
 

 

 

 

 

by Carol Volkart 

 

Colleen Hardwick is used to standing up and standing out. 

As the only woman in a crowded field of men running for mayor in 

this fall’s election, the TEAM for a Livable Vancouver candidate is in 

familiar territory. 

When she was a kid, her interest in civic politics over playground 

ones marked her out as different. She was outstanding enough in 

her teen years that her 1975 high school annual  predicted she’d 

become the “first lady Mayor of Vancouver.” During her career, she 

stood out as one of the few prominent women entrepreneurs in 

B.C.’s film-production and tech-innovation industries. After her 

election to Vancouver City Council in 2018, she gained a name for 

her lone stands against policies that she felt ignored citizens’ voices 

and exacerbated the housing crisis. 

If she wins in October, she’ll distinguish herself once again. A 

Hardwick mayoralty would make history, shattering Vancouver’s 

136-year record of electing only men to the mayor’s chair. 

For those who haven’t encountered Colleen Hardwick yet, here are 

17 snippets exploring her trajectory from politically aware kid to 

award-winning film producer to potential mayor: 

 

Protests are in her DNA. A 1970 Province newspaper photo 

shows 12-year-old Colleen marching through Gastown waving 

a campaign sign for her father, Dr. Walter G. Hardwick.  By 

then, she was already a veteran of the late-’60s marches he’d 

helped organize against the City’s plan for a freeway that 

would have knocked out Strathcona, Chinatown and Gastown. 

She’d also witnessed a new civic party, The Electors’ Action 

Movement, being born in her family’s Kerrisdale living room as 

part of the anti-freeway fight, and her father elected to 

represent it.   For Colleen, his lessons about acting when you 

think the city is heading in the wrong direction, took. 
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Family tradition was a weight – and an inspiration. Her grandmother Iris L. Hardwick was the 

first woman elected to the Vancouver Park Board, and her uncle Dr. David Hardwick was a 

pediatric pathologist and long-time UBC professor. Her father’s three terms on city council were 

just a blip in his career as a UBC geography professor whose work underlay the Livable Region 

Plan, and the founding of SFU, the Knowledge Network and Open Learning Institute. It was all very 

impressive, but the young Colleen didn’t always appreciate the pressure. “All my life I was told that 

I had to live up to the Hardwick tradition,” she says. 

 

Determination and leadership marked her 

out from the start. “I’ve always had a bit of 

an entrepreneurial flair in that I make things 

happen – like putting on a play, setting up a 

lemonade stand, and I was not afraid to work 

hard,” she recalls. When her brother gave up his 

paper route, she took over, peddling off early 

every morning to make her deliveries. “We got 

up early because we were a competitive 

swimming family and swam before school 

anyway.” The best part was collection day, 

because “if you do a good job, they give you tips.” 

The day she turned 16, she got a job in a retail clothing store at Oakridge so she could make her 

own clothes choices. With that history, what else would she do but form a new political party when 

she became convinced that the City needed a total reset? 

 

Equality was worth fighting for. Colleen’s childhood friend Kim Benson recalls the two of them 

– after spending summers building tree forts and shooting slingshots on Keats Island – 

questioning how differently boys and girls were treated at school. Why did girls have to wear skirts 

instead of pants? Why did they have to take home economics instead of shop? Why were so few 

sports open to girls? “We had to fight for a lot of that stuff,” says Benson. “The boys got to do it. 

Why couldn’t we?” But it was still a shock to Colleen at university and in the workplace that men 

were valued much higher than women. “I didn’t grow up with that. My dad believed that it didn’t 

matter if you were a boy or a girl, it was what kind of person you were, how smart you were about 

what you did with your life.”  

 

Sometimes she swerves. Long destined for a career in urban planning, and with her 

geography and political science degree in hand, 25-year-old Colleen suddenly upended the 

narrative. In 1983, when The Glitter Dome  (with James Garner) was shot in the Victoria home where 

the family had moved for her father’s provincial deputy minister’s job, she thought, “‘Gee, it looks 

like way more fun planning movies than underground parking garages.’ And it was.”  
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She married young, then was a single 

mom. Her 1980 marriage shocked her ex-

park-board-commissioner grandmother. “She 

wanted me to be Prime Minister. She didn’t 

want me to go to the typical female things.” The 

marriage to Paul Nystedt, an American 

undergrad of Swedish and Navajo descent she’d 

met in Victoria didn’t last, but out of it came two 

“beautiful Swedish Navajo Anglo Irish” 

daughters.  Moving back to Vancouver, Colleen 

experienced first-hand the struggles of single 

parenting. She knows what it’s like to search for 

suitable rental accommodation near her kids’ school and to juggle parental duties with a 

demanding work life. 

 

She knows how to run a company. In 1992, Colleen launched her own film-production 

company, New City Productions, which she ran successfully before selling in 2000 to Sextant 

Entertainment. During her film-industry career, she was recognized for her high-profile, trail-

blazing efforts. She was twice nominated in the Entrepreneurship category for a YWCA Women of 

Distinction Award, named one of the “13 Most Important People in the B.C. Film Industry” by the 

Financial Post, and received a “40 under 40” Award from Business in Vancouver magazine in 1997.  

 

She’s had successes, but failures too. A venture in digital technology included some 

heartbreaking lessons about the business world. In 2008, she successfully closed a $5-million 

A-round of venture capital 

funding for MovieSet.com, a 

pioneering online platform 

she’d designed to build 

audiences around movies while 

they were in production. “It’s 

really hard to raise venture 

capital in Vancouver, let alone 

be a girl. So I was quite pleased 

with myself.” In 2009, her 

entrepreneurship was 

acknowledged with an 

Influential Women in Business Award from Business in Vancouver.  But the market crash ended 

any further funding possibilities, so in 2010 she wound the company down. It was heartbreaking, 

“but you do what you have to do.”  
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She’s made interesting friends. As a film producer, she “just about died” the day her high-

school idol David Bowie phoned to say he’d take the lead role in Mr. Rice’s Secret, filmed in 

New Westminster in 1998. On set, he was down to earth and approachable, says Colleen.  From 

the world of activism came Jamie Lee Hamilton, a long-time advocate for Vancouver’s sex-worker 

and transgender communities, who became a close friend. Colleen movingly recounted their 

sometimes-stormy relationship at a memorial when Hamilton died in 2019. From her urban 

geographer/city politics world, there’s Larry Beasley, former Vancouver co-director of planning, 

now an internationally known urban planner, who thinks enough of Colleen and her new party to 

be keynote speaker at TEAM’s 2021 policy conference.  

 

 

Data, research and statistics are her touchstones. Computers took up whole buildings 

and she was just a teenager when she spent a summer helping with her father’s Urban 

Futures Survey, hand-coding the results of thousands of lengthy, in-person surveys for key punch 

cards in the mainframe computer. A self-declared nerd, she credits her early experience in 

processing vast amounts of information with her later ability to quickly analyze budgets with many 

different moving parts – useful in running a film company, as well as at City Hall. Her respect for 

the value of data remains today – some of her hardest-fought battles have been over access to 

data at City Hall. 

 

She says No. A lot. Colleen once described sitting on city council as like being in “bizarro 

world,” a hint of how much her worldview differs from that of her colleagues. She is 

known for voting against city initiatives, sometimes casting the only negative vote, particularly on 

the large number of rezonings approved by the current council. She believes these rezonings 

inflate land values overall, ultimately raising housing prices even higher. Hers was the only 

negative vote against 2021’s Streamlining Rental initiative, which allowed four and five-storey 

rental apartment buildings on residential blocks adjoining arterials. Colleen argued that it would 

spark land assemblies and raise land values while providing minimal truly affordable housing. 

She’s also been criticized for her high number of abstentions – votes that count as positive, but 

are her way of saying she can’t make a proper decision because of lack of information. 
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Asking questions doesn’t make for popularity. A firm believer that decisions should be 

evidence-based, Colleen prodded staff for years to produce the data underlying what she 

considered the City’s inflated housing targets, only to be told the data wasn’t available. Her 

persistent questioning has drawn criticism from the media and a fellow councillor, who accused 

her of being too hard on staff. But Andy Yan, director of the city program at SFU, has a different 

perspective. “She’s tough, she asks tough questions, she questions those in authority that aren’t 

used to that,” he said in a September 2021 Vancouver Magazine profile of Colleen.    “I think she’s 

brought forward a certain level of truth and pursued a set of decisions that are not necessarily 

popular. But what if they’re right?” 

 

Labelling Colleen: left, right, or in between? While the 

narrative in some media is that Colleen is right of 

centre, she finds it “bizarre to be characterized this way.” She 

recalls being labelled the opposite at the 1984 Liberal leadership 

convention, which she attended with her six-month-old baby 

strapped to her back. There, she was shocked by the sexism, the 

antagonism to her feminist advocacy for women and children; 

she was told she was too left-wing and should be with the NDP 

instead. Her label for herself? “Lifelong left-of-centre liberal.”  

 

Innovation is her thing. The film industry was 

moving from paper to digital when she was a 

location manager in 1985, and “I was just in heaven. I loved 

it,” she recalls. Her later MovieSet idea took the Vortex 

Award for New Media innovation when she was invited to 

compete at the Marshall McLuhan Foundation’s annual 

Festival of the Future. She later developed an online civic 

network called PlaceSpeak, a way of collecting public 

opinion that verifies participants where they live while still 

protecting their privacy. It’s necessary, says Hardwick, 

because people will no longer do telephone or doorstep 

surveys, and it’s easy to stack public hearings and other 

kinds of online polling.  

 

She knows how to play. On a fine dry morning, the 

rollerblader zipping along the Kits Beach paths 

may well be Colleen. At 63, she still has the physique of her 

competitive-swimming childhood, and loves all things 

aquatic – swimming, water-skiing, water polo and boating. Music is her other recreation. “I grew 

up in voice and music,” she says, recalling taking the bus downtown to Seymour and Hastings to 
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the singing lessons she started at age eight. In 

1974, she toured Western Europe with her high 

school choir, and she still sings in her church choir 

and at open-mic nights, often with her husband 

Garry Chalk. Music, like sports, is a restorative that 

balances out stress. The day she was nominated 

TEAM’s mayoral candidate ended with Colleen, 

Garry and musician friends taking to the stage, singing their hearts out. 

 

Neighbourhoods matter. Kitsilano, where Colleen now lives with her husband and her 

daughter’s family, has always been an important part of her life. Her maternal 

grandparents had deep roots there; her parents retired there in the house she lives in now;  and 

it’s where she raised her own kids. Her affection for certain spots – the viewpoint where residents 

gather in storms, the beach she played at as a kid, the corner where her forebears ran a general 

store, the school her kids attended – all reinforce her belief that every neighbourhood is special in 

its own way, and should be respected, even though growth and change are inevitable. It’s why she 

launched a “50 Neighbourhoods” project in early 2020, with the goal of visiting all the city’s 

neighbourhoods and talking to residents about how they foresee accommodating future change 

and growth while also keeping what’s important about their area.  

 

In the end, it’s all about affordability.  Colleen doesn’t want to be forced out of the city 

she’s lived in most of her life, and she wants her kids and grandkids to be able to live here 

too. A new Council with a different agenda is crucial because the current one has only made life 

less affordable for residents, she says. Property taxes and housing prices have soared, and the 

City’s constant search for new revenue sources has shaken more money out of people’s pockets. 

“‘Eat the rich’ is not the solution,” she says. “People across the city are not rich; they’re just trying 

to figure out how they can afford to continue living here.” 
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