
“Do you need police, fire or ambulance?”
That question is asked thousands of

times a day – 1.1 million times a year – by
call takers in the 70,000 square foot con-
crete-and-glass building at the corner of
Cassiar and Hastings. 

It’s the headquarters of E-Comm, the
municipally-owned organization that  has
been the emergency communications cen-
tre for southwest British Columbia for the
past eight years.

It’s one of Canada’s largest 9-1-1 call
centres, housed in one of the most earth-
quake-resistant buildings around – good

news for citizens who will need its services
more than ever when The Big One hits.

In the meantime, its 250 operations
employees are the front line in the daily chal-
lenge of connecting people with the agencies
that can respond to their calls for help. 

E-Comm also provides a wide area radio
system that allows police, fire and ambulance
personnel throughout the Greater Vancouver
Regional District to talk with each other.

“The radio system was developed after
the 1994 Stanley Cup riot when emergency
personnel using separate radio systems and
communications were hampered,” said Jody
Robertson, communications director.

“Authorities in New York believe that

such a shared system in use at the World
Trade Centre on September 11 may have
resulted in fewer casualties among the fire
service,” she said. “The police were told to
pull out of the building before it collapsed,
but they couldn’t pass that information to
the fire service, because they weren’t on a
shared radio system. The result was tragic.”

The E-Comm building also houses the
City of Vancouver’s Emergency Operations
Centre (EOC), where City officials can
gather quickly to deal with major emergen-
cies: earthquakes, floods, riots, major fires or
other disasters. The EOC has more than 100
workstations in a ready state of response and
an array of big screens for monitoring public
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Block Watch beats crime

STANDING BY: Inside E-Comm operators take 1.1 million calls a year. 

BY CHESTER GRANT

story continues page 3...

Since its 1974 inception in Seattle (where
it was credited with lowering crime by up to
62 per cent), the Block Watch program has
spread across the world –  even as far as Aus-
tralia – to become one of the most popular
urban crime prevention tools around. The
concept is simple: a group of concerned
neighbours forms an association to stay on

top of suspicious activity near their homes;
they’re trained by police to tag their prop-
erty, secure their homes against burglary,
and accurately report crime. With so many
eyes watching the street, the community
inevitably becomes safer.

Vancouver’s Block Watch program
began in 1989; today, Vancouver has over
500 blocks participating in Block Watch,
including 1,000 captains and co-captains.

BY RACHEL GARRICK
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On a typical day, Robert Chen rides his
bike from central Burnaby to the Hastings
Sunrise Community Policing Centre
(HSCPC) office, participates in the volunteer
tasks assigned to him, and then rides his bike
back home. Robert has been doing this con-
sistently for five years now – did I mention
that Robert is almost 80 years old?

Robert has been an active part of the
Hastings Sunrise community ever since he
immigrated from China in 1996. His first
community involvement was with the
Kiwassa Neighbourhood House. It all started
when Robert brought his grand-daughter to
Kiwassa so that she could learn English.
Despite the fact that he understood little 
English himself, he was keen to give back to
the community and asked what volunteering
activities he could participate in. “They told

me that the community clean-up program is
a good place for me to start,” said Robert,
speaking in Mandarin.

Unfortunately, the neighbourhood house
didn’t have the resources to continue the
clean-up program. However, the staff at
Kiwassa saw Robert’s eagerness  to help the
community and referred him to the clean-up
program at the HSCPC. Ever since, Robert
has participated in community clean-ups and
graffiti paint-outs whenever he can. 

“Another reason that I love to participate
in these events is because it is an activity for
me to do,” said Robert, “and I don’t want
to stay at home all the time.”

Before arriving in Canada, Robert
worked as a mechanic in numerous factories,
and eventually became an official in a 
government technology department. Not
wanting to live a quiet, retired life, Robert
continued to stay active in the workforce.
“One of the jobs I had in Canada was 
construction work and I often worked on
top of buildings; my family were more
scared than I was,” he said. 

Despite an initial language barrier,
Robert says that his communication with
other volunteers has increased over time,
and everyone has been very friendly to him. 

When asked how he is able to stay strong
and healthy at his age, Robert says he bikes
regularly (his longest bike route consists of a
ride from Hastings Sunrise to Abbotsford)
and does push-ups every morning. 

During the interview, which was also a
community clean-up, I could barely keep
up with Robert’s pace; it didn’t feel like I
was walking with someone four times my
own age. 
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Up and Coming:
ANNOUNCEMENTS

& EVENTS

Volunteer Focus: Robert Chen

❊ Celebrate Canada Day
at Thunderbird 
Thursday, June 28th, from noon to
3 pm, at Thunderbird Community
Centre, 2311 Cassiar St.

❊ Sunrise Summer 
Kickoff and Safety Fair
Saturday, July 7th from 9:15 am
to 3 pm. Register your child for
this Hastings-Sunrise summer
tradition held every year in the
Sunrise Square Parking Lot
behind London Drugs. Events
include all day hockey games,
music, food and entertainment.
The HSCPC will be hosting a
safety booth. Drop by the office
for more information.

❊ Vancouver Aboriginal
Community Policing
Centre Now Open
The VACPC has been developed
to facilitate a better relationship
between the Vancouver Police

Department and
the aboriginal
community.
The VACPC

doesn’t have
area boundaries and

serves the aboriginal community
throughout the city. Visit them
at 1726 East  Hastings Street or
online at www.vacpc.org. Call
604-678-3790 for information.

❊ Kudos to Panago 
Many thanks to Nazir Rahmaty at
Panago Pizza for supporting this
year’s Keep Vancouver Spectacular
community clean-up at Frog 
Hollow Neighbourhood House.

BY ANTHONY WONG

NOT YOUR AVERAGE SENIOR: 
ABOVE: Robert picks up garbage 
outside  Hastings Elementary School.

RIGHT: Robert with his bike. 

Photos: Anthony Wong
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Eight years ago Cindy Piper couldn’t
even walk two blocks from her regular bus
stop on Hastings Street to her home on East
Pender without being hassled by men looking
for sex trade workers. Open drug deals took
place in front of her house, she often found
drugs hidden in her front bushes, and the
playground across the street was littered with
used condoms and needles.

When I visited her home this spring, her
neighbourhood showed none of the signs of
crime and disorder that once plagued the
area. The difference is largely attributed to
the work of dedicated residents who got the
original Hastings North Community Policing
centre, now the Hastings Sunrise Community

Policing Centre (HSCPC), up and running. 
Cindy and other local residents, fed up

with the dealers, pimps and johns that
plagued their streets, got together and con-
ducted what they called “clipboard patrols”
to increase their presence on the streets. The
“clippies,” as they called themselves,
headed out on Saturday evenings, from
midnight until 3 am, recording suspicious
activities and taking down license plate
numbers on brightly coloured clipboards.

“We wanted to show them that we live
here and we care,” explains Cindy. Getting
together each weekend for patrols soon

became part of the volunteers’ social
life, further healing the fabric of the
neighbourhood. While the HSCPC
has changed over the past eight
years, the fluorescent orange clip-
boards originally used to help
patrollers stay visible still live on at
the HSCPC office, as does the
importance of having an obvious
presence on the streets and alleys of
Hastings Sunrise. Over the past four
years, over 600 groups of two to
twenty volunteers have monitored
neighbourhood streets on foot, bike
and pooch patrols,  continuing the
legacy of the “clippies.” 

Today, the HSCPC provides a

wide range of services to the community
through the tireless work of more than 100
active volunteers who have collectively
donated over 28,800 volunteer hours to the
community over the past four years. The
dollar value of this time is conservatively
estimated at over $430,000. 

On any given day, volunteers staff the
street front office, attend community events,
or conduct workshops. On top of this, over
the past four years, volunteers have collected
1331 bags of garbage and painted over 551
graffiti sites, providing an invaluable service
to local residents and businesses. Volunteers
have also located 35 stolen cars and helped
to remove over 1100 abandoned or unin-
sured vehicles from the streets.

In addition to the people who volunteer
their time directly with the HSPC, residents
have increasingly taken the time to call our
office with complaints and concerns,
reporting 577 complaints last year and a
total of 2377 since the beginning of 2003.
This means that residents care about the
condition of their neighbourhood – and the
information they provide is invaluable to
our neighbourhood police officer, who can
then be much more proactive in addressing
neighbourhood issues. 

Regardless of the numbers, what it all
adds up to is a community working together
to make their neighbourhood one of the best
in the city. A big thanks to everyone who
made it happen.

Thousands of emergency calls daily

Volunteer hours equal safer streets
BY ANDREW NOLAN

Know your location when calling 9-1-1.
More people are using cell phones and VOIP
(internet) phones: unlike regular telephones,
they do not automatically show operators
the callerÕs address.

Lock your cell phone or put it where 9-1-1
canÕt be called accidentally —say, by sitting on it,
or leaving it where a child can press numbers
at random.

If you call 9-1-1 in error, stay on the line and
admit your mistake.You wonÕt be penalized in
any way, and you may avoid having a police
car show up needlessly.

Help keep E-Comm efficient:

MOVING ON UP: Increasing volunteer hours
at the HSCPC contribute to community safety.

cameras and TV news coverage.
Much smaller, but of crucial importance

in a disaster when phones might not work,
is the amateur radio room, used by “ham”
radio operators able to communicate with
other hams locally and around the world.

But it is the better known 9-1-1 opera-
tors who are the public’s link to the vital
services offered by E-Comm. New employ-
ees start as “9-1-1 call-takers” directing
callers to the agency requested. Some of
those agencies are located in the E-Comm
centre (for example, Vancouver Police) but
many are not (BC Ambulance Service).
Once the call has been transferred, another
call-taker asks the caller about the nature of
the emergency and relays the information

electronically to a dispatcher who sends the
appropriate units.

On the north wall of the huge call centre
room is an electronic reader board showing
the number of live calls being handled and
current operator availability. When call vol-
ume exceeds the number of call-takers, the
reader board tracks any calls holding and
sends out an audible and visual alarm. 

E-Comm’s goal is to answer 95 per cent
of calls in five seconds or less. Halloween
is one of the busiest nights of the year. The
busiest times of the week are afternoon rush
hours and Friday and Saturday nights.

For more information, visit the website
at www.ecomm.bc.ca, or pick up a fact
sheet at our office.
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Hours: 
Mondays: 4 pm — 8 pm
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9:30 am — 4:30 pm
Saturdays: 10 am — 4 pm

The program is administered by
the Block Watch Society of B.C.
and the Vancouver Police Depart-
ment (VPD).

“The very nature of Block
Watch is neighbours looking out
for neighbours – people who are
no longer strangers now know
their neighbours and help pro-
tect each other’s prop-
erty,” said Cst. Dave
Krenz, Block Watch
Co-ordinator for the
City of Vancouver.

“A lot of people
head straight home,
park in the driveway,
head inside the house,
watch the hockey
playoffs and that’s
pretty much the
extent of their world – part of
your life should also involve
your street and your neigh-
bours.”

Gerry Deagle couldn’t agree
more. The retired journalist is a
huge Block Watch fan: he’s
started Block Watch groups in
every community he’s lived in,

including Toronto and Rich-
mond. When he and his wife
moved to Hastings Sunrise,
starting a Block Watch was at
the top of his to-do list. 

“You have more of a sense
of security if you’ve actually
met some of your neighbours, so
that you can recognize someone

walking down the
street as friend or
foe or a stranger
who maybe should-
n’t be there,” said
Deagle. “Instead of
leaving everything
up to police, vigilant
neighbours can nip a
lot of potential
crime in the bud.”

Both men stress
how easy it is to start a Block
Watch. “All you need is one or
two people on your street or
across the alley to start,” said
Cst. Krenz, adding that apart-
ment buildings are also ideal
venues for a Block Watch.

“When you ask for volun-
teers, some people think they’re
signing up for the French Foreign
Legion,” said Cst. Krenz. In real-
ity, a Block Watch commitment
isn’t a huge obligation. Find a
co-captain and at least ten other
households who are willing to
sign up, advises Cst. Krenz;
then, attend a training session
with the VPD, and commit to
holding yearly meetings. 

Block Watch will never ask
you for money, stresses Cst.
Krenz. “We don’t need anything
from you except your attention.” 

Krenz emails every captain
the VPD’s weekly crime stats
for their neighbourhood, as well
as a weekly crime map of the
city’s crime hot spots.

“If it looks or sounds suspi-
cious, it probably is. Most peo-
ple are hesitant to call the police,
they second guess their own
instincts,” said Cst. Krenz. He
urges people to call 9-1-1 if they
witness anything unusual. “No
one’s going to laugh at you.
We’re not going to be knocking
on your door saying, ‘How dare
you call E-Comm like that?’” 

Krenz and Deagle also note
that forming a Block Watch can
help with other community goals.

“Once you have a Block
Watch, you can do other things,”
said Deagle, adding that a Block
Watch is a great way for neigh-
bours to prepare to assist each
other during a natural disaster.

And Krenz, who encourages
his Block Watch groups to get
politically active, agrees.

“Once you’ve got a group,
you can petition city hall to say,
‘look, we need more lights here,
look, parents are picking up
syringes in this park,” said Krenz.
“As a group of people you’ve got
some voice; when Block Watch
captains speak, they speak for
thirty people or more – they’ve
got more clout than one person
complaining alone.” 

Download an application at
http://www.city.vancouver.bc.ca/p
olice/Block Watch/ and return it
by fax or mail, or drop it off at
your Community Policing Centre. 

Visit the Hastings Sunrise 
Community Policing Centre:

story from page 1...

Bringing neighbours together

Cst. Dave Krenz




