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Hello Partners,

Happy summer to all our readers! It has been a long wait, 
but the warm weather has finally arrived.

Locally, World Refugee Day, which falls on June 20, is 
acknowledged and celebrated over the whole month of 
June with numerous events and activities taking place 
to increase awareness about the refugee experience. 
To contribute to this, in this issue we are providing 
information about the history of World Refugee Day, 
a personal story as well as a summary of services that 
support refugees. 

Last March, we celebrated you as our partners and 
volunteers, and launched the Community Action Plan 
with a luncheon event. This event was very well attended 
and we received great feedback about what this type 
of event means to you, our partners. The Steering 
and/or Action Groups are diligently working on their 
implementations plans and taking action to achieve the 
goals outlined in the CAP. The video of the launch is also 
available on the Immigration Partnership website. Read 
more on the launch and CAP in this issue.

And finally, as you are aware I will be transitioning 
from the Immigration Partnership to pursue other 
opportunities. I want to thank each and every one of you 
for supporting the work of the Partnership as a collective. 
Thanks to those of you whom I’ve connected with 
personally for supporting me during my time here - it is 
gratefully appreciated. It has been a wonderful journey 
and I know the staff team and new manager will continue 
to work with you all to enhance the work moving forward.

I do hope that our paths cross again,

Jo-Anne Gibson, Manager - Immigration Partnership

This document is available in alternate formats upon request.
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What is World Refugee 
Day?

June 20, 2014 marked 
World Refugee Day, when 
the entire international 
community was reminded 
of the ongoing plight 
of displaced people 
around the world and that 
refugees are vulnerable 
yet resilient people who 
have much to contribute 
to this country. World 
Refugee Day has been 
recognized locally 
since 2002 and it was in 2013 that organizers 
stretched it into a much larger, month long 
event. The local theme of this year’s event was, 
“No one chooses to be a refugee.”

Who organizes World Refugee Day events?

The local World Refugee Day activities were 
organized by the Community Coalition on 
Refugee and Immigrant Concerns (CCORIC) 
with the assistance of a long list of community 
organizations.

World Refugee Day Launch event

The local launch of World Refugee Day took 
place on June 1, 2014 at THEMUSEUM in 
Kitchener. The launch kicked off a series of 
events that took place throughout June in 
Kitchener-Waterloo to mark World Refugee Day. 
It was attended by about 50 people, including 
local MPs Peter Braid and Stephen Woodworth 
and Regional Councilor Jean Haalboom.

The launch events included a keynote address 
by Gloria Nafziger, Refugee Co-ordinator for 
Amnesty International Canada. Gloria shared 
the following stories to illustrate some of the 

challenges faced by 
refugees:

Maran’s Story

Maran endured a 
harrowing, three month 
voyage across the Pacific 
Ocean only to be met 
by the same type of 
people he was trying to 
escape when his boat 
left Thailand. Canadian 
Armed Forces soldiers 
with guns boarded the 
Sun Sea when it arrived in 

Vancouver in 2010. 

Aboard were 492 Tamil refugee claimants 
fleeing persecution after a 26-year civil war 
in their native Sri Lanka. The refugees were 
immediately taken to a detention centre in B.C. 

Among them was Maran, a Tamil journalist 
who feared for his life and fled Sri Lanka with 
his wife and children in 2009. Maran and his 
family barely had time to grab a few possessions 
before fleeing to a refugee camp in Thailand. 
There, he paid a smuggler to allow him on 
board the Sun Sea for the voyage to Canada 
and hopefully a new life. His plan was to bring 
his wife and children to Canada once he gained 
refugee status in this country. 

Maran spent three long months in the detention 
centre before being summoned for a refugee 
hearing. He was eventually one of the few on 
the Sun Sea to be granted refugee status, but 
is still working to bring his wife and children to 
Canada from India where they are now staying, 
Nafziger said.

 

World Refugee Day Kitchener-Waterloo 
and Community Launch June 1, 2014

Submitted by Chuck Howitt  

World Refugee Day Art Exhibit displayed at 
THEMUSEUM in Kitchener, June 1-27
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World Refugee Day (continued)

Neghesti’s Story

Neghesti was a middle-aged woman who left 
her husband and children behind in Eritrea and 
fled to Canada. After gaining refugee status, 
she secured a job in a hotel and appeared to be 
building a new life here when she was stabbed 
to death in dark alley.

Her “tragic” death unders cores the additional 
challenges faced by women who flee their 
homelands without husbands or male support, 
Nafziger said. Eighty per cent of refugees 
are women and children, yet the majority of 
refugees who arrive on Canadian shores are 
men, she said.

The launch also included a performance on 
refugee themes by local spoken world artist 
Janice Lee and music by a talented local 
musician of refugee background, Juneyt 
Yetkiner.

Other World Refugee Day activities

Several activities took 
place throughout the 
month of June including 
a month-long exhibit 
at THEMUSEUM by 
local artists on refugee 
themes, a series of 
documentaries at the 
Waterloo and Kitchener 
public libraries and 
a talk series at the 
Waterloo Region 
Museum. For more 
information about what 
happened, including a 
full schedule of events 
and a list of partnering 
organizations, please visit  
www.worldrefugeedaykw.ca.

Gloria Nafziger, Refugee Co-ordinator for Amnesty 
International Canada delivers a keynote address

Fauzia Mazhar of the 
Kitchener Downtown 

Community Health 
Centre and CCORIC 

stands beside the 
World Refugee Day 

banner

Musician Juneyt Yetkiner, holds up a sign encouraging 
Canadians to welcome refugees 
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A Conversation with Eunice Valenzuela 
Interviewed by Janet Howitt, Community Engagement Coordinator

JH – Thank you so much for your time Eunice. 
While many in our community know you from 
your work at Mennonite Coalition for Refugee 
Support, I appreciate your willingness to share 
some of your personal story. Can you tell us a 
little about your journey to Canada?

EV – I came to Canada in 1991 from Nicaragua. 
In Nicaragua I had worked as a teacher in 
private and public schools teaching children 
from preschool to high school. I also worked 
as a community development worker with rural 
communities, the national teacher’s federation, 
and in the women’s movement.  

I left Nicaragua due to the political instability 
and unrest. I went through the process to come 
to Canada and was initially denied, however 
as I was reuniting with family I was eventually 
able to come. I did have to leave my 7 year old 
son, Carlos Jose, behind in the care of family 
members – a very heartbreaking decision. We 
did reunite 5 years later when we were able to 
bring him to Canada as well. 

JH - What were your first impressions of 
Canada?

EV – I arrived on January 11, 1991 into the 
biggest storm ever! I had no boots or winter 
jacket and I remember just being so cold, too 
cold! I was met at the airport by a stranger, 
John Klassen, who held up a sign so I could find 
him and he drove me to his family home where 
I enjoyed my first meal in Canada – a bowl of 
hot chili. I did not speak a word or English, I felt 
brand new.

JH – When did this sense of newness start to 
wear off?

EV – It took about 6 months. I quickly registered 
in and started to attend ESL classes at St. Louis 

and then little by little 
began volunteering at 
the reception desk at St 
Louis. I know I needed 
to learn and be able to 
communicate in English 
to be successful and I 
wanted to learn as quickly 
as I could.  

On a personal note, 
in November 1991 I gave birth to a little 
girl. Being pregnant in a new country was 
challenging, with limited English, and not much 
family around me, it was a struggle – very 
different than Nicaragua. I rode my bike to ESL 
classes for my whole pregnancy to save as much 
money as I could to send to my family back 
home to support my son. He was always on my 
mind. 

JH – Many in our community know you from 
your work at the Mennonite Coalition for 
Refugee Support (MCRS). Can you tell us about 
this part of your journey?

EV – I initially came to MCRS for some support 
and then saw a job posting for a part-time 
caseworker or support worker. My English had 
improved some and I told them that I really 
believed I could do this job if they would give 
me the opportunity and that I would continue to 
work to improve my English. I was hired in 1993. 
I worked many part time jobs over the years 
– some at the same time. I was a preschool 
teacher for the ESL program at St. Louis; a 
staff with the Region’s Healthy Babies, Healthy 
Children program; a community health helper; 
and a youth worker on a joint project with the 
Latin American Community and Wilfrid Laurier 
University. In 2002, I started as the Executive 
Director at MCRS and am still here today.

Eunice Valenzuela
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JH – In your role and with your own experience, 
what do you see as challenges faced by 
refugees in our community?

EV – Really, the main challenges faced are 
government policies affecting people’s lives 
– the cuts to the Interim Federal Health Plan, 
the streamlining yet complicated process for 
refugees, and the sense that Canada is closing 
more doors to refugees – what does this all 
mean related to the compassion of Canadians, 
of Canada? 

JH – In your role and with your own experience, 
what works well in our community to support 
refugees? 

EV – The community responds – lots of 
churches support refugees, hosting and 
supporting families; community organizations 
and individuals help with resources and 
volunteer to help refugee claimants with 
immediate needs, completing claims, even 
opening their homes with people are in 
this process. There is no shelter for refugee 
claimants so a person opening their homes to a 
stranger is amazing and needed. 

ESL programs and services work very well. ESL 
classes and teachers play such a vital role. They 
are often the first place of connection and many 
refugees think of these classes as ‘home’, places 
where they make their first friends in Canada.  
ESL teachers are so important. My first ESL 

teacher is still a friend today. They link you to 
resources and identify needs and offer a safe 
space.

JH – How would you finish this sentence, ‘Being 
a refugee in Waterloo Region is…?’

EV – both rewarding and challenging.  
Challenging in the beginning but later 
rewarding as this place becomes your home 
and country.  I feel and say that Canada is 
now my country, my home. Home is such a 
powerful word and means more than a building, 
it is people and community, friends, work, 
connections and makes me feel welcome and 
wanting to stay. I always tell people that in 
Canada, you/anyone can do it – work, study, 
live, practice your craft – without fear of reprisal. 
It takes time, sometimes a long time but we live 
in hope. 

JH – What does World Refugee Day mean to 
you?

EV – As a concept, this day builds awareness 
and celebrates people but we really need 
more than one day. People come to Canada 
everyday from all parts of the world – people 
are struggling and dying – we should celebrate 
World Refugee Day everyday.

JH – Thank you so much Eunice for taking the 
time to share your journey and your wisdom, we 
really appreciate it. 
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Supporting Refugees in Waterloo Region: 
Mennonite Coalition for Refugee Support, 

Reception House and Welcome Home 
Refugee House

Submitted by Daniella McIntosh with contributions from Mira Malidzanovic- Reception House 
Waterloo Region, Sharon Schmidt - Welcome Home and Eunice Valenzuela - MCRS

While it is recognized that countless community 
services and programs in Waterloo Region offer 
support to refugees, this submission is focused 
on highlighting organizations that have a 
primary mandate to serve this group of people.

Who is a refugee?
Each year Waterloo Region becomes the home 
to individuals seeking refuge from various 
parts of the world and for these individuals 
their arrival symbolizes hope for their future.  A 
refugee is a person who is forced to flee from 
persecution and who is located outside of their 
home country.  

• Sponsored Refugees make a claim and are 
accepted overseas prior to coming to Canada 
as a result of extreme hardship in their home 
country. 

• Government Assisted Refugees have 
permanent resident status and the federal 
government sponsors them for their initial 
resettlement for one year. 

• Privately Sponsored Refugees are also 
identified overseas, but are sponsored by 
Canadian individuals, groups or organizations.

• Refugee Claimants have also fled their 
country and are in need of protection, but 
they make their claim upon arriving in Canada. 
These individuals enter into a legal process 
with the Canadian government to prove 
their claim and once approved, can apply for 
resident status.  

Supporting refugees
Mennonite Coalition for Refugee Support 
(MCRS) welcomes all refugee claimants and 
provides community support and advocacy 
through the refugee claim process. Staff and 
volunteers help individuals and families needing 
support by providing assistance with the 
refugee claim process, accessing a network of 
settlement support, building communities of 
mutual support, advocating for a fair and just 
environment for refugees in Canada, completing 
forms and finding legal counsel or applying 
for work permits. MCRS also helps refugee 
claimants with their basic needs by offering help 
to find shelter, obtain social assistance, access 
healthcare and find educational opportunities. 
Over the past 5 years, MCRS has served 795 
refugee claimants. 

Reception House Waterloo Region is funded 
by the federal government to provide services 
to 280 government assisted refugees (GARs) 



7IMMIGRATION PARTNERSHIP NEWSLETTER   ISSUE 4   SUMMER 2014

per year in Waterloo Region. Reception House 
provides assistance through the Resettlement 
Assistance Program where government assisted 
refugees receive support with their immediate 
settlement needs for the first month that they 
are in Canada. During this time clients receive 
help applying for government documents, 
finding permanent accommodation and 
accessing the education system. Reception 
House also offers a Life Skills Program to assist 
clients with learning how to live independently 
and Client Support Services that provides 
one-on-one case management to connect 
government assisted refugees to resources and 
services in the community. Over the past 5 years, 
Reception House has served 1,137 government 
assisted refugees.

Welcome Home Refugee House provides 
short-term housing, assists with settlement and 
seeks to advocate on the behalf of refugees 
by engaging with the community. Refugees 

arrive at Welcome Home through referrals from 
Reception House and MCRS as well as through 
contact with the Kitchener Waterloo Multicultural 
Centre, Waterloo Regional Police or a local 
shelter. Additionally, refugees may be directed 
to Welcome Home through connections 
overseas, at the U.S/Canada Border, from 
someone who has previously lived at Welcome 
Home or through their own research online. 
This year, Welcome Home is celebrating ten 
years of providing shelter and a supportive 
community to newly arrived refugees. Over 
this time, Welcome Home is privileged to 
have welcomed 193 refugees, including single 
adults, young unaccompanied minors and small 
families from 28 different countries. Recently, 
the organization introduced a new one year 
internship program, inviting recent University 
graduates from programs such as International 
Development or Global Studies to spend a year 
living with and assisting refugees at Welcome 
Home.

Connection to the Community Action Plan 2014-2016
In the Community Action Plan for 2014-2016, the Immigration Partnership identified the importance 
of providing supports for refugees as they navigate their way through the complex settlement 
journey. A key focus for the Settle Pillar is to develop supports for refugee claimants specifically 
geared toward their first eight weeks in Waterloo Region. This is critical for refugees as there are 
often little or no supports to assist them during this time. In order to address this issue, the Settle 
Steering Group has identified a need for collaboration with stakeholders in order to develop and 
expand supports for refugee claimants in the areas of personal needs items, food, clothing, housing, 
transportation and healthcare. To discuss ways to get involved in supporting this CAP priority, please 
contact Daniella McIntosh at 519-575-4757 ext. 1233 or dmcintosh@regionofwaterloo.ca. 
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Immigration Partnership Pillar Updates
SETTLE PILLAR – submitted by Daniella McIntosh, Community Engagement Coordinator

Since the launch of the Community Action Plan, the Settle Pillar has been actively planning with 
no signs of slowing down. The Settle Steering Group finalized their implementation plan and has 
formed the Community Supports Action Group and Health Supports Action Group to begin working 
on the six activities that were prioritized for action.  

During the months of March and April, both action groups held their first meetings to discuss their 
role and develop a detailed work plan they will follow as they move forward with their activities. 
The actions for the Health Supports Action Group focus on cultural competency, mental health and 
engaging the Waterloo Wellington Local Health Integrated Network. The Community Supports 
Action Group is focused on housing, language education and supports for refugee claimants. There 
is plenty of work ahead and the Settle Steering Group is off to a great start with the initial work of 
the action groups.  

WORK PILLAR – submitted by Nora Whittington, Community Engagement Coordinator

Since the last newsletter, both the Work Steering Group and the Immigrant Employment Awareness 
Group have begun conversations around the implementation of the activities related to the Work 
Pillar in the Community Action Plan.

Further, the Work Pillar has been involved in supporting the Global Skills Conference which was held 
at Bingeman’s in April. Another huge success! Close to 200 Internationally Trained Professionals 
connected with over 30 employers in Waterloo Region who were currently hiring or planning to hire 
in the near future. Also, the Manufacturers Innovation Network Summit held in May allowed the 
Immigration Partnership to continue to engage employers and to learn what is happening in this 
sector.

The last Diversity Intelligence Seminar was held in June. Presentations focused on the Canadian 
Work Experience Policy and Foreign Credential Recognition. Thank you to Rita Samson from the 
Ontario Human Rights Commission and John Parrett from the International Credential Assessment 
Service of Canada (ICAS) for their time and information-sharing.

BELONG PILLAR – submitted by Janet Howitt, Community Engagement Coordinator

Since collectively defining the three strategic directions in the Community Action Plan for the Belong 
Pillar for 2014-2016, the Belong Steering Group has ranked priority action areas and activities to 
tackle over the next 6 to 12 months. Members of the Belong Steering Group, informed by their 
personal experience, constituent groups and organizational mandates are moving forward with 
several activities, including:

• Planning a public education campaign to increase cultural sensitivity;

• Working with municipal partners to develop information sessions and tours on the role of 
municipal government and services; and

• Profiling community organizations/partners who already demonstrate inclusive practices – hearing 
directly from them to create tools to help other organizations. 

Stay tuned!
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IMMIGRATION PARTNERSHIP CONNECTIONS:
Improving Prosperity for Immigrant Women

Submitted by Julie Wise, Project Coordinator

Improving Prosperity for Immigrant Women is a 
new two-year program led by Focus for Ethnic 
Women (FEW), in partnership with Kitchener 
Waterloo Multicultural Centre (KWMC). The 
project is funded by Status of Women Canada.

In 2014, we are exploring institutional and other 
barriers that:

• limit immigrant women from achieving their 
employment potential

• restrict employers, training organizations, 
financial institutions and other community   
agencies from fully engaging immigrant 
women in the workplace.

Participants will develop strategies and tools 
that will be piloted in 2015.

The project is guided by a Steering Committee 
of key stakeholder groups that includes 
representatives from community agencies, the 
Immigration Partnership, immigrant women, 
businesses, financial institutions and employers 
such as Workforce Planning Board, YMCAs of 
Cambridge & Kitchener-Waterloo, Waterloo 
Small Business Centre, Conestoga College, 
Manulife, and the Waterloo Inn.

We are currently in the community engagement 
phase, connecting with immigrant women, 
employers, financial institutions, training 
organizations and community employment 
agencies to raise awareness about the project 
and get their perspectives on barriers and the 
change that is needed. 

The next phase involves a needs assessment 
which includes a survey of employers, and focus 
groups with all the stakeholder groups. In the 
fall, there will be a strategy planning session 
where we will share what we’ve learned and, as 
a community, develop tools and strategies to be 
implemented next year in the pilot project.

To get involved, please contact Julie Wise, 
project coordinator at julie@few.on.ca, 
519-572-5794 or 
Amy Li, outreach coordinator at amy@kwmc-on.com 

You can also visit the website at  
www.few.on.ca/programs/improving-prosperity-
for-immigrant-women  
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Newly Released 
Community Action Plan 2014-2016 (CAP)

We are delighted to announce that the 
Community Action Plan 2014-2016 (CAP) was 
approved by the Immigration Partnership Council 
in January 2014 and was publicly released at the 
CAP Launch and Volunteer Recognition event 
in March (see page 11 for more information). It 
provides a strong framework for moving forward 
over the next three years, while also enabling the 
Immigration Partnership to be flexible and adapt 
to the changing needs and circumstances of the 
community.

Over the 3 pillar areas of settle, work and 
belong, the CAP includes:

• 10 strategic directions 

• 24 priority action areas

• many possible activities 

The CAP has been packaged into two 
documents: the full report and the summary 
report. In addition to the action plans for Settle, 
Work and Belong presented in both documents, 
the full report includes supplemental information 
related to context setting, implementation and 
communication. 

A sincere thank you goes out to everyone who 
provided input into the CAP update process over 
the past 6 months. Your enthusiasm and passion 
for helping immigrants and refugees to settle, 
work and belong in Waterloo Region is nothing 
short of inspiring!

For hard copies of the Community Action Plan, 
please contact Sandra Ribes at 519-575-4757 
ext. 3172 or sribes@regionofwaterloo.com. 
You can also access these documents on our 
website at www.immigrationwaterlooregion.ca/
immigration-partnership/community-action-plan.html

Community
Action Plan

2014 - 2016

7

For more information, please contact the Immigration Partnership Manager:

Name: Jo-Anne Gibson
Phone: 519-575-4757 ext. 3171

Email: jgibson@regionofwaterloo.ca 

This document is available in alternate formats upon request:  
Document #1558331, March 2014

This is the  
Community Action Plan 2014-2016 (CAP). 

 It summarizes information  
included in the  

Community Action Plan 2014-2016: Full Report.  
For further detail, please refer to the  

Full Report on the  
Immigration Partnership website at 

 www.immigrationwaterlooregion.ca.Community
Action Plan

2014 - 2016: 

Full Report

ImmigPartnerAction Plan Full 2014.indd   1

14-04-01   12:29 PM
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CAP Launch and Volunteer Recognition event 
The CAP Launch and Volunteer Recognition 
event took place on March 24th, 2014 and was 
attended by close to 60 members and friends of 
the Immigration Partnership. The event included 
a presentation and update by the Chairs of the 
Pillar areas, as well as two guest speakers: Lisset 
Jacinto and John Lord. To view the video from 
the event, visit www.immigrationwaterlooregion.
ca/immigration-partnership/community-action-
plan.html. A summary of the guest speakers’ 
presentations is also included below:

Lisset Jacinto has been 
a member of the Belong 
Steering Group for the past 
year. In this presentation, 
she shares her powerful 
story of settling in 
Waterloo Region 15 years 
ago from Cuba and her 
journey toward becoming 
a Canadian Citizen. For 
Lisset, being an immigrant 

has allowed her to re-discover and tap into her 
personal strengths. Lisset is using these many 
strengths to continue to make a difference in 
Waterloo Region.

John Lord is a community 
researcher, author, 
facilitator and leader of 
community change. He 
has published dozens of 
articles and several books.

For John, inclusion is 
the way that we create 
opportunities and change 
opportunities that allow 
everyone to express their gifts and strengths. 
Here, he talks about four pillars of change to 
ensuring an inclusive community. These pillars 
include: the power of the personal, the belief in 
community, the power of partnership and the 
wisdom of the collective.


