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Case Study: Vancouver Foundation

Junxion Strategy researched and wrote a case study report on the 
Greenest City Community Grants Program—a $2M+ collaborative 
sustainability granting program by Vancouver Foundation and the  
City of Vancouver—that spells out the reasons why their collaboration  
was a success, and what others should take away from their  
shared experience.

A succinct and practical 
compilation of wisdom for 
future grant makers!

MARK GIFFORD
DIRECTOR, GRANTS & COMMUNITY INITIATIVES

Junxion helped the Vancouver Foundation 
share learning from a four year program 
of community engagement



Introduction: 
Framing the Ambition
Vancouver aims to be the greenest city in the world by 2020. Achieving this ambition 
will take the involvement, and the commitment of the entire community. It will 
require residents and businesses, public and private sector, for-profit and non-profits 
to work together, forming an engaged constituency around “the greenest city” goals 
and targets. A full description of the City of Vancouver’s Greenest City Action Plan is 
at http://vancouver.ca/green-vancouver/greenest-city-action-plan.aspx

To support this endeavour, in 2012 the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Foundation 
embarked on the four-year Greenest City Fund Partnership. Each partner contributed 
$1 million to help fund community-led projects that further Greenest City Action Plan 
goals, such as green transportation, zero waste and local food.

Over four years, this ambitious and innovative program funded a wide range of 
projects and engaged over 35,000 people – possibly the biggest public engagement 
by the City of Vancouver to date, and unprecedented in North America in its scale. 

The project has strengthened the Vancouver brand, helping to raise the city’s profile 
internationally and moving it ahead in an informal West Coast rivalry with Seattle 
and Portland for the title of “greenest city”. One stakeholder credits it with helping 
to attract the increasing number of networking and knowledge transfer events 
and conferences that come Vancouver’s way; others credit it with crystallizing a 
constituency around a platform of social policy changes that will be emulated by other 
major cities. The long-term outcomes of the collaboration are still emerging.

About this report 

This report presents the insights and learning 
of The Greenest City Fund Partnership 
participants, across the four years between 
2012 and 2015. This report focuses mainly 
on the experience of participants in the 
Greenest City Community Grants stream, 
because it was a novel program and unique 
to the City-Foundation collaboration.

This report will be of benefit to: 

• Vancouver Foundation and 
City of Vancouver, as they review 
program impacts and consider future 
investment and partnerships 

• Municipal governments and 
foundations exploring ways to create, 
strengthen or sustain partnerships that 
support urban sustainability efforts

• Communities trying to develop 
innovative projects, engage new 
audiences, and inspire and influence an 
ambitious urban sustainability agenda. 

The information in this report was 
gathered from interviews with staff, 
advisors, grantees, and community partners, 
and by reviewing reports and documents 
provided by the City of Vancouver and 
Vancouver Foundation.
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provided by the City of Vancouver and 
Vancouver Foundation.

About the program

The Greenest City Fund added money 
and extended the mandate of two 
existing grant programs delivered by 
Vancouver Foundation. These were: 
Greenest City Neighbourhood Small 
Grants to fund projects created by 
Vancouver residents to improve their 
neighbourhoods (grants up to $1,000), 
Generation Green Grants to fund 
youth-led projects (grants up to $10,000).

The majority of the Greenest City Fund, 
and the largest grants, were distributed 
through a new program born of this 
collaboration: Greenest City Community 
Grants of up to $50,000 funded projects 
led by community-based charitable 
organizations. 

The Advisory Board

An independent advisory board, 
appointed by Vancouver Foundation 
and City of Vancouver senior staff, 
reviewed applications and made funding 
decisions on Greenest City Community 
Grants. The advisory board members 
had strong connections to Vancouver 
neighbourhoods and communities, and 
deep expertise in different policy and 
outcome areas related to the Greenest 
City goals. Foundation staff qualified and 
brought applications to this Committee, 
who were then charged with review and 
final funding recommendations. 

Goals and Criteria

The Greenest City Grants Program 
took a complex and multidisciplinary 
approach to what is meant by “green” 
and “sustainable”, explicitly encouraging 
novel, creative, innovative and 
collaborative approaches to projects.

In addition to demonstrating a realistic 
project plan and budget, grant applicants 
were called on to demonstrate:

• Impact: Potential to measurably 
advance one or more of the Greenest 
City Action Plan goals. 

• Community Engagement:
Project involves those affected by the 
proposed work and increases the skills 
and assets of Vancouver residents. 

• Community Benefit: Is the project 
inclusive and does it have the capacity 
to benefit all city of Vancouver 
residents? 

• Community partnerships: Does the 
project show evidence of collaboration 
with others in the same field? 

• Learning & Knowledge Transfer:
Is there a plan and willingness to share 
findings and lessons with community 
organizations and members? 

• Innovation: Does the plan look at a 
problem or issue in a new way? Does 
it adapt an initiative from another city 
to potentially work in Vancouver? 

Greenest City Fund in numbers

Total granted, 
including Greenest 
Neighbourhood and 

Generation Green Grants: 

$2,000,000+

We subsidize the hell out of oil and infrastructure 
because we think they’re important. Air, water 
and soil are no different. It takes resources—time, 
money and expertise.”

— Marc Schutzbank, Fresh Roots Farm Society

“ 
Total granted, 

including additional 
contributions from 

co-funders and
individual donors:

$4,000,000+

Year Grants Made Funds Granted

2015 15 $484,520

2014 19 $445,278 

2013 12 $279,943

2012 17 $391,500

Total 
Greenest City 

Community Grants:

$1,601,241

Number 
of Community
Grants made:

63
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The City of Vancouver has set the 
ambitious goal to be the world’s 
greenest city by 2020. Thousands 
of Vancouverites were directly 
engaged in projects funded by the 
Greenest City Community Grants, 
a program jointly managed by the 
City and the Vancouver Foundation.

The Business Challenge

Thousands of citizens were directly engaged by projects 
funded through the Greenest City Community Grants 
program from 2014-2017, and the contribution of those 
projects to the achievement of sustainability and social 
goals and targets in Vancouver’s Greenest City Action 
Plan are well documented1. But what did the two major 
institutions that collaborated on the granting fund learn 
from the experience that would be transferable to future 
projects, or similar projects in other cities?

How We Helped

We conducted over 20 interviews with a diverse array 
of stakeholders—grant recipients, members of the 
advisory board, staff  at the Foundation and the City, 
and other local experts on sustainability and citizen 
engagement. 

We made a thematic analysis of the fi ndings and prepared 
a case study report describing the successes and lessons 
learned from the collaboration that will smooth the way 
for other cities to support the development of an engaged 
constituency around a specifi c set of sustainability policies 
and goals.

Measuring Success

We identifi ed several key success factors for civic 
governments and institutions working collaboratively, 
including getting co-funders involved as early as possible, 
recognizing the intimate connection between ‘green’ and 
social objectives, inviting the public to see the tangible 
outcomes, and giving adequate capacity to staff  for 
outreach, evaluation, and story telling. Mark Giff ord, the 
project lead at Vancouver Foundation, described the case 
study as “a succinct and practical compilation of wisdom 
for future grant makers”. 

You can read the full report, Getting to Green2, on the 
Vancouver Foundation’s publications page.

About the program

The Greenest City Fund added money 
and extended the mandate of two 
existing grant programs delivered by 
Vancouver Foundation. These were: 
Greenest City Neighbourhood Small 
Grants
Vancouver residents to improve their 
neighbourhoods (grants up to $1,000), 
Generation Green Grants
youth-led projects (grants up to $10,000).

The majority of the Greenest City Fund, 
and the largest grants, were distributed 
through a new program born of this 
collaboration: 
Grants 
led by community-based charitable 
organizations. 

We subsidize the hell out of oil and infrastructure 
because we think they’re important. Air, water 
and soil are no different. It takes resources—time, 
money and expertise.

—

“ 
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Two-stage grant application pro
cess 

was both efficient and effect
ive

Implementation: 
soliciting 
applications and 
making grants
The experience of delivering the Greenest City Community 
Grants over a four-year period clearly demonstrated that there 
is a significant unmet demand for such projects. With a little 
encouragement and funding, people proved genuinely eager 
to participate. 

The grant application process
Participants felt strongly that Vancouver Foundation provided 
an excellent platform for administering the grant application 
process. Many either cited the quality of support they received 
with grant applications and project execution as a critical 
success factor, or expressed regret for not drawing upon it 
more. The two-stage application process required an initial 
letter of intent in advance of a full grant application. This gave 
staff an opportunity to advise potential grantees on how well 
their project goals aligned with funding objectives, and saved 
applicants from “pouring their heart and soul” into detailed 
applications that were not aligned. 

The Advisory Committee independently reviewed and selected 
projects to be funded. While City influence was still evident, 
stakeholders tended to perceive it as more supportive than 
controlling. This “hands-off” approach was broadly positive, 
because removing the decision-making from city council 
avoided politicizing the grant approval process. Advisory 
Committee member participation in discussion and decision-
making was subject to Vancouver Foundation conflict of 
interest and confidentiality policies and procedures.

Mixing “green” 
and social objectives
Vancouver Foundation and the City of Vancouver were aligned 
and consistent in presenting the criteria for projects as “green 
first, social second”—all applicants were required to provide 
a convincing case for how their project would influence the 
City’s performance on a number of specific, well-defined 
environmental indicators. 

Applying this principle in practice was not easy; applicants 
were specifically called on to submit innovative and 
interdisciplinary projects and considering their “green” and 
social aspects separately proved to be complicated. Some 
Advisory Committee members recalled lengthy debates over 
the definitions, vision, and intent of the Greenest City Fund 
goals. Allowing more time in the early development of the 
program for the Advisory Committee to develop a shared 
understanding of values, principles and goals could have 
resulted in shorter meetings. 

Nonetheless, more than one stakeholder commented 
positively that the way the program was presented meant that 
sustainability was accepted as a direct and practical approach 
to facilitating shifts in behavior—a productive alignment of 
social and sustainability objectives.

The Partnership has been essential 
in resourcing the “community 
dreams” that inspired and shaped 
the Greenest City Action Plan, 
especially in the food movement.”

— Kevin Millsip,
Advisory Board Member

“ 
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1 http://vancouver.ca/green-vancouver/greenest-city-action-plan.aspx

2 https://www.vancouverfoundation.ca/about-us/publications/case-studies/getting-green-greenest-city-fund-report

Are you ready to defi ne your social purpose and embed it in your 
strategy? Reach out to Mike Rowlands in Vancouver, Shayla Meyer
in Toronto, or Adam Garfunkel in the UK to start a conversation.


