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MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
 

Changing Together…A Centre for Immigrant Women 
 

Sonia Bitar 
 
Thank you for participating in our conference “Issues of Race, Culture and Identity: Women and 
Youth Overcoming Challenges”.  This conference is a follow-up to the conference we had in 
1999, “Immigrant Women for the Millennium: Identifying Issues and Strategies for Change”. 
 
This conference would not have been possible without the generous funding from Canadian Race 
Relations Foundation and Citizenship and Immigration Canada. 
 
The women’s movement has made substantial progress on a number of important issues over the 
past two decades.  Changing Together is proud to have contributed to that success and will 
continue towards a fairer, more just, and more humane world for all immigrant women and their 
families. 
 
Numerous social, political and economic issues continue to challenge immigrant women in their 
search for an equitable society.  Changing Together will continue working together with other 
institutions, agencies, organizations and individuals until the women’s agenda can be moved 
forward at a more accelerated rate. 
 
I would like to give a big thank you to our speakers and volunteers who made this conference a 
successful one.  God bless you all. 
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KEYNOTE SPEAKER 
 

Laurie Blakeman, MLA, Edmonton Centre 
Alberta Liberal Caucus 

Critic for Community Development 
 
It is always a pleasure to be invited to a conference put on by Changing Together.  Therefore, I 
am delighted that I have been invited to speak to you this morning. 
 
The theme of this conference is “Issues of Race, Culture & Identity: Women and Youth 
Overcoming Challenges”.   Some of the challenges that the women’s movement and women in 
general have overcome are starting to break down established power structures that serve to 
oppress and control women. We, as women, have been very effective in generating sound social 
policy and influencing all governments in a positive manner.  Sexism in many sectors of society 
including the media, education, the sciences and the legal profession has been challenged. 
 
I would like to remember and summarize some of the achievements that the women’s movement 
has made during the last 35 years.  We should be proud of what we have accomplished. 
 

• 1971 – the Canadian Labour Code was amended to give maternity leave to female 
federal government employees. 

• 1974 – women became eligible for enlistment in the RCMP. 
• 1977 – the Canadian Human Rights Act forbids discrimination on the basis of gender 

and ensures equal pay for equal work. 
• 1982 – women’s equality rights are entrenched in the Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms. 
• 1983 – the Canadian Human Rights Act is amended to include provisions on sexual 

harassment and to ban discrimination on the basis of pregnancy and marital status. 
• 1985 – the spouse’s allowance is extended to widows and widowers aged 60 to 64.  The 

Indian Act is amended to restore the status and property rights of aboriginal women. 
• 1993 – stalking becomes a criminal offence. 
• 1995 – intoxication in crimes of violence including sexual assault is removed as a basis 

of legal defense. 
 
As well, in 2000 the federal government introduced a new policy approving one year’s unpaid 
maternity leave so women could be at home with their children during their first important year 
of life. 
 
Even though the government of Alberta “says” that everyone is equal, and has passed laws that 
prohibit discrimination on the basis of race, religion, gender, age, ability and sexual orientation, I 
challenge their commitment and note they are slow to put this equality into practice.    I have a 
few suggestions on how the government could show leadership in eliminating racism and 
welcoming new Canadians and immigrants: 
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• strengthen and update the foreign qualifications program, 
• support programming like the Multicultural Health Brokers, 
• give adequate funding to schools for ESL training, 
• work with community based non-profit organizations like the Mennonite Centre for 

Newcomers and Catholic Social Services settlement agencies to support the programs 
they already offer.  Ask them what else is needed – they are the experts, 

• continue and strengthen the commitment to education on human rights.  It is ignorance 
that causes much of the discrimination we see.   

 
We all need to be vigilant and provide leadership and action to eliminate racial discrimination in 
Alberta.  Alberta is a land locked province and has been slow to accept immigrants, especially 
visible minorities, into society.  We say we are tolerant, that all people are equal but a lot of 
Albertans have not figured out how to practice treating all people as equal.  
 
I have asked for patience and help from the immigrant communities while political changes are 
made.  You have let me know that your patience has been offered and tested and that the time for 
change is now.  You are right.  In my six short years in politics, my version of a reasonable time 
to get things done has slowed to the speed of molasses.  Governments move slowly and 
legislative change comes very slowly. Politicians are very slow in accepting change and 
instituting the policies to effect that change. Changes in people come first and then changes to 
the law come second.  We all need to use our voting power to re-elect our leaders and hold them 
accountable for what they do while they are in office.  
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GUEST SPEAKER 
 

IN THE SHADOWS OF BILL C-36 
 

Dr. Anu Bose, Executive Director 
National Organization of Immigrant 

and Visible Minority Women of Canada 
 
Introduction 
 
There was a time when Canadians used to ask each other, “Where were you on September 29, 
1972?”  For those who are not hockey buffs this was the day that Paul Henderson scored the goal 
that gave the game to Team Canada.  It was in the cold war days and the Soviet bear had been 
given a punch in the snout.  It gave Canadians a warm and fuzzy feeling.  Those were happier 
times. 
 
Almost three decades later Canadians ask each other “Where were you on September 11, 2001?”  
The day Canadians born and Canadians by choice watched with horror as not one but two planes 
slammed into the twin towers of the World Trade Centre, one crashed into a field in 
Pennsylvania and yet another one flew into the Pentagon. 
 
It was the day that we North Americans lost our collective innocence.  It was the day that the 
dark clouds of suspicion and xenophobia started to gather over immigrants from the visible 
minority communities in all the countries where we have come as immigrants. 
 
New Legislation After 9/11 
 
Bill C36, which was enacted as the Anti-terrorism Act, is the direct consequence of the events of 
9/11.  It is a far-reaching piece of legislation, an omnibus bill, cobbled together in the wake of 
the horrifying events of 9/11 when Canada was still in a state of shock and crisis.  To quote 
Calvin White in the October 15, 2001 Ottawa Citizen “the terrorist attacks shook us in the 
deepest strata in our psyche and we are now desperate to regain control.”  It is an act that in the 
short run may create a false sense of security but in the long term threatens to erode our hard 
won rights and freedoms enshrined in the Charter. 
 
The introduction of such a sweeping and draconian piece of legislation is, according to James 
Travers of the Toronto Star (November 22, 2001) “worrisome”.  In Canada today the tendency is 
towards concentrating power at the centre.  The government has a large majority in the federal 
parliament.  The enactment of the Anti-terrorism Bill only accelerates the centralizing tendency 
and further marginalizes the role of parliament in the affairs of the country and is symptomatic of 
the rot in representative politics. 
 
I am sure we all agree that it is important to take steps to ensure the safety of our country and of 
our fellow Canadians against acts of violence both random and planned.  Many of us have fled to 
the safety of Canada from our countries of origin in the face of state inspired or even state driven 
terror, to be faced with this terrifying piece of legislation.  
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Why terrifying?  Because the Anti-terrorism Act forms the basis for many other pieces of federal 
legislation such as Bills C35 and C42 that affect us most, as well as The Immigration and 
Refugee Protection Act, formerly Bill C11, and even more importantly, the regulations attached 
to it. 
 
For those of us who do not follow the niceties of federal legislation, Bill C35 extends the 
definition of ‘internationally protected person’ and grants diplomatic protection to ALL 
employees, however insignificant, of foreign governments who have cause to attend meetings of 
any kind on Canadian soil.  The RCMP is granted new statutory powers to “ensure the security 
for the proper functioning of any intergovernmental conference”.  
 
Bill C421 would permit the Federal government to declare any area of Canada ‘a military 
security zone' and exclude the public from it.  Taken together, these two pieces of legislation are 
seen as prophylactic measures or pre-emptive strikes to avoid the anti-globalization 
demonstrations in Quebec City, the Kananaskis effect on the G8 summit.  There has not been a 
peep from the provinces except from Quebec who objected to the latter bill as a breach of the 
sovereignty of the Quebec nation. 
 
Taken together, all these pieces of legislation would restrict, if not stifle, legitimate political 
protest and limit political participation of citizens not only at the Alberta resort but also all over 
our country.  Many of us turned our backs on the countries where we were born for having 
limited our civil rights.  Do we really need to be forced again by the widening of police and 
bureaucratic powers?  To quote the Honourable Joe Clark  “this bill has been a sweeping power 
grab by government.” 
 
Disparate Impact of Legislation on Men and Women  
 
Every time I have gone before house or senate committees in this last year on behalf of National 
Organization of Immigrant and visible Minority Women of Canada (NOIVMWC), I have raised 
the question of the disparate impact of legislation on visible minorities and on women.  
NOIVMWC maintains that there is both a woman centered and diversity centered perspective on 
ALL issues of public policy.  This flies in the face of perceived wisdom in the domain of public 
administration.  Generally speaking, theories of public administration hold that most, if not all, 
policies are gender and diversity neutral, i.e., all citizens enjoy equality of treatment regardless of 
gender, race and ethnicity.  
 
The Federal Government claims, with some vigour, that it supports the principle of inclusiveness.  
Firstly, it has, to its credit, brought in a Gender Based Analysis tool, which has as its premise “a 
basic recognition of the gender nature” of many public policies.  Put differently, it holds that 
public policy decisions affect men and women differently because of the existing inequalities 
between them.  Secondly, the Canadian Charter of Rights of 1982 outlines the duty of state 
institutions to protect, among others, Canadian citizens who belong to the various ethnic and 
visible minority groups.  Legislation on sensitive subjects such as prevention of terrorism and 
immigration should necessarily be subjected to rigorous scrutiny using the prism of both gender 
and race along with the more 'mainstream' considerations.  In all fairness to the government, the 
                                                 
1 April 24, 2002 Bill C42 was withdrawn by the Federal Government 
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regulations have had a Gender Based Analysis prepared by Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
that is in the public domain but it does not make for very inspiring reading. 
 
Racial Profiling 
 
I would like to talk now about a more insidious development in public policy in the aftermath of 
9/11 that affects our community.  This is racial profiling and it has gained respectability as a tool 
for screening out ‘undesirables’ or for interdiction.  I am convinced that it was the use of ‘racial 
profiling’ that caused a representative of a Muslim organization to be pulled off an Air Canada 
flight as a ‘possible’ threat to security.  Again, was it behind the fact that on the flight between 
Saskatoon and Winnipeg, I had to tip the contents of my handbag onto a counter for a ‘thorough’ 
checking?  We will never really know. 
 
David Harris, professor of Law and Values at the University of Toledo Law School in Louisiana, 
USA and an authority on racial profiling, has warned that we can ‘overdo it,’ i.e., depend too 
heavily on it as a ‘screening’ device.  Racial profiling, he warns, ‘often sweeps innocents into the 
mix’.  Senator Mobina Jaffer, newly raised to the Senate from British Columbia, expressed great 
wariness about the use of racial profiling when I appeared before the Senate on the Anti-
Terrorism Bill. 
 
Yet we in Ontario have had a retired general of the Canadian Defence Forces and presently 
security advisor to the Government of Ontario declare that racial profiling is needed if we are to 
fight terrorism.  Nine days after the World Trade Centre tragedy the Ottawa Citizen reported that 
a former RCMP Commissioner and a former head of CSIS had, in separate interviews, identified 
a ‘problem’.  Their utterances give credence to Robert Putnam's theory of the “invisible enemy” 
within the body politic. 
 
These two gentlemen called for more ‘security screening’ for potential civil servants who were 
born in developing countries.  If this is not indicative of xenophobia then what is?  Does this not 
cast aspersions on us the immigrants, the visible minorities, as potentially disloyal to Canada and 
therefore, unfit to serve in the civil service.  
 
The Civil Service and the Immigrants and Visible Minorities  
 
The messages our community has been receiving are mixed.  On one hand there is the 
publication of the report, Embracing Change, which issues a clarion call for the civil service to 
better reflect diversity in the Canadian population.  On the other, there are only desultory 
attempts to bring more visible minority persons into the civil service.  More importantly, there 
are rumors of a root and branch change in hiring practices in the public sector.  Granted that the 
Federal Government Public Service Commission is a bit of a dinosaur but there are proposed 
changes that managers be allowed to hire their own staff and bypass the cumbersome Public 
Service Commission procedures.  After all, as one of the apologists for the reform stated 
“managers in the private sector hire people from within their own networks and are therefore 
able to choose the person best suited to the position”.   While I agree that there is a need to shake 
up the Public Service Commission, I must ask you to look beyond this prima facie case.  What 
implications does it have for our community? 
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We are usually excluded from these ‘networks’ of ‘old boys’ and now, ‘old girls’ clubs' so this 
move towards more efficient hiring has the potential to be a disadvantage to immigrants and 
visible minorities.  An excellent example of disparate impact!  Furthermore, public 
administration would warn against diluting the merit principle.  But above all it smacks of 
nepotism, a phenomenon that Canadian experts decry when working as consultants in the 
countries from which we came. 
 
The Warehousing of Immigrants  
 
But the roots of our exclusion go much deeper!  They are structural and systemic and lie in the 
lack of recognition of credentials, both academic and professional, when earned abroad.  Only a 
few weeks ago I appeared on behalf of NOIVMWC before the House Standing Committee on 
Citizenship and Immigration to speak to the regulations under the Immigration and Refugee 
Protection Act.  The NOIVMWC brief addressed the question of the selection criteria for 
independent immigrants being raised from 70 to 80 points.  
 
NOIVMWC has always been on record as critical of the points system because of the inherent 
gender bias in the classification of occupations and the assessment of the skills of would be 
immigrants.  NOIVMWC maintains that raising the requirements for would-be immigrants 
would only intensify the bias and discriminate against women who in general have a lower skill 
base, less access to higher education and hi-tech training. 
 
Does Canada, perhaps with the exception of Alberta, require even more male, single, preferably 
white, high tech workers, with either English or French as a first language and armed with 
Masters' degrees and doctorates to boot?  And especially at a time when the hi-tech sector is in 
meltdown and the economic recovery from 9/11 is not seen as creating too many job 
opportunities.  Yes, there are jobs but mainly in the service sector, traditionally the domain of 
women, that remain unfilled. 
 
The proposed regulations would not change that one bit but would accelerate the progressive de-
skilling of immigrants.  Were Canada to accept a flood of highly educated and highly skilled 
immigrants would she be able to provide them with work commensurate with their qualifications 
and experience?  Experience would suggest not.  Thousands of immigrants with doctorates and 
masters' degrees are working at low paying, dead end jobs that require more brawn than brain.  
Or, if lucky, are making do on a series of short-term contracts in cash strapped immigrant 
settlement agencies.  Canadian regulatory and producer interests have consistently failed to 
recognize the educational and professional qualifications earned abroad and stand guilty of 
denying the immigrant and visible minority population their rightful place as productive 
members of society. 
 
Immigrants are taking longer and longer to find jobs commensurate with their qualifications 
because of the barriers to entry.  Canadian employers value qualifications earned abroad as 
positively inferior to those earned here, actually at 50% of the Canadian!  And they tend not to 
consider any work experience in the countries of origin as valid.  Protectionism of the worst kind 
and the subtle nature of racism is less about excluding people for the colour of their skin than 
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about fearing that they will not fit in.  As the British would say “we are not really very clubbable 
then, are we?”   
 
Racism, Incomes and Immigrants 
 
The point is reinforced by the February 25, 2002 publication of a study: “Does a Rising Tide Lift 
all Boats? Labour Market Experiences and Incomes of Recent Immigrants”2 by the Canadian 
Council of Social Development partially funded by the Federal government.  The report, written 
by two researchers for an eminently respectable and moderate entity, states that “racism 
combined with a failure to recognize the education and skills of recent immigrants explains why 
immigrants are doing less well on the job market than in the past”.  Racial discrimination, it 
writes, has become more of an issue, as new immigrants are more vulnerable to racism.  Why is 
this so?  Let us look at some statistics on immigrants, labour force participation and incomes. 
 
Three out of four immigrants now belong to visible minorities.  In 1986 we were 6% of the total 
population, now we are 11%.  Labour force participation for recent arrivals has dropped from 
86.3% in 1991 to 68.3% in 1996.  Immigrants who arrived between 1985 and 1998 earned, on an 
average, only 66% of the earnings of those immigrants who had arrived prior to 1985.   
 
Warehousing of yet more immigrants would serve no useful purpose but further erode the ‘social 
capital’ of the country.  The erosion of social capital would make Canada less competitive in an 
increasingly globalized world.  At home, this ‘brain waste’, to use Professor Jeffrey Reitz’s term, 
will put more of a strain on our already overstretched social and medical services, primarily in 
the receiving provinces of Ontario, Alberta, British Columbia and Quebec.  At the same time, the 
developing and transitional countries will experience a ‘brain drain’ as their trained and educated 
populations leave, for what they believe, would be greener pastures in Canada. 
 
True, that the gap in employment and income opportunities between recent immigrants and other 
Canadians narrowed between 1995 and 1998.  But the gap still remains very large.  In 1998, 
poverty among recent immigrants was 27% but only 13% for other Canadians.  The annual 
wages were less that 1/3rd that of other Canadians. 
 
Who Pays? 
 
The question then arises, who will foot the whopping bill for the security measures promised in 
the Anti-Terrorism Act?  In the present climate of fiscal restraint and balanced budgets, the 
money will have to be found somewhere.  Some of us fear that it will be at the expense of 
spending on soft items: the social safety net, education and health. 
 
Last year, young Asians rioted in some northern cities of England.  The report from the enquiry 
led by Sir Herman Ouseley stated categorically that the lack of ‘jobs and education’ were the two 
major causes of dissatisfaction.  Fanaticism and fundamentalism feed on grievance and grievance 
is often nurtured by deeply felt injustice, not only in Palestine and Zimbabwe, but also in 
Europe's cities.  Without being too much of an alarmist, how much longer before it plagues 
                                                 
2  Smith, Ekuwa and Andrew Jackson (2002) Does a Rising Tide Life All Boats?  Labour Market Experiences and 
Incomes of Recent Immigrants. CCSD, Ottawa www.ccsd.ca 
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Canada's cities?  There is a potentially politically explosive situation in the making in several of 
our own inner cities.   
 
An Immigrant Fights Back 
 
A day or two ago, I was lying on a sofa almost catatonic after a day's work, staring at the idiot 
box when suddenly I had to sit up and take notice.  It was the National on CBC TV and here was 
a documentary about a Tamil gentleman, an immigrant fighting at being ‘warehoused’.  He 
immigrated here from the UK with accounting qualifications from that country.  After a futile job 
search process, he had been reduced to cleaning offices and houses.  He was in the process of 
suing the Federal Government for breach of promise.  His suit alleged that he had been ‘lured’ to 
Canada under false pretences.  He had been assured by the Immigration officers in London that 
his qualifications were accepted at par only to find that it was absolutely not the case.  And good 
luck to you Sir.  
 
I have spoken about being in the shadows of Bill C36.  So, what do we do in order to emerge 
from these shadows?  
 
• Bridge the gap between the advocacy agencies and those that provide settlement and other 

services. 
• Look into the possibility of class action suits and Charter challenges wherever possible. 
• Lobby for the return of core funding and development resources. 
• Support the creation of a national mechanism for immigrants and visible minorities. 
• Re-visit the idea of multiculturalism - move out of the ‘dinner, dance, dress and dialogue 

stereotype3 that is often forced upon us by the majority.  
• Reclaim your Canadian citizenship. 
 
Above all: refuse to be a victim: walk tall, speak up, stand up and be counted.  This is our 
country too.  Thank you. 
 

                                                 
3  I am grateful to Ms. J. Negi for permission to use her quote 
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PANEL: TEACHERS, YOUTH, AND PARENTS 
 

ISSUES FACING IMMIGRANT WOMEN AND YOUTH 
 

Emily Decorby, Principal 
St. Justin’s Catholic Elementary School 

 
Communication between the school and immigrant parents is very important.  Immigrant parents 
are just as committed and interested in their children’s schooling as Canadian parents.  We 
cannot criticize immigrants for not understanding their children and schooling if we do not tell 
them what is going on in their own language; they need to be told about school events and 
meetings in their own language.  A link has been developed between the school and immigrant 
parents and families in the area of language translation and interpretation. 
 
When an immigrant family comes to the school they have to be welcomed and greeted in their 
own language.  They need to know that when they come to the school someone will understand 
them.  They also need to know that they will be set up with a liaison worker who will serve as a 
contact for the family during the school year. 
 
Communication between immigrant families and the school system is improving.  This is shown 
by the increased number of immigrant parents attending school council meetings and parent-
teacher interviews.  Parents are encouraged to come to the school and ask questions about their 
children, their education and the school system. 
 
Teachers need to know the student’s background; what language is spoken at home.  They need 
to know that some of their immigrant students face challenges in school because their education 
has been interrupted or they have never been to school because of wars, etc., that have taken 
place in their country of origin.  Students sometimes learn to speak English quite well but their 
academic English may be substandard.  They need to learn academic English, which takes much 
longer to acquire. 
 
Although ignorance of how to work with immigrant families exists in the school systems, there 
are advocates who know some of the problems immigrants face.  These advocates are fighting 
for immigrants and want to improve the conditions of immigrant youth and children and their 
families. 
 
We need to say to our immigrants, “My life is better with you here than without you.” 
 

Ewar Barzangi 
Student 

 
I came to Canada four years ago when I was 15.  I knew nothing about Canada. 
 
I want to talk to you about the issues facing immigrant youth.  Immigrant youth embrace 
Canadian culture and their family culture and values.  For many youth Canadian culture is 
illuminating.  I would say to immigrant youth “Don’t forget your cultural background.”  Youth 
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are torn between integrating into Canadian society and it’s values and maintaining the values of 
their families and their country of origin. 
 
Some immigrant families find western culture to be too liberal.  Dating and marriage become 
individual decisions.  In many families from third world countries, especially the Middle East, 
the parents make the decisions for their children.  They find their children disrespectful when the 
youth question their decisions.  Many youth date behind their parents’ backs.  They know their 
parents will never understand.  Immigrant youth take about two years to integrate into Canadian 
life.  Families take about four years. 
 
Immigrant youth face low self-esteem, language problems, racism, isolation and a feeling of not 
belonging.  You feel like you have the wrong accent or are not Canadian born and you’ll never 
fit in. Immigrant youth find it difficult to contend with Canadian consumerism because 
immigrant families do not have a lot of money.  You need money, the right clothes, the right 
food and no accent to fit in at school 
 
Immigrant youth can also be frustrated by what is going on at home.  For example, their father 
and/or their mother can’t find a job.  They can’t get jobs in the fields in which they were 
educated in their countries of origin. They may need help from the government and non-
governmental organizations.   
 
Immigrant youth need more encouragement.  They need to get involved and let their voices be 
heard.  
 
The media should take a constructive role in erasing racism. For immigrant youth racism 
happens mostly at their schools.  They are told, “Why don’t you go back where you came from?” 
The school board should have a better understanding of what is going on.  For example, Filipinos 
are being targeted for racism and the schools and school boards are not doing anything about it.  
There is no such thing as stereotyping.  Respect for differences among youth should be taught.  
Thank you. 
 

Sharmen Massey 
Student 

 
I have been in Canada for two years.  I was very nervous about coming to Canada because it is a 
different country.   
 
I have experienced many different things.  I thank Ms. Novack for teaching me English. 
 
When it comes to culture, don’t forget your own culture.  If you forget your culture you forget 
yourself.  I feel that culture makes me.  I want to follow my parent’s guidelines all my life. 
 
Youth should follow their culture.  They do things at school and outside that they wouldn’t do at 
home, like smoking, etc.  Youth should listen to their parents. It is not bad that in other cultures 
parents make the decisions for their children.  Parents do things that they know are best for their 
children. 
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At Queen Elizabeth school students face racism and discrimination.  People are shocked to be 
students and victims here.   I have never been a victim of racism but everyone is a victim of 
something.  
 
It is not a bad thing to come to Canada for a better future.  My parents and I are here for a better 
future.  My parents have not got a good future because they can’t practice their professions here 
in Canada.  I look forward to becoming a Canadian and living in Canada forever. 
 

Ellen Xu 
Student 

 
I am 18 years old and I have been in Canada for five months on a student visa.  At first I was 
very upset here in Canada.  I missed my parents, friends, students and China. 
 
The first home I stayed in was not good.  The woman treated me badly.  She cancelled my phone 
and didn’t like me to call my parents. 
 
At Queen Elizabeth school Ms. Novack became my counselor and helped me to move out.  The 
woman in my second home takes care of me like my own mother takes care of me.  My second 
housemother is my English teacher.  We talk about the differences between China and Canada 
and what life is like in Canada.  We talk about the things we enjoy doing. 
 
Every day I go to school and the library so that I can go to university.  I say, “China is my 
country.  Canada is my home town.” 
 

Chere Nozack 
 ESL Program Co-ordinator 
Queen Elizabeth High School 

 
I am a counselor at Queen Elizabeth High School.  I was originally supposed to work with new 
immigrant youth, with kids that needed English as a Second Language because they didn’t 
understand anything.  Then a co-ordinator was needed to meet with families and students to 
explain what was happening in the schools. 
 
The reality is that wherever you go in Canada there are children who have English as a second 
language and because of this they have many problems.  Co-ordinating school, home and country 
can create the biggest problems.  There are problems with time, frustration, loneliness, fear and a 
sense of loss and hopelessness. 
 
I now work with students who are landed immigrants, refugees, exchange students and visa 
students.  It doesn’t matter which group they belong to, they all suffer the same problems.  Some 
are 16 and 17 years old and have had no education before they came to Canada.  At that age they 
can only stay in high school for three years.  To expect them to get an education in this time is 
not real and not fair. 
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Teenagers need to learn or improve their English language skills in order to be competent with 
other people that are already advantaged in this area.  Children see that they have three years to 
get a high school diploma and they know it’s not going to happen easily.  They speak English but 
this doesn’t mean they can do English Literature.  In high school, even though they have good 
math skills they are competing with others who know the language.  They can feel shame, 
different, not equal with other kids in school. Sometimes teenagers feel ashamed or different and 
become frustrated because they know the material being taught in school but cannot read it and 
do not know what is expected of them.   They know the material in Math 20 or Math 30 but they 
can’t read the questions and don’t know what is expected of them.  They feel shame because 
their parents expect them to finish high school in three years and then become a doctor or a 
teacher.  Yet they can’t meet these expectations in the time they are given and become extremely 
frustrated.  Exchange students or those on a student visa have finished Grade 12 but are placed in 
classes of a lower level.  Many teenagers are not able to perform fast enough, do not have friends 
and are not part of a club or group. 
 
It is difficult for teenagers to adjust to the Canadian way of life when their parents don’t 
understand what is happening to them.  I have students come into my office every day feeling 
frustrated as a result of not performing fast enough, feeling unequal to others and being unable to 
meet their parents’ expectations.  The parents become sad because of what is happening to their 
child and knowing that they can’t fix the problems. 
 
The Edmonton Public School Board works with other agencies.  They have people who come in 
who can speak the first language of the students and their families and work with the students.  
This gives the youth more time.  The best thing to offer children is time and hope. 
 
The worst thing is the cutbacks in education.  Foreign students are the future in Canada; a future 
that buys homes, works, and runs businesses.  They need the benefits that education in Alberta 
can give them.   
 
As long as we have agencies that offer hope and give faith and encouragement and an 
opportunity for immigrant youth to express their feelings, as long as we can give them that hope 
and direction we will see the benefits for these children in the future. 
 

Sabah Barzangi1, Parent 
Writer/Journalist 

United Kurdish Women’s Press 
 
From my own experience I know that women have problems in Canada.  Women had problems 
in my own country.  The problem in Canada is how to get involved in Canadian life.  This was a 
big problem for me.  You don’t need many experiences to get involved in life.   
 
It was hard for me to find a balance in life without knowing the language and having no friends 
or family to offer support and assistance.  It is not easy to adapt to Canadian life when you are 
attached to your own culture and religious beliefs. 
                                                 
1 Sabah had to leave northern Iraq because she was a minority Kurd.  March 16th is the anniversary of the day that 
Sadam Hussein unleashed chemical warfare on a Kurdish village in northern Iraq. 
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I couldn’t depend on anyone but myself for four months.  Then I met Sonia.  When I began to 
make friends I began to adapt to life in Canada.  I had the support of my friends and my own 
courage.  This helped me overcome some of my problems. 
 
Two months ago I was asked to write an article in English.   I didn’t think I could do it because I 
have a problem with the English language.  With encouragement I was able to write the article.  
What I wrote moved people, they told me they wanted to cry.  I was very proud to have an article 
that I had written in English published because I have a problem with English. 
 
In Canada the problem is how to get and preserve your identity as a woman. We can get support 
from the government or different associations, it is available, but if you are a minority it can be 
hard to get.  They can help you get a job.  We have support from the government and the system 
but not from society. 
 
When I came to Canada I spoke only a little English.  My husband and children learned English 
before I did and spoke it better.  This was because as a woman I just took care of my family but I 
had no time to take care of myself.  I did not have time to better myself or learn English.  When 
someone asked me how I was I said, “Don’t ask.  I don’t have time.”  They replied, “At least you 
don’t have time to be depressed.”  
 
We need to help women as individuals to take care of themselves and not forget their families or 
culture. We need women to understand how to adapt between custom and Canadian law.  We 
need to keep a balance between our rights as a Canadian and as a weak woman within Canadian 
society. 
 

Ines Cesar, Parent 
Family Services Co-ordinator 

Changing Together…A Centre for Immigrant Women 
 
I am here today to talk as a parent not as a service provider or a professional.  I chose to keep a 
positive twist to my presentation by talking about the things that worked for me as a parent and 
not about all the difficulties that I have faced. Most of this will probably sound familiar to all the 
parents here or maybe someone will learn from my experiences. 
 
I am a single parent with two children: a girl 13 years old and a boy 4 years (the challenge of 
parenting a teenager and a toddler at the same time!).  I have been in Canada for 16 years and 
like many of you I knew very little English when I came here.  My heritage basically consists of 
a blend of two cultures: European and African. 
 
1. Building a strong identity in my children 
 
One of the first things I strive to give to my children is a strong identity. My children are black 
and will be easily reminded that they are different and part of a minority group. So I always 
thought that it was important that they really know where they came from, which means where 
their parents came from. They need to know what it means to be black and what it means to be 
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African so they can be proud of who they are. They need to grow up to believe that it is okay to 
be different; it is actually desirable to be unique, original and special. 
 
Language is an important part of identity.  I know that languages will help my kids understand 
different cultures at a deeper level. I speak six languages and I managed to teach my children 
four of these languages although they are not as fluent as our generation.   My 13 year old is 
fluent in four languages and has learned to take pride in it. Since one of the languages is French, 
she is able to benefit from the francophone culture in Canada. She also is able to have a closer 
connection to relatives who don't speak English or for whom English is not their first language. 
 
I believe in teaching my children certain core values: kindness, caring and respect, the 
importance of taking the time to understand other people and the concept of equality.   
 
I try to expose my kids to many causes in which I am involved such as social justice issues, 
women's issues and anti-racism activities.  That way they learn by exposure instead of by lecture 
about the things that are important to me.  I hope that just by being at many of the events that I 
attend they will adopt these values. I take my kids to a lot of cultural events, not just from our 
culture but also to events from all different ethnic groups that I encounter.  I hope they will 
marvel at the richness of cultures in this world and that they would feel comfortable being part of 
it. 
 
2. Parenting in two (or more) cultures 
 
I am parenting with the many cultures from my own heritage in the dominant Canadian culture. I 
myself grew up in two very different cultures.  The advantage of parenting within several 
cultures is that you can pick and choose from a larger arsenal of tools and tricks. You can pick 
the best from each culture and incorporate it in your parenting style, take the best from both 
worlds.   
 
I need to give credit to my own parents. I admire their parenting ability.  They are easy role 
models for me.  So I can simply rely on my natural parenting instincts instead of trying to be so 
completely different from my parents. This way I can often rely on instinct and memory in 
raising my own children.  I think that I am rather strict as a parent by Canadian standards but my 
own parents think that I am not authoritarian enough.  My kids will probably tell you that I am 
too tough. 
 
3. Communication 
 
It is such a cliché that communication is very important but it is true.   I have been very close to 
my kids since they are very little since I am basically the only parent in their life. I try to make 
sure they know that they can talk to me about everything and anything. I am quite fortunate that 
both my kids are extroverts and don't need much prompting to talk. I try to explain everything I 
do and why I am doing it.  I think that parenting is about negotiating and compromising 
especially with my 13 year old.  I try to understand them not only what they do but also what 
they think and how they feel.   
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4. Affection 
 
I am naturally a very "touchy, feely" person. I am very affectionate with my children no matter 
what age or sex.  I believe that there is no such thing as too much love. You cannot spoil your 
children with affection; you can only spoil them with things. I think that my kids will never be 
too old for affection.   
 
5. Family time 
 
Family time is important is another cliché that I believe in.  It is important just to be together; we 
don't always have to do something. Every evening, we have supper together where we get to talk. 
Even though my 13 year old often would rather be her friends, time with her family is still a 
priority. Family time includes extended family. In this busy world, scheduled family time is 
some times the only choice left.  I don't let my kids withdraw or hide in their room for any length 
of time. Even individual activities can often be done in the same room to bring us closer. We try 
to avoid the scenario where everyone is off in their own room doing their own thing. Since my 
extended family came to Canada my children are exposed to quite a family network. 
 
6. Education 
 
I believe in the value of education.  I teach my children to strive for excellence in school and in 
everything that they do. It is okay and desired to be smart no matter what their peers say. I get 
them involved in extra curricular activities, preferably one educational and one physical activity.  
It is important to keep my children busy with some of the right activities. 
 
One thing I wanted to give my children was the gift of music because I never had the chance to 
learn music myself. I figured music is a gift that they will have with them for the rest of their 
lives. Music expands their minds in ways other subjects don't. The enjoyment of music is also a 
pass time that enriches their soul. The discipline associated with learning music is a habit that 
benefits all aspects of their school life.  Money was often tight as a single parent but no matter 
how hard it got I always managed to pay for my kids’ piano lessons.   
 
7. Associate with like-minded people 
 
It is important to hang around as many friends and family who have some of the same values. 
This way my children are more likely to choose friends from the same pool of people. Also it is 
important that my children hear the same messages as mine from as many other people as 
possible. 
 
As a result, I think that my children are growing up to be confident, proud, positive and talented 
human beings. My daughter is already an individual who is very understanding, caring, and 
knowledgeable about the world.  I hope I can help my kids build enough inner strength in order 
to withstand negative comments, prejudice and to resist negative influences.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE PANELISTS 
 
When an immigrant family comes to school they need to be welcomed and greeted in their own 
language.  They need to know that they will be set up with a liaison worker who speaks their 
language and will serve as a contact between the family and the school for the year. 
 
School boards need to better understand the issues that immigrant youth and their families face.  
Teenagers need to learn and/or improve their English language skills, especially academic 
English, in order to be competent, get a good education and be able to compete with other 
students. 
 
Immigrant youth need to be given hope and encouragement for their futures.  Agencies need to 
offer this hope and encouragement, give youth an opportunity to express their feelings and help 
give youth direction. 
 
The media should play a constructive role in shaping the views of the public regarding 
immigrants to Canada.  People should be taught respect for differences. 
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LUNCH TIME ENTERTAINMENT 
 

PROMOTING CHANGE FOR IMMIGRANT WOMEN  
THROUGH POPULAR THEATRE 

 
Facilitator 

 Gail Campbell, Lecturer 
 Department of Drama, University of Alberta 

 
Participants: 

Marcella del Carmen, Volunteer 
Vega Diag, Volunteer 
Hyun Choi, Volunteer  

 Changing Together…A Centre for Immigrant Women 
 

Opening: 

A: I came to Canada to marry a Canadian. 

B: I came to Canada to learn English. 

C: I came to Canada to learn about Canadian culture. 

A: I came to Canada to get a good job. 

B: I came to Canada for more opportunities. 

C: I came to Canada to escape problems in my country. 

All: I came to Canada to for a better life. 

 

Scene 1: The 911 Call 

B: (ring, ring) Do you need police, fire or ambulance? 

C: What? I need help! 

B: What kind of help do you need? 

C: My daughter is sick. 

B: I’ll connect you with the ambulance. 

A: Ambulance. What is the address of the emergency? 

C: I need help! 

A: What is the address of the emergency? 

C: Address? I don’t understand. 

A: What is your address? Where is the emergency? 

C: Ah . . . 4916-45 Avenue. 
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A: 4916-45 Avenue. Thank you. What is the nature of your emergency? 

C: My daughter is sick. 

A: Has she been injured? Is she hurt? 

C: She is sick. 

A: What are her symptoms? 

C: What? 

A: What are her symptoms? What is the matter with her? 

C: She is very hot in the face. 

A: She is hot? Does she have a fever? Have you taken her temperature? 

C: She is sick. 

A: Does she have any other symptoms? 

C: She is crying. 

A: Is this an emergency? 

C: I don’t understand. 

A: Is this an emergency? Do you want the ambulance to take her to the hospital? 

C: Hospital, yes. 

A: Fine. I will dispatch the ambulance to your address. You will be billed for the call. 

C: What? Billed? I have to pay? 

A: Yes, ma’am. 

C: But I don’t have any money! 

A: You don’t have to pay today; you will be billed. The charge is $306. 

C: But I need help! 

A: Yes, ma’am. The ambulance will be there in 5 minutes. 

C: I need help! 

 

Scene 2: Shoes Off in the House 

A: Hi, Marcela. Glad you could make it. 

B: Thank you. 

A: Do you want to take your shoes off? 

B: No, thanks, I’m fine. 

C: Hey Marcela, were you born in a barn? 

 20   



B: Excuse me? 

C: You didn’t take your shoes off. 

A: Everyone takes their shoes off. 

C: Yeah, look, everyone has their shoes off but you. 

B: Oh, but why? 

A: I don’t know, you just do. 

C: It’s the Canadian way. 

B: Okay. 

 

Scene 3: On the Bus I 

(C enters, mimes putting change in box and walks past bus driver. A is standing behind C 

waiting to get on the bus.) 

B: Hey you. How much money did you put in? 

C: $1.75. 

B: That’s not enough. You have to pay $2. Can’t you read the sign? 

C: Oh, sorry. I am here just one week. I don’t have any more coins. Can you make change 

for me? 

B: We don’t give change. It says so right on the sign. 

C: I’m sorry. I don’t have any more coins. 

B: Well you have to pay $2 to ride the bus. 

A: Come on. Hurry up. Some of us have places to go. (She pushes past C) Foreigners. 

C: I’m sorry. What can I do? 

B: Go ahead this time, but don’t let it happen again. 

C: Thank you very much. I need to go to Millgate. Can you tell me where to get off? 

B: I don’t go to Millgate; I go to Southgate. 

C: But how do I get to Millgate? 

B: You’ll have to take another bus. Here’s a transfer. 

C: Which bus? Where? 

B: Here’s a map. 

C: But I don’t understand. Which bus do I take? 

B: Can’t help you lady, I’m just the bus driver. 
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Scene 4: On the Bus II 

(C enters, mimes putting change in box and walks past bus driver. A is standing behind C 

waiting to get on the bus.) 

B: Excuse me. How much money did you put in? 

C: $1.75. 

B: That’s not enough. You have to pay $2. Can’t you read the sign? 

C: Oh, sorry. I am here just one week. I don’t have any more coins. Can you make change 

for me? 

B: We don’t give change, sorry. 

C: I’m sorry. I don’t have any more coins. 

A: Is there a problem here? 

C: I don’t have enough coins to ride the bus. 

A: How much are you short? 

C: 25¢. 

A: Maybe I’ve got a quarter. 

B: That’s okay, go ahead this time. 

C: Thank you very much.  

A: You’re welcome. 

C: I need to go to Millgate. Can you tell me where to get off? 

B: I don’t go to Millgate; I go to Southgate. 

C: But how do I get to Millgate? 

B: You’ll have to take another bus. Here’s a transfer. I’ll tell you when you have to change 

buses. 

C: Thank you very much. 

 

Scene 5: What’s Up? 

A: Hi guys. What’s up? 

(B and C look up) 

B: Lights? 

C: What do you mean? 
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A: No, no, I mean how’s it going? 

B: Oh, we are going to West Edmonton Mall.  

C: Do you want to come? 

A: Whatever. Hey, there’s a lot of food here. Are you guys hungry? 

B: Yes. 

C: Me too. 

A: Well, help yourself. 

(B and C look insulted) 

A: Hey look at that car. Sweet! 

C: What? 

B: How can a car taste sweet? 

A: No, I mean it’s radical . . . it’s ‘bad.’ 

B: But I thought you liked the car. 

A: Yeah, right on. 

C: But you said it was bad. 

B: You mean you think it’s bad but it’s good? 

A: You betcha’. 

All: I don’t understand. 

 

Closing: 

A: In Canada I have friends and family. 

B: In Canada I am learning English. 

C: In Canada I am learning about Canadian culture. 

A: In Canada I have a good job. 

B: In Canada I have more opportunities. 

C: In Canada I am safe. 

All: In Canada I have a better life. 
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ISSUES FACING ABORIGINAL WOMEN AND YOUTH 
 

Josie Nepinak  
Aboriginal Program Consultant, Instructor 

Native Women Career Preparation Program, NorQuest College 
 
Aboriginal and immigrant women all carry the same spirit and have the same support to talk 
about issues that they face as women in general.    
 
Close your eyes.   What do you think about when you hear the work ‘Aboriginal’?  What comes 
to your mind? 
 
I am an Aboriginal.   My last name, Nepinak, translated means “from where the sun has come 
from”.  I have been extremely fortunate to have gifted women in my life, especially both of my 
grandmothers who came from Lake Winnipegosis.  In the family system in our communities 
anyone who is a grandmother is automically acknowledged as an elder and treated with the 
utmost respect.  Grandmothers were feminists in their own time.  They carried the future, carried 
the culture, reared the children and made decisions in their communities.  Their role was 
important. 
 
I will relate a little of my own story.  The history of the Aboriginal people is not a nice history.  
In the mid 1950’s to late 1960’s Aboriginal children went to residential schools.  The process of 
the government school was to get rid of the Indian problem.  The whole purpose of the 
residential school was to take the Indian out of the Aboriginal people and take the savage out of 
the Aboriginal people as well. 
 
The government had churches come in and set up the residential schools.  There was much 
oppression in these schools.    When I started Grade One I couldn’t speak English very well; I 
spoke Ojibwa.  We were forbidden to speak our native language.  Punishment involved being 
whipped or slapped, having our hair pulled, or being placed in a black room.  I still don’t like the 
dark and to this day I sleep with a night-light on.  We were made to be God fearing, afraid the 
devil would come and get us.   
 
With policies of assimilation came other oppressions as well.  Within residential schools 
Aboriginal children and women were sexually abused, physically abused, culturally abused, 
spiritually abused and forbidden to practice their own religion. 
 
Aboriginal women’s experiences are about oppression such as: racism, family violence and 
poverty. 
 
As Aboriginal women we face discrimination and racism because we are Aboriginal and because 
we are women.  We often lack access to jobs and positions of influence and authority.  
Sociologist Linda Gerber calls the situation of contemporary Aboriginal women a “multiple 
jeopardy”, stating: “The fact that Aboriginal people as a group are disadvantaged and women in 
particular suffer the greatest disadvantages suggests that the position of Aboriginal women, with 
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respect to labour force participation and income, are the most severely handicapped in their 
exchange with employers.” 
 
As contemporary Aboriginal women we share the same concerns of women in general – children, 
family, social issues, economics, education, employment and political rights.  We share many of 
these issues with our immigrant sisters and support their endeavours in working towards equality 
and a better community. 
 

Sue Languedoc 
Co-executive Director 

Aboriginal Consulting Services Association 
 
We look at history and the one thing I know with all my heart and soul is that no matter what 
colour your skin, as women we’re survivors and we’re strong.  That can be seen if we look back 
into those early days when Aboriginal women were the strength and the nurturers in the 
community.  An elder once said to me, “If you think of a teepee you think of the hide (it used to 
be a buffalo hide that used to go around that shelter) and the hide signified the men, the 
protectors, the ones who made sure that people had food and that the community was safe.  But 
the poles represented the woman, the strength that a woman has and her ability to hold strong 
through all sorts of different difficulties that come her way.” 
 
As we look at history and see how a lot of that was taken away from Aboriginal women we can 
see why today many women carry the burden of sexual abuse and family violence and poverty.  
We look at our women today and many, many, many of our women are left to raise their children 
on their own.  They’re women who carry the brunt of all the history and all the barriers that have 
occurred through all those years.  You look at some of the young ladies that we work with today 
and they carry the pain of a lot of the intergenerational abuse that’s happened.  Our women 
survived through that and if we look back a long time ago we see Aboriginal women as being the 
ones who carried on the traditions and brought the strength and protection to their families.  If 
you look at the results of the one culture infiltrating another and that culture says that who you 
are is not okay, what you believe, how you pray, the medicines that you pick; when somebody 
challenges those things you take away a piece of strength inside a woman.  But still those women 
survived and they found a way to care for their children in the only way they knew how. 
 
You talk about those days in the residential schools and how we as women are the ones who 
bring up our children and care for them.  To have your children taken away from you, sometimes 
for ten years at a time while they went to residential schools, that takes a piece of your spirit 
away and leaves a lot of pain inside. 
 
What happens is that sometimes these children went through ten years of residential school and 
were spit back into their communities. You have young ladies and young men who carry the 
burden of abuse and sadness and a lot of the pain and isolation and all of the types of abuse that 
Josie mentioned. 
 
What happened to the women of these children is they were denied the right to parent their 
children and a whole generation of children was denied the right to be parented and nurtured in a 

 25   



traditional way.  These are the women who come to our agency asking for support and help.  
These are the women who come with issues and barriers that affect their ability to move forward.  
These are the women who survive through family violence issues, sometimes through loneliness; 
they look for others to care for them because the reality is in our community a lot of our women 
are bringing up their children alone. 
 
One of the difficult issues that we see today is the whole issue around child welfare.  Child 
welfare has very high expectations on single moms who are trying to be mothers and dads and 
bring up their children despite a lot of their own pain and barriers that they bring into parenting. 
 
There is one thing that I am also seeing a lot of in terms of issues.  I work with young women 
and I’ve been running a teaching circle for about six years now.  These ladies, these young teens 
are the products of a lot of sadness and pain that their mothers have gone through.  Many of 
those young ladies that I work with say that by the time they were about eight or nine years old 
they were raising their brothers and sisters.  They were responsible for taking care of them.  
Sometimes what has happened has caused many of our young ladies to carry around a lot of pain 
and anger. 
 
One of the things I think is a very important issue that we need to start addressing is youth 
violence among our young ladies.  We have a lot of young ladies who are very angry and in a lot 
of pain and they can be very abusive and very angry because of the pain inside them.  I think 
we’ve reached a point where we accept now that there is violence amongst youth.  We have to 
start looking at our young ladies and nurturing them and helping them to heal. 
 
One of the things that these young ladies teach me is that they are strong.  They’re stronger than I 
am because they find a way to survive and they find a way to rise above some of the generational 
issues that have come into play for them.  They’ve found a way to rise above that and grab onto 
something that keeps them strong.  When I’m in the teaching circles I see these young ladies of 
14, 15, 16 years old who’ve been on their own since they were 12 and 13 and have done a 
wonderful job of dodging Child Welfare so that they don’t get apprehended.  You know, 
eventually, if you’re put in enough foster homes and you keep running away from them, you can 
sometimes slip through the cracks.  A lot of young ladies I work with have slipped through the 
cracks.  These young ladies teach me about the gift the Creator has given all of us, whether 
you’re a man or a woman or whatever culture you’re from, and that’s our survival instinct and 
our belief that as women we are bearers of children.  As the elders say, “Everybody has a 
mother.”   
 
One of the things that our elders teach our men is that we need to respect our women; we need to 
honour them because they’re the givers of life.  Many men are finding a way to heal themselves 
now because women, Aboriginal women and women of all cultures have become punching bags 
for misplaced pain and anger.  Yet we still survive and we still hang in there with our partners.  
As a survivor of sexual abuse and family violence myself I know that’s not an easy thing to do.  I 
have to try and put extra work into trying to break these cycles so that my children grow up to be 
good people. 
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One of the things that I’m very honoured about is that our elders teach our young people.  We go 
back full circle to our traditions and we help these young ladies and women understand that they 
have gifts inside them; that they have an ability to nurture themselves first so that they can 
nurture others as well.  I’m very honoured that they share those things with me.  Now we see 
women and young women as well who are going back to school, who are being involved in the 
program that Josie runs.  We see Aboriginal and Metis women who are doctors and social 
workers and psychologists and lawyers.  There is still that survival where Aboriginal women are 
moving forward and moving beyond that whole cycle of pain.  The reality is that I know that 
listening to this can sometimes make people sad, but you know, we can’t change what’s 
happened in the past but we can change how we’re affected by it. 
 
Sometimes I find as a multicultural community we try to stick together and support each other.  
One of the best gifts that I’ve been given is from people from the multicultural community who 
teach me what the issues are for immigrant and refugee women.  In many ways what that teaches 
me is that what it all comes down to it is the skin colour may be different but pain is pain and 
healing is healing and how you do that is really what’s important.  We have to honour our 
differences but also rejoice in what we have that is similar. 
 
I thank you for the time today.  I was taught by the elders never to write anything down, just to 
speak from my heart so I hope this has made sense to you.  I thank you for the time and the 
respect.  I thank very much you for inviting me today.  One of the things that I’ve been taught is 
that many of us can be bridges between communities, between cultures and sometimes that’s not 
easy.  Sometimes it’s very painful because sometimes people judge others only by the colour of 
their skin and not the colour of their heart.  One thing I know just from sitting here and getting a 
feel for everyone here is that we’re all on the same path and that path is to help all of our 
communities work towards healing and strength.  So I thank you for giving me the opportunity to 
speak.  Thank you. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
  
1. We need to learn the historical roles of elders, men, women and children in the Aboriginal 

community and how the European influence destroyed this. 
 
2. We need to learn about relationships in terms of roles, responsibilities and balance. 
 
3. We need to realize the impact of the residential schools and the loss of parenting 

opportunities 
 
4. We need to know the critical issues that are a direct result of cultural genocide: family 

violence, substance abuse, poverty, and lack of self-identity. 
 
5. We need to know that Aboriginal people are over represented in the Child Welfare, Young 

Offender and Federal Prison systems.  
 
6. We need to learn about the growing issues regarding female violence and abuse. 
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7. We need to know that there is healing, strength and wellness in the Aboriginal community 
and a return to the teachings of the Elders. 

 
 

COMMENTS AND QUESTIONS  
 
Question:  
 

Thank you both.  It was very interesting.  I’ve had some experience with the Aboriginal 
community.  I did work for an organization that was doing training programs in the area.  
One of my observations was that the students themselves were very willing to move 
along and start the healing process.  My observations during that nine months were that 
people in higher positions, people that were off reserves, people that had more power and 
control were very much against moving along with the healing process. I believed this 
was affecting the progress of the students that I was working with.  Any comments on 
that? 

 
Response: 
 
 That certainly is an issue.  There’s no logical explanation.  It is a fact that as Aboriginal 

people and this includes our leaders we have experienced oppression.  I believe our 
leaders have internalized the oppression in these terms: when you’re oppressed you look 
for ways in which you can maintain or increase your self-esteem. That means taking 
control of power over other people.  I believe that is what has happened to some of our 
leaders in our communities.  They think, “I will maintain control because I have all of 
these issues and I’m not sure what to do with them.”  I believe that although I’m not 
saying that’s the answer. 

 
Comment: 
 
 That was my observation and I thought maybe I was not doing this right.  We can’t 

change what happened.  What we can do is control how we want to get along.  I felt very 
restricted at times working with that group because there was that control at the top.  We 
wanted to do so much but then they were right on top of everything. It was very 
controlled.  All of us need to look at what those issues are, to move towards healing our 
spirits. Let’s look at more of those issues around control and let’s move beyond that. 

 
Comment: 
 

My comment is in relation to the report that was released by the Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples a few years ago with regards to the conditions and the racial situation.   
The recommendations that came from the Commissioners document what the problems 
are. As to whether the problem is with leaders or whether the problem is within 
communities, whatever, we have evidence of where we can go from here.  It has to be an 
issue for all of us.  I don’t think that there is a will within the federal government and the 
provincial governments to move forward on the Aboriginal issues.  This pains me, day by 
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day, to see the pain that Aboriginal people face in this country. And we pretend that 
Canada is the best country to live in.  For whom is it the best country?   

 
Response: 
 
 You don’t want to get me started on that one.  Thank you for those kind words and thank 

you for that empathy as well.  You know, I guess I’m not a very political person because 
I don’t understand politics. It seems to be based on power and control and fear and 
oppression in many ways.  One of the things you’ve nailed down is the fact that we know 
that there is substandard housing and substandard water treatment, especially on reserves.  
You know, everybody knows, we call it stinky water.  When you go onto the reserves, 
even on the reserves around here, you can’t drink a lot of the water.  It’s smells.  You 
look at the housing and the amount of money that’s allocated for housing: I don’t know 
what the answer is. It is certainly known within the government.  I imagine it’s the same 
for many cultures.  We’ll allow you this much freedom but don’t get too uppity.   Don’t 
rock the boat too much because we will remind you that we are the ones who still have 
the control.   

 
Question: 
 
 I have a question and it’s going to be addressed to Sue.  Sue, you mentioned something 

about Child Welfare.  It is indeed very tragic the way the children are being taken away 
from their families.  I was wondering, what is reasonable?  Whose standards are they?  
It’s so tragic that people have to dodge around child welfare.  What are the expectations?   
Is there some advocacy that we can do around this?   I am a social Worker as well and I 
work in the Grey Nuns Hospital in the Mental Health Program.  My name is Papia Das 
and I’m very interested in this because I too have a lot of patients who come in with 
mental health concerns and it is based around children’s issues. I’d like to hear some 
comments on that.   

 
Response by Sue Languedoc: 
 
 I guess, as a social worker, as a professional, safety is a non-negotiable issue.  Safety, 

child safety is something that cannot be compromised regardless of culture or traditions 
because children deserve to be safe.  I think what’s lacking is an understanding and an 
interpretation of how children are nurtured, how children are taken care of and how our 
traditions are woven into bringing our children up.  For example, years ago the use of the 
extended family was something that was very much a part of our traditions.  Often child 
welfare workers will misinterpret that.  Perhaps a child will go and live with auntie for a 
while and then maybe go and live with grandma.  I guess if the child is safe and fine then 
what is wrong with that?  Sometimes it’s ignorance towards some of the traditional ways 
of doing things.  Some of those traditions have gotten lost and so we can’t hide behind 
these either at the risk of children being unsafe.  I tend to try and be very open minded 
but sometimes I’m seeing a double standard in terms of how Aboriginal women are being 
treated within the Child Welfare System versus mainstream families.  I know that there 
are more groups like the Elizabeth Fry Society that have started some supports for 
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Aboriginal women who are struggling with the issue of Child Welfare and the whole 
issue around their children being threatened with PGO (Permanent Guardianship Status).  
I believe no matter what, our children deserve to be safe and that’s a non-negotiable issue.  
I think now Child Welfare workers are being mandated to understand and take cross-
cultural training.  I think that’s a great thing but I think some people are resentful about 
that too.  I hope that answers your question. 

 
Comment: 
  
 I have a comment because I come from colonial rule and I know the pain and oppression 

and all that.   
 
 I think the Aboriginal community needs to develop a media and lobbying strategy. When 

the media targets immigrants and refugees they say, “Look how quickly these people 
become citizens: they have money and a house, they help themselves.”  The media 
compares your people unfairly to immigrants and refugees.  Immigrants and refuges have 
a lot of skills, etc.; they’re not stuck at ground zero.  So that is one thing. 

 
 The second thing, again because I come from colonial rule, I believe you need a good 

mentoring program because these young girls, who are abusive to others and themselves 
need one-on-one counseling.  They need an anchor point.  You can see that where the 
system has worked success has been very high.  What I see is that you need to balance 
between resiliency and victim.  The victim is the prime concern but when I hear about the 
resiliency I say, “Talk more about it so people will have more hope; hope that their lives 
will not be wasted.  Some people are being helped.  Some people are managing to beat 
poverty back.  So that’s my comment from an immigrant’s point of view and as one 
coming from a colonial society to another living in a colonial society. 

 
Deborah Morrison 
 
 Friends, today, in this hour we have been moved, haven’t we.  We’ve heard some very 

personal stories.  Both of these women have been willing to share their personal stories, 
to tell us about their families, to talk about how they are survivors.  Women in the 
Aboriginal culture are survivors. I find it hard to just walk away from this so I’m going to 
ask you to please participate with me in one small exercise to end this.   Let us honour 
and thank Sue and Josie who have represented today the first people of this country, the 
first women. All of us came later.  Let us share our solidarity with them and acknowledge 
and honour that what they have shared with us has moved us. Let us show them that we 
will continue in solidarity with them to work towards resolving some of the issues that 
they’ve shared with us.  Would you please stand with me and form a circle with Sue and 
Josie to honour and thank them and share and demonstrate our solidarity.  Let’s have an 
unbroken circle of energy and love.   

 
 Sue and Josie, we thank you, we honour you and we pledge to continue to work in 

solidarity with you to deal with the issues you have shared with us.  Please accept our 
love and our energy.  Thank you. 
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POST DURBAN, SOUTH AFRICA 
RACISM, YOUTH, GENDER ISSUES 

 
Victor Wong, Executive Director 

Vancouver Association of Chinese Canadians 
 
I’m really glad to be here and I thank the organizers for inviting me here to speak.   I’m with the 
Vancouver Association of Chinese Canadians and we are a chapter of the Chinese Canadian 
National Council. 
  
You know there have been many World Conference Against Racism (WCAR) conferences right 
across Canada. There was a national conference in Ottawa, which produced the NGO Steering 
Committee, and later another NGO driven conference produced the National Anti-Racism 
Council out of this process. 
 
While I was in Durban, South Africa for the World Conference Against Racism, my housemates 
were Josephine, Tigist, Christine and Sonia and they are here.  If you want any inside stories see 
me later on that. 
 
There is an information website: it’s www.narc.freeservers.com.  From that site you just click 
onto favourite links and it will link you up with various resource sites that have to do with the 
issues of racism.  
 
I thought WCAR was a very positive experience although it was negative for some people 
because there was conflict over issues of the Middle East.  There was a lot of tension around that.  
But overall, I think for most of us who went, that it was a great opportunity to work and to 
validate our work on anti-racism. Those of you who are working in the field, you know how 
lonely you can be especially when you’re going to take leadership on an issue, whether it’s local 
or regional, provincial or national.  It really renewed, I think, our commitment to fighting racism 
here in Canada.  
 
You know, we were in a free South Africa, not a perfect South Africa but a free South Africa 
that’s been trying to overcome its legacy of apartheid.  They still have the fall out from it but at 
the same time there were these wonderful, wonderful people who welcomed us.  Our host was 
very welcoming.  Even the fellow at the airport asked us “Are you coming for the Conference?” 
We said, “Yes.”  His response: “Welcome to South Africa.”  The first person to welcome me was 
that fellow at the airport. 
 
There’s a real need now to push the government at home.  You know about the aftermath of 
September 11th; all the racial profiling that is taking place.  Even Sikh’s who wear turbans were 
targeted all over the place in Canada and in the United States.  There were men of Middle 
Eastern origin who were arrested and there are still some who remain in jail basically on 
suspicion and their rights are being trampled upon because of this fear that rose out of September 
11th.  We also have a lot of security legislation here at home: C-11 the Immigration Bill, C-36 the 
Security Bill and also C-42 which is a new Transportation Bill.  All of these Bills have security 
elements to them. 
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In B.C., we also see cuts to Social Assistance. This is going to hurt women, youth, immigrants, 
and refugees, specifically the cuts to Social Assistance, Legal Aid, and social programs.   There 
are cuts to access to health care and education and all sorts of implications for employment, 
employment opportunities for young people, for women, visible minorities, immigrants and 
refugees.  
 
I’m focusing on my work back home as a member of the National Anti-Racism Council. You 
can see our website URL up on the board.   I encourage you to log on. I would encourage those 
of you who are active in the anti-racism field to join us at the National Anti-Racism Council.  
We are also organizing various conferences this year.  I’m involved also with the Chinese 
Canadian National Council and various other Asian and cultural organizations that are 
organizing a Pan-Asian Canadian National Conference in Vancouver June 7 – 9.   
 
There are other national events that are happening.  Those of you who do refugee work know 
there’s the Canadian Council for Refugees.  They are holding a meeting in St. John’s, May 17-19 
and then there will be a fall consultation in Calgary specifically to talk about refugee issues.  
There is of course Citizenship and Immigration Canada.  The Immigration Department usually 
holds an annual symposium and that gives you another opportunity to work on immigrant and 
refugee issues.  There is the Volunteer Sector Initiative, which is initiated by the federal 
government. I understand that there must have been some consultations here in Edmonton.   
They’re still trying to work through their response to all of the cuts that were made to the 
volunteer sector in the mid 1990’s and how they’re going to rebuild the fabric that was ripped 
apart at that time.  There are issues of fundraising such as charitable numbers for the volunteer 
sector.  
 
Internationally, there’s the CERD Report, which is to respond to the Convention to Eliminate 
Racial Discrimination.  There’s a report filed by Canada and it’s going to be reviewed by the 
United Nations sometime later on in the summer.  We understand the anti-racism agenda will be 
busy in Canada.  There are a lot of issues around migrants’ rights.  I’m working on migrants’ 
rights locally and internationally; it’s a large issue.  I attended a couple of conferences in Manila, 
Philippines on this issue.  There’s the Environmental Summit in South Africa this summer.  For 
many Canadians, the Aboriginal, and African-Canadian communities in Nova Scotia have to deal 
with environmental racism right in their backyard.  And so there are these types of international 
opportunities to raise our issues.   
 
If I’m given a chance later on, we can talk a little bit more about Bill C-11 because it’s the new 
immigration bill and how it’s going to affect immigrants and refugees here in Canada.  But I 
want to just stop right here and just give somebody else a change to carry on.  Thank you. 
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Tigist Dafla 
 Immigration Youth and Settlement Worker 

Catholic Social Services 
 
I was one of some 300 Canadian NGO members attending the United Nations Conference 
Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, (WCAR) in 
Durban, South Africa from August 25 – September 7, 2001.  This participation included the 
Youth Summit, the NGO Forum and the Government Conference. 
 
I was the Canadian Council for Refugees representative at all the three events.  I can say it was 
challenging and at times frustrating.  Most of all it presented many perspectives on the issues of 
racism and anti-racism education.  The event brought together between 7,000 - 10,000 people 
from around the world to discuss, debate, and create the beginnings of an international 
instrument that can be used to address the questions of racism in all spheres of society.   
 
While the WCAR processes were not entirely transparent, the Conference was successful in 
providing a forum for the victims of racism from all over the globe and giving them an 
opportunity to express themselves and be heard.  Anti-racism activists are now much better 
prepared to deal with issues locally and internationally from the information shared and gathered 
at the conference.   
 
The Youth Summit 
 
There were serious efforts at the Youth Summit to create a worldwide network via the Internet in 
an effort to build a stronger community that can address racism anywhere in the world. 
 
The NGO-Forum 
 
The NGO Forum provided an opportunity for a number of groups to present their current 
situations. These included the challenges the Dailet community faces with respect to the question 
of caste and racism, the Roma people from Europe and the challenges they face, to the question 
of the Palestian/Israeli relationship and then to colonization, and slave reparations.  
 
Most NGO action throughout the preparatory process and at the conference itself was organized 
through over thirty caucus groups with shared concerns. For the first time in an international 
forum, migrant and refugee rights group worked together to further the protection of these 
groups.  I was told that the refugee groups were, in contrast, slow to get involved in the WCAR, 
and even at the final Conference were conspicuously under represented. However, at the Durban 
meeting migrant and refugee NGOs worked collaboratively and collectively together and were 
seen by many at the NGO Forum as one of the model caucuses. 
 
The number of refugee and migrants themselves at the NGO Forum, which took place in advance 
of the Conference, was encouraging. Some groups had gone out of their way make sure that 
refugees and immigrants were represented on their delegations. There were hundreds of NGO 
stands set up in the exhibition tents.  There were organized workshops, staged protests and 
demonstrations. While the NGO Forum was vast, diverse, and at times seemed disorganized, it 
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undoubtedly provided a forum for people to meet, share ideas, build networks, and forge 
alliances. 
 
The Government Process 
 
The paragraphs on refugees in the draft documents were contentious, as illustrated by the 
inadvertent dropping of a paragraph early in the negotiations that called on states to ensure that 
all measures relating to refugees and asylum are fully in accordance with the 1951 Refugee 
Convention.  The irony of dropping a paragraph that ensured that various states actions were 
fully in compliance with the Refugee Convention was that it took place in the very year that the 
same states were organizing the Convention’s 50th anniversary and planning to meet later in the 
year to reaffirm their commitment to the Convention. 
 
One of the NGOs’ primary objectives was to lobby for re-insertion of language on compliance 
with the 1951 Convention into the document. This was an objective that was achieved with help 
from the Norwegian delegation. 
  
Dissent over the refugee paragraphs centred on four main issues.  
 

1. Local Integration  
2. Right to Return and the Middle East Question    
3. Burden Sharing    
4. The 1951 Convention  

 
One of the most rewarding and surprising achievements of the WCAR was the inclusion of a 
paragraph on the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement. When the paragraph was first 
discussed, it was met with immediate and unanimous opposition from countries such as Pakistan, 
Sudan, China, Egypt, and the Russian Federation, all of whom opposed inclusion of any mention 
of the Guiding Principles, arguing that they were legally non-binding, had not been endorsed by 
the UN system, were “drafted by one individual,” and were not universally applicable.  
 
Colombia is one of the few countries with a large internally displaced population willing to 
support the Guiding Principles. In the days that followed several Colombian NGOs worked 
closely with the Colombian Government to garner sufficient support to pass the paragraph.  The 
paragraph was finally passed towards the end of the Conference.  This was a major victory for 
the Guiding Principles and those involved in drafting and promoting them, but also an important 
recognition of the plight of internally displaced persons, which had been largely ignored 
throughout the Conference. 
 
Overall Impressions 
 
The role of NGO involvement throughout the preparatory process, at the regional meetings and 
the prep-committees, and the technical meetings proved to be very important for each of the 
preparatory draft documents and providing alternative language where appropriate. Much of the 
NGOs language made its way into the final conference documents.   In the end, the outcome of 
the Conference with regards to the rights of refugees, migrants, and internally displaced persons 
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was positive. Although not legally binding, there is now a comprehensive document to which 
NGOs can hold governments accountable.  The NGO coalition building as a result of the 
conference will bear long-term benefits, not least for refugee and migrants’ rights advocates. 
 
For me personally, it was an intense learning experience with the Migrant and Refugee NGO 
Caucus in particular because the level of effectiveness and efficiency, the need for meticulous 
advance preparation and in-depth knowledge of the documents was what was asked of each of 
the participants in the refugee caucuses. However, over the past year and half my experience 
with the Canadian Council for Refugees and my active participation with the pre-conference 
preparation have paid off and helped me to be able to participate until the end.  At the end I was 
convinced that it was important for me to bring back something to use to make positive changes 
that will determine the ultimate outcome of the World Conference.  This will take more work 
and a clear understanding to fight against racism and make it count. 
 
So I am more than committed to a long-term engagement on the elimination of racism in all 
forms, in particular for refugees and immigrants.   I wish to take this chance to give thanks to the 
Canadian Council for Refugees for giving me the opportunity to experience a life-changing event.  
Thank you  
 

Christine Baghdady, Instructor 
 Grant MacEwan College, University of Alberta 

Political Science, Intercultural Communications Business Ethics, 
 Sociology, ASEAN Culture 

 
This was my first trip to South Africa and it was truly inspiring.  My relationship with South 
Africa comes out of the work I did in the anti-apartheid movement in the late 1970s while 
attending high school.  Being in South Africa gave me the opportunity to fully appreciate the 
impact an individual can have when working with others on a cause. 
 
The combination of the World Conference Against Racism and the location of South Africa were 
a formidable force on the issues we discussing.  An added bonus was that our residence was 
located outside of Durban, in Wentworth.  Our residence, in hindsight, proved to be a key to 
providing me, as well as my colleagues, a safe place to process our daily activities, get rest and 
meet the local community.  In addition, our host opened up a broader and more personal view of 
South Africa pre and post apartheid. As Victor said, our host was part of the ‘colored 
community’, so we were able to experience a whole other side of the discussion from a local 
perspective.  The community, and I agree with him, was phenomenal.  Twice, we were picked up 
by the police and whisked away to our destination.  Near the end of our stay we were making 
bets – are they going to do this a third time for us before we leave? – Three times lucky? 
 
In terms of the actual conference (NGO Summit, Youth Forum and WCAR), it was so much 
more than the media portrayed it.  It was challenging, difficult, political, and constructive.  
 
There were approximately 15,000 people from around the world tackling a multitude of issues.  
Everything from youth and racism to the abolition of the death penalty in the United States was 
dealt with.  One conversation that stands out for me is the one conveyed to me by Tigist, 
Josephine and Victor.  They had had a conversation with a young ‘white’ man who was a 
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security officer -- the details were of an ongoing conversation he was having with his father on 
his involvement with this conference. The conversation he was having with his father was an 
exceedingly difficult one as this young man thought that his father might be a ‘racist’. 
 
The conference offered a unique opportunity for those of us who work in the field.  We had the 
space and the time to sit and create coalitions, find common ground, listen to the totality of the 
story of racism – in all its forms and think about the future. 
 
Admittedly the days were crazy - like getting up at 7 am in the morning and not being sure if we 
were going to make it the conference site.  There were problems with the logistics of the 
conference, and with the overall organization of the conference.  However, a conference of this 
nature needs to be viewed in the light of the positive affect it may provide to further the cause of 
human rights.  To that end, I think the conference has opened the eyes of all of us to look beyond 
the obvious and to dig deeper to discover the depth of the issue. 
 
For myself, my mind has started to settle down and the words have become easier to put to paper.  
I have finished writing two papers on the conference and have begun a third one looking at the 
faith community, racism and the conference.  In addition, I have been speaking to the community 
at large about the conference and how we can tackle racism in our own backyard.  This effort is 
only the tip of the iceberg and I am only one of many people who are working to try to make a 
difference. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you. 
 

Josephine Pallard, President 
Northern Alberta Heritage Language Association 

 
It’s really a wonderful privilege for me to have been in Durban, South Africa for three weeks 
with the same people.  Can you imagine four women with one man and that was Victor, under 
one roof?  And so we’d say, “Victor, can you please, Victor, can you please”.  So Victor was a 
gentleman and I think we abused him.  That calmness, the way he’s speaking right now, I can 
relate to you one incident in the house where we were.  Victor wanted to toast bread but then he 
wanted to turn on the coffee maker and I think it was the oven or something.  And I was in one 
of the rooms and then he said, “Josephine, I think the house is burning.”  And it was true because 
there was only one outlet.  In other words, you toast your bread, you wait till it’s toasted, and 
then you plug in your coffee maker, you have your coffee and after that you plug in your 
refrigerator so at least you have cool water to drink. But we thought that it’s like Canada, and 
before we knew it there were fireworks in the house.  And there was Victor, “What will I do?”  
So we managed to survive by being able to know that there are things that we just take for 
granted here in Canada that are priceless down there, just like in my home country, in a third 
world country. 
 
How did I come to be so involved with community work and human rights and so on?  I come 
from a third world country called the Philippines.  I was an active youth way back in the 1960’s 
when we were fighting against our dictator, the late great Marcos family, both Imelda and 
Ferdinand Marcos.  Mildred is here as well to attest to whatever I say.  So every time I have the 
opportunity to really come out and do a little bit more on volunteer work I always give my time. 
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I’m so happy that Christine decided to include me on her list of people that were going to South 
Africa.  And she called our name after culture, in short a yogurt group - the fact that we were 
forever active.  Here in Canada when the conference was going on you heard so many negative 
reports.  There was nothing we could bring out from the Globe and Mail or the Journal, from any 
media or any kind of newspaper that was good.  In other words, what was happening there was 
never considered to be a positive work.  But that’s not true. 
 
It’s the way we really took the whole program or the whole conference.  There were 42 
conferences and we all wanted to be there.  At 5 o’clock in the morning we were nicely sleeping.  
I think I was the first one to wake up and I would wake up Christine.  We usually decided to 
walk, we would hear the call for prayer at 5 in the morning and I would say. “It’s time to wake 
up.”  I would not wake up Christine until I had my shower first because the hot water was limited.  
So I went first at 5 o’clock; Sonia went third.  “Josephine the water is cold!”  Of course I had 
used it all up.  We’d come home at 10 o’clock at night, again with the security guards.  They 
were really nice.  There was always a helicopter hovering over our convention area, security 
checks as you came and went and out of doors we were always checked.  So that was one of the 
things we appreciated. 
 
But one of the things I was really, really happy to be part was the youth conference, the fact that 
we were given a chance to be with them for four days.  Tigist said they’re not the future or they 
don’t want to become people of the future.  It’s very true.  But we have to make them our leaders 
of tomorrow.   
 
Being a schoolteacher I have been asked to speak three times: to my school board, to my staff as 
a group and to many of the parents who asked me to talk about the experiences I had in Durban.  
Every time I go I do not want to talk just about my own personal experience, but the idea that the 
youth are really a very important, a very vital group of citizens in our world. 
 
Hopefully we all have parents and I encourage our aboriginal people here – their group of people 
is full of pain and anger. I saw that in South Africa among the children and youth when we were 
at the market place.  To them there’s so much anger despite the fact that they know that 
affirmative action is there.  They still have to fight over and over and over again.  Affirmative 
action has been there since 1948 but it is still not a reality to them.  
 
When we went on the beaches we could still see that this is the part for the coloured and we are 
coloured.  I am coloured.  As long as you have a tinge on your skin you are coloured.  You go to 
another part of the beach – all white.  You go to another part of the beach – all black.  So I have 
never really seen an intermingling of all these people.  So that was something that I would have 
to carry back and say, “You know it’s still a divided country.”  That’s what we have done.  
 
Now to me being a teacher I would like to work more on the educational part of anti-racism and 
human rights because where else can you go, as parents, as youth, where else can you go if our 
government is not listening to us.  We will become the voice.  It’s our turn now.   We can never 
wait.  I will not lie.  Laurie said patience.  We have patience but time is up and we need to be 
active.  We don’t need to vigilant but we can always work out a chance. Thank you. 
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Nomsa Ekisa 
 Born in South Africa 

Volunteer 
 Changing Together…A Centre for Immigrant Women 

 
When one of the speakers mentioned that her wake up call in the morning was the calling of the 
Mullah from the nearby mosque I say you are lucky.   If you lived where I lived the first thing 
that would have woken you up would have been the sound of guns.  In the dead of night you 
would hear it pop.  You might not know then and there who was shot.  But sure enough, you will 
find out the following morning.  While I would be concerned about somebody being shot, I soon 
realized how desensitized to death people had become. 
 
Residential areas were designated according to race.  The areas were predominately white, 
coloured or black.  The segregation was entrenched in law and policy. During apartheid you 
could see the different things in housing, medicine and everything.   Black people became 
concentrated in areas that were characterized by overcrowding, lack of amenities like lack of 
electricity, poor recreational facilities and poor transportation.  White areas were predominately 
comfortable to affluent, had superfluous sporting facilities and all the amenities like electricity. 
 
I lived in Johannesburg, which is way up north.  I lived there till I was about six years old and 
ready to go to school. When I was eleven years old my parents decided to send me to Swaziland, 
which is a small independent neighbouring country that follows the British system of education.  
I went there from Standard 4 (Grade 4) up to O Level (Grade 11) then spent two years in Lesotho 
at the University of Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland before going abroad. 
 
When in Swaziland I returned home during school holidays. In 1960 my parents had moved from 
Johannesburg to live in Cape Town.  When we first moved to Cape Town I found there was a big 
difference because Cape Town was lower in apartheid or apartheid intensified in Cape Town 
later than in the rest of South Africa. 
 
New Year’s Day was a big festive day spent at the beaches around the city.   Muzenberg is one 
of the oldest and more popular beaches because of its long stretches of white sand. That year 
when we went to the beach, as in earlier years, people of different racial groups swam and played 
together without problems.  That was my first year in Cape Town.  The following year when I 
returned the beach had been divided into three sections indicated by signs saying black, coloured 
and white.  All that people did was to remove the signs and go about.  The patrolling police 
turned a blind eye.  But when I returned in the third year, things were very different.  The 
government had actually built separate beaches for the three races.  Muzenberg, the best beach 
on the western side of Cape Town was now reserved for whites only.  Anybody who was not 
white was punished by imprisonment if found there.  A second beach a few miles away had been 
created for the coloured people.  This was not as lush as Muzenberg but still comfortable.  This 
one was called “Strand”.  A third one had been created some distance further down the coast 
towards a fishing area.  This one was for black people.  It was named Mnandi Beach, i.e., 
vernacular for Fun Beach.  The irony was that people in Cape Town had been accustomed to 
Sandy Beach but this new beach was more rocky than sandy.  It was more a pebble beach.  
Because it was by the fishing area of the sea, seal fishermen used the big rocks on the beach to 
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skin the seals.  So people would come to swim, sometimes to be greeted by seal carcasses and 
blood and entrails.  Faced with this the Africans took to the streets to protest until it was cleaned 
up and seal cleaning moved to another location. 
 
Johannesburg was another story. If you want to work and make a very good living compared to 
other parts of South Africa you go to Johannesburg.  If you take New York and California you 
say Johannesburg is a combination of both.  People want to go to Johannesburg.  People who are 
in commerce look for work there. After apartheid people were finding it hard to get jobs because 
the government introduced job regulation whereby all the white collared jobs had to go to whites 
whether they had the education or not.  The second lot was the coloureds and then the black 
people.  Black people experienced low wages since the wage structure was such that the whites 
got the highest pay, the coloureds the next highest pay and the black people the lowest. 
 
The same with education.  When I first went to school we had free universal education and a 
school lunch.  The lunch had been a thick slice of brown bread with jam or marmalade.  With the 
change to ‘Bantu’ or ‘Native’ education for black the food was phased out over two years while 
they maintained free lunches in the other schools.  In the black schools textbooks gradually 
dwindled. Two years later black children started having to pay school fees but coloured and 
white children did not. This was part of the policy not to encourage black children to aspire 
beyond the position of menial work. I remember when it was introduced.  For many black 
parents the result of changing fees, though 4 British shillings at the time, was to pull a lot of 
children out of school.  The average wage then for labourers in the smaller towns was 4 to 5 
pounds and some families in Africa had 5, 6, 7 children at school.  If you had to send all those 
children to school, paying 16 shillings for each per month, where is the money to even feed them?  
On top of that there were uniforms to buy and so on.  And so the result was that a lot of children 
had to drop out of school. 
 
Faced with falling educational standards a lot of highly educated black teachers said, “Because 
you are changing our education to a menial type of education, we’d rather leave the country than 
be members of this society.”  A lot of these teachers decided to leave the country, either going 
into exile abroad or going to work in neighbouring countries.  This further exacerbated the 
numbers dilemma for black schools in South Africa because the remaining teachers had to deal 
with larger class sizes.  Meanwhile other countries were gaining valuable human resources since 
South Africa had the oldest universities in sub-Sahara Africa.  The black university called Fort 
Hare was opened in 1912.  A number of African leaders had their education there. 
 
Thank you. 
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Ernest Khalema 
Northern Alberta Alliance on Race Relations 

 
Thank you very much for your invitation to speak about the post-Durban experiences and my 
experiences as a child growing up in South Africa.  
 
First of all I would like us to take three seconds of silence. This is in connection with the 
International Day for the Elimination of Racism.  At a similar time thirty years ago, a number of 
students in South Africa, while objecting to discriminatory laws and an inferior education, were 
killed by the police. These students sacrificed their lives for freedom and equity and it is because 
of them that some of us are here today.  Thank you.   
 
The struggle continues. While you’re thinking about the sacrifices they have made, take a 
moment and also think of thousands and thousands of Palestinian and Israeli children who want 
peace and a better future. Not to be too political, I think Palestinian youth deserve our special 
attention as they struggle for recognition and respect. Because this is a conference and a place 
where we exchange ideas, I think that while we grieve we should not be selective in our grieving. 
We should grieve for everybody who is in pain, Palestinian or Israeli.   
 
I would like to raise the issues that were raised in Durban.  I was born in South Africa and for 
those who had an opportunity to visit, it is a beautiful country.  I didn’t go to Durban but I am 
well aware of the issues.  I have been involved, however, in the preparatory conferences in 
Canada leading to Durban. For example, I was a delegate at the preparatory conference that was 
held in Toronto in July on the African descendents response and position to the Durban 
conference.  The conference was organized by the African-Canadian Legal Clinic based in 
Toronto and it brought together academics, community leaders, activists, government personnel, 
and youth from all over the country to discuss issues affecting African-Canadians.  In this 
conference we had the privilege of being addressed by a renowned African-American leader, Mr. 
Randall Robinson, president of TransAfrica and author of "The Debt, What America Owes to 
Blacks".  Mr. Robinson spoke of an African holocaust that began early on in Western history 
when people of African descent were uprooted from their homelands and subjugated to slavery 
(a crime against humanity). According to Robinson, “the black holocaust is far and away the 
most heinous human rights crime visited upon any group of people in the world over the last five 
hundred years.” This crime, according to Mr. Robinson, set precedents for other crimes in the 
western world such as apartheid in South Africa, segregation in the U.S., and colonialism in 
much of the world. 
 
In this conference, a topic of contention “reparations for slavery” was at the center of the debates 
and discussions. Almost all the speakers placed the reparations discussion in the larger historical 
framework of 246 years of slavery and another hundred years of racially discriminatory laws in 
the U.S. and Canada. Canada was implicated in this crime against humanity and for me I was 
puzzled about the extent of racism in Canadian history.  We also heard about the everyday 
experiences of racism in employment, housing, media, and academia. These issues were real, 
whether one was a student or professional. In the youth session, we heard of racism in the 
schools, the experiences of young people in the malls, and stereotypes in the media. I personally 
learned a great deal by talking with other youth and learning from their experiences. As a result 
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of this preparatory conference we drafted a position paper and a document that was later adopted 
by the Canadian NGO delegation to Durban. There were three more preparatory conferences that 
I attended, one with youth issues, another with immigrant experiences, and another on the 
intersection between gender, race, and class. These were all beneficial in preparing for WCAR. 
 
I also conducted research for The Northern Alberta Alliance on Race Relations (NAARR) in 
preparation for WCAR. The objective of this research project was to incorporate the voice of 
Alberta youth in the United Nations World Conference on Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance. Since the first official United Nations began establishing 
resolutions challenging and combating racism and other forms of inequality, people and 
governments continue to take a number of initiatives at global, national and local levels.  
Specific objectives included: 
 

• To stimulate a youth discussion on the issues raised by the World Conference, to ensure 
lasting benefits for Alberta and to seek input from diverse groups of Alberta youth 
regarding important issues of racism and related inequalities.  

 
• To inform WCAR of Alberta youths’ perspectives on racism and social inequalities, and 

to gain a perspective on the extent of racism in their context and to identify the means to 
combat it. 

 
• To facilitate dialogue among youth interested in eliminating racism, while assisting in the 

development of a local anti-racism activist youth groups. 
 
• To assess and evaluate the impact of social structures and institutions in perpetuating 

racism and other forms of discrimination including gender, ability, sexuality, and class. 
 

• To build on existing anti-racism programs in Alberta and mobilize youth to take active 
roles against racism. 

 
We went around northern Alberta and talked to youth about what racism was and did they feel 
that racism exists in Alberta?  The questions we asked were: what were their views?  What kind 
of changes can be made?  What can be done to ease the pain of survivors of racism?   
 
Significant Results 

 
Key themes emerged from the questions we asked participants. These themes are what 
the youth identified as expressions, sources, and causes of racism, as well as the solutions 
to its perpetuation. There was much continuity between focus groups, as youth observed 
a pattern of racism occurring in society and had experiences with similar undertones. The 
youth told us that racism exists; those who think it doesn’t exist should think twice 
because they were honest about it.  We’re talking about youth: youth at schools and in 
community groups and they told us that authority figures, like teachers, perpetuate racism.  
They gave us a list of people who they think perpetuate racism.  
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• Most of the participants identified racism as a major problem when indicating that racism 
is “everywhere.” Personal experiences of racism and observations became topics of 
discussion, for many youths reported their direct and indirect experiences of racism and 
other forms of discrimination. When reporting their experiences, youth also described the 
accompanying emotions of fear, superiority, hurt, inferiority and depression.  

 
• When participants were asked whom they thought were the "major contributing factors in 

perpetuating and continuing racism,” they responded with many sources. These sources 
were social structures, governments, schools, media, the workforce, sports, individual 
beliefs and behaviours, attitudes, collective apathy, families, peers, and jokes. Parents 
were cited as major contributors to perpetuating racism, while media also perpetuated 
race-based stereotypes. Indeed, participants gave many current examples of racism in the 
media, but one example was particularly note-worthy – the media’s term to describe 
certain gang activity: “Asian gangs.” 

 
• Rural participants acknowledged that racism as a major problem for them due to lack of 

exposure to different cultures and people. However, many of the causes of racism they 
identified were similar to those identified by urban youth. Fear, ignorance, insecurity, and 
experiences were seeds of racism, while a continuous cycle maintained the roots and 
plants of racism. 

 
Just as an aside, this was an eye opener. It made me realize that we talk about youth voice and 
what youth are saying and we conclude that they are the leaders of tomorrow; according to them 
they felt that they could make a difference now. They know what’s happening.  They can 
articulate their views quite clearly.  They know what’s going on and they pretty much reported 
on that. 
 
The Key Recommendation From the Youth 
 
The youth gave us several recommendations to deal with racism.  
 

• Structural and social change: Adoption of anti-racism action plans by authorities 
figures (such as teachers, business owners, and parents), social institutions (such as 
schools, the media, and employment agencies), and governments to deal directly with and 
challenge racism head on. The youth in the study recommended that institutions must 
practice equity at all levels including having a diverse representation of all Canadians 
regardless of race, gender, ability, sexuality, and economic status in their institutions. The 
youth also demanded an anti-racist political and social life in their schools and 
communities whereby authorities abide by an anti-racism principle of respect for 
differences, as a condition to provide services. They also suggested that people work to 
change the conditions in which discrimination is deeply rooted such as sexism, racism, 
heterosexism and religious bigotry by incorporating lessons that teach respect.  

 
• Media: Critical outlook and monitoring of the media to challenge the monopoly of media 

ownership, and against the media’s negative portrayal of Aboriginal peoples, women, and 
other socially disadvantaged groups.  
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• Education system: Anti-racist education plans whereby the curriculum teaches positive 

information about disadvantaged groups including (women, people of colour, disabled, 
and Aboriginal peoples, homosexual and transgender people). The youth also 
recommended more cross-cultural awareness training for teachers and parents to help 
stop the cycle of racism.  

 
• International issues: Many youth saw the UN as limited in its ability to effect direct and 

mass change. They envisioned a grassroots mobilization as the most successful means for 
combating racism. However, they acknowledged a role for national and international 
bodies to integrate anti-racism awareness. For example, they can educate people about 
exploitive corporations and financial institutions on youth and the less advantaged in 
society, which, because of demographics, lies along racial and gender lines. The youth 
recommended establishing a network of youth against racism locally and linking the 
network to national and international networks.  

 
• Strategies: Youth had many ideas for combating racism within their community. 

Examples included anti-racism newsletters, youth groups and community awareness 
programs, anti-racism media centres to offer different perspectives, using mediums such 
as music and the arts to express an anti racism massage, organizing anti-racism 
educational forums and youth conventions, and organizing anti-racism campaigns with 
youth as organizers. 

 
• In general, the results of this study show that a majority of participating youth experience 

or witness racism on a frequent basis in Alberta. However, from the recommendations 
and action plans provided, the youth showed a tremendous amount of courage and 
commitment. They are not sitting apathetically while racism persists. Rather, they made a 
first step in combating racism by attending the forums on the World Conference on 
Racism and by committing themselves to an Alberta wide anti-racism youth organization 
aimed at implementing multi-faceted youth-based anti-racism programs and activism.  

 
Significance of WCAR and the Durban Process 

 
 For me, Durban was an eye opener. The debates that went on defined what a true or clear 
definition of racism is.  This was of true significance.  Defining what racism is can be very hard 
and subjective. People had different kinds of definitions of what racism is and that’s why, when 
you look at the name of the whole conference, it is very long: United Nations World Conference 
Against Racism, Xenophobia, Racial Discrimination and Related Intolerance. 
 
I don’t think there is consensus of what racism is.  But I would say that the experience of racism 
is to some extent the same.  People have some clue as to what racism is. For me, racism has to do 
with place; it has to do with the space that a person occupies and the face that the person comes 
with.  Place – and Nomsa talked about the beaches in South Africa and the environmental racism 
that was perpetuated by the apartheid government in South Africa where this area is for blacks, 
this area is for whites, this area is for coloureds and this area is for whomever.  That’s the space 
that people who practice racism always try to look at.  The space that the person can occupy, 
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whether it’s through employment or whether it’s who you are, who can be more preventative, or 
who can be a better guardian of racism.  Other people are better qualified to talk about issues of 
racism because they have had real experiences.  There’s a great deal of debate around that issue, 
like who can talk for whom.   
 
I think some of us think about racism as something inflicted on us by others. The students’ 
narratives in the youth discussions against racism were very powerful.  Some youth said,  “I 
think discrimination happens to me because I’m poor.  It happens to me because I’m poor, 
because I come from a poor family, because I live on the wrong side of the city.”  Whatever that 
is. This was how they understood racism. We had students telling us that for them people look at 
the way they dress, whether they’re Gothics, you know they paint themselves and wear baggy 
clothes.  Youth found that they’re being discriminated against because first of all they’re youth 
and secondly because of the way they look.  For them that’s racism.  Although intellectuals 
might explain it as discrimination, they might give them the words, you know academics have a 
way of labeling everything, but for youth that’s racism because when you ask them what racism 
is that’s what they told us. The bottom line is that the WCAR process helped in conceptualizing 
the experience of racism. People from all over the world, including Alberta youth, were given 
voice and instead of putting the issue of racism under the carpet, people talked and lines of 
communication and dialogue were opened. 
 
Secondly, I think the WCAR process helped NGO’s refocus more energy in strategies for the 
elimination of racism. For our part in Alberta I would like to congratulate the excellent 
conference against racism for their wonderful work that they’re doing pre-Durban and post-
Durban.  I would also like to congratulate the organization that I work with, the Northern Alberta 
Alliance on Race Relations. After Durban there was another organization that was formed at the 
University of Alberta: The U of A Coalition Against War and Racism.  This is post September 
11th.  So things are happening. We had a NAARR (Northern Alberta Alliance on Race Relations) 
photo exhibit that we hosted last month where a renowned United States photographer, Terrence 
Pitts, documented the WCAR proceedings through pictures. With a coalition of local NGO and 
institutions such as Grant MacEwan College and the U of A International we got a chance to 
bring those pictures back to Canada for the exhibit at City Hall and the guests that were invited 
to the exhibit.  So that’s the work that we’re doing. 
 
Of course NAARR worked on the aftermath post September 11th where it was clear that people 
are targeted because of their ethnic and religious origins.  So we have a great deal to do and for 
me advocacy and policy are the best ways to combat racism.  I think we need to do a great deal 
in the area of education, especially school policies.  I think people who are advocates of children 
in the schools can do their part in education but I think we should clearly examine policies and 
their effect.  For example, the Edmonton Public School Board and the Catholic School Board do 
not have an equity policy that deal with racism or an anti-racism equity policy, nothing, zero, 
nothing.  How do they deal with, how do they expect teachers on the ground to deal with issues 
of anti-racism if there’s no policy that enables them to do that?  Also if you look at universities 
and colleges there is nothing, no anti-racism course for teachers who are going to school.  We 
need to look at that if we want to challenge racism at the local level.  Thank you. 
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COMMENTS 
 
Comment: 
 
 It’s not enough for me to live in the world and have friends from all these different 

backgrounds and not promote racism.  You have to be involved.  When I was a kid and I 
was in the schoolyard I would see some kid being beat up because he was from India. 
The other kids called him “Paki”.  I can remember standing there, crying and watching 
this and thinking, “This is horrible”.  I knew it was wrong.  But why was there never a 
moment where I went and stepped in front of those people who were beating him up and 
said “Don’t do this.”  It’s not enough to stand there and cry and think this is horrible.  It’s 
not enough to go to South Africa.  It’s not enough to think it’s okay because I’m not a 
racist.  I was too young.  I was 14 when apartheid ended in South Africa.  I was too 
young to fight against apartheid or argue against it or rally against it.  But there’s racism 
everywhere and not being racist is just not enough.   

 
Comment: 
 
 I agree on some level; the tears are very important.  When we were in South Africa we 

experienced this extremely important “victim’s walk the mile”.  This is from somebody 
who has been on the ground for lots of years.  From my perspective it seems to me that 
there are some of us who will continue to fight until our last breath.  There are some of us 
who will raise our children and this is all we will do.  There are some of us who are 
educators and there are some of us who will do anything.   At least in this way I’m 
beginning to see that we have these activities and are getting them out into the 
community at large.  So you don’t need to feel, “Oh my God. I’m not doing enough” or 
“Oh my God.  I need to take a more strong position” or feel that you’re only doing it 
because you are obliged to do it.  But in fact, you do it because you’re doing it.  Then it 
becomes my work, your work and Victor’s work. 

 
Comment: 
 

I see students who, in fact, who are absolutely shocked and feel very uncomfortable about 
hearing the fact that there is racism, there is privilege and they don’t even know it.  I 
don’t do this to my neighbours.  I don’t do this to my friends.  My friends are multi-
cultural. 

 
Comment: 
 
 But that’s not the point. The point is that if you realize it and you appreciate the other in 

its totality then you are grabbing it. 
 
Comment: 
 
 Exactly.  But at the same time I do feel that if you can stand there and cry and say, “Oh 

it’s so sad.  I know my neighbourhood and it’s very nice.  However, there are people 
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being beaten up right now by some bullies in the neighbourhood because they are looked 
upon as different. You can look at it and cry.  But you think, what would happen if I had 
walked in there and said, “I’m just going to stand with you.”  Or if I had said “You know 
what?  That was horrible.  That was a terrible thing to do and you shouldn’t do that.”  I 
know I wouldn’t have been the only one.  If I had just taken that much of a step other 
kids would have taken action.  But it’s easy to stand back and say, “Well, I’m not East 
Indian, this isn’t my fight but this is horrible.  I’m going to cry about it.”  But it’s a whole 
other step-to-step in there and you have to do it because that’s where you’re saying, “It’s 
not about race.  It’s about these people being unfair.”  You have to just get in and say, 
“As people we will not tolerate it.” 

 
Comment: 
 
 As you find the courage you will always pay the price for what you believe.  For a 14 

year old to take this position takes a lot of bravery and sometimes you can pull it off.  
Every time you take a position you have to face yourself in the mirror, you have to face 
the community at large and you have to be prepared to sleep at night knowing that in fact 
some people will like you and some people will not.  And that’s okay.  You’ve got to go 
your own path and you’ve got to hold to it.  That’s all. 

 
Comment: 
 
 Ernest was saying it’s basically teaching people through education.  We need to become 

aware of what they have got.  In school when you talk about racism it becomes not 
racism but just an ordinary bully and a teacher will talk about racism in the context of 
bullying.  

 
Comment: 
 
 One reason that kids are so important is because they learn racism at home.  I think 

people learn it through their families.  I think that’s really the biggest influence for 
learning it.  That’s why you need to focus on the schools because you have children there 
and you get the chance to make them think about racism.  Maybe they’ll be one of those 
few kids who think, you know what, this (racism) is wrong and I’m not going to continue 
to walk in these footsteps.  How do you reach the families?  How do you reach the 
parents who teach racism to their kids? 

 
Comment by Nomsa Ekisa: 
 
 A lot of people are going to church and there are some racist comments or implications 

that are heard, not directly but indirectly when you go to church.  I used to go to church 
faithfully when I was in Britain until I found out how political and how racist the church 
could be.  It was contrary to what we were taught when we were at home and going to 
church there.  I went to one church just for a baptism and they were making an example 
of things, making an example of property and crime.  Who was always used as the 
example: the black man.  You look at the population, you look at the percentage of black 
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men, you look at the amount of crime and you say how can 35% of the population be 
responsible for 35% of the crime.  It’s impossible.  But then you realize the church 
ministers themselves have these racist views.  They might be aware of them.  They might 
not be but they influence people. 

 
Comment: 
 
 There’s a white aspect to education.  It is a fact that when we look at history and 

immigrants, like the history of the First Nations and the white colonizers and the 
residential schools then you’ll see the different waves of groups that came.  They came 
here too in the 1900’s and they’re still treated like they’re just off the boat. It’s not just 
past history.  It’s been going on since history began in Canada and still continues to this 
day. 

 
Comment: 
 
 In addition to that, I always think our greatest marginalized group in Canada is the Native 

people.  The First Nations people are the most marginalized in Canada in general.  I think 
it’s almost scary that these were the very first people here.  This is our greatest prejudice 
and it’s a big issue. 

 
Comment: 
 
 May I make a suggestion?  It seems to me that we have been sort of walking around the 

question of education.  Maybe what we need to do is step back and do our own 
homework.  I don’t know whether there’s a set up that systematically looks at each 
component part of the system.  You know some things that are happening. You know 
something.  I know something.   

 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Website: www.NARC.freeservers.com

 
Addressing racism issues needs to begin in the area of education.  In schools issues of racism are 
turned into issues of bullying.  Teachers need to be educated about the difference between 
bullying and racism.  When kids are targets of racism the teachers need to know that it goes 
beyond being the target of bullying. It is harder to educate the parents who teach racism to 
children. 
 
The history that is taught in schools does not include the contributions that various ethnic groups 
have made over the past 100 years. Groups should be formed that specialize in education to 
particular audiences.  Schools and school boards need to know that school bureaucracy is a 
barrier. 
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The church hierarchy needs to be taught that racism exists, even in churches.  They need to know 
that churches have a lot of influence. 
 
We need to start addressing prejudice against Aboriginals. 
 
There should be an organized effort to study different school board policies and recommend 
changes.  Allies should be found who are open to the idea within the school boards.  Instead of 
being polite about racism and multiculturalism, we need to be direct and open about what it is.  
Others recommend the gentler approach of educating, i.e., the 3 D’s (Diet, Dance, Dress).  When 
policies are in place they need implementation. 
 
There needs to be a multi-dimensional approach in education.  There should be diverse groups of 
people involved in making policies.  Work needs to be done at building coalitions.  Networking 
should take place, i.e., list of participants. Existing groups should join with NAARR, NARC. 
 
People need to get involved in fighting these issues.  There are conflicting government policies.  
The government wants to restrict immigration but at the same time they need immigrants.  At the 
provincial level there are budget cuts that affect immigrants (reflection on diversity).  Policies 
should be enforced to have a better representation of minorities in positions of authority, i.e., 
teachers.  This would reflect diversity in the population. 
 
Varying budgets should be allocated for ESL classes.  Immigrant students’ needs are not the 
same as everyone else.  There is a need to recruit more minority teachers; a need for special 
strategies to get minorities into the professions, i.e. the programs they have in the USA. 
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“IN THE SHADOWS: LIVE-IN CAREGIVERS IN ALBERTA" 
 

Dr. Denise Spitzer, Professor 
Women’s Studies Program, University of Alberta 

 
Thank you.  My name is Denise Spitzer and I’d like to welcome you here on behalf of my 
colleagues and co-presenters, Caridad Bernardino and Ivon Pereira.  You’ll be hearing from all 
of us during this presentation.   
 
I’m pleased and honoured that you’ve come. Since we have people here whose experiences we 
are talking about I hope we in fact do justice to the voices of the live-in caregivers that we spoke 
to.  It’s interesting that you made a comment about it being a group of people in our community 
that we don’t hear a lot about and I think that was until we had a very visible case in the news.  I 
think that I myself hadn’t really thought a lot about live-in caregivers.  I used to live in Hong 
Kong and certainly some of my friends there were live-in caregivers and I knew something about 
the experience through talking to them and being with them and socializing with them.  But in 
terms of what was going on here in Canada it was really an eye opener for me.  Of course in part 
it’s because the kind of work that is associated with care giving: caring for children, caring for 
the elderly, domestic labour; it’s the kind of work that’s very much hidden in our society, no 
matter who’s doing it, because in part it’s women’s work, it’s associated with the domestic realm, 
it’s inside the household.  Because we don’t often pay for it or we pay for it in small amounts of 
money, it tends to be something that I think is denigrated as well.  So it was with this in mind 
that we decided to start to try to shed light on the experiences of live-in caregivers in our 
community and to look at all of the stake holders that were involved.  I think that’s why I chose 
the name “In the Shadows” because it’s a fact.  I think that often many of you and anybody you 
talk to felt that they were working in the shadows.   
 
Of course I would like to start with some acknowledgements here.  When Sonia Bitar had 
originally approached me about the issue it was one I had been mulling around in my mind as 
well.  We had decided then to try to come up with a project that would engage live-in caregivers 
and other stake holders in the program in a research project that we hoped would have some kind 
tangible benefit.  I’m very pleased to say that we received generous funding from our friends and 
colleagues here in Canada.  Canadian Heritage and Health Canada and of course we could not 
have done without the generous support of people who are working with Changing Together…A 
Centre for Immigrant Women, both as volunteers and as staff.  As well we’ve had support from 
the Calgary Immigrant Women’s Association.  So we are very lucky. 
 
When we were starting to think about this project, obviously the first thing that we wanted to do 
was to try to highlight the experiences of live-in caregivers.  We realized that we didn’t know a 
lot about what it’s like to be a live-in caregiver, what their experiences are with the immigration 
process, and the reasons that people are leaving their countries of origin.  It was even quite 
interesting to try to find statistics on the numbers of live-in caregivers here in Canada and where 
they come from because surprisingly that information isn’t readily available.  So we had to do a 
lot of digging to find out who the live-in caregivers were before we could even discover what 
their experiences were. 
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One of the things that we were interested in was exploring the relationship between working 
conditions and relationships between employers and employees.  Living conditions, how people 
contend with immigration: all of these things have an effect on a person’s health.  We know, and 
this is my voice of the medical anthropologist coming out, that when people have a lot of control 
over their work place it’s better for their health.  People who work in factories don’t have a lot of 
control over the pace of their labour or have a lot more stress associated with work than 
somebody who’s the head of the company – you can take a three-hour lunch or play golf in the 
afternoon.  I’ve often thought of what it would be like to live and work in the same place because 
from what we’ve seen and what I’ve hypothesized, is that live-in caregivers wouldn’t have a lot 
of control over their work.  They might have control over the pace of the work but not over being 
able to say, “Well, today I’m going to go off and go golfing for a half day” or what have you.  As 
well, if you’re living and working in the same place what does that mean?  Of course we’re also 
interested in the relationships between employers and employees on the whole, not just the 
people who have signed the contract but the entire family and the kinds of places people are 
living in. 
 
There are certain conditions that are set out under the contracts that live-in caregivers sign with 
their employers that say that they have to have adequate living conditions, they have to have 
privacy, a lock on the door, etc.  And we wanted to see in part if those conditions were met and if 
those conditions were, in fact, satisfactory for people.  So we’ll tell you about the results of these 
in just a little bit.   
 
We were also interested in examining the access and use of health services.  We noted that part 
of the funding came from Health Canada and we were particularly interested in how people were 
getting access to the various health care systems, whether people believed in traditional 
medicines or what have you.   
 
I wanted to look at sources of social support.  We know that one of the things that determines 
people’s health and wellness is whether they have people that they can rely on or they think they 
have people that they can rely on.  That actually is enough to increase people’s sense of well-
being.  Social supports can also be non-material so if someone relies on spiritual prayer or a 
spiritual activity that’s also really another form of social support.   
 
We wanted to look at the ways in which people were coping.  We know that live-in caregivers 
have to cope with a great deal: as immigrants, as workers, coping with familial separation, being 
apart from children and spouses and parents, etc., and we wanted to know how people survived 
all of these particular challenges. 
 
I was also interested in countries of origin and what their status was, what employment they’d 
had in the past and how that had an impact on their participation in Canadian social life and how 
all of these things were going to have an impact in getting on in Canadian society at the end of 
the two-year program. 
 
So one of the first things that we did when we set up the research was to start an advisory 
committee.  This advisory committee really helped inform us on a regular basis about the 
direction they wanted the research to take.  They gave us feedback on what we were doing and 
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often helped us get into details that we would have difficulty thrashing out.  For instance, we 
were really interested in the policies that are particular to the Live-in Caregiver Program so we 
had people from HRDC who were on the committee, people from Alberta Employment 
Standards, from Canadian Heritage, Status of Women and Health Canada our two major funders.  
We had people who were engaged as live-in caregivers on the committee, as well as other 
academics. 
 
What we did first was to start off with a literature review.  We wanted to see what was written 
about the Live-in Caregiver Program and what was written about the live-in caregivers, not just 
here in Canada but in other countries.  We wanted to then look at policies.  So we needed to 
inform ourselves about the kinds of policies that pertain to the program; what happens in terms 
of people.  It’s been suggested that I should start with that.  People who are accepted to come to 
Canada have to have an Authorization of Employment. That means that either through personal 
contact or contact with an agency you have to have an offer of employment from a Canadian 
employer. The live-in caregiver usually signs a contract for one year, which names the person 
they’re caring for: somebody who’s a child, somebody who’s elderly or somebody who’s 
disabled.  Its most important feature is that the person lives in, the idea being that this program is 
a temporary employment program meant to fill the gap between people who are going to be 
employed as caregivers and the need for live-in caregivers in society.  The employers have to 
agree to pay the amount, they have to provide a lockable private room and they are meant to, of 
course, adhere to the contract and terms of the Provincial Labour Standards and set limits for 
things like overtime.  As well, the employee is supposed to be focusing primarily on care giving 
so certain duties such as work outside the home, gardening, washing the car, things like that are 
potentially prohibited.   
 
I was also interested in seeing how different kinds of policies like the Human Rights Policy and 
International Agreements on Labour were maintained.  One of the first things we did was create 
a Focus Group with a number of live-in caregivers and ask, “What are the most important issues 
for you?”  That got us focused on the things we needed to ask.  Some of the most important 
issues were: un-remitted overtime, not having any privacy, sharing rooms when they’re not 
supposed to share rooms, etc., and monetary issues.  We’ll talk more about those details.  We 
then decided to hold individual interviews. Between focus groups and individual interviews, we 
conducted approximately eighty interviews across the province: in the Calgary area, Edmonton 
area and Grande Prairie.  We also conducted a survey, which was rather challenging.  We’ll 
spare you the details right now.  But suffice it to say that this is a group where there isn’t a list of 
who the live-in caregivers are.  It’s very difficult to send out a survey because there is no central 
list.  Due to privacy regulations, etc., it would have been impossible for Changing Together to do 
the contacts for sending out those surveys.  So we had some challenges but we did receive a 
number of surveys back that we were able to analyze as well.   
 
We wanted to make sure that we tried to capture what the whole program was about to a variety 
of stakeholders.  In addition we did quite a large number of individual interviews. Seventy to 
eighty interviews are a lot of interviews to do.  I think it ended up being about forty individual 
interviews and the rest were group interviews with focus groups.  We also wanted to interview 
employers because we wanted to get their perspectives on the program and to get their 
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recommendations as well.  We interviewed agencies because they’re often brokers of bringing 
live-in caregivers to Canada.   
 
I thought what I would like to do is just briefly talk a bit about some of the employers and 
agency responses and then some recommendations and probably some of the most exciting stuff 
to talk about – the outcome.  I want to tell you that we’ve been working on some really exciting 
new projects so we’ll be able to tell you a little bit about that. 
 
In terms of the employers’ response, we interviewed six employers and we’re going to try and 
interview some more.  Essentially one of them said they chose having a live-in caregiver because 
of the possibility that it afforded them.  A lot of times people were working shift work or had 
worked evening work and they wanted to be able to know that they had someone looking after 
their children or their father, etc.  
 
Of course I was really interested in the ways in which people regarded live-in caregivers if they 
were sharing their home and caring for someone whom they loved.  As Ivon mentioned, a lot of 
times people evoked these sentiments of family.  A lot of times people, most of them were 
female employers that I spoke with, would say about the live-in caregiver, “she’s a friend, she’s 
a sister.”  One of the men I spoke to said, in front of his wife, “She’s like the wife I never had.”  
He did not mean in a sexual sense but in a sense that she was the person who did all those wifely 
things.  “She cleaned the house, she did the laundry, she took care of the kids and she did it in a 
way that was better than what my wife or I would do because she was a professional.”  That’s 
another thing that people have also said. “I feel confident about the live-in caregiver whom 
we’ve chosen to live with us because she’s a trusted professional.  I trust that she has good skills 
and she has good education; she knows what to do and she’s perfect.” 
 
One of the things that is really interesting about these sentiments, as we said before, is that 
because they evoke sentiments of family and familial relations it blurs the line between being a 
professional, an employee and being a friend and a colleague.   What happens is that often 
people see themselves as informed by liberal sentiments such as, “I don’t want to treat this 
person as a slave.  I don’t want to treat this person as someone who’s just somebody I don’t 
value.”  So they put a lot of effort into trying to create the sense of friendship.  But what happens 
is that they forget that there are inherent unequal relationships here at work and that a friend, if 
you ask your friend a favour, your friend is going to do it.  What happens is that favours get 
asked and it becomes hard to turn them down.  If someone says to you, “Oh do you mind looking 
after the kids for another couple of hours cause I’m going to be busy tonight?” it’s hard to say, 
“No I was planning to go out with my friends to a movie.”  And so it becomes a very lopsided 
kind of friendship. 
 
I heard one person say, “Well, I engaged this live-in caregiver and tried to make her trust me and 
things like that and then she started disclosing to me things that I realized I didn’t like about her 
and that seemed sort of sinister, not about her but about her family.  I fired her.”  I thought, so 
here she had built up the sentiments of trust and then used what her friend had disclosed to her as 
a way of getting rid of her.  I have to think, where are the boundaries between being a family 
member and being an employee?  We don’t often tell our friends, “Well, you’re a friend between 
this time and this time and now it’s 6 o’clock I’d like you to go in your room and stay there.”  
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Yet there’s this sense that there are certain activities in which the family wants to engage in on 
its own and the live-in caregivers all understand that. It becomes very difficult.   There are times 
when the family wants its private time and times when live-in caregivers want their private time.  
But those become difficult sometimes to negotiate when only one person gets to call the shots on 
what that time is and who has the power to decide and who has the power to say, “It’s your time 
now to go downstairs or to your room.” 
 
One of the things that is also important is the ways in which the employers responded to the 
program.  They saw themselves as providing an opportunity and so they were for the most part 
fairly positive about the potential outcomes of the program.  They said and I have to say that at 
times it felt like it was tinged with a certain sense of charity, “Here are these poor women back 
home in their own country and they need this opportunity to come to Canada.  I’m being very 
charitable in offering this opportunity for them.”  This is not to say that the opportunity wasn’t 
absolutely welcome but sometimes the sentiments, perhaps, get in the way of actually having an 
equal relationship between family and live-in caregiver as professional. 
 
In fact I can say that for the most part these employers that we talked to were a self-selected 
group, not the ones that weren’t fulfilling their contracts.  I didn’t have anyone say, “Oh yes I 
voluntarily don’t pay overtime.”  Everyone we spoke to was, of course, the people who agreed to 
talk to us.  They were people who were greatly generous; two of them in fact, gave their live-in 
caregivers trips back to the Philippines as presents, one in time for a Christmas holiday.  Others 
made sure that they were very good at paying overtime or kept – one of the ways in which 
employers will sometimes try to benefit both them and the caregiver in terms of taxes is to keep 
reducing room and board.  They take $350 off a month for room and board and so sometimes 
what they’ll do is keep reducing that amount so that by the end –a couple of people I talked to 
had stopped charging their live-in caregiver room and board all together.  Again that’s seemingly 
generous and those are the people who spoke to me, not the ones who were treating their 
caregivers as slaves. 
 
Many of them were really keen on wanting to see that their live-in caregiver succeeded. What 
was very interesting is that a lot of them said, “I would have liked to, for instance, help the live-
in caregiver who worked with us get connected up with foreign credentials.  I would have liked 
to help her get connected up with education.”  With this kind of good will among secular 
employers this is a situation that needs to be tackled.   We need to find ways of working with the 
employers to help them find ways to help their live-in caregivers get connected up with the 
resources offered in the community. 
 
Employers are also interested in learning what the Live-in Caregiver Program is about.  Many of 
them said was that they would have liked to have known more about the Live-in Caregiver 
Program in advance, more about what it was like to live with someone who was not a family 
member.  We can tell you that is one of the things we’re working on. 
 
As I mentioned before I also spoke with a number of agencies.  Many agencies are people who 
broker live-in caregivers and their contracts.  So some of them actually go to the Philippines or 
go to Hong Kong or go to Morocco and screen potential live-in caregivers.  They’ll hold hiring 
fairs in hotel rooms and advertise around, “Come to Canada, this is a great opportunity.”  
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Perhaps they will conduct interviews there.  Other agencies rely on a contact in the Philippines or 
elsewhere to do that kind of work for them and they will get resumes, etc., and make sure that 
people’s educational credentials are adjudicated and valid.  Then they try to match up employers.  
Many of them then get money from potential employers to see a booklet of potential live-in 
caregivers.  They also get fees paid by the live-in caregivers themselves to participate with this 
employment exchange broker. 
 
Again all of them saw their own role as benefiting live-in caregivers.  They also said that it was 
good for business.  Some of them had been engaged in other kinds of import/export businesses 
so this came in as a sideline.  Other people started agencies because they had been live-in 
caregivers.  Some started agencies because when they started to look for live-in caregivers 
themselves they realized that they had all these ideas about what they wanted to look for and 
that’s how they started an agency. 
 
Overall I’d have to say that everyone was pretty frustrated with the bureaucracy particularly in 
Manila.  I’ve heard all kinds of stories from live-in caregivers, from employers and from the 
agencies about the ways in which the bureaucracy works.  Some of them talked about how in 
some consulates like Hong Kong for example, the system works fairly well, is fairly efficient.  In 
other places, from the Philippines in particular, it’s quite frustrating.  The bureaucracy has a 
major, major impact on employers as well as the agencies and the women, the live-in caregivers 
themselves.  I should say there are men who come as live-in caregivers too.  They’re often harder 
to place the agencies say but they do come as well.   
 
If someone, an employer, has decided that they want a live-in caregiver, if they want a specific 
person who is, say, in the Philippines, it can take six months to over a year in order to have the 
paper work go through.  What that means is some people can’t wait six months to a year.  So 
they might try to hire here.  They might look for other arrangements.  Meanwhile what happens 
is that the person thinks that they’re going to this family in Calgary but that employer has to bail 
out, choose another alternative because they can’t wait that long.  Suddenly the live-in caregivers 
might find themselves going to rural Saskatchewan and that’s not exactly what they had 
anticipated.  Sometimes they arrive in Canada and they have no employer and all this wrangling 
has to be done to try to get them a place quickly.  One of the saddest stories I heard was a person 
who had come from the Philippines; their family was quite poor.  They had done everything they 
could in trying to pull money together from family networks to pay for the trip and the exorbitant 
fees of the training schools in the Philippines.  She then applied for a visa to come to Canada and 
it took so long the employer had to find another alternative.  The young woman committed 
suicide because with the amount of pressure, the tension, the waiting, she felt there was no way 
out.  So there certainly has be some other way of dealing with the authorization. 
 
Country of origin preference: one of the things that I was really interested in was seeing how the 
different agencies represented people from different countries.  Certainly there was a sense that if 
you had someone from Britain, they were only going to be there for a short time.  They were 
mostly young women who were interested in coming to Canada as a lark; they weren’t planning 
to stay.  They’d probably be good with young kids but don’t expect them to do any housework.  
The Filipinas on the other hand were construed as highly educated.  What’s interesting is that 
some of the literature said that some of the agencies – this was a study that was done in 
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Vancouver – that even though the Filipinas were far better educated than the British nannies, that 
the British nannies were presented as being better educated even though most of them had the 
equivalent of Grade 10.  Of course the Filipinas were university educated.  I felt they wanted to 
emphasize the education in particular, if someone was a nurse or a midwife that was seen as a 
plus.  You could get childcare plus you’d get the nurse with it.  Bonus.  
 
Surprisingly, well perhaps not surprisingly, some of the other things that were associated with 
country of origin were of course personality.  The notion was that Filipinas were gentle and 
docile.  Actually there was one agent, not from Edmonton, who said to me, “You know if I could 
screen for subservience that’s what I would screen for because a good live-in caregiver is a 
subservient live-in caregiver.”  That was a very interesting revelation about the kind of people 
that he thought he was getting.   
 
I just want to talk about some of the recommendations that came out of these studies so far.  One 
that we mentioned before was the need to find ways of monitoring and enforcing the contracts.  
There were many employers who talked to us about wanting to be very vigilant about ensuring 
that they were doing the right thing.  However, we talked to lots of live-in caregivers for whom 
this was a major problem.   
 
The other issue has been pay raises.  When raises are accrued to the live-in caregiver contracts 
they’re set by the provincial government and they only go to new contracts.  That means that if 
you’ve been hired at a lower wage you don’t get the higher wage.  In fact what happens is that 
somebody who’s worked in a particular household for two years will be making less and will 
actually be penalized for having stayed in that household than if they moved to another 
household.  So there’s no kind of incentive to have people stay in one place and to recognize the 
expertise of somebody who has actually stayed the duration of their contract.   
 
The agencies themselves were very interested in ensuring that they themselves were accredited 
and monitored.  Obviously the agencies that were willing to talk to me were agencies that saw 
themselves as being quite credible.  If you look in the phone book, I have three phone books; the 
number of agencies that have come and gone is quite considerable.  But a lot of them said, ”In 
order to maintain our reputations we would like to see greater monitoring of the agencies 
themselves.”  Interestingly enough, all of the agencies said that they provided information on 
connecting with other community resources.  When we interviewed the live-in caregivers there 
was no one who said they received information about coming to Canada?  Virtually none, none 
at all.  So it was really interesting.  So one group is telling us, “Oh yes we do this orientation.”  
Another group is going, “Nah, never got it or if I did it was so long ago I don’t remember it.”  
 
There was a concern that perhaps there would be an orientation regarding live-in caregiver’s 
rights once people were in Canada.  One of the other concerns was recognizing live-in 
caregivers’ treatment here.  What this refers to is if you have worked as a live-in caregiver, say in 
Hong Kong or Singapore for however long but then you’ve gone back to the Philippines for three 
years to be with your family; you have to take the training course again because you’re not 
considered to be up to snuff in terms of remembering how to be a live-in caregiver.  I think it’s 
another way of extracting more money out of live-in caregivers who have experience.  You 

 55   



would never ever think at two months, two years eleven months, after 36 months you’ve 
suddenly forgotten how to be a nanny. 
 
The process for entry visas needs to be streamlined.  This is not surprising after monitoring the 
Live-in Caregiver Training Centres in the Philippines.  I heard one story where a family had 
sponsored a woman from the Philippines and everything was ready to go.  The live-in caregiver 
went to have her interview at the Canadian embassy and then was called back and told, “I’m 
sorry that training centre you went to only gave you x number of hours and we needed 30 hours 
more.”  So she had to start from scratch, pay for everything all over again.  Of course this family, 
by that time, said, “I’m fed up.  Somebody else will take her.  I quit.”   There has to be some way 
of ensuring that these training centres are not fly-by-nights. 
 
Another issue was allowing live-in caregivers to apply for residency prior to 24 months.  Right 
now they have to have worked the full 24 months before they can start the process of applying 
for a residency visa.  This takes time.  That means it is often another six to eight months of 
waiting, of being in limbo.  They could potentially have had an open visa and began doing things 
and yet they have to wait.  For people, in particular those who are in abusive situations, it seems 
almost unconscionable to force someone to remain for an extra six or eight months in a situation 
that might be untenable while they wait to get an open visa. 
 
One other thing I want to briefly mention before Ivon and Caridad do a follow-up is that one of 
the major issues was being able to take educational courses while people are live-in caregivers.  
That means doing upgrading for professional training, doing new training, computer courses, etc.   
I would say that we’ve been doing this program for a year and a half and only two weeks or a 
month ago we learned that, in fact, live-in caregivers are eligible to take educational courses.  It’s 
just that if it took us a year and a half to figure this out by asking time and time again of people 
who work in those departments.  How does anyone ever know that?  It says right there on your 
visa that you can’t take any educational courses.  In fact, you can apply for educational 
authorization.  It does cost a lot of money.  It’s only at one institution and you have to pay 
foreign student fees but you are still eligible.  Again there are employers who have said, “We 
would have paid.  We would have helped our live-in caregiver do that if we had known.  But we 
didn’t know these things.”  However, I think it’s one of the things that may be changing as the 
new immigration bill passes in the next couple of months. 
 

Dr. Caridad Bernardino, Researcher 
Changing Together…A Centre for Immigrant Women  

Edmonton Immigrant Services Association 
 
I will talk about the interviews that we did.  At first it was quite difficult in some way.   However, 
what we did first was to design and construct a flyer that invited caregivers to tell us in their own 
words their story, their struggles, and their concerns.  This was the flyer that we posted in places 
where the live-in caregivers would come.  We also had the help of other settlement agencies like 
the Mennonite Centre to help us to disseminate information about the study.  The flyers were 
also posted in places that live-in caregivers frequent. I know that they usually frequent Filipino 
establishments.  Luckily there were also friends of mine who came to Canada under the Live-in 
Caregiver Program and so with their help we were able to network.  In fact some of the live-in 
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caregivers wanted us to consider their fellow live-in caregivers.  Likewise announcements were 
made on CKER Radio Station and also public announcements on TV Cable Network. 
 
One of the most effective studies that we used was networking with friends.   It was like a chain 
where one friend would tell another friend about the study. Actually, it’s most likely that some 
live-in caregivers wanted to participate in this study.  There were also live-in caregivers who 
volunteered. We also went to functions and celebrations, for example, the anniversary 
celebration of the Live-in Caregivers Society.  We are thankful to the leaders of this organization 
because they gave us time to move through the crowd; they gave us time to invite live-in 
caregivers to participate in the study.  In fact, after our invitation some of the live-in caregivers 
came to us; they gave us their telephone number and we talked about how we would be able to 
contact them.  We also went to churches and groups that live-in caregivers belonged to.   There 
was one particular church group where they usually go.  Every time we went for prayer and 
worship and I had a chance to seek the help of one of the leaders, she gave me gave me time 
during their service to present the study and to invite the live-in caregivers to participate.  So I 
would like to acknowledge the help of the caregivers who came forward.  They came forward to 
tell us their story and helped us in many ways with information about the study.  They also tried 
to convince their fellow caregivers to participate. 
 
Like I said, it was a challenge.  For example, there was this element of fear; there was this initial 
hesitation on the part of the caregivers who participated in the study.  In fact there was one 
person who did not really want to reply to all the questions we asked.  This fear is born out of – 
they have this feeling that this might create a gap between them and their employer.  They fear 
that their employers will find out that they participated and that with this situation it might 
jeopardize their chances of attaining permanent residency.  This is the main fear that if they 
participated they might lose their chance of getting permanent residency.  That’s the one reason 
why they came here as live-in caregivers.   
 
Another challenge that we faced was time.  You know, the live-in caregivers were too busy, 
especially those who had already obtained their open visas.  They have additional tasks, jobs in 
addition to their full time jobs as live-in caregivers.  That was the reason why they worked 
Saturdays, Sundays or even evenings.  There was little time for them to take part in our 
individual interviews.  Also there was this physical fear of setting a definite time.  They say 
they’ll come at this particular time but then something happens and so no one shows up. 
 
Another challenge was the place to hold interviews because the live-in caregivers were also 
working.  They couldn’t come to Changing Together during the weekdays and because of this it 
was really quite difficult to set a definite place where we would meet for the interview. There 
was a time when one live-in caregiver appeared but it was on her break and we had to meet near 
the place where she worked.  I said maybe we could meet at the mall. So we met at the mall but 
then there were always some kind of problems such as different noises in the background.  In 
some studies, we encountered other challenges.  Sometimes there was a small child or infant 
making noise in the background – it was really very difficult to bring the live-in caregivers over.  
So those were all the challenges that we encountered but we were able to overcome these barriers 
and do the interviews.   
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We also developed educational materials for employers because we saw the need for this 
information.  As you have indicated, employers would also like to know how they could help 
their employees.  So we developed the materials, which will familiarize the employers with the 
Live-in Caregiver Program so that they will also be acquainted with their obligations and 
responsibilities towards their employees.  At the same time we also included the process of 
hiring a live-in caregiver; what the different steps are so that there’s a way of facilitating the 
process.  
 
We included living with a caregiver so that there’s a way in which conflicts could be avoided. 
We have also suggested some ways wherein the employers could help their live-in caregivers 
adjust to life in Canada and at the same time help them succeed, especially in applying for 
permanent residency status.  One example is educational substitutions; how they can have their 
credentials accredited.  The last item is the response to challenges that the employees and the 
employers might encounter. 

 
Ivon Pereira, Multicultural Health Broker 

University of Alberta Hospital 
 
Now we know what happened.  Like Caridad and Denise we encountered many difficulties with 
this research.  One of the challenges that we didn’t mention was that people sometimes feel that 
they were being duped and wanted to ask the question “WHY?”  We were aware of the need to 
do a different kind of research where we could get something for the live-in caregivers; in this 
case not just ask questions and that’s it.  It was about using the information to improve trade 
services as well as ensure good participation from the live-in caregivers.  Based on these 
objectives, we defined themes base on the information that we obtained from the different 
interviews and the focus groups.  
 
1. Theme one is immigration, the process of immigration that takes place when they come here.  

One of the objectives is how the immigration process or what was left back home and the 
experiences here affect the well being of the live-in caregivers.  When they came here they 
came with a lot of expectations.  Some of them answered ads by the state government or by 
friends who had already come to Canada.  “It’s a varied country, come to Canada; you will 
be able to work in your profession there.  After three years you will be okay with it.”  So 
most of them said we had good expectations when we came here.  We have hopes; we have 
hopes for a better future for us. 

 
 
2. Theme two was the challenge of the financial commitment.  It’s very expensive for them to 

come here because they have to pay all the fees that occur, immigration fees and different 
expenses.  So most of them get a loan; some of them get help from family or relatives.  The 
other problem is that their plans of sponsoring a relative were different in expectation.  This 
is also another cost because when they come here they are told that after two years they can 
be a resident and then sponsor their family.  It’s a dream they have.  But, when they come 
here, they have to prepare themselves, financially, to bring their family over because it leads 
to more expenses when they do bring them to Canada.  They obtain a loan to come here; 
they have to pay back this loan but they also have to prepare to earn the money they need to 
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sponsor their relatives.  The have to do all this in two years.  So all of this puts a lot of 
pressure on them in addition to the work that they do.   

 
3. Theme three focused on the working conditions. In the majority of cases, live-in caregivers 

work overtime.  There are strong arguments, not from all of them, that there is some kind of 
abuse.  Abuse is not just sexual abuse or harassment.  It’s active.  Making them work longer 
hours is one kind of abuse.  So there are different kinds of abuse. 

 
 

Contract violation is another problem.  We saw that some of them don’t know that they have 
contracts.  They say, “Oh yes we signed something.”  It’s the contract.  So some of them are 
not aware of the terms of the contract.  Even if they know the terms of the contract they 
don’t pay attention because they have to follow what their employer says.  It’s not the 
contract that is truly their life.  The contract is just a condition to come here; they have to 
sign it.  It doesn’t matter what it says; they have to follow their employer’s conditions, rules 
and so on.  The contract for them has not been an instrument for their well being but just a 
way to come to Canada under this program. 

 
Caring for difficult people is a big issue.  Some of them have to look after two very 
hyperactive children or people who are sick.  Questions arise because they feel that there is a 
contradiction between the job responsibilities and being at home.  They care for these people 
like family: they love them, they learn to love them but they are not part of the family.  It 
puts a lot of pressure on them because in some ways they feel they are part of the family, 
they are caring for these people as family. Because they are not family there is concern that 
if something happened to the people they were caring for it would create a problem.  Some 
of them say, “We would like to be considered part of the family in all situations, not only in 
the way we care for the people.”   

 
Living conditions are another problem.  Most of them lack privacy.  People have keys for 
their room; the people they care for can get in whenever they want.  So they have inadequate 
living conditions.  Most of them live in the basement.  A few of them have better living 
conditions.  But it’s another situation to contend with. 

 
4. Life in Canada is another theme: not just home where they work but generally how they feel 

about living in Canada.  One problem is homesickness.  This is related also with health. 
Health is not only physical it’s mental health.  In terms of physical health the biggest 
problem is that they don’t have time to go to the doctor and they have to work even if they 
are sick.1  But in terms of mental health there are different issues that affect their well-being.  
They are hopeful but they don’t have ways to deal with this situation.  They feel lonely 
because there is some isolation.  Sometimes they have an opportunity to relate with other 
live-in caregivers but not on a regular basis.  They experience cultural shock and racism.  
When we were interviewing them at the beginning they’d say we don’t have any problems 

                                                 
1 One of the objectives was to see how they access health services.  Many of them don’t know 
where to go.  Some of them know but they don’t have time to go.  They have to work even if 
they are sick and this creates another pressure. 
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linked to isolation, for example, but when you ask to whom they related, for instance talking 
about isolation, they’d start talking about missing families.  Homesickness is not just 
missing home.  It’s because they left family, children, and cousins.   It’s because they miss 
them.  For example, they say, “When I go to eat I think if my children have food or not or 
when I go to sleep I think if they have good clothes or not.”  It’s not just any kind of 
homesickness because it’s a different situation to come here with relatives than to come 
alone. 

 
Live-in caregivers feel that their community, their first community, is the other live-in caregivers.  
But some of them say, “Okay, we belong to a community, the Canadian community.  We are part 
of the community.”  However in a practical way, the way they talk is that the only relationships 
they have in the community are with other live-in caregivers.  Most of the live-in caregivers were 
Filipino, although there were others from other countries.  Even with people from the same 
country, like Filipinos, most of them don’t feel part of the larger Filipino community. Some of 
them said they even feel discriminated against by people from their own background because 
they come here with a lower status. This is a feeling they have.  We didn’t have the opportunity 
to interview all the Filipinos, for example, to ask how they feel.  Maybe they will say they don’t 
feel that the live-in caregivers are treated in a different way; they feel equal.  However, the live-
in caregivers feel that it’s different.  So, in this way, the only support they have are the other live-
in caregivers.  They spend the weekends together.  One of the main means of communication is 
the phone.  So they have quality support mechanisms and relationships.  They also pray a lot and 
that is one of the main self-support systems they have.  Spirituality is part of their culture; the 
values they have that they transfer to the job.  For example, their love for their own kids, they 
take this love that they are not able to give to their own kids and transfer it to the children they 
look after; they feel that these children are theirs.  Love comes from God so they have to love 
these people.  All of these values come from their environment.  Spirituality is the main source 
of support for them.  
 
There is a lot of solidarity between live-in caregivers.  Even if they don’t know a live-in 
caregiver, as soon as they learn there is a live-in caregiver living close by they will make contact 
in short order. Most of them rent an apartment and live together on the weekends.  That is 
another financial problem.  They have to pay board at home and also they pay rent on another 
apartment for the weekends. This is extra money that they have to pay.  In terms of home it is 
difficult because where they live and work is home but it’s not home.  They rent a place that is 
home but also is not home because it’s a shared place to spend the weekends.  Home is their 
home country because they have family there but also it’s not home there because they are 
expecting to bring the family here.   It’s a very unbalanced situation.   
 
It’s important to say everything we found in this survey but this is just the summary.  We have 
gained this information from the interviews and focus groups.  We have summarized what the 
needs of the live-in caregivers are that we can work on.  At the same time we have to show them 
respect and consideration.  
 
• Something that is common to all of them is that they are willing to work.  They don’t see it as 

a problem, as something bad.  They see it as a way to come to Canada.  The main problem is 
the way people follow the program. 
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• One big issue is the lack of respect.  When I was interviewing the live-in caregivers they said 

that what they want is respect.  Respect is not only in terms of what is said to them but also in 
terms of work: work hours, the food they eat, the culture and other things.  They want the 
contract to be followed.  If you sign the contract, there are things that have to be respected 
and followed. 

 
• They want an opportunity to prepare for a better future.  When they came to be interviewed 

they said they come here with the hope for a better future.  But when will this future come?  
Some of them know; most of them don’t know.  Why?  First they come here and they have to 
work for two years and pay back any loan they had.  Some of them say that during this time 
they should have time to study different courses or start the process of accreditation with 
their credentials.  They have the time but they are not allowed to study.  When they become 
residents they are allowed to study but then they don’t have the money because they have to 
sponsor their family.  So when will this hope come?  It is difficult.  They have to create this 
opportunity within two years to prepare for a better future so that at the end of that period of 
time they have the credentials and accreditation to look for a different job.  It is difficult to do 
it within two years, perhaps by then they will have other financial problems.  That is related 
to time: time to pursue personal development activities.  We will talk about that later.   

 
What can we do about employers?  It’s not enough to research what the live-in caregiver needs 
but we also have to work with employers.  Many of them say, “My employer is good” but they 
are working extra hours and doing work they shouldn’t be doing.  Maybe employers are not 
aware of the needs of the live-in caregivers.  So how do we work with the employers so they can 
provide the opportunity and time for live-in caregivers to do things to prepare themselves for a 
better future? 
 
Another avenue is support services.  Most of them don’t know about community services that are 
available for them.  They haven’t even heard about Changing Together.  They ask, “What is 
Changing Together?”   There are other organizations to support them.  Also the live-in caregivers 
do not know how to support one another.  It’s another problem because they know there are other 
live-in caregivers but they don’t have a system or any programs where they can help each other.  
Sometimes they will meet another live-in caregiver in the mall and start a friendship with each 
other.  However, there are no systems in place to create a way to welcome new live-in caregivers 
or to get all of them together to work and to help each other.   
 
As we said before we didn’t just want to do the research and leave it at that.  So what we are 
working on now is the recommendations. We are also preparing some educational materials for 
live-in caregivers and for employers.  Caridad is preparing information for the employers and I 
am preparing information for the live-in caregivers.  We are developing learning modules that 
each person can read.  We can encourage them to meet with others and share the information.  I 
am preparing three modules.  One is about the Live-in Caregiver Program.  
 
We didn’t just take the same information and write it in an easier way to understand.  We also 
wanted to help build relationships. Often we don’t realize that we can do something, but reading 
all the interviews helped us realize that there are ways to meet some of the needs of the live-in 
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caregivers. It’s not always clear if we just read the document as it is presented.  So we present 
the Live-in Caregiver Program in an easy to read format but we also recommend ways to work 
on the relationship with the employer.  
 
• We talk about contract competence. 
 
• It can be difficult to relate to people from the same culture.  It’s even more difficult to relate 

to others who are from different cultures.  So we talk about that in the module.   
 
• We talk about life in Canada and how it’s more than employment standards.  We take all of 

these aspects that are related to live-in caregivers and give them something so that, if 
necessary, they can appeal to Human Rights or whatever help is available for them. 

 
• We talked about settling permanently in Canada. This should provide some information 

about sources that can help them to prepare themselves for a better future, how to sponsor 
their family and how to look for better educational and employment opportunities.  So these 
three modules are still in process. 

 
QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 

 
Question: 
  

What if the live-in caregiver was scheduled for an interview but the employer would not 
let her go to the interview because the live-in caregiver was needed to work? 

 
Denise: 
 
 Generally we did the interviews on Saturday.  We did the interviews scheduled around 

their free time. 
 
Question: 
 
 So it wasn’t necessary to ask for permission from the employer? 
 
Denise: 
 
 I guess some of them did but I didn’t ask for it. 
 
Ivon: 
 
 We didn’t consider it necessary to ask permission from the employer.  We were 

interviewing the live-in caregivers and arranging the time with them.  We interviewed 
them at night, or on Saturday, anytime they could come.  Sometimes we’d book an 
appointment and they’d say, “I can’t come today.”  Sometimes we’d go to an 
appointment and the live-in caregiver wouldn’t show up.  So we’d set another time 
because we knew that there were limitations to when they could come for an interview. 
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 The fear comes from the unknown.  They don’t know why we are doing this research.  

They don’t know all the parts of their contract.  There is a Live-in Caregiver book, which 
anybody can obtain.  They don’t know about this.  There are situations where protection 
is provided by Human Rights and again, the live-in caregivers do not know about this.  
They think that any information they provide may affect their status here and that they 
can be deported.  Some of them claim that the employer will prevent them from coming 
to the interview and they may be fired.  

 
Denise: 
 
 Another concern is the people who are working in rural areas. There are a lot of 

caregivers working in places like Grande Prairie.  People were coming into Grande 
Prairie; it’s a great metropolis, sometimes coming from quite rural areas where they’re 
working.  Sometimes they are single parents who are working in the resource industry.  
That parent is on an oilrig or in a logging camp for five days a week.  The caregivers are 
working 24 hours a day for five days a week and then they have very few avenues to 
explore.  I’ve heard some hair-raising stories.  

 
Question: 
  
 Do the agencies provide any support to the live-in caregivers? 
 
Denise: 
 
 I’ll be happy to talk to you about the agencies.  It’s one of the things I should do because 

I don’t think I did a very good job of discussing the process.  In order to come here you 
have to have not only an offer of employment; you have to have either six months or a 
year’s experience and training in a Live-in Caregiver Course. These are usually very 
irregular training institutes that have been set up in the Philippines, that cost an arm and a 
leg and people have to take their training there.  That’s one of the additional expenses.  
This gives you a certain number of hours in training to work in a Canadian household.  
They have to have this training or a degree in Nursing or something like that.  Sometimes 
the training course will be waived if you have worked elsewhere for a certain number of 
years.  What happens in fact is that many people end up going to Hong Kong or 
Singapore or the United Arab Emirates.  They work there for a number of years and then 
they come to Canada.  So often we’re talking to people who have been separated from 
their families, not just for two years, but by the time they’re able to come here it’s been 
five, six, ten years. 

 
Canada and Spain are the only countries that you can go to, work as a live-in caregiver 
and then become a permanent resident.  That is the attraction of Canada. For most other 
places you cannot become a resident or a citizen.   You come by yourself.   In places like 
Singapore they will actually screen to make sure that you are not pregnant; they will do a 
pregnancy test.  If you become pregnant you will be deported straight away.  The hope in 
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Canada is that you’ll be able to settle and eventually bring your family.  But again, people 
have been separated for a long, long period of time. 

 
Question: 
 
 What kind of numbers are you dealing with when you talk about Live-in Caregivers in 

Alberta and in Canada? 
 
Denise: 
 
 As I mentioned before it’s difficult. It was a challenge finding that information but it’s 

thousands in Alberta, thousands, tens of thousands.  We sent out 1000 surveys and that 
was a crash number for Alberta alone. 

 
Question: 
 

So you have employers in the work force abiding by the guidelines, policies and 
procedures, paying Workmen’s Compensation or whatever they have to do.  My thought 
was that in some situations you have social services who have put children into foster 
homes, and then call up and check to see what is going on in that home.  Is there not 
something like that where you can tell the employer that what you’re hearing is that there 
is some kind of abuse going on; that they are not keeping to the to the policies, guidelines 
and obligations of the employer.  Is this not something that can be addressed? 

 
Denise: 
 
 HRDC and Employment Standards will occasionally follow up on this.  One of the things 

that people recommended for instance was to actually have an ombudsman, one for 
northern Alberta and one for southern Alberta.  The ombudsman would be responsible for 
responding to concerns of contract violations.   

 
Ivon: 
 
 I think in terms of professional employee/employer relationships that the problem is that 

the employer knows about Employment Standards. However, the employee usually 
doesn’t know what rights they have in terms of employer relationships.  Then there are 
some abuses not only in terms of sexual harassment but also in terms of how many hours 
are worked.  They generally say live-in caregivers are not allowed to work over 9.5 hours 
per day.  However, there is another law that says nobody has to work more than 12 hours 
a day.  So the employers say that it doesn’t matter how many hours the live-in caregiver 
works, there is no rule about it.  There is a rule that live-in caregivers have the right to a 
break every four hours or so and they can work no more than 6 hours without a break.  So 
there are things that the live-in caregivers do not know. It doesn’t help that there are no 
educational materials to inform them about this. 

 
Question: 
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 Are you saying you are trying to formulate some rules for them? 
 
Ivon: 
 
 We are not making rules but giving them information that is related to Employment 

Standards. 
 
Question: 
 

But isn’t this in the live-in caregivers’ contracts? 
 
Ivon: 
 
 Probably. 
 
Question: 
 

I have another question to go along with that.  Before the caregiver starts working for the 
employer would there be not a chance for them to sit down together and say: these are my 
obligations and these are your obligations, employer/employee views.  These are the 
things I expect from you and these are the things that you can expect from me. 
 

Caridad: 
 
 The employee should know that there is provision for them. 
 
Denise: 
  
 But it becomes impractical.  If you’re caring for a child and you’re the sole caregiver, 

how do you have a rest if the child’s awake?  And I’ve had some people say to me when 
I’ve talked about this, “Why is it that you have people in sole charge of a number of 
children 24 hours a day?  I was told that some of those hours they’re sleeping.”  And I 
said, “During some of those hours the kid can get up and want a glass of water so the 
live-in caregiver is still working.”  I think there’s a lot of confusion about what 
constitutes work.  As well there’s the fact that that this is a very different kind of life, 
there is no separation between work and living conditions. 

 
Ivon: 
 
 There is one thing: how would you like to be on call for 24 hours? 
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IMMIGRANT WOMEN & EDUCATION 
 

Dr. Nasrin Rahimieh, Professor 
University of Alberta 

 
I came to Canada on a student visa from Iran. Though I found that Canada was not an egalitarian 
society, I was lucky to find some good friends who supported me. 
 
However, opportunities for immigrant women are few and they do have to go through a long 
process to get accepted in society.  Racism and gender bias have to be dealt with in several forms.  
 
Women find it hard to find jobs in their professions because of qualification processes. These 
processes now need to be amended. There is a lot of cultural bias in the Graduate Record 
Examination (GRE), which is designed to provide graduate schools with common measures for 
comparing qualifications of applicants and the Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT), 
which is designed to measure the verbal, quantitative and writing skills of applicants for graduate 
study in business. At times TOEFL is a barrier as well.  We need to work towards bringing 
economic freedom for immigrant women and that can be done though education and 
employment and advocating women’s rights.  
 
In the time that I have been at the university, the composition of the student body has changed 
and become more diverse, but they still face racial and gender discrimination at times and this 
needs to be dealt with.  

 
 

BARRIERS TO THE PROFESSION FOR 
INTERNATIONAL NURSING & MEDICAL GRADUATES 

 
Kamal Seghal 

Alberta Network of Immigrant Women 
Project Co-ordinator 

Alberta Association of Immigrant Serving Agencies 
 

The Issues 
 
University education completed outside of Canada needs to be transferable to Canadian 
university programs.  At present there are no programs as such in Canada, but 21 modules are to 
be developed. We need to explore alternatives to TOEFL and the Michigan “objective” TESL 
tests. 
 
Different agencies take different approaches to standardization.  The Alberta Association of 
Immigrant Serving Agencies (AAISA) works with the University of Calgary and Grant 
MacEwen College for 30 credits or five modules that can be put towards a Social Work Degree 
or a Certificate in Volunteerism, etc.   
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The policy should be to take training while you are working so that you do not need to take time 
off from work.  We need to advertise outside of non-profit agencies to bring new people into the 
program.  The modules are culturally sensitive and each involves 15 hours of instruction. 
 
Immigration is on the rise and there is a movement to increase the number of qualified settlement 
workers.  What do settlement workers need for this profession to be recognized socially in 
Canada?  AAISA, as an accrediting body, licences all settlement workers and will give workers 
professional status. 
 
We need intercultural sensitivity training.  Cultural sensitivity should be incorporated into the 
AAISA “settlement counselor” training program.   We need to take an advocacy role to ensure 
continuation and expansion of the pilot project for foreign-trained medical graduates (internship). 
 
A policy review should be undertaken to document contradictions in federal and provincial 
government jurisdictions. 
 
There are not enough funds to put this program online.  The funders of this program are 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada and Alberta Learning. 

 
 

ACCREDITATION - FOREIGN TRAINED NURSES AND MEDICAL GRADUATES 
 

Sushila Samy, Human Resources Consultant 
Samy Consulting 

Alberta Immigrant Women’s Network 
 
I want to start by saying that we, as women, are very resilient and are always trying our best.  We 
never give up.  We keep hoping and working for change.  As immigrant women, we face hurdles 
and obstacles and somehow we find it within us to keep trying, as we know that it is important to 
make changes.  I look around this room and see so many familiar faces, women who have been 
trying to make changes in society for the last twenty years and maybe longer. 
 
Before I begin on the two projects of the Alberta Network of Immigrant Women, I want to give 
you a brief history about the organization.  The Alberta Network of Immigrant Women (also 
called the Network) is an umbrella organization comprised of representatives of immigrant 
women’s organizations throughout the province as well as individual members.  There are 5 
agency members – Indo Canadian Women’s Association and Changing Together…A Centre for 
Immigrant Women in Edmonton, Calgary Immigrant Women’s Centre in Calgary, Central 
Alberta Immigrant Women’s Association in Red Deer, World of Women Together in Medicine 
Hat and four individual members.  The individual members are immigrant women willing to 
serve on the board of the Network.  I am an individual member on the board.  All of the board 
members are volunteers and we have a part-time staff. 
 
The Network was formed in 1986 and has been providing information, carrying out research and 
working on issues that would assist immigrant women’s agencies in providing services to their 
clients.  The Network has carried out various research projects and began to realize that one of 
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the most important concerns of immigrant women is the accreditation of the qualifications they 
received in their homeland.  Immigrant women told us that they wanted to work in the jobs they 
were trained for but their qualifications were not accepted in Canada and they either had to 
retrain or they had to work in other jobs unrelated to their professions.  The Network undertook 
research to determine which professions immigrant women were in so we could focus on those 
professions.  The Social Planning Council undertook the research and produced a report called 
“Overqualified, Underemployed – Accessibility Barriers to Accreditation for Immigrant Women 
with Foreign Qualifications”, which was completed in 2000.  During the research, women talked 
about their experiences and frustrations in getting their qualifications accredited.   
 
We all know the frustrations and the hurdles we face in trying to get a job or in getting our 
qualifications accredited.  Rather than describing the barriers, I am going to read the stories of 
two women as described in “Overqualified, Underemployed.” 
 

“I talked to a lawyer about how to apply to the Medical Council of 
Canada (MCC).  They said they could accredit me but they wouldn’t 
guarantee me a job.  I studied all the basic subjects and prepared to 
take the tests.  I am now ready but they only offer it twice a year.  I 
am waiting. 

 
MCC told me in advance that I might not be able to find a job as a 
doctor.  They tried to discourage me from the beginning.  This is the 
big problem.  If you are told that everything that you do won’t work, 
what can you do?  Go through the whole process without a hope?  
Even though I will go for my accreditation, I hope that one day I 
will work as a doctor here.   

 
Thirty years experience to them is nothing.  I am a 
gynecologist/obstetrician recognized by the World Health 
Organization.  I worked in a hospital for seven years.  I worked in 
Iraq for three years and in Saudi Arabia for 12.  I’ve worked in 
medical schools and in hospitals.  My husband is working outside 
Canada as a doctor to support our son and me.  He might pay for my 
accreditation.  Examination fees are $1,000 and books about $200. 

 
I don’t feel I was treated fairly.  They ignore my experience.  They 
see me as a fresh candidate, as if I am in a new field.”  

 
Another woman said: 
 

“I came to Canada in 1974 as a refugee from Bosnia.  I have a 
Bachelor Degree in Economics and was the manager of a 
government agency that invested money for highway construction.  I 
left to escape the war and was unconcerned about finding a job in 
my field and more concerned about my safety.  I brought my degree 
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and copies of transcripts but did not realize the process of 
recognition would be so difficult. 

 
I didn’t talk to anybody about degree recognition.  In my culture, it 
is shameful to try and sell yourself.  It is simply not done.  The 
process of getting a degree recognized is a step beyond shame.  I 
needed to adjust to the culture and learn to accept it. 

 
My major problem was cultural.  I didn’t want to sell myself 
because it was shameful.  Information was difficult to obtain and 
very confusing.  People did not take the time to explain the process.  
Finances were an issue.  It was very expensive to go through the 
IQAS process and to return to school.  I looked at all my options.  
School was very expensive and I knew I would have to upgrade my 
degree.  The school system in Canada is very confusing, so I chose 
to work instead.  I decided to look at my skills instead of my 
profession and to find a career to match.  I am now an employment 
program manager which is different work but many of my skills are 
the same.” 

 
From the research findings, most of the women that responded were in the medical and nursing 
professions and were finding it difficult to practice in their fields.  Therefore, we decided to 
focus on these two professions.  Two advisory committees were set up and key people willing to 
serve on these committees were identified.   
 
With the shortage of nurses and physicians in Canada, the government has become more 
interested in these areas.  The University of Alberta was in the process of working with Alberta 
Health in determining the number of trained physicians and specialists in Alberta.  The Network 
partnered with the U of A together with the Indo-Canadian and the Association of Foreign 
Trained Physicians of Alberta.  We assisted with the study conducted by the U of A.  The study 
included both males and females.  160 participants responded to the survey that was sent out.  
The study showed that of the responses received: 
 

• 60% were from females, 
• 50% were specialists, the others general physicians, 
• 75% of them had gone on to other non-medical fields, 
• 1 in 7 were willing to work in rural areas. 

 
Following the study eight positions were made available to foreign trained medical graduates.  
All of the positions have now been filled.  Our hope is that these positions will be expanded and 
available each year to the foreign trained medical graduates. 
 
The advisory committees of the nursing and medical graduates continue to meet to look at future 
strategies and to advocate for the acceptance of foreign qualifications in a way that builds on the 
experience and knowledge of newcomers.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Education needs to be transferable to university programs in Canada.  There needs to be an 
advocacy role to ensure continuation and expansion of the pilot project for foreign trained 
medical graduates.  We also need to advocate for the increase in the number of medical 
internships available. 
 
Cultural sensitivity should be incorporated into settlement counselor training programs. 
 
Advertising outside of non-profit agencies needs to be done in order to bring new people into the 
program. 
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PERSPECTIVES OF THREE WOMEN AT REFUGEE CAMPS 
 

Ninfa Garay 
Outreach Employment Counselor 
Mennonite Centre for Newcomers 

 
There are two kinds of barriers for refugees: external and internal.  External barriers consist of a 
lack of foreign qualifications, a lack of support and a lack of English.  Internal barriers are 
related to culture. Internal barriers are depression, frustration, anger, and a lack of hope, of 
finding work in their field of training.  Internal barriers are the most difficult to overcome.  
Ordinary women need to be able to go to conferences and find support groups to help them 
create their own families. 
 
We need immigrants and refugees to believe in themselves and to have others believe in them.  
Canada provides the opportunity to be who you really want to be.  You need to know yourself, 
your values and your skills.  These days there are great opportunities to grow. 
 

Jane Awawias 
Outreach Worker 

Catholic Social Services 
 
The topics I chose to share at the conference were: 
 

1. Who is a refugee? 
2. What is the kind of life in a refugee camp? 
3. Who are the most affected people in a refugee camp? 
4. Are there any damages that are permanent/temporary? 
5. What happens when refugees have a choice to come abroad? 

 
To become a refugee is not a personal choice.  It is something that can happen to anybody 
regardless of age, colour, nationality, sex, profession or lifestyle standard.   
 
Life in a refugee camp is like somebody has been put in a prison without a specific reason.  In 
terms of food, shelter, dignity, privacy, human rights and decision-making the most affected 
people in a refugee camp are the women, children and especially the teenagers. 
 
According to my personal experience, a lot of damage occurs in someone’s life both temporary 
and permanent but mostly permanent.  Why?  Because when you have lived in such a situation 
you lose hope for the future.  In some cases there is no communication with your family.  You 
become traumatized with what has happened, what is happening.  You feel unfortunate and 
simply feel like you are temporarily buried. 
 
When the chance to come abroad is offered to refugees they feel, in the beginning, a mixed kind 
of confusion and joy.  For some people there is a feeling of guilt, for example, if you have lost 
communication with your family members such as parents, wives/husbands, children, friends and 
even grandparents. 
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If once you have been a refugee in a refugee camp, especially in Africa, it becomes a part of your 
life.  In your own community you behave different, you don’t value what others do.  This 
experience is so unique and challenging.  Life has become something useless.  Because I was 
able to survive without proper food, clothing, shelter, security, water, etc. for years what makes 
the difference?  Why frustrate myself when I need this and that? 
 
My request is, “Can a conference be offered for refugee women in which we can have the 
opportunity to share our experiences among ourselves and figure out what we really need to help 
us, how we can live, strengthen our lives, and forget the damage done in our countries and in the 
refugee camps and become people again?”  UNHCR claims to be caring for refugees but nobody 
seems to be responsible for them. 
 
I know that not everyone will agree or believe what happens to refugees and my answer is simple.  
You won’t know unless you have been one. 
 

Tigist Dafla 
Immigration Youth and Settlement Worker 

Catholic Social Services 
 
Women in refugee camps have no power.  It is the husband who goes to the immigration 
authorities.  The wife stays at home with the children and the husband will tell his wife only 
what he wants her to know. 
 
Gender persecution needs to be changed.  The majority of refugees are women and children.  The 
power is given to the men; they are in charge of food and water distribution.  Therefore rape 
ensues because the men will not distribute food and water unless they receive sexual favours 
from the women.  Guards and soldiers also rape and abuse women. 
 
If women were given the job of food and water distribution they would manage them much 
better than the men. 
 
Refugees need to be acknowledged, heard and helped so that they can help others.  People with 
shared experiences need to connect with each other.  When you connect women to women they 
become empowered.  They will help each other here in Canada.   They will be able to talk about 
what happened to them in the camps because they are talking to someone who understands. 
 
What can we do now to help refugees deal with the past?  We need to help them heal and cope 
with the past.  It is not enough to concentrate on the present here in Canada. 
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WRAP-UP 
 

Jayanti Negi 
Board Member 

Greater Edmonton Foundation 
 
This conference has given us another opportunity to consider the challenges, barriers and issues 
that face not only immigrant and refugee women but immigrant youth as well.  We learned about 
the challenges facing our Aboriginal women and the work that has been done to help in healing 
the hurts of the past.  Many challenges and barriers have been overcome but there is still much 
work to be done not only in our community and at provincial and federal government levels but 
also in the educational system in our province. 
 
In order to effect change we need to be politically active.  The governments, municipal, 
provincial and federal, need to hear the voices of immigrant women and know that what we have 
to say is important.  If we want the politicians to hear our voice we must elect the politicians that 
we want to represent us.  We must also be willing to raise our voices and hold our politicians that 
represent us in all levels of government accountable for what they do while in office. 
 
I was particularly impressed with the panel on “Issues Facing Immigrant Women and Youth”.  
They did an excellent job presenting the barriers of discrimination and racism that take place in 
our schools, not only in relation to visible minorities but also the discrimination that comes from 
not knowing the English language and the barriers this creates in obtaining a good education.  As 
immigrant parents we need to make our presence felt in the school system to ensure that our 
children are getting not only the English language skills they need but also the education they 
deserve to become productive adults in Canadian society. 
 
We learned today that racism has to be addressed through education.  Current school board 
policies have to be studied and changed. This needs to be taught not only in elementary, middle 
and high schools but in post-secondary institutions as well.  Teachers need to be educated on the 
varying needs of immigrant students.  The youth of today need to be taught that racism and 
discrimination is wrong and when they begin to take steps to act on what they have learned then 
we will have made a start on the elimination of racism for the future.   
 
A refugee conference should be considered for next year.  Immigrant and refugee women need to 
talk.  We need to tell more refugee stories, hear more refugee voices.  There should be door-to-
door outreach to refugee women.   
 
This conference has once again raised awareness in our city and province about the issues that 
face immigrant, refugee and Aboriginal women and their families. We have identified strategies 
to overcome the challenges and barriers that are present.  This conference has shown us that 
when we work together we can accomplish many things, overcome many barriers. Everyone who 
has attended this conference recognizes and accepts the challenge of erasing racism, taking down 
barriers and creating a better life for everyone. 
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APPENDIX “A” 

 
SPEAKERS’ BIOGRAPHIES 

 
 
LAURIE BLAKEMAN, MLA was born in Edmonton and has resided in Edmonton-Centre 
(Rossdale) since 1986.  Currently Ms. Blakeman is an MLA in the Alberta Liberal Caucus and is 
the Critic responsible for Community Development (including Arts & Culture, Historical 
Resources, Recreation, Cultural Diversity and Citizenship) and the Critic responsible for 
Women’s and Seniors Issues.  She was first elected to the Alberta Legislature in 1997.  Her 
education includes a B.A. in Fine Arts, and a certificate in Public Administration from the 
University of Alberta, Faulty of Extension.  
 
DR. ANU BOSE was born in Calcutta, India.  She holds a Ph.D. in Development Administration 
from the University of Birmingham, UK.  Anu is one of the co-founders of the National 
Reference Group of Visible Minorities within the Voluntary Sector Steering Committee of the 
VSI. Previously she worked for the Government in the province of Quebec on the delivery of 
second language programs and then with the YMCA on settlement services for immigrants.  She 
is presently the Executive Director of the National Organization of Immigrant & Visible 
Minority Women of Canada.  
 
JANE AWAWIAS originally from Sudan, Africa came to Canada in 1999.  Before arriving in 
Canada Jane worked for three years with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 
where she did translation, advocated for women’s rights and was also a gender awareness 
workshop facilitator.  She now works for Catholic Social Services Host Program as an Outreach 
Worker. 
 
CHRISTINE BAGHDADAY with an M.A. in political science has worked as an instructor in 
Political Science, Intercultural Communications and Business Ethics, where she encourages her 
students to think critically about the issues presented before them.  With over eleven years of 
experience Christine has worked in the fields of immigration, cross-cultural training, refugee 
sponsorship and protection, human rights work and numerous efforts against racism. She has 
served on numerous community organizations including the United Nations Association. 
 
SABAH BARZANGI was born in Koya City, south of Kurdistan, north of Iraq.  She has lived in 
Edmonton since 1998.  She is a writer and a published poet.  As well, she is a member of the 
Lecturers and Writers Club, is responsible for the “United Kurdish Women’s Press” and has 
contributed to TV programs and magazines. 
 
CARIDAD BERNARDINO migrated from the Philippines to Canada in 1990.  She has a Ph.D. 
in International/Intercultural Education from the University of Alberta.  She has been involved in 
research projects, activities and initiatives involving the Filipino community.  She presently 
works as a research assistant for Changing Together and as a researcher for the Edmonton 
Immigrant Services Association. 
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SONIA BITAR has been the Executive Director of Changing Together since 1995.  Born in 
Lebanon Sonia immigrated to Canada 27 years ago. She has a background in journalism and 
taught French in Lebanon. She was a Government of Canada federal employee for eleven years.  
Sonia is currently working on a Masters Degree in International Global Study.  She has served 
on a number of local, provincial and national committees dealing in issues related to 
immigration/refugee, gender, settlement, tobacco and employment. At present she serves on the 
Greater Edmonton Foundation. Sonia was the recipient of the Governor Generals Award in the 
Persons Case for the year 2000.      
 
 
GAIL CAMPBELL, born in Edmonton, is a lecturer in the Department of Drama, at the 
University of Alberta where she has been teaching since 1984.  She is presently working on her 
Ph.D. in the Department of Education with a focus on the uses of popular theatre in multicultural 
settings.  She has B.A. degrees in English and Theatre, a TESL certificate and an MFA in Acting 
and Directing. 
 
INES CESAR was born in Germany, raised in Germany and in Central Africa.  She has worked 
at helping immigrant women at Changing Together for the past six years, first as the Volunteer 
Coordinator and now as the Family Services Coordinator, where she deals with family violence 
issues, along with immigrant and refugee issues.  She is currently enrolled in the B.Sw. Program 
at the University of Calgary.  Ines was the recipient of the year 2000 E-Award for being the most 
enterprising employee in Alberta. 
 
TIGIST DAFLA has been involved as both a settlement counselor and an outreach worker in the 
refugee community for the past nine years.  She has been involved in both anti-racism and 
gender core groups with the Council for Refugees, where she hosted focus groups preparing for 
the United Nations Conference Against Racism. Specifically she has been instrumental in 
research and support groups for women where the outcome has been presented at conferences 
and workshops for social service and health professionals.  She works full-time at Catholic 
Social Services as an Immigration Youth and Settlement Worker. 
 
EMILY DECORBY has worked as an ESL teacher and consultant for many years with the 
Edmonton Catholic School System.  She is currently the principal at St. Justin’s Catholic 
Elementary School.  While ESL consultant, she established the ESL program and ESL Liaison 
Worker Project at St. Catherine’s Catholic School (K-9), which has the largest population of ESL 
students within the city of Edmonton, where she was the assistant principal for four years.  At St. 
Catherine’s she and the school participated in the Culture & Teaching Project which produced 
the “Cultural Conversations: Diverse Cultures, Complex Teaching” video in 1998.       
 
NOMSA EKISA was born in South Africa where she attended school until being sent to 
Swaziland to further her education. After completing high school she then went to live in Britain 
where she did radiography in Glasgow, Scotland.  She later obtained a B.A. with honors in 
Social Science.  After moving to Canada she attended the U of A for three years where she took 
courses in science and psychology. Nomsa managed her own business for twelve of years.  
Retired, she now volunteers her time at Changing Together.    
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NINFA GARAY is originally from El Salvador and immigrated to Canada as a refugee thirteen 
years ago.  She is currently an Outreach Employment Counselor at the Mennonite Centre for 
Newcomers.  She has over twenty years experience in the human services field in Central 
America, Mexico and Canada, including counseling, community development and politics. 
 
ERNEST KHALEMA is originally from the country of South Africa.  Growing up as a black 
person in the country, he lived with total segregation with its oppression of all non-white races.  
Ernest attended high school and university in Alberta and has a Masters degree in Educational 
Policy Studies from the University of Alberta.  Ernest has conducted two research projects, 
Enhancing Settlement and Support for African-Immigrant Youth in Edmonton and Alberta Youth 
Against Racism: A Report in Preparation for the World Conference Against Racism.  He has 
now formed a youth group for the Northern Alberta Alliance on Race Relations. 
 
SUE LANGUEDOC is a Social Worker who holds a Bachelor of Social Work degree from the 
University of Calgary.  She has been working in the family violence field for the past fourteen 
years and is the Co-Executive Director of Aboriginal Consulting Services Association of Alberta.  
Sue has developed programs, does workshops and training all in the area of Aboriginal family 
violence.  She has also taught Aboriginal Family Violence modules for the Social Work, Child & 
Youth Care and Mental Health Programs at Grant MacEwan College. 
 
JAYANTI NEGI, born in India has made Canada her home for several years. Before retiring she 
was the Executive Director of Indo-Canadian Women’s Association where she helped women 
through various new and traditional ways. During her professional career, Jayanti received 
several awards and received recognition for her dedication and for her exceptional community 
services. In the year 2000 she received the Citation for Citizenship Award and in 1995 received 
the Citizen of The Year Award.  She continues to volunteer her services and sits on the Board of 
the Greater Edmonton Foundation.       
 
JOSIE NEPINAK is the Aboriginal Program Consultant and instructor with the Native Women 
Career Preparation Program at NorQuest College.  She brings with her more that twenty years of 
professional experience in the field of Aboriginal programs and services in community based 
service agencies.  Josie was raised in a traditional Anishinabe family and attributes her 
knowledge, skills and values to the teachings of her Grandmothers. 
 
CHERE NOZACK, born and raised in Toronto, Canada received her Teacher’s degree in Special 
Education from Toronto Teachers College.  She has taught school in Toronto and at one time 
became a private tutor in Nassau, Bahamas.  Upon moving to Edmonton she started working for 
the Edmonton Public School Board and has worked for them since 1976.  At present she is the 
ESL Program Coordinator at Queen Elizabeth High School. 
 
JOSEPHINE PALLARD was born in the Philippines and came to Canada in 1968.  She is a full-
time schoolteacher and also does extensive volunteer work with immigrant and refugee groups.  
She is president of the Northern Alberta Heritage Language Association.  In 1988 and 1992, 
Josephine received an Outstanding Achievement Award for her contribution to multiculturalism.  
She is currently the Chair of the Board of Directors of Changing Together. 
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IDALIA IVON PEREIRA is a Sociologist with a M.Sc. in Human Ecology.  She has thirty years 
experience undertaking various socio-economic development projects that include participatory 
research, planning, training and evaluation in El Salvador, Nicaragua and Canada.  Currently she 
works as a Multicultural Health Broker at the University of Alberta Hospital and as a researcher 
and community development consultant for various NGOs in Edmonton.  She is one of the 
research assistants for the Live-In Caregivers research being done by Changing Together.   
 
JOYCE PILZ immigrated to Canada from Ireland with her parents and siblings at the age of two.  
An avid world traveler, she, husband Hans and their children make Edmonton their home. She 
previously worked at Campbell & Associates where she assisted immigrants with their 
understanding of Canadian culture and in their integration into the Canadian workforce.  She 
presently works at ADECO as a Job Placement Coordinator and is also the Vice-chair of 
Changing Together’s Board of Directors. 
 
DR. NASRIN RAHIMIEH teaches Comparative Literature in the Department of Comparative 
Literature, Religion and Film/Media Studies at the University of Alberta.  She is a Professor and 
also Associate Dean of Humanities in the Faculty of Arts at the U of A. She has written about the 
literature and cultural of Iranian diasporas, the phenomena of exile and immigration, post 
revolutionary Iranian women’s writing and Iranian cinema.  She recently had a book published 
entitled Missing Persons that was released last November 2001.  The books subject is 
travelogues, diaries and memoirs of Iranians who traveled to or lived in the west.  
 
SUSHILA SAMY is a Human Resources Consultant specializing in the area of human rights, 
diversity training and community development research.  She owns Samy Consulting, a company 
that assists organizations in creating and maintaining a respectful work environment.  She has 
worked extensively with Government, private industry, schools and other organizations in 
addressing issues of discrimination and diversity. 
 
ASMA SAYED was born and educated in India where she had presented a number of research 
papers at universities there before coming to Canada.  She received honors in English Literature 
for her B.A. as well as her M.A.  She has extensive experience teaching English at university 
level. She is now pursuing further graduate studies at the University of Alberta in Comparative 
Literature.  She is currently on the Board of Directors of Changing Together. 
 
KAMAL SEHGAL holds a Master of Sciences Degree and a Bachelor of Sciences Degree (with 
honors).  She also holds a certificate in conducting surveys and statistical analysis.  She has 
twenty years experience in the not for profit sector and is currently working for the Alberta 
Network of Immigrant Women and the Alberta Association of Immigrant Serving Agencies as 
Project Coordinator.  Kamal received an Academic award – Masters of Science Degree and an 
award from the Horticultural Society. She has had two reports published: her first published 
work being “Usefulness of Protein Patterns in Taxonomy” and “With Two Pennies in My Pocket 
I Am Not So Helpless”.  
 
DR. DENISE SPITZER teaches in the Women’s Studies Program at the University of Alberta 
where she is also an Adjunct Professor in the Department of Anthropology.  Much of her work 

 77   



focuses on the impact of marginalization on women’s lives.  She is also heading the research, in 
partnership with Changing Together on “In The Shadows: Live-in Caregivers in Alberta.” 
 
VICTOR YUKMUN WONG is an anti-racism and human rights activist and the Executive 
Director of the Vancouver Association of Chinese Canadians. VACC is a member of the Chinese 
Canadian National Council and National Anti-Racism Council. Victor attended the UN World 
Conference against Racism and recently organized a Western Canadian WCAR debrief in 
Vancouver. Victor is also a Board member of the Progressive Inter-cultural Community Services 
Society, a multicultural social service and housing agency with offices in Vancouver and Surrey. 
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