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1	 Executive	Summary
This engagement findings report summarizes the engagement process and what 
was heard during North Cowichan’s Community Engagement Policy and Framework 
engagement process. The engagement was developed based on the International 
Association for Public Participation (IAP2) planning methodology and best practices. 
This report was prepared by Delaney, the engagement people, as a neutral third-party and 
reflects what was heard during the engagement process.

At the June 17, 2020 Regular Council meeting, North Cowichan’s Mayor and Council 
agreed to develop a new Community Engagement Policy and Framework. This new Policy 
and Framework will be informed by feedback and input from the community and its 
stakeholders, as well as the Municipality and Council. 

Several engagement approaches were used to connect with approximately 1,500 
community members and stakeholders. These included:

• Interviews (11 stakeholders)

• Focus groups (four community organizations)

• Virtual open houses (27 participants)

• Two online surveys 

 ¾ “We’re Listening” (561 respondents), and the 

 ¾ Official Community Plan survey (900 respondents)

Three consistent themes emerged from feedback heard across the engagement:

1. The	community	is	seeking	inclusive	and	transparent	engagement: Across all 
engagement events there was general consensus from participants that the 
community expects inclusive engagement processes that are open, respectful, 
and result in transparent decision-making. 

2. Hearing	the	community	voice: This theme was noted among participants as 
being a leading reason why many members of the community choose not to 
engage. This is echoed through an assumption that decisions are sometimes 
made prior to engagement and that “community involvement won’t make a 
difference in the outcome anyway.” 

3. Community	engagement	is	a	community	effort: Creating opportunities for 
relationship or bridge-building between the municipality and the community 
was identified as a key theme in multiple engagement events. There was 
further agreement among participants that no organization can “fix” the 
complex challenges by themselves and that broad participation is required 
amongst individuals and community organizations.
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2	 Introduction
In 2012, a Council Communication Plan was created to guide civic engagement and 
manage North Cowichan Council communications. Over time, the community and the 
municipality have recognized a desire for more community engagement and participation 
in some of the municipality’s decision-making processes. At their June 17, 2020 
Regular Council meeting, North Cowichan Mayor and Council agreed to develop a new 
Community Engagement Policy and Framework. 

This new policy and framework will be informed by input from the community and its 
stakeholders, as well as input from the Municipality and Council. Furthermore, the policy 
and framework will draw on best practices from the International Association for Public 
Participation (IAP2), Union of British Columbia Municipalities (UBCM) and the experience 
of the consultant team.   

This phase of the project was focused on understanding community values, what the 
current state of engagement is in North Cowichan, including what’s working well and 
what could be improved. Internal engagement focused on understanding how the 
engagement policy will support the work of municipal staff.

The feedback heard from the community during this phase of engagement will help to 
inform the draft policy and framework before it is presented to Council for decision in 
Spring 2021.

Information on this project was shared on the Municipality’s website at northcowichan.
ca/engage. The overall engagement included a shared approach, which meant that 
both North Cowichan staff and consultants worked together to interview stakeholders 
and host a virtual focus group and virtual open houses. The approach facilitated an 
opportunity for staff to connect with individuals and groups they may not hear from often 
and for the engagement to reach a broader audience. 
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2.1 Engagement and Project Timelines
This phase of engagement provided the community with the opportunity to share their 
input and insights related to their engagement experience with the Municipality of North 
Cowichan. 

A summary of what we heard through the engagement process will be provided to the 
public in February 2021. 

Engagement 
Phase 1

Completed
December 2020 February 2021 Early 2021 Spring 2021 Summer 2021

Draft Summary 
of What We 
Heard

Draft Policy and
Framework

Engagement 
Phase 2

Bring Forward
Policy and 
Framework for 
Council

Timeline
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3	 Engagement	Approach
3.1 Engagement Goal
The engagement goal was for North Cowichan’s community members and stakeholders to 
have an opportunity to participate in a meaningful process and provide feedback that will 
help to inform a new draft policy and framework on engagement.

3.2 Reach and Engagement Numbers
A number of engagement approaches were used to engage with internal staff, community 
members and stakeholders. These included:

• Internal Engagement 

 ¾ Public Engagement Committee (PEC)

 ¾ Senior Leadership Team (SLT)

• Stakeholder Interviews – 11 community stakeholder/community organization 
representatives were interviewed

• Focus Group

 ¾ Community Associations – Four organizations participated

• Two virtual open houses – 27 participants attended

• Online surveys

 ¾ “We’re Listening” project survey – 561 respondents

 ¾ Two additional questions within the OCP survey – 900 respondents

Please note that this entire phase of engagement took place during the COVID-19 
pandemic when in-person engagement was not recommended by the public health 
officials. 

3.3 Internal Engagement 
Internal meetings were held with North Cowichan’s Public Engagement Committee (PEC) 
and Senior Leadership Team (SLT). The purpose of these meetings was to ensure that 
internal staff and members of the PEC were aware of the projects objectives as well as to 
seek their feedback on the engagement approach.  
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3.4 Stakeholder Interviews
Eleven community stakeholder groups were identified by staff and the Public Engagement 
Committee (PEC), to be interviewed as part of the engagement process. These interviews 
were conducted in the month of November to connect with members of the community 
who represent community groups, youth, seniors, and other stakeholder groups in order 
to learn from their diverse perspectives. 

Interviews were completed by phone or virtually (using Zoom), with one being done by 
the consultant and 10 being completed by North Cowichan staff. Interview questions (see 
Appendix A) were provided to interviewees in advance and notes were taken during each 
session. Interviews were between 30-45 minutes in duration.

The interviewees represented the following organizations: 

DATE OF INTERVIEW STAKEHOLDER ORGANIZATION

November 2, 2020 Cowichan Intercultural Society

November 4, 2020 Chemainus and District Chamber of Commerce and Visitor Centre

November 6, 2020 Chemainus Resident’s Association

November 9, 2020 Cowichan Community Action Team/Our Health Network

November 12, 2020 District Student Advisory Committee (DSAC) 

November 13, 2020 Cowichan Seniors Community Foundation

November 13, 2020 Maple Bay Community Association

November 17, 2020 Chemainus Business Improvement Association

November 17, 2020 Duncan Cowichan Chamber of Commerce

November 19, 2020 Vancouver Island Regional Library 

November 30, 2020 District Parent Advisory Committee (DPAC)

3.5 Focus Group
A virtual focus group was facilitated on November 5, 2020, and included representatives 
from the following North Cowichan community groups:

• Clements Centre

• Cowichan Green Community Youth Group

• Cowichan Valley Open Learning

• Where Do We Stand

The purpose of the focus group was to facilitate and support a collaborative discussion 
and to build awareness and understanding of the process to creating North Cowichan’s 
new Community Engagement Policy and Framework. 

NORTH COWICHAN: ENGAGEMENT FINDINGS REPORT

7



Participants were asked a pre-developed set of questions to encourage discussion 
of North Cowichan’s current and future engagement process as well as their hopes, 
aspirations and desires related to public engagement. The discussion was facilitated 
virtually by the consultants and generated ideas and feedback on existing barriers to 
public engagement, key elements to supporting engagement equity and identified some 
community values related to engagement. 

3.6 Virtual Open Houses
Registration for the virtual open house sessions was hosted on the Municipality of North 
Cowichan’s website. Two virtual open houses were scheduled on the following dates:

DATE OF OPEN HOUSE # OF REGISTRATIONS # OF ATTENDEES

November 19, 5:00 - 6:30 p.m. 25 5

November 23, 7:00 - 8:30 p.m. 33 22

The virtual open house began with a short project overview presentation by North 
Cowichan staff on November 19 and this was followed by a whole group Question & 
Answer period.

Due to the increased number of attendees, the project overview presentation at the 
November 23 virtual open house session was followed by participants being moved into 
one of two breakout sessions to have the opportunity for a smaller group discussion of 
engagement in North Cowichan. 

3.7 Online survey
The online survey dedicated to this project was made available to the public in multiple 
ways to ensure that barriers to participation were reduced. From September 14 to 
October 19, 2020, the survey was available on the North Cowichan website, PlaceSpeak, 
via hard copy at municipal hall, as well as over the phone. It was promoted on the radio 
and in two local newspapers. Additional engagement survey questions were added to 
the end of the Official Community Plan (OCP) survey to reach a broader audience in the 
community. In addition, the surveys were promoted through social media, municipal email 
distribution and word of mouth. The community was encouraged to share the links with 
members of their community groups as well as friends and neighbours in the community. 
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4	 Communications	Approach
4.1 Communications Goals
The overarching communications goal for the engagement process was to provide 
all members of the community and key stakeholders with clear, timely and accessible 
information so they could participate meaningfully in the engagement process.

The communications approach was led by North Cowichan’s Communications 
Department who leveraged existing communication channels with the community and its 
stakeholders. The communication channels included:

• North Cowichan Municipal website – Designated project page 

• Social Media (Facebook and Twitter) 

 ¾ Paid Ad promotion across most social media channels 

• Paid Media – Newspaper ads, radio ads, Facebook and Instagram ads

• Newsletters and Municipal Updates

• News blast to municipal stakeholder distribution list 

• North Cowichan Curbside Collection App – shared survey link 

4.2 Communications Strategies and Tactics 
North Cowichan’s website hosted a project webpage that included:

• Project information, 

• Survey link, 

• Link to PlaceSpeak online engagement platform, and

• Registration for two open houses.

From September 1 to December 9, the project page had 537 visits. 

NEWSLETTERS & NEWS-BLASTS

Newsletters (Sept 15, Oct 21, Nov 19, Dec 9)

• distributed to 481 registered individuals

News-blast – sent October 29 to all stakeholders on the distribution list

NORTH COWICHAN: ENGAGEMENT FINDINGS REPORT
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PLACESPEAK ONLINE ENGAGEMENT 

PlaceSpeak is the municipality’s online engagement tool used to connect with its 
community. From November 24 to December 4, a recorded video of the open house 
session was posted to PlaceSpeak along with the discussion questions from the open 
houses. This online presentation provided opportunity for those who could not attend 
one of the two open house sessions, to respond to the questions and provide their 
feedback in the process. During the two weeks the live video was posted, the topic had 
479 views and 39 people connected to participate.

SOCIAL MEDIA 

The municipality used its Twitter, Facebook and Instagram pages to promote the 
engagement events and provide project information to a broader audience in the 
community. 

DATE PLATFORM REACH AND ENGAGEMENT
September 20- 
October 10

Municipal curbside 
collection app with survey 
link included

Reach – 4,201 app downloads
• 119 link clicks

September 28 – 
October 5

Facebook/Instagram ad 
survey promo

Reach – 3,937
• 76 link clicks

• 200 engagements 

• 10 shares

October 14 – 19 Facebook/Instagram ad 
final call for survey

Reach – 2,838
• 77 link clicks

• 128 engagements

• 7 shares

November 9 – 23 Facebook/Instagram ad for 
open houses 

Reach – 13,255 
• 221 link clicks (linked to website 

northcowichan.ca/engage)

• 287 engagements

• 23 shares

December 1 – 4 Facebook/Instagram ad for 
PlaceSpeak discussion

Reach - 5,146
• 38 link clicks

• 68 engagements

• 5 shares

PAID MEDIA (RADIO ADS, LOCAL NEWSPAPER)

• Juice FM from November 9 – 22 

• Newspaper ads (September 24, October 1, November 5, November 12)

 ¾ Cowichan Valley Citizen – 21,193 recipients (households)

 ¾ Chemainus Courier – 3,700 recipients (households) 
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5			Engagement	Findings:	
Primary	Results
As the timing for this engagement coincided with the municipality’s Official Community 
Plan (OCP) Update Project, which also included a community survey, two questions 
that aligned closely with the We’re Listening Engagement Survey were added to the OCP 
questionnaire. This was done to ensure that the engagement reached more members 
of the community. Results from both surveys will be presented in this report. Please 
note that when not specified as being from the OCP survey, the results represent those 
from the We’re Listening Engagement Survey only. In section 6, we have identified new 
engagement findings that were heard during the interviews, focus groups and virtual open 
houses that were necessarily reflected in the survey. 

Survey Methodology
Between September 14 and October 19, 2020, an online We’re Listening survey was made 
available to all community members through the municipality’s website, PlaceSpeak, social 
media platforms, hard copy and by phone. It consisted of multiple choice and ranking 
questions. As the opportunity to engage was extended to anyone who was interested, 
this survey did not utilize a random sampling approach. This means that the results are 
not statistically representative of the sentiments of the community as a whole and cannot 
be extrapolated to either the whole community or to any other group.

Please see	Appendix	B for the full survey. 

Snapshot on Respondents for the Survey
In total, 561 respondents answered at least one survey question. As questions were not 
mandatory, the number of responses varied per question. 

Respondents were twice as likely to be female (65%) versus male (33%) and tended to 
be older, with the average age being 57 years old. Most respondents (93%) lived in the 
municipality, with many long-term residents represented. For the most part, English was 
the respondents’ primary spoken language (94%) with the remainder indicating that either 
French, German, Dutch or other European languages was the first language they learned 
to speak and still speak.

One in 10 respondents identified themselves as a business owner in the municipality 
(10%) or as a member of a special interest group (11%), while another 16% were 
community association members.
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Close to 1,200 respondents participated in the OCP survey, with around 900 answering 
each of the Engagement questions. 

Key Themes – What We Heard

PARTICIPATION IN MUNICIPAL ENGAGEMENT

Most respondents had not been very actively involved with the municipality’s past 
engagement activities. Those who did, tended not to be very pleased with the current 
approach taken by the municipality to engage its community. 

Two thirds of respondents said they had either rarely (42%) or never (22%) participated in 
municipal engagement in the past few years. One in five (22%) they had done so regularly, 
with the remainder being more active - 11% participating very often and another 4% 
taking any and all opportunities to engage. 

Among “the regulars,” the overall sense was that the municipality’s current approach was 
fair to average, rating it an average of 2.5 on a scale from one (poor) to five (excellent). 
A quarter of respondents (25%) said the municipality was performing poorly when it 
came to engagement, while half labelled it to be either fair (22%) or average (30%). About 
a quarter gave more positive reviews, with 22% rating it good and 1% saying it was 
excellent. 
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When asked to explain why they gave relatively low ratings to the 
municipality’s engagement approach, the main themes that emerged from the 
feedback received from participants were: 

There is no indication that community members are heard and that their voices are 
considered in decision-making.

“…no indication that views expressed have been heard, reviewed or responded to.” 

“Public meetings do not always feel safe and citizens [are] not held to a standard 
of...civility. Might also be helpful to have Municipal staff go through Community 
Engagement/Customer Service training. Need to know we are being heard and valued 
not just given a chance to speak our minds.”

“…wish there was more follow-up info about results of that engagement and how 
much of the results of such engagement are considered by the people making 
decisions.”

There is a lack of transparency and fairness in the engagement process and in the 
decision-making process.

“I am somewhat disappointed as it seems that minds are made up before the 
engagement happens and you are simply going through the motion of saying there 
was open dialogue and any concerns were not considered.”

“No transparency, public involvement is not a priority. Feel silenced.”

An impression that the Mayor and Council have not been truly interested in hearing 
from the community and moved ahead with decisions either way.

“Feels like council (and in particular, the Mayor) is not that interested in hearing 
(listening) from the public.”

“’…the input and concerns are never listened to.”

“While open mic and participants ask questions or make suggestions, it seems 
nothing comes of it and Council appears to go ahead to suit their own agenda(s) 
rather than listening and acting on what the Community wants.”

Not being pleased that since COVID-19, community submissions are no longer read at 
the start of Council meetings. 

“…now public input at Council meetings is no longer read out. This takes away 
the opportunity for the public to understand how others are affected to items on 
the agenda. For example, listening to the information shared by the members of 
the public during the VIMC public meetings allowed for those opposed or for the 
expansion to understand each other’s reasons and logic.”

“Terminating the public input into Council meetings in unacceptable.”

“With COVID-19, reading out the emails and/or submissions seems to have been 
canceled.”
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That engagement happens after a decision is already made.

“…or is after the fact (what happened, not what’s coming up), questions are read out 
at end of meetings after decisions have been made.”

On the other hand, participants who shared feedback that gave higher ratings, 
indicated that: 

There is enough opportunity to engage, specifically commenting that they liked that 
there had been surveys.

“The fact that you are conducting this survey speaks well of your interest in reaching 
out to the community for our opinions. Now let’s see how much our opinion counts...”

“The idea of using online surveys might be a good start - such as this.”

“There are lots of opportunities to engage. Staff are friendly and helpful. I can choose 
to engage online or in person.”

The Mayor is engaged and holds coffee meetings. 

“The Mayor personally provides opportunities for and acknowledges feedback and 
opinion.”

“Newspaper, Facebook articles and mayor’s coffee meetings...most important and 
appreciated.”

Social media efforts and website information are good.

“Good representation through social media.”

“The web page is easily accessible and (now) navigable.”

Those who had not engaged much or at all with the municipality in the past 
were asked what would motivate them to engage more in the future. The main 
themes that emerged from that question were: 

Most often related to an interest in a certain topic, suggesting that if their topics of 
interest would be open for discussion, they would be more likely to engage.

“A topic that is pertinent and important to me. Such as issues related to 
homelessness, drug use, land use.”

“Topics that interest me.”

In order to build awareness, respondents wanted to see more communications and 
information-sharing from the municipality about issues facing the municipality in 
general and about engagement opportunities (including fair notices of meetings) in 
particular. 

“Clearer communication about opportunities to provide more detailed and nuanced 
input.”

“More communication of these activities to the public (i.e. informational posters 
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on public transit and around town, contacting local businesses or members of the 
community to spread.”

“More notice and lead time for these events. I rarely find out about these in time and 
if they were well promoted in all the local publications with sufficient lead time and 
information then they would be more of a possibility to attend and engage with.”

If more options would be given for ways to engage, and more specifically easily 
accessible options that would not take a lot of time or require travel (such as virtual 
meetings, more online surveys, other online options), more people would engage;

“More online options.”

“A larger variety of options to engage. I’d be more inclined to engage from home on 
my own time (as I have young children), so online options are best.”

“Non-in person participation (due to time limitations and a lack of interest in sitting 
through an entire meeting etc.).”

Showing that the community was listened to, that engagement was authentic and that 
the community had an influence, would have a positive affect. 

“Transparency. Clarity, honesty, and active listening of concerns prior any decisions.”

“When I participate in community engagement, I want to feel that the municipality 
is listening and willing to act on citizen’s opinions. If not, what is the point of 
participating in the engagement process.”

Better scheduling of (Council) meetings would also help, with requests for more evening 
and/or weekend meetings.

“If meetings were in the evening when most people are home from work.”

“The times of events as I work long hours. Weekdays don’t usually work for me.”

BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT

Respondents expressed a fair amount of skepticism towards the utility of participating in 
engagement, which poses a barrier to further participation.  

When asked to select three barriers to participating in engagement from a list of 
seven options, half of respondents (52%) indicated that not being convinced that 
engagement would make a difference was in their top three, making it the top barrier 
overall. Secondary barriers were a lack of knowledge about what’s happening in order to 
meaningfully participate (41%), limited time to participate (39%) and the inconvenience of 
current Council meeting times (38%). A quarter (26%) said that not knowing what their 
role would be was a top barrier for them, while 15% said the complicated processes were 
a factor. 

OCP survey results showed that among its respondents, not being convinced it would 
make a difference was also the top factor, but it was tied with having limited time (chosen 
by 38%). Among this group, a lack of knowledge about what is happening in order to 
meaningfully participate (26%) and Council meeting times (25%) were secondary barriers. 
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When participants were asked whether there were any other barriers to their 
participating in engagement, the following themes arose:

Lack of authenticity of the engagement. This theme included comments about the 
decision-maker not listening, not reading their feedback, having their own agenda, 
not being open to real dialogue, not being trust-worthy, only asking to rubber-stamp 
decisions that had already been made;

“Don’t really believe that you are listening.”

“Having a feeling that decisions have already been made; no point in providing input.”

“No opportunity for conversation. When it was possible to attend Council meetings, 
there was no opportunity to raise questions and receive answers.  One-way speech 
rather than dialogue is hardly public engagement.”

“The feeling of being manipulated to rubber stamp the Municipality’s agenda.”

Not having enough information to participate, whether about the topic at hand or about 
the actual engagement opportunity. This included mentions of last-minute notices going 
out and no agenda being shared in advance or on time to prepare. 

“I don’t have enough info because the MNC does not provide all necessary info.”

“Short notice is given when meetings are being held.”

“Advance information about the topics for discussion would be very helpful.”
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The idea that there are a number of regular, loud voices that tend to take over the 
meetings or are the only ones heard. There was some mention of bullying and 
intimidation of community members by these special interest groups. 

“An assumption that some “regulars” have the ears of Council along with a sense that 
Council members like to keep their thoughts, opinions and preferences to themselves.”

“Minority vocal groups are being heard. The ‘silent majority’ is being overridden by 
small groups. The community leaders are being controlled by these smaller groups.”

Accessibility of engagement opportunities. This included comments about the meeting 
times and the location not being convenient in general, or specifically about not being 
about to drive to meetings or the lack of public transit options to get there. Childcare 
not being available was also mentioned.

“Afternoon meetings only work for Staff. Tofino and North Cowichan being the only 2 
municipalities on V.I. that meet daytime. People with jobs, businesses, kids in school 
cannot take the time to sit for hours. Meet at 6pm or 5:30pm and Council get to 
business- be informed and decisive.”

“Unable to get to location.”

“Little consideration for disabilities, like physical disabilities like Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome, and cognitive disabilities like brain injury. Requirements to be physically 
present shuts out PWD’s (Persons with Disabilities), and people like seniors or youth 
who have transportation problems.”

Many respondents cited personal barriers that stood in their way of 
participation:

• Health / disability;

• Age; and

• Not having enough time.

These themes were consistent across the two surveys.

INTEREST IN MUNICIPAL TOPICS

Respondents showed a high level of interest in a large variety of topics that community 
members may be asked to engage on.

Land use planning, growth and development, and the environment and climate action 
were the topics that respondents showed the highest levels of interest in, with seven in 
ten or more rating their interest as five, six or seven on the seven-point scale. More than 
half of respondents also showed a high level of interest in forestry, recreation and leisure, 
roads and infrastructure, and strategic initiatives, while about half were interested in 
waste management and budgets/financing. Participants were the least enthusiastic about 
participating in engagement about public transit and transportation. 

All topics tested received an average score between four and 5.5 out of seven.

18



Participants were also given the opportunity to identify other municipal 
processes or topics they would like to participate in. 

The main theme that was most often mentioned by participants as being of interest was 
related to poverty and crime prevention. That theme included topics such as:

• Homelessness and shelters,

• Housing and affordable housing,

• Mental health issues,

• Drug use, opioid crisis and drug treatment; and

• Crime, public safety, and policing.

“Would like to see more proactive planning to deal with homeless youth, poverty, 
housing.”

“Affordable housing initiatives.”

“Getting rid of the homeless and drug addicted. Treating people with mental health 
issues. Building more tertiary care facilities to treat the chronically mentally ill.”

“How our community can come together to find options to deal with drug, 
homelessness and mental health crisis we are in.”

“There are also major challenges related to homelessness, mental health, addiction 
and crime. I’m also concerned about the rise of organized crime in our communities.”

“Public Safety seems to be off all the lists (bylaws, police, fire, emergency 
preparedness, road safety, etc) drugs, proactive prevention programs.”

NORTH COWICHAN: ENGAGEMENT FINDINGS REPORT
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Other topics of interest that were mentioned by participants included:

• Arts and culture,

• Food security,

• Racism, inclusivity, Indigenous relations; and

• Bylaws such as animal bylaws, and bylaw compliance.

“Public/community art”

“Water and food security.”

“Building more meaningful, supportive and collaborative relationships with Cowichan 
Tribes community.”

“Cultural safety. The municipality’s interest in anti-Indigenous racism processes.”

“I am very interested in plan for ensuring compliance with bylaws.”

Quite a few topics of interest mentioned were sub-topics of those rated in the previous 
question:

• Environment and climate action: sustainability, air quality, water/watershed/rivers, 
green initiatives,

• Budgets and financial: taxes, economy, economic development,

• Forestry,

• Roads and infrastructure: sewers, bike lanes, sidewalks, parks/trails,

• Strategic initiatives: Council plans and priorities, strategic planning, governance; and

• Land use planning: zoning, green space, commercial development.

“Forest & Watershed Restoration.”

“Helping to develop a local area plan for Quamichan Lake Water-
shed”

“Any discussions of Forestry, Environment and climate action, as well 
as affordable housing.”

“Bike trails and safe sidewalks for cyclists and pedestrians.”

“Dog friendly parks, beaches, etc.”

“Council plans and priority setting.”

“Densification of residential properties, zoning and infrastructure 
projects.”

The OCP survey asked respondents about four possible engagement topics. Of those, 
interest was highest in community planning, with six in 10 saying they were quite 
interested in this topic. Recreation and leisure, and strategic initiatives were of interest to 
about half of respondents, with a lower level of enthusiasm for budget and financial items. 
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When asked whether there were any other topics of interest, many of the topics listed 
in the We’re Listening Engagement Survey discussed above, were mentioned, including:

• The environment/biodiversity/sustainability (general);

• Forestry/Six Mountains/Municipal forests and trees;

• Transportation/infrastructure, including walking, cycling, public transit;

• Budgeting, taxes and economic policy; and

• Land use planning, community design.

The other themes that participants raised most often were related to (affordable) housing, 
homelessness, drugs, poverty, crime, policing, and public safety/security.

Other mentions largely included the same topics as those that came forward in the 
We’re Listening Engagement Survey, with a few new ones:

• Water security/lakes, water conservation, water quality, watershed management;

• Arts and culture;

• Resources, resource management and agriculture;

• Food security;

• Childcare;

• Public health;

• Tourism and the airport; and

• Reconciliation/Indigenous relations.

NORTH COWICHAN: ENGAGEMENT FINDINGS REPORT

21



ENGAGEMENT PREFERENCES

As noted by participant response, short, online surveys were by far the most 
preferred method of engagement.

Nearly two thirds of respondents (64%) said they would participate in a short online 
survey. Another quarter (25%) indicating they likely would, giving this engagement option 
a five or six on the seven-point scale (one being would definitely NOT participate; seven 
being would definitely participate).
Although all other types of engagement activities were markedly less popular, there are 
still quite a few respondents who said they would be likely to participate in other ways, 
giving ratings of five, six or seven. 

Six in 10 respondents (61%) indicated they would be likely to participate in longer online 
surveys that would require some more background reading, while half (52%) said they 
would likely come to a two-hour weekday open house (post-COVID-19). Just fewer 
than half would likely attend an informal outdoor event (45%), would likely answer a 
short intercept survey (44%) or would come to another type of short, small-scale group 
meeting (42%). Telephone surveys were less popular than their online counterparts, with 
38% saying they would likely participate. However, half (52%) indicated that it would 
be unlikely (one, two or three on the seven-point scale) that they would do so. Longer 
telephone surveys proved even less popular, with only 23% likely to participate fully and 
44% saying they would not.

Online focus groups (37% likely; 48% unlikely) and half-day in-person workshops (33% 
likely; 53% unlikely) were also not very popular among respondents. 

Only a handful of other suggestions were made by participants, including a variety of 
other online techniques (real-time online scorecards, online budgeting activity, online 
mapping, webinars, Reddit subforums) and specific in-person options (community tours, 
general in-person meetings, open houses, presentations to Council, recorded statements). 
Some also mentioned a widely distributed mail-out survey as an option. 
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ATTITUDES TOWARD COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Respondents clearly signalled that they believe in meaningful engagement with the 
municipality, and that they want to be heard. At the same time, there is a fair level of 
skepticism about current levels of authentic engagement.

A series of attitudinal statements about community engagement were put forth to 
respondents, asking for their level of agreement with each one. 

First and foremost, respondents felt strongly that they want to live in a municipality that 
is committed to meaningful engagement with its residents, with 55% strongly agreeing and 
another 42% in general agreement with this statement. There is also a strong sense that 
if there is collaboration, the community will be more reflective of how its residents would like it 
to be (90% agreement with this sentiment, among whom 39% saying they strongly agree 
with this).

And while a large majority are pleased that the municipality is focusing on its commitment 
to community engagement (90% agreement, among which 42% strong agreement), just 
as many respondents felt that engagement will only work if changes are made as a result 
(88% agreement, 48% strongly) and that engagement is successful and authentic when 
their feedback is heard, documented and considered in decision-making (89% agreement, 
44% strongly agreed). 

Being provided engagement options is also supported, with 93% agreeing (33% strongly 
agreed) that they should be able to engage in a number of different ways on any given topic. 
There is also somewhat of a call to have a lot of detailed background information to read 
before deciding whether to engage or not, with a quarter (25%) strongly agreeing with this 
and another 57% in general agreement.
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Three quarters of respondents (76%), however, agreed that while happy to engage, they are 
still skeptical at this point that their voice will actually be heard. Moreover, half (51%) said that 
they have been disappointed in past engagement with the municipality. 

MEANINGFUL ENGAGEMENT

Based	on	participant	responses,	meaningful	engagement	was	first	and	
foremost	understood	to	be	collaborative,	action-oriented	and	inclusive. 

When participants were asked to select their top five words from a list of 15 that best 
describe meaningful engagement to them, collaborative (58%), action (49%) and inclusive 
(49%) were chosen most often, closely followed by listening (46%) and authentic (45%).

Four in 10 chose community and participatory (40% respectively) while about a third of 
respondents chose open (36%) and fair (34%) in their top five. Three in 10 selected change 
(29%) or equitable (28%). Influential (12%), hope (7%), powerful (6%) and fun (6%) were the 
words that resonated the least. 
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LOOKING FORWARD

In the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked what the most important 
consideration would be for the municipality to improve its engagement practices, and to 
finish the sentence “Community engagement with the Municipality will be a success if…”

The overall sentiment from those who participated in the engagement process 
was that there is a real desire for authentic engagement.

Virtually all comments received spoke to elements of this. Feedback and insights received 
from participants included the following:

All community voices need to be listened to be heard and considered.

“A variety of voices and opinions are not only heard, but respected and included.”

“All voices are heard & considered.”

“Concerns are listened to and acted upon.”

Decision-makers need to take engagement seriously and really want and seek input.

“Elected members are willing to honestly consider community input before making a 
decision.”

“It is serious about engaging the community and starts now taking action to 
demonstrate that they want to listen to people.”

Follow-through on changes or promises is key, including showing how the decisions 
made reflect community involvement.

“You continue to extend an invitation to let voices be heard, but actually show action 
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and movement on areas that are seen as problems, and really invest in change and 
progress towards fixing items needing doing.”

“Action is taken by the municipality that reflects the needs and wishes of the 
community as arrived at through collaboration and consensus.”

Be open, honest, transparent, collaborative, equitable, fair.

“If there is transparency, trust and fairness.”

“It is an honest and open exchange.”

Set clear expectations from all parties.

“Clear expectations for meetings, forums, clear timelines for engagement, clear 
expectations of the municipality; clear expectations of participants.”

“All parties are committed to open minded discussions.”

Communicate more with the community about engagement topics (decisions to be 
made) and engagement opportunities, including providing background information, 
publicizing widely how to engage, sending both targeted and broad invitations to 
affected and interested parties, etc.

“Collaboration and communication are key.”

“Decisions reflect involvement and the BEST information.”

“Information early in the process; a clear focus and forecast as to intentions or 
possible outcomes.”

“Interested parties are invited to participate in decisions which may change their 
particular community.”

Make engagement easy and accessible to all by considering various barriers (time, 
location, method of engagement) and providing choices on how best to engage (formats 
that work best for the stakeholders). 

“Reduce barriers to involvement while maintaining quality of input.”

“Being able to receive a wide variety of input by using different means of engagement. 
For example - this survey is easy for me to do.”

“1) Develop methods that engage those with the most barriers to participation 
2) For those such as myself with minimal barriers, provide clear, concise background 
information  
3) I’d love a weekly e-newsletter that I could sign up for.”
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6.		Engagement	Findings:	
Additional	Results
The additional findings below emerged through engaging with the community through 
interviews, focus groups and open houses. The themes below may not have been as 
predominant in the survey findings. 

6.1 Recognition of Staff and Good Intention
Kudos	for	the	Municipality	and	its	staff: In more than one group discussion, participants 
agreed that “kudos” needed to be given to the municipality for initiating this project. 
There was general agreement among participants that the intention of engaging on this 
topic is a positive message and a step in the right direction. It was discussed across most 
engagement events that due to COVID-19, the landscape for community engagement 
has changed and can be difficult for staff and the community to navigate. Participants 
suggested that support should be provided to municipal staff through customer service 
training and training related to diffusing situations. It was agreed by most participants that 
this would improve on service levels and help to manage public meetings when the topics 
become polarized or controversial.

6.2 Community Engagement is a Community Effort
Build	community/stakeholder	champions: Focusing on creating opportunities for 
relationship building between the municipality and the community was a key theme that 
was expressed by many participants, in multiple engagement events. One stakeholder 
acknowledged that “people are distrustful, there needs to be relationship building and that 
takes time.” It was generally agreed in these community discussions that to start, the 
municipality should work with some of the stakeholders that are already engaged and 
build on their connections and community relationships as a way to earn trust and engage 
more closely with all members of the community.

As highlighted by one participant, “it’s not about one and done…this approach needs to be 
woven into aspects of all work that is done.”

There was further agreement among many participants that no organization can fix the 
complex challenges by themselves. There was general agreement that “this is a community 
issue. We have to change how we operate as a society.” Many participants acknowledged 
that there is a responsibility for all involved to work together to find common ground.  
Build consensus. 
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6.3 Equity in Community Outreach
Providing	equal	engagement	opportunities	across	the	community: Most participants, 
throughout all engagement events, agreed that there is a need for the municipality to 
ensure that engagement equity is a priority throughout the community. It was noted 
that some community associations and neighborhood groups are assigned a council 
representative that provides them with more municipal and political recognition, while 
many neighborhoods don’t have this option. One stakeholder noted that “Penelakut (FN 
Island) needs to have their voices amplified. Halalt and Lyackson (FNs) need to be heard too.” 
There was consensus from most participants that often the same voices are heard while 
many in the community simply are not.

 “Chemainus is often left behind Duncan and Ladysmith with regards to governance.” 

General discussion centered around the fact that if improving engagement with and 
within the community is a priority, then the municipality must be strategic in how it is 
providing community engagement opportunities to all residents and stakeholders, instead 
of only a select few. 

6.4 Involving the Community in the Solution
Providing	opportunities	to	fill	the	gaps:	It was heard from participants across many 
engagement events that there is a desire for the municipality to increase its volunteer 
opportunities and encourage its residents and stakeholders to participate. Reinstating 
municipal committees and creating opportunity for the public to work with staff and 
elected officials was agreed by stakeholders to be beneficial in helping to bridge gaps that 
currently exist. There was general consensus among many participants that residents and 
stakeholders want to be involved with their municipality in some form as a way to create 
relationships, share in consensus building and to increase transparency of process and 
communication coming from municipal hall. 

6.5 Reaching Out to Hear All Community Voices
Reaching	the	communities	seldom-heard	voices:	A common theme that was heard from 
participants was that the municipality is missing key demographics in their community 
engagement processes. There was general agreement that North Cowichans outreach and 
engagement approach is missing seniors, youth, people experiencing homelessness and 
others. One participant noted specifically that “we want to see young people and Indigenous 
people reflected in the engagement.” 

Participants agreed that without all groups represented you do not hear the true 
community voice. An idea shared was to incentivize engagement, to go to where the 
people are and engage where they live, and play. This approach was agreed to be 
necessary to encourage broader community participation. 
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7.		Next	steps
This report describes in detail all the engagement and communications efforts planned 
and implemented to inform the North Cowichan Community Engagement Policy and 
Framework project team in preparation for Phase 3 of the engagement plan in early 2021. 

The planned approach to engagement and communications was informed by the 
International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) planning methodology and best 
practices. The next step is for the project team to review the findings of the engagement 
report and share with the community a summary of what was heard. The feedback heard 
from the community during this phase of engagement will help to inform the draft policy 
and framework to be presented to Council for decision in Spring 2021.
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APPENDIX	A	
Interview Questions
Interview Questions:

1. Community engagement is about engaging community members and 
stakeholders in municipal decision making. 

a. How often do you participate in municipal processes in North Cowichan? 

b. Are there barriers that are preventing you from participating more?

2. Meaningful engagement is when people impacted by a decision have an 
opportunity to participate in a way that is meaningful and accessible for them.

a. Can you identify some changes that would need to occur in our 
engagement process for you to participate more often?

3. What engagement technique would you suggest we use to effectively engage 
with you? 

4. If you were asked to develop this Policy and Framework, what is the most 
important consideration or item it would include to ensure engagement was 
inclusive and highly accessible?

5. The Community Engagement Policy and Framework will direct how the 
municipality engages the community and stakeholders in its projects and 
initiatives. With this in mind, how would you finish the following sentence?   
“Community engagement with the Municipality of North Cowichan will be a 
success if…”
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APPENDIX	B
Engagement Survey
Draft Engagement Survey 

North Cowichan Community Engagement Policy and Framework 

Introductory Text

The Municipality is looking to continuously improve how community engagement is done 
in North Cowichan.  In doing so, we will be developing a new Community Engagement 
Policy and Framework that will guide Council and staff’s commitment to community 
engagement. The policy will be a Council-adopted policy (meaning it will go to a vote at 
a future Council meeting) and will support Council and staff in planning, implementing, 
reporting and evaluating their engagement activities. 

We appreciate you taking this short survey to help us better understand community 
values, expectations, and interest when it comes to engagement. 

We know you have lots to say and we’re listening. We look forward to working together 
on our future!

First, we have a few questions about your current level of involvement with the 
Municipality

1. Please select the statement that is most appropriate for you.

In the past few years, I have participated in municipal engagement activities such as open 
houses, town halls, surveys, or other ways of providing feedback to the municipality:

• Any time there is an opportunity (Always)

• Very often

• Regularly

• Rarely 

• Never

2. [if Always, Very Often or Regularly]

a. Given you have been involved with the Municipality in the past, how 
would you rate the Municipality’s current approach to engagement, with 
one being very poor and five being excellent?

b. Please explain why you provided that rating. [OPEN TEXT]
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3. [If Rarely or Never] Given that you have not been very involved with the Municipality 
in the past, please identify the top factor that would motivate you to participate more in 
municipal engagement activities in the future. [OPEN TEXT]

4. Please select the top three barriers you experience that prevent you from participating 
more in municipal processes in general (top three selection) 

1. I don’t know what’s happening / I don’t have enough information to 
meaningfully participate

2. Limited time

3. Limited interest

4. Difficult to attend Council meetings due to meeting times

5. Complicated processes

6. Not convinced it will make a difference

7. I don’t understand what my role in municipal processes could be

8. There are no barriers to participation 

5. Are there any other reasons why you may not participate? [OPEN END]

6. There are a number of municipal processes that you could be invited to participate in. 
Please indicate your interest in participating in and sharing your voice about the municipal 
processes listed below. On a scale from one to seven, where one means you are not at 
all interested in participating and seven means you are very interested in participating, 
please rate each of the following: 

a. Land use planning

b. Growth and development

c. Budgets and financial 

d. Recreation and leisure

e. Strategic initiatives

f. Waste management (garbage and recycling)

g. Public transit/transportation

h. Roads and infrastructure 

i. Forestry

j. Environment and climate action 
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a) Are there any other municipal processes or topics you would like to participate in? 
(Open End)

7. How likely would you be to participate in the following municipal engagement activities? 
Rank each from one to seven, with one being “would definitely not participate” and seven 
being “would definitely participate.”

a. Short online surveys (10 minutes or less)

b. Longer, more comprehensive online surveys with in-depth background 
reading (up to 45 minutes)

c. Short telephone survey (10 minutes or less)

d. Longer telephone surveys or in-depth interviews (up to 45 minutes)

e. Open house on a weekday evening for about two hours (when it is safe to 
do so)

f. An informal outdoor event (such as a picnic or barbecue) where 
information is shared and questions can be asked

g. A short (5-minute) intercept survey on the street or at an event

h. A half-day in-person workshop

i. An online virtual focus group or video conference for about one to two 
hours

j. An in-person small-group meeting for about one to two hours (when it is 
safe to do so)

k. Other (open text)

[Scale from 1 – 7, 1 being “would definitely not participate” and 7 “would definitely 
participate”]

8. Community engagement is about engaging the people who live in our community in 
municipal decision making. This could mean providing feedback on a budget, providing 
input on an Official Community Plan (OCP), or helping in the development of a park plan.  

Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements about 
community engagement for North Cowichan. [randomize statements]

a. I should be able to engage in a number of different ways on the same 
topic (i.e. through a short online survey, by coming to or watching a virtual 
meeting, by visiting an open house, etc.)

b. I like having a lot of detailed background information to read before I 
decide whether to engage or not.

c. Engaging with the Municipality is not one of my top priorities in life at the 
moment.

NORTH COWICHAN: ENGAGEMENT FINDINGS REPORT

33



d. If we work together, our community will be more reflective of how its 
residents, including me, would like it to be.

e. Engaging with the Municipality will only work if we actually see changes 
made in the end.

f. I want to live in a  Municipality that is committed to meaningful 
engagement with its residents.  

g. I am happy to engage but still skeptical at this point that my voice will 
actually be heard.

h. I have been disappointed in past engagement experiences with the 
Municipality.

i. I am pleased that the Municipality is focused on renewing its commitment 
to community engagement. I feel engagement is successful and authentic 
when my feedback is heard, documented, and considered when Council 
makes decisions.

[Strongly agree/Agree/Disagree/Strongly disagree/DK]

9. Best practices tell us that meaningful engagement is when everyone who is impacted 
by a decision has an opportunity to participate in a way that is easy for them. Please 
select the top five words from the list below which resonate most with you in describing 
what meaningful engagement means to you. (list of up to 15 words) 

• Action 

• Authentic

• Change

• Community

• Collaborative

• Equitable

• Fair 

• Fun

• Hope

• Inclusive

• Influential

• Listening

• Open 

• Participatory

• Powerful
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10. The Municipality is working to continuously improve its engagement practices and 
how the community’s voice is included when decisions are made. 

If you were asked what the most important considerations are when it comes to 
improving engagement practices, what would those be? [OPEN END]

11. And finally, please finish the following sentence: “Community engagement with the 
Municipality will be a success if….” [OPEN END]

Before we finish, we just have a few questions about you. Please be ensured that any 
information you share will be handled with absolute confidentiality and adhering to 
privacy rules and regulations. 

1. In what year were you born?

2. Do you identify as…[Male / Female / Other]

3. Do you live in the Municipality of North Cowichan?

4. IF YES: How many years have you lived here?

5. IF NO: What is your connection to the Municipality of North Cowichan? 
[OPEN END]

6. Are you…[Please select all that apply]

a. A business owner in the Municipality

b. A member of a community association

c. A member of a stakeholder group or formal group/organization

7. What is the first language you learned and still speak? [Add list of five or six 
main languages in community, with an “other/specify” option]

a. English

b. French 

c. Spanish 

d. Hul’qumi’num

e. Chinese

f. other 
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