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Reconciliation Process with 
the Chinese Community

Meeting Agenda

6:30 to 8:00 p.m.

• Introductions

• Background – Council Motion of July 13, 2010

• Research and Documentation – Scope of the Work

• Overview of Chinese Settlement in New Westminster 

• Research Findings and Analysis – Four General Categories

• Report to Council – Council Motion of March 22, 2010

• Next Steps – Identifying Possible Actions in Support of Reconciliation

• Questions and Answers

• Completion of Feedback Form

Background

Council Recommendation

July 13, 2009

WHEREAS Canadians for Reconciliation had made a presentation to Council on past 
treatment of the Chinese community in New Westminster;

WHEREAS the City of New Westminster has created a Multiculturalism Advisory 
Committee and pursued policies that are opposed to all forms of racism and 
discrimination; and

WHEREAS the Chinese community is an important part of the multicultural fabric of 
the City of New Westminster;

NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT staff research the history of racism and 
discrimination against the Chinese community and any role the City played in these 
events with attention paid to issues identified by Canadians for Reconciliation; and

BE IT RESOLVED THAT the City conduct a consultation process with all Chinese 
groups and peoples involved in the City as to appropriate measures to be taken to 
address these long standing issues.

Research and Documentation

Purpose

To prepare a background paper that documents the role, if any, 
that the City of New Westminster played in the history of 

racism and discrimination against the Chinese community in 

New Westminster.



2

Scope

• The backgrounder only documented City-initiated actions.
It did not document senior government actions or those taken by associations, businesses, 
groups, individuals or organizations in New Westminster.

• The backgrounder cited City policies, practices and regulations that, in the 
opinion, of the research team, may have contributed to racism and 

discrimination against the Chinese community in New Westminster.                                                             
It was not a comprehensive research paper on the history of racism and discrimination against 
the Chinese community.

• The backgrounder strived to be as factual and objective as possible.
It did not include an interpretation of the cited actions or detail the consequences.

• The backgrounder was based on readily available archival information.
It did not involve original research (e.g., focus groups, interviews, etc.).

Overview of Chinese 
Settlement in New Westminster

• In 1859, the Chinese arrived in New Westminster, with many having come as 
part of the gold rush.

• By 1863, there were about 4,000 Chinese residents, almost all men, in New 
Westminster.

• When the gold rush petered out, many Chinese residents returned to China. 

Some who remained found work on the new telegraph line being built to 
Europe via BC, Alaska and Russia.  Others found work as “houseboys” for 
local families or in the canneries and sawmills.

• By 1879, the Chinese population numbered about 300 in New Westminster. 

The Beginning

• In the 1880s, the coming of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) provided 

more employment and a new wave of Chinese immigration occurred.  When 

the CPR was completed, thousands of Chinese workers were left destitute.

• In 1885, the Canadian government passed the Chinese Immigration Act 

which included the Chinese Head Tax to discourage Chinese immigration.

• In the late-1880s, the Chinese Benevolent Association (CBA) was formed as     

a self-help group.  Some people claimed that New Westminster had the 

largest Chinatown in Canada but this claim is also made by one or more 

other communities such as Cumberland.

The Beginning

Three “Chinatowns”

First Chinatown

• On Front Street, more or less at the foot of Fourth Street.  The land was rented or 
leased from non-Chinese owners.  About half of this community was burned out in 
the fire of 1898 and the remaining buildings were torn down soon afterwards.

Second Chinatown

• In the west end of the City in an area bounded by Blackie Street.
• Demolished by 1935.

Third Chinatown

• A small area bounded by Carnarvon and Eighth Streets. 
• Last “Chinatown” building there was demolished in 1948. 

Chinese Immigration Act and WWII

• The Chinese Immigration Act (1923 through 1947), put forward by New 

Westminster’s Member of Parliament, W. G. McQuarrie, was intended to 

keep new immigrants from China out of Canada.  This meant that wives 

and children could not join their men folk here.

• By 1931, there were 561 Chinese people living in New Westminster and by 

1940 there were 400 Chinese people living in New Westminster.

• During World War II, many Chinese Canadians volunteered for military 

service even though they could not vote. 
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Chinese Benevolent Association

• The Chinese Benevolent Association and the Nationalist League both 

continued on until 1979.

• When the Chinese Benevolent Association closed down in 1979, they gave 

the building and land to the City of New Westminster.  The building was 

demolished shortly thereafter but the land is still held as a park. 

Research Findings

Four General Categories

• The information gathered by the research team indicates that the 
City’s actions fall into the following four general categories:

– Employment Opportunities

– Land and Buildings

– City Regulations

– Petitions to the Senior Levels of Government

Employment Opportunities

• Chinese Immigration

o Originally to work in gold fields

• Stayed in Town

o Laundries, labour contractors, 

house servants

• CPR Contract Work

o After the CPR was completed, 
there was massive 
unemployment, hunger and 

destitution

• Natural Resources Manufacturing

o Canneries, farms, lumber mills

• Shut Out of City Work

o No Chinese in City civil service

o Had contract for washing police 
uniforms, interpreting

TIMELINE

1890s

• Chinese own cannery
• Businesses, including opium, rice, salmon, 

women’s clothing manufacturing, laundries, 
tailors, groceries, labour contractors, and a 
few restaurants

1913

• City extends ban on Chinese labour to all 
contracts with City

• Prohibits Chinese labour on land leased from 
City

1919

• No Chinese labour clause in exchange for 
bonus to Canada Western Cordage

1919-1923

• Returning soldiers unemployed

1926

• Discrimination at City Market

Land and Buildings

Cannery at Third Avenue and 
Fourteenth Street

Front Street Chinatown

• Developed in the 1870s and early 
1880s

• By 1885, it was almost fully grown

• The western portion was destroyed 
in Great Fire of 1898

• Council orders demolition of most 
of the remaining buildings in 1900

• Laundry demolished in 1910
• Last building demolished in 1918

Land and Buildings
First Street Chinatown

1898 Great Fire 1910 Laundry Demolished

1918 Last building demolished1900 Council Orders Demolition
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Land and Buildings
Westside Chinatown

• Established prior to 1885
• Only a few buildings in 1885

• Ying Tai Building in 1889
• A fair portion of the buildings were 

owned by Chinese and expanded 
in 1890s

• Destroyed in Great Fire of 1898, 
rebuilt in 1899

• Post-1910 impact of regulations:

o Fire Limits Bylaw

o Building Bylaw, 1911
o City obtained agreements to limit life 

of buildings, often three years
o Intervention of Provincial Fire Marshall

• Most of the core buildings were 
gone by 1923

• Building regulations also applied 

to other buildings in the City

o Opera House

o 1st Phillips Block (Overwaitea)

• Remaining buildings bought out 

for automobile related uses

• Chinese hospital property donated 

to the City in 1979

Land and Buildings
Two Chinatowns

Front Street 

Chinatown

Westside 

Chinatown

“Swamp”

Other 

Chinese 

buildings

Other 

demolitions

Regulations

1. Sanitation

• Concerns over health

• High density of population

2. Cemetery

• Chinese community wanted their 

own area in the cemetery

• Council set aside two acres in 1909

• Rescinded in 1914 

3. Chinese Hospital

• Discrimination at Royal Columbian 
Hospital

• Petition against by citizens

• Established tax exemption

4. Opium 

• Widely regarded as medicine

• Kwong On Wo manufacturing

• 1907 petition by Chinese against use

• 1908 Opium Act: opium use becomes 
illegal

5. Liquor

• Confiscated

6. Gambling 

7. Festivals

• Restrictions on noise

8. Local Improvements

• Sidewalks

9. Court Cases

Petitions to the Senior Levels of Government

• CPR employment

• Interurban railway employment

• 1923 Chinese Exclusion Act

o Strong feeling Chinese did not fully support the war or sacrifice

o Taking jobs that should go to veterans

Analysis

• With respect to 1) Employment Opportunities and 4) Requests to the 

Senior Levels of Government, the evidence indicates that the City acted in 

a discriminator manner against the Chinese community. 

• With respect to 2) Land and Buildings and 3) City Regulations, there is 

insufficient evidence to clearly conclude that the City acted in a 

discriminatory manner as many other citizens were also affected and 

caught up in the application of the City Bylaws.

Report to Council
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Staff Recommendation

• Based on the research findings, City staff prepared a Report to 
Council, which included the following recommendation: 

– That the first phase of the project – research and documentation – be 
concluded; and That the City commence the second phase of the 
project – enter into a discussion regarding appropriate steps towards 

reconciliation.

• Council received the Report on March 22, 2010 and endorsed the 
City staff recommendation.  To view the Report, go to:  

http://www.newwestcity.ca/council_minutes/0322_10/Chinese%20Reconciliation%20Process.pdf

Next Steps

Consultation Process

• Based on the Council motion of March 22, 2010, City staff will be conducting 
a consultation process with the Chinese community.

• This consultation will include interviews and meetings with representatives 
of the Chinese community.  It will also include an on-line feedback form 
which will target the larger community, including members of the Chinese 

community.

• The City’s Multiculturalism Advisory Committee will play an important role in 
informing the process and advising City staff.  More specifically, it will review 
and comment on the possible redemptive actions which have been identified. 

• Based on the information received, City staff will prepare a Report to Council 
in June 2010.  The final decision regarding the need for and scope of 
possible redemptive actions will be that of Council.

Questions and Answers

Feedback Form

Steps Towards Reconciliation

Please answer the following questions:

• What does reconciliation look like to you?  What do you think are appropriate 

actions for the City to take in support of reconciliation?

• How can the City recognize and commemorate the significant contributions 
of its Chinese community to its growth and development?

• Who, from the Chinese community, should be consulted with regard to 
identifying appropriate actions in support of reconciliation? 
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Contact Information:

John Stark,
Senior Social Planner

jstark@newwestcity.ca
604.515.3777


