

•	 Street and Homeless Outreach

•	 Emergency Response Shelters

•	 Non-Market Housing

•	 Licensing and inspections

Utilities and Public Works

•	 Providing basic services – sewer, water, drainage

•	 Providing garbage collection, composting, and recycling services

•	 Maintaining and enhancing street infrastructure

General Government

•	 Permits and enforcement

•	 Providing information, engagement channels and customer service (website, in person and 
3-1-1)

This policy does not apply to Police, Parks or Library services. However, these agencies will be 
asked to adopt a policy which supports, within their respective mandates, the spirit and objectives 
of this policy.
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“[If you’re undocumented], you can’t stay here. You need 
landed immigrant status.” 

-Shelter Worker in the City of Vancouver

Implementation
Since the City of Vancouver passed 
its policy in April 2016, little to 
nothing has been done to implement 
it. Guidelines for City staff have not 
been created or circulated, nor have 
relevant City staff been trained on the 
policy. The City has not sponsored 
workshops about the policy and 
guidelines to organizations receiving 
City funding, nor have they developed 
a communication strategy to inform 
stakeholders and the community about the policy. Advocacy for the needs and challenges 
of residents with precarious immigration status to other orders of government and 
jurisdictions is also sorely lacking. With the lack of an annual report on the application 
of this policy, this audit—conducted externally from the City government—is the only 
existing document seeking accountability for the implementation of this policy.

Annual Report
An exploration of the City of Vancouver website provides no sign of an annual report on 
the Access Without Fear policy. The original policy was enacted in April of 2016 (City of 
Vancouver, 2016), meaning that at the time of this audit, December 2017, over a year and 
a half has passed. Several of the emails requesting information and updates from city 
staff and councillors included requests for information on the policy, but did not receive 
a response. An interview with City Councillor Andrea Reimer, who inherited the policy 
portfolio from former City Councillor Geoff Meggs, confirms that she is not aware of a one 
year follow up report, nor based on her efforts to locate one, does she believe it exists. At 
the time of this writing, it appears unlikely that an annual report on the policy has been 
completed and published.

Interview with Andrea Reimer
Councillor Reimer was kind and thoughtful in her responses, and not surprised by our 
preliminary results. In response to the suggestion that there did not appear to be any new 
procedures established in support of the Access Without Fear policy, she said this was 
not surprising as she does not believe any new training or procedures were developed 
following the policy. When told that it was very hard to find Access Without Fear 
information on the City website, Councillor Reimer said that she had encountered the 
same problem.

No Annual reports or 
evaluations of the policy

No Workshops about the policy for 
organizations receiving city funding

No Shelter workers interviewed who 
were aware of the policy
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The City of Vancouver’s policy report, which provided Council with the context and 
rationale for the development of the Policy, states that “Proof of status is not required for 
individuals requesting access to City non-market housing, or for individuals facing homelessness 
and requesting access to shelters.” Nonetheless, the audit reveals that considerable training is 
still required in order to provide tangible access without fear.

Furthermore, a new agreement between CBSA, John Howard Society, and Belkin 
Shelter compromise the principles behind the Policy. CBSA is implementing a new 
position, the Community Liaison Officer, to work directly with shelters in Vancouver. 
The CBSA Community Liaison Officer, working alongside John Howard Society and the 
Salvation Army, will monitor long-term detainees who will be placed at Belkin House. 
The implementation of this new CBSA position renders the Access Without Fear policy 
meaningless, as workers will be in direct contact with CBSA and the shelter will be used as 
a de-facto detention centre.

Access
Access to nearly every shelter in Vancouver does not require any type of documentation 
or identification. Due to this policy, it is usually not a problem if one does not have any 
identification. Therefore, immigration status, or proof of such, does not become an issue. 
The youth shelters are more likely to ask for identification in order to prove one’s age. 
However, they often give leeway of up to a week for individuals to provide something 
with a name and birthdate, and most would accept some form of ID from a non-profit 
organization. When questioned whether being undocumented would pose a problem, 
most said that wouldn’t be a problem. However one shelter worker stated that if you’re 
undocumented, “you can’t stay here.”

Policy Awareness
Out of the 17 shelter workers interviewed, not one had heard of the City of Vancouver’s 
Access Without Fear policy. For most, the phrase “Access Without Fear” was unknown and 
had to be explained, along with the concept of being undocumented and consequently 
having no access to government-issued identification. No one was aware of any 
communication or memo regarding the policy, and certainly no training had taken place. 
Nonetheless, despite the absence of awareness and training, shelters generally do not 
require identification, and would gladly accept undocumented people without question. 

Confidentiality
All frontline staff interviewed stated that personal information, including names, was 
confidential and would not be shared with anyone. Most shelters stated that they would 
not disclose if an individual was staying there or had ever stayed there before. Several 
staff did indicate that the only instance in which they would share information is if the 
person was a danger to themselves or others. When questioned whether information would 
be given out to police or border services, most shelter staff said they would only share 
information if the officer came with a warrant. A few staff stated they would give names to 
VPD or CBSA, but nearly all were definite in their answers that no information would be 
given out without compulsory legal direction. However, several staff seemed to believe that 
it was necessary for them to co-operate with any government authority, including CBSA, 
and stated they would have to give personal information to officers. It is in this regard 
specifically that the absence of Access Without Fear awareness and training could prove to 
be most devastating to the safety and security of undocumented individuals.
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Staff have identified the following implementation actions required to ensure Park Board policies, 
programs, and services will be aligned to the new policy:

a.	 review and amend current Park Board procedures, guidelines, and polices to replace any 
occurrences of the word “citizens” with “residents”. Resident is a more inclusive term which 
includes those with uncertain or no immigrant status;

b.	 update the Park Board’s Parent/Guardian Consent, Acknowledgement of Risk, Waiver, Release 
& Indemnity form to reflect that proof of medical insurance is not required for minors with 
uncertain or no immigration status; participation will still be permitted if this information is 
not provided;

c.	 confirm that the immigration status of Permanent Residents and Refugees will only be 
sought through the Leisure Access Program’s Self Referred Application, solely for the purpose 
of determining eligibility for the Leisure Access benefit;

d.	 communicate the new policy to staff and community stakeholders to ensure Park Board 
procedures, practices & services are in line with the principles and directives.

a.	 The Park Board will only request the immigration status of Permanent Residents and 
Convention Refugees for the purpose of determining eligibility for the Leisure Access 
Program for Self-Referred applications; immigration status will not be required for 
applications received via approved Third Party Referral organizations.

b.	 Minors without a BC Care Card or medical insurance can participate in Park Board activities 
with the informed written consent of a legal parent or guardian.

Implementation

Directives

The objective of this policy is to ensure that residents of Vancouver with uncertain or no 
immigration status will have the opportunity to participate in Park Board programs and services, 
and that they may do so without fear; unless required by law, no information collected about 
their immigration status, which could result in detention, psychological and physical harm, or 
deportation, will be shared with other institutions or orders of government.

Purpose
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1. Access to Park Board services is not dependent on immigration status.

a.	 The voluntary disclosure of immigration status is outside the scope of the Park Board’s 
jurisdiction;

b.	 Park Board staff are not permitted to disclose personal information.

2. The Park Board will uphold and enforce the Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy Act to ensure any and all personal information is 
secured and only shared for the purpose it was provided, in accordance with 
the law.

Policy available at: http://parkboardmeetings.vancouver.ca/2016/20161114/REPORT-AccesstoParkBoardServices
withoutFear-20161114.pdf

http://parkboardmeetings.vancouver.ca/2016/20161114/REPORT-AccesstoParkBoardServiceswithoutFear-20161114.pdf
http://parkboardmeetings.vancouver.ca/2016/20161114/REPORT-AccesstoParkBoardServiceswithoutFear-20161114.pdf
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Access
All recreation staff interviewed reported that no documentation or identification was 
required to access services at regular prices. An individual would be required to provide 
their name, contact information, address and to pay the drop-in rate fee.

To access the Leisure Access Card, frontline staff explained that it would depend on how 
the referral process was undertaken. They explained that self-referrals require: government 
issued photo ID, proof of low-income (in the form of Option C from the Canada Revenue 
Agency), and proof of residency within Vancouver (such as a hydro bill, utility bill, or 
tenancy agreement). For a third-party referral, they explained that government issued 
photo ID and proof of address would still be required. A registered and recognized not-for-
profit or Ministry of Social Development would be required to verify income if the required 
CRA forms could not be attained.

Staff often referred to phone 311, call/e-mail the Leisure Access program office, or contact 
the Ministry of Social Development to attain further information on how to navigate a 
third-party referral. 

When questioned about individuals who were undocumented, only the Gathering Place 
indicated that no documentation was required. Staff often said that it 
would not be possible to access the Leisure Access Card without 
government issued photo ID, proof of income, and proof of 
address. Front line staff expressed that they did not know 
what to do when a person presented without ID or that it 
would not be possible to access the leisure access program 
if an individual were undocumented.

Policy Awareness
Out of the 27 frontline staff members interviewed, one staff 
was aware of the Parks Board Access Without Fear policy. 
In a phone conversation with Catherine Evans, Park Board 
Commissioner, she stated that staff training was integrated 
within the Park Board multicultural training program. She was not 
aware of the specifics of the training on the Access Without 
Fear policy or the schedule of training. She reported that 
all newly hired staff received training. 

Confidentiality
All frontline staff interviewed stated that all 
personal and financial information was kept 
confidential within the Parks Board computer 
database program. When questioned about 
disclosure of personal information to police 
or CBSA, most staff reported that they would 
not know what to do in that situation, it would 
be situationally dependent, or they would 
need to ask a manager what to do. Very few staff 
indicated that they would not provide personal 
information to the police or CBSA without a court 
order or a subpoena. 
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Purpose
The purpose of this policy is to support access to Vancouver Public Library services by Vancouver 
residents with uncertain or no immigration status and who fear detention, psychological and 
physical harm, or deportation, when accessing services. The policy enables these residents to use 
municipal services, and do so without fear that the Library will ask for and provide information 
about their immigration status to other institutions or orders of government unless required by law.

Directives
4.1 Access to Library services is not dependent on immigration status
Library services will be provided regardless of immigration status. Further, Library staff will not 
ask for or otherwise seek out an individual’s immigration status as a condition of providing Library 
services, unless the provision of such services has a legal requirement to obtain such information.

Access for all is a core value of the Library. The Library strives to provide services that are 
accessible and barrier free. People must show identification to obtain a Library card. Included in the 
wide range of acceptable information are documents which identify immigration status. However, 
details of identification shown, including immigration status, are not retained as part of the library 
record. Access VPL cards are available who might not be able to get a standard VPL card.

4.2 Privacy of Information
The Library will carefully uphold and enforce privacy legislation to ensure that any and all personal 
information concerning immigration status is not requested or gathered in the course of providing 
Library services unless required by law.

The Library will not require collection of immigration status information except where required 
by law. When personal information concerning immigration status is required to be collected, 
the Library will only collect same after ensuring that the person required to give it is aware of the 
requirement and then only in accordance with applicable privacy and disclosure laws. Library 
services will be provided regardless of immigration status. 

4.3 Relationship with Canada Border Services Agency, CBSA
The role of CBSA is to administer and enforce the Immigration & Refugee Protection Act and 
regulations. Accordingly, the voluntary disclosure of immigration status and enforcement of 
immigration law is outside the scope of the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Public Library Board’s 
jurisdiction, and Library staff are not responsible for the enforcement of immigration law and are 
not permitted to disclose personal information as a general rule except in accordance with the law. 
These exceptions could include a court order, subpoena, or other legally binding requirements.

Implementation
As with implementation of all policies, management and supervisory staff are responsible 
for ensuring that staff review the policy and are trained to ensure ongoing understanding 
in administering the policy within the scope of their duties. This will include ensuring staff 
understand the reasons and intent for the policy. Language used in VPL’s staff manuals and 
procedures and language on VPL’s website, etc. regarding library cards will be reviewed and 
amended as needed.

Policy available at: http://www.vpl.ca/policy/access-vancouver-public-library-services-without-fear-policy 
Implementation available at: https://www.vpl.ca/sites/vpl/public/AccesstoServicesWithoutFearReport.pdf

Policy Overview

http://www.vpl.ca/policy/access-vancouver-public-library-services-without-fear-policy
https://www.vpl.ca/sites/vpl/public/AccesstoServicesWithoutFearReport.pdf
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Access
The Access to Vancouver Public Library Services without Fear Policy, does not change the 
library’s policy that, under most circumstances, identification from the Government of 
Canada or the Government of British Columbia is required to obtain a library card. The 
policy describes the VPL Access Card as the available alternative. The Access Card only 
allows individuals to withdraw two books at a time and to use the internet, and it comes 
with more leniency regarding late fees for books. Most of the workers spoken to were able 
to identify the VPL Access Card as available to individuals without identification, although 
the first phone respondent sometimes had to check or pass the phone on to another person 
who was more familiar with alternate options. The card requires something with your name 
on it but it can be ID from another country, a piece of mail, or a variety of other non-official 
documents. One branch suggested the organization could send a letter. It is worth noting 
that the Access Card is not a response to the Access Without Fear policy, but has existed to 
improve library access for multiple years. Finally, one library noted that community librarians 
can leave the library to give talks and hand out library cards at organizations and those 
events would be more flexible about types of identification required for a full card.

A limitation to access exists when interacting with frontline workers who generally ask 
for identification in exchange for a full library card before presenting alternate options. 
This could be anxiety producing, or leave a person unaware that alternate options exist. 
One location stated that workers just offer the full library card by default and this appears 
to have contributed to the fact that some workers aren’t aware of the options for persons 
without identification. Director of Library Experiences Dawn Ibey expressed that the goal 
of Vancouver Public Libraries is always to give someone the most access possible.

Policy Awareness
Out of the 20 library locations interviewed, 2 staff confirmed knowledge of the Access 
Without Fear policy. Management gave non-specific answers about whether frontline 
workers would be aware of this policy. One branch head indicated that some, but not all 
staff would be aware of the policy, but that clients should not have trouble obtaining an 
Access Card. Dawn Ibey said that during training, all relevant policies were reviewed with 
staff so they would know how to apply them to their roles and duties. Knowledge of the 
policies would therefore be dependent on what the staff person’s role was and that training 
was the responsibility of the supervisor. She did state that “from a public service point of 
view, we have a culture around not asking individuals about their circumstances”.

Confidentiality
The Vancouver Public Library has a Protection of Privacy Policy that points to the need 
to follow the BC Freedom of Information and Privacy Act and the VPL Access Without 
Fear policy is explicit about the role of the library. Vancouver libraries “are not responsible 
for the enforcement of immigration law and are not permitted to disclose personal 
information as a general rule except in accordance with the law.” 

When queried, library staff were able to say that they did not give out information about 
library patrons. Despite this policy, some staff were less certain on what the policy was 
regarding requests from the VPD or CBSA. Out of the 20 libraries queried, 6 were confident 
that they did not give out information to police or other law enforcement agencies without 
a court order, subpoena, or other legally binding requirement.

Audit
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The Vancouver Police Department is asking people with precarious 
immigration status to talk to them, while refusing to assure their safety 
from deportation if they do.

Over the past two years, the VPD has sought community endorsement of their ongoing 
working relationship with CBSA’s Inland Immigration Enforcement under the banner of 
“Access Without Fear”. This relationship subverts the whole intention and purpose of an 
Access Without Fear policy.

A 2014 Access to Information Request (A-2014-08770) showed that in a three month-
period from November 2012 to January 2013 the VPD made 90 referrals to CBSA. Another 
Access to Information Request (A-2015-10242/TW), shared in No One Is Illegal – Toronto’s 
report Often Asking Always Telling,1 revealed that the VPD made 226 calls to the CBSA from 
November 4, 2014 to June 28, 2015.

When the City of Vancouver passed their Access Without Fear policy, Sanctuary Health 
and many other community members expressed concern that if the VPD continued to 
collaborate with CBSA, it would undermine the intent of the policy. That day at City Hall, 
Mayor Gregor Robertson commited to working with the VPD towards developing an Access 
Without Fear policy. However, despite deriving social and political capital from the City’s 
Access Without Fear policy,2  neither the Mayor, nor the City have put pressure on the 
VPD to develop an actual Access Without Fear policy of their own as they have with other 
important policy issues.3

On June 15th 2016, Sanctuary Health learned from City of Vancouver officials that on June 
16th 2016 the Vancouver Police Board would be reviewing a report in response to the City 
of Vancouver’s “Access Without Fear” Policy. The report defended the VPD’s relationship 
with CBSA. The City’s only recommendation was to update the policy language 
regarding detaining people for immigration violations (ex. changing “Immigration Act” to 
“Immigration and Refugee Protection Act”) and adding a preface that states it will not limit 
its officers’ discretion from contacting the CBSA. After quick community mobilisation, the 
Chief of the VPD took the item off the Police Board agenda.

Since then, the VPD has created proposed guidelines that they continue to call “Access 
Without Fear”, listing generalized reasons why they may choose to call CBSA. Even when 
those general reasons do not apply, they refuse to definitively cut off communication with 
CBSA. The guidelines seek to justify their relationship with CBSA with a preamble that 
grows longer each time Sanctuary Health discovers another facet of the VPD and CBSA’s 
entrenched relationship.

We have shared multiple concerns rooted in the experiences of community members, 
and the VPD cannot explain how their guidelines would offer any safety to these same 
people. For example, we received a report from a Latinx refugee who was walking down 
the street while wearing construction gear and was stopped by a VPD officer and asked 
for his immigration papers. In another case, when the VPD was called to a job site to 
investigate a case of missing tools, they proceeded to ask everybody on the worksite for 
their immigration status. 

Until the VPD commits to truly providing Access Without Fear, people with precarious 
immigration status cannot safely rely on the VPD and the VPD should not pass guidelines 
called “Access Without Fear” which would create a false sense of safety. 

1  https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B440cApr61JCVTNxYk5UMjhoUW96Y21iMW9ZelVxN1dRcWJF/view, page 38 
2  https://www.facebook.com/gregorrobertson/videos/1373128846071120/ 
3  https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-vancouver-mayor-calls-for-drug-
decriminalization-after-record-year-for/

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B440cApr61JCVTNxYk5UMjhoUW96Y21iMW9ZelVxN1dRcWJF/view
https://www.facebook.com/gregorrobertson/videos/1373128846071120/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-vancouver-mayor-calls-for-drug-decriminalization-after-record-year-for/ 
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/british-columbia/article-vancouver-mayor-calls-for-drug-decriminalization-after-record-year-for/ 
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Access is Stagnant
Despite formal policies being developed and adopted by the municipality, Vancouver 
Public Library Board and the Vancouver Parks Board, this audit found no evidence that the 
policies have created change in how undocumented individuals can access municipal and 
city-funded services.  

Mixed Receptivity Across Sites
Where access has improved, it has been due to relationships built between advocates and 
individual staff. This is evidenced by the variations in responses across different sites. 
Another factor could be different levels of experience among front line staff and different 
client demographics. For example, branches that serve higher rates of homeless people 
have more experience in making services available to people without ID.

Confidentiality
All survey respondents indicated that they were aware of agency policies to protect 
confidentiality, but when asked what they would do if confronted directly by CBSA or the 
VPD their confidence declined. We recommend that all front line staff be reminded that 
they cannot release user information except when required by a court order or a subpoena. 

Awareness as a Function of Training
An introduction to the Access Without Fear policy has not been formalised in training for 
municipal workers. Some management indicated the policy would be included in training 
for frontline staff, but results to date indicate that these staff do not have new measures in 
place to meet the needs of undocumented people. The absence of training makes access 
arbitrarily and unsustainably dependent on the awareness of individual staff and as 
evidenced by the audit risks serious violation of confidentiality.

Conclusion
While there may have been initial excitement on City Council to pass the Access Without 
Fear policy, there has been no implementation. The City of Vancouver cannot call itself 
a Sanctuary City until it implements its own policy and helps other sectors including the 
Vancouver Police Department to practice Sanctuary City principles.
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Appendix A: City of Vancouver Audit Data
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Appendix B: Parks & Recreation Audit Data
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Appendix C: Library Audit Data
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Audit conducted and analyzed by 
Kim Brennert, Nellie Whitney MacRae, Andrea Noakes, 

and members of Sanctuary Health.


