VANCOUVER STATUS OF WOMEN – OUR HERSTORY

2005 marks our 34th Anniversary of working for and with women in Vancouver. Ours is a long and proud herstory that includes the work of thousands of women. Over the course of herstory we have seen a lot of changes.  Through all these changes, the one thing that remains constant is our belief that women working together toward common goals can change their lives.

VSW was founded in 1971 to ensure that the recommendations of the Royal Commission on the Status of Women were implemented. With funding from the federal government and later the provincial government of B.C. and the City of Vancouver, VSW maintained a staff of as many as 13 women in its initial years. These women conducted research and prepared education materials for women, government officials and the general public. The organization participated in committees and task forces set up by all levels of government, advocated on behalf of individual women through our ombuds-service, ensured that women’s voices were heard by publishing our newspaper Kinesis, produced a weekly television program called “Women Alive”, and provided countless interviews and press releases to the general media. Educational and programming activities included consciousness-raising and assertiveness training groups for women and the organizing of numerous conferences, workshops, rallies, and celebrations.

In 1983, the Social Credit government in B.C. withdrew all provincial funding to VSW. After intense and sustained lobbying, VSW was able to get a small operating grant from the federal government through the Secretary of State Women’s Program, while continuing to receive support from the City of Vancouver. Over the next few years, the number of permanent staff at VSW was reduced to four. A further 15% reduction in Secretary of State funding in 1989 and a 10% reduction in 1993 led to a situation where VSW could sustain only three full-time staff and three part-time staff. At the same time, VSW shifted away from individual advocacy to grassroots community organizing. Thus, rather than waiting for individual women to approach VSW’s ombuds-service as a last resort, VSW workers began reaching out to groups of women within their communities with resources, workshops and support. In 2001, due to a number of constraints, such as lack of resources and women power, VSW reduced to two full time staff. Currently, in 2005, VSW has three full-time staff.

In 1987, VSW moved from its Kitsilano location to Grant Street off Commercial Drive, which altered and diversified the composition of women involved in the organization to include more women of color and Aboriginal women. In 1997, VSW moved to East Hastings Street into a space that was more welcoming to a broad range of women. A Coordinating Collective was formed, replacing the traditional Board of Directors. In 1992, affirmative action hiring policy was adopted which opened VSW’s doors to more diverse groups of women and enabled us to work with groups such as the Aboriginal Women’s Action Network and the South Asian Women’s Centre. 

Empowering women and facilitating their coming together to develop issues and actions has become our major focus. In addition to providing workshops, we produce various resource publications such as our hugely successful Single Mothers Resource Guide. This guide was first produced in 1991 and is revised every two years. As well, 1999 marked VSW’s 25th year of publishing Kinesis, a vehicle for information sharing and a forum for debate within the women’s community, locally, nationally and internationally. In March of 2001, VSW found herself having to stop the production of Kinesis due to financial constraints and insufficient women power to ensure continued quality writing and editing in keeping with the standards women expected from this newspaper.

In these years of restraint, the role of volunteers at VSW has grown enormously. Without these dedicated women, the successes of VSW would be impossible. Since 1971, volunteers, together with staff, have worked on many issues. Responding to our members and the women’s community, volunteers have organized events, developed resource materials, participated in lobbying governments and responded to the media around such issues as sex discrimination in the public education system, pay equity, violence against women, the lack of community services for women, pensions for women, pornography, inadequate unemployment and welfare rates, the anti-choice movement, and corporate globalization. The amount of work accomplished by staff and volunteers at VSW is staggering.

The priority areas for VSW over the past few years have been on anti-racism work, anti-oppression work, resource development and poverty.  We have focused on concerns specific to immigrant women, aboriginal women, women of color, single mothers, among others.  Over 3,000 women call or visit VSW every year. Currently, there are more that 250 members of the Vancouver Status of Women who, together with several hundred donors, ensure the continuation of the organization.

Since 2001, VSW has faced several new challenges with the current provincial government. In 2002, the provincial government announced that it would be cutting core funding to the 37 BC women centres. Since the announcement, VSW has been working in coalition with other organizations to fight the cuts. We are active members of the BC Coalition of Women Centres and End Legislative Poverty. We have also been active on the Stop the Welfare Cuts Coalition and the disAbility Rights Coalition. On March 12, 2004, five members of the BC Coalition of Women Centres (including one staff member from VSW) occupied a room of the BC legislature after a half hour meeting with Ida Chong.  The five were arrested and charged with assault by trespass (the charges were eventually dropped).

April 1, 2004 marked the end of our core-funding from the provincial government. Losing close to $48,000 per year has been a huge strain on VSW, but we remain strong and active. Currently we receive funding from Direct Access gaming, the City of Vancouver, Status of Women Canada, as well as committed donors and members. 

In September 2004, thanks to a donation by a generous member and help from numerous donors and supporters, VSW reached a new level of self-determination by purchasing a space at 2652 East Hastings St. Our new location is in the heart of a diverse community and is accessible to more communities of women.
Systematic barriers faced by women have yet to be eliminated. For example, many women still have limited economic resources and are forced to work in underpaid, part-time jobs. Violence against women remains epidemic in our society. Social programs are being dismantled. While a few women have been able to take advantage of some of the changes brought about by the women’s movement, the barriers faced by immigrant women, women of color, lesbians, women with disabilities, single mothers and Aboriginal women have yet to be adequately addressed. Furthermore, the social, political and economic inequalities between men and women remain enormous. The goal of VSW is to work toward social change to ensure a just society for all women.











































