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Pacific Canada Heritage Centre --Museum of Migration (PCHC-MoM) Society 

Report on the Inaugural PCHC Symposium  

27th September, 2013 

Vancouver 

 

As part of exploring the potential for establishing and building a Museum of Migration at 

a site of historical significance for Canadians whose families first arrived in Canada 

through the western portals, and for creating a supporting national research network for 

interdisciplinary and more inclusive interpretation of Canada’s history, PCHC-MoM 

Society held a symposium from noon to 4:30pm on September 27, 2013. There were over 

sixty attendees from different cultural groups and related organizations such as libraries, 

universities, museums and archives from Metro Vancouver, Victoria and as far as Calgary. 

These were Canadians from many cultural backgrounds, including in particular those 

from Asia: Afghan, Bengali, Cantonese, Filipino, Hakka, Hindu, Japanese, Punjabi, 

Taiwanese. Another 60 to 70 individuals, who could not be accommodated in this round 

of discussions, have also expressed interest in participating in future. 

 

The Symposium was generously funded by the BC Government Ministry of 

Multiculturalism, the Simon Fraser University Library, the University of Victoria Library 

and the UBC Library. The CCC Museum generously donated the space for the occasion. 

Alyssa Leung, Sarah Ling, Chris Lee, Ying Liu, Larry Wong, Hayne Wai, and Ken Yip 

generously contributed their time to the event. 

 

Because we recognized that the building of a physical museum is a long-term goal and 

that there is considerable work to be done to achieve consensus among potential partners 

and participants in such a venture, we hosted the symposium to bring together 

community leaders and researchers who are engaged in activities consistent with this 

vision to discuss potential first steps for collaboration.   

 

From the perspective of the PCHC-MoM Board and the participants, the symposium was 

a great success. There were many opportunities for exchange of information and ideas, 

including a poster session, presentations and round-table discussions. At the end, there 

was an enthusiastic expression of support from the group and interest in continuing the 

initiative. 
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A. The Symposium began with a welcome by Co-Chair Winnie L. Cheung and acknowledgement that we 

were on un-ceded traditional Coast Salish territory.  

 

B. Ray Lee then spoke about the background leading to the formation of the PCHC-MoM Society and vision 

for the Museum.  

 

C. A panel of individuals who were engaged in related projects provided a stimulus for our later discussion. 

Connie Baxter talked about the inclusive strategic plan of the Richmond Museum. Brian Owen spoke 

about the Multicultural Canada and Komagata Maru digitization projects at Simon Fraser University 

Library. Raminder Dosanjh talked about the Vancouver Asian Heritage Month Society and its 5-yer 

project called “First Families, First Stories”. Henry Yu concluded the panel by talking about the value 

which the Museum of Migration would bring in helping families, society and children to understand the 

experience of those who immigrated to western Canada in the past or more recently. 

 

D. Following the panel, round-table discussions were held addressing five different questions. Larry Wong, 

Harbhajan Gill, Chris Lee, Ying Liu, Brian Owen, Ken Yip and Hayne Wai facilitated the table 

discussions.  

 

Below is a summary of the discussions: 

 

1. What are the top priorities to continue to raise the understanding and knowledge of west coast 

immigrant experience in Canada? 

 

Participants noted that we should remember the past and the hard work of early immigrants. We need to 

share the stories and educate others through events, parades, and film festivals. We need to find ways to 

reach out to the general public.  

 

They reminded us that core values are involved. Newcomers need to accept Canadian values so they become 

a part of them, even though at the same time they retain their ethnic background and values. They noted the 

importance of providing opportunities for new immigrants to mingle and interact with Canadian society, 

although it is difficult for some immigrants from the newer and smaller communities, for example Afghan 

women in the Lower Mainland. An immigration museum (or central place) should provide that kind of 

information. 

 

Participants also talked about the lack of living stories of the early past. Yet, they noted that stories that are 

being told now are living stories and are inspiring because we hear them directly from the individuals. For 

smaller more recent immigrant communities, their link is to the living stories. 

 

2. How can immigrant and first nations groups work together to best raise the understanding and 

knowledge of west coast immigrant and first nations experience in Canada? 

 

Participants noted that ‘immigrants’ can mean recent immigrants as well as settlers from earlier times. They 

stressed the importance that we be critical of ‘exclusionary’ narratives and the long-term damage they can 

do. Sharing stories is an important foundation for the discussion. Face-to-face meetings can be powerful but 

there are limitations (media, publications, etc). Perhaps the museum could provide orientation for new 

immigrants, possibly even informing them of our story of inclusion even before they come to Canada. 
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3. How can libraries, museums and archives work together to raise the understanding and knowledge of 

west coast immigrant and first nations experience in Canada? 

 

Participants suggested we should go after a bigger strategy and include all levels of schooling. They should  

reach out to the Community and share the research done within libraries, museums and archives.  

 

In this vein, the MoM should use a curricular approach that delivers experiences in a context rather than as 

one-off experiences.  

 

Participants noted the practicality of demonstrating. We should ‘just start doing it’ and demonstrate a track 

record of collaboration 

 

Participants mentioned the example of the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American Experience in 

Seattle. It is not a Chinese museum exclusively but a multi-Asian museum, featuring the cultures and 

histories of all different ethnic groups in Seattle. It is supported heavily by those different groups. This is a 

key point if we are to have a similar museum in Vancouver. It must be all-encompassing and be supported 

by different ethnic groups so that each group can display their history of migration, their stories and their 

art. Each group can showcase their own culture, art, traditions and events as a way of expressing 

appreciation of being in Canada as well as retaining their own traditions.  

 

Participants discussed the advantages and disadvantages of physical and virtual space. Physical space has 

limitations: institutional requirements, professional constraints, etc. Virtual space may provide great 

opportunities for sharing, joint funding opportunities, a place where dialogue and knowledge transfer can 

take place. For “user experience” a virtual museum can let ‘museum-goers’ create their own exhibitions by 

digitizing their own artifacts or telling their own histories (oral or written).  

 

Beyond libraries, museums, and archives, it was suggested we should make that group larger by including 

the educational sector and academics.  

 

4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of various immigrant groups in pursuing a strategy of 

cooperation to raise the understanding and knowledge of our experience in Canada? What do they imply in 

terms of cooperation strategies? 

 

As advantages, participants noted that this would create cross-cultural understanding by identifying 

commonalities – this is a process of nation-building. However a balance between diversity and inclusivity is 

needed. Diverse communities working together will create a sense of critical mass for the project. The MoM 

will be the ‘place to go’ to that creates the connections throughout the community. It should be a place where 

Canadians, no matter where they come from, can share. They noted the differences between older generation 

immigrants and more recent immigrants , and raised the question of how to get the younger ones to 

appreciate the conditions their families left compared to the ones they have now, including new educational 

opportunities, better health care, economic status.  

 

An important question to address is how to connect these two generations. Another is how to enhance cross-

generation communication. This might be done through programs, dialogues, and media. For example one 

question to address might be  ‘Who are“they” when you talk about “you people”?’ This phrasing stimulates 

a pattern of thought so it is useful to have people address this question.  
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Participants identified the need to define multiculturalism as important, noting it should be about nation-

building. We need to think beyond colonial history, which is Euro-centric, to a story with a broad enough 

appeal to include all and a story that the rest of the world can learn from. Participants noted that not all 

immigrant groups are ‘happy families’, some groups coming to Canada as enemies but becoming civil to one 

another when they arrived in Canada. So another question might be ‘what are the conditions in place that 

allowed that phenomenon to happen?’ In other words, sharing negative stories is also important.  

 

Participants articulated the importance of getting out of the ‘box’ of fighting over what’s the right story by 

using technology to allow everyone to tell their own stories. 

 

Participants noted the importance of focusing on the kids who don’t find traditional museums appealing. 

The MoM needs to appeal to the younger generation and to their parents. Participants suggested that 

common habits/behaviours, such as food and art, can help to break down barriers.  

 

Participants noted that the design process for the MoM needs to be done in a collaborative way.  

 

5. How can we work with government, postsecondary institutions, museums and archives to raise the 

understanding and knowledge of west coast immigrant and first nations experience in Canada? 

 

Participants suggested that the easiest way is to infiltrate, for example by leveraging the network of 

relationships at the Symposium. Every individual has some connection to the government, post-secondary 

institutions and other museums, potential sponsors, family associations . We need to just get in there and do 

it! 

 

 

E. Finally, the symposium concluded with a vote of thanks from Lynn Copeland, Co-Chair of the 

Symposium and participants agreed that a number of next steps be undertaken. Over the next few 

months we will: 

- Follow up with participants and other interested parties to form a Working Group to undertake various 

tasks required to begin to move the project forward; 

- Follow up with specific organizations: e.g. Richmond Museum, Vancouver Foundation and potential 

funding sources 

- Report to the major funder (BC government) of the Symposium 

- Create a web site to help publicize the initiative and provide a venue for donations and other kinds of 

contributions.  


