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Foreword 

From June 1997 to September 1999, the Winnipeg Free Press ran a weekly series of 
stories – Inner City Voices – that gave voice to people in the inner city.  An Aboriginal 
woman, Virginia Maracle, and an experienced journalist, Mike Maunder, formed a 
partnership to try to actually hear what the people of the inner city were saying and report 
it in the pages of the mainstream media.  Five years later Virginia and Mike revisited 
some of the people they interviewed to see how their lives had changed and how the inner 
city had changed.  A summary of the initial articles and the new stories allow us to hear 
those inner city voices once again. 

The material is presented in five sections or theme areas, each with a general introduction 
and an afterword.  The stories themselves are a snapshot of inner city people and their 
issues during these two years.  The afterword brings some stories up-to-date.  Many of 
the issues faced then remain the same today.  Some of the people featured have gone on 
to more success and fulfillment.  On the other hand, as is so often the case in the inner 
city, many of the people, struggling against the huge forces that these stories only begin 
to clarify, have remained in hardship and difficulty. 

Drawing on the themes in each section, the Winnipeg Inner City Research Alliance 
(WIRA) has contributed statistical information and analysis as evidence of some of the 
issues and trends described in both the original articles and their subsequent follow-ups.  
The parallels that exist between the qualitative narrative and the quantitative evidence are 
striking.  

Revisiting the original articles together with complementary statistical indicators 
provides a unique opportunity to evaluate social programs and examine changes in 
Winnipeg’s inner city from the perspective of the people living in it. 
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Introduction 
 

Approximately five years ago the Winnipeg Free Press ran a series of feature articles 
called “Inner City Voices.”   The articles featured inner city issues focusing on “Being 
Born: Moms and Babies,” “Growing Up: Kids and School,” “Not Being Heard: 
Powerlessness,” Getting Heard: Building Power and Capacity” and “Inner City Voices: 
Building Bridges to All of Us.”  In a series of articles building on these themes, issues 
ranging from poverty, through youth gangs, Aboriginal issues, housing problems, 
program funding, education and crime, to a host of other topics key to inner city 
revitalization and improving the quality of life of inner city residents, were explored from 
a very personal and community based perspective. 
 
Mike Maunder and Virginia Maracle wrote the original articles.  The Winnipeg Inner 
City Research Alliance worked with Mike and Virginia to re-visit these articles and some 
of the people and issues profiled.  We have called the project “Echoes of Inner City 
Voices.” The basic purpose is to examine change since the initial articles were written.  
Has quality of life improved for people?  Have community programs been effective?  Are 
there effective partnerships working for change?  Is revitalization happening?  Is poverty 
more or less of a problem?  Are new policies and programs in place to address problems?  
Is capacity building actually occurring?   
 
Material prepared by Mike and Virginia, based on their follow-up interviews and 
investigations, is supplemented by: statistics profiling inner city characteristics and 
change; program and policy based material; and, socio-economic, demographic and 
housing information.  The publication provides not only a commentary on inner city 
change but also commentary on policy and program effectiveness in a broad sense and 
highlights problems yet to be solved. 
 
The published document is: 
 

- An important commentary on inner city change and revitalization highlighting 
successes and failures; 

- A valuable source of information on a wide range of topics; 
- Material with wide appeal to students, practitioners, professionals and the 

general public; and, 
- A story about ordinary people. 
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1. Being Born: Moms and Babies 1997-1999 

During this period Inner City Voices filed a number of articles on mothers with young 
children struggling with the challenges and despair of poverty.  

When we began Inner City Voices, it quickly became clear that women and 
children bore the brunt of poverty in the inner city. As we continued our work over 
the next two years, that message came to us again and again -- the brunt of 
poverty in our society is being borne by moms and babies. 

There has been much research and pronouncements about child poverty before 
and since, but this was the basic human level where we saw poverty most 
clearly. The following stories tell of the truly heroic efforts of women who 
struggled to do the best for their young families.  -- Maunder and Maracle 

One story reported on the work of Suzanne McLeod who had organized a grassroots 
coalition called STOP – Solutions to Overcome Poverty. The vision of the coalition was 
to provide seven homes for seven mothers because “when you improve housing, you 
improve everything – safety, health, education of children.” Suzanne and the members of 
STOP saw adequate, affordable safe housing as a means to reduce poverty and improve 
the power of the powerless. 

Another story highlighted the efforts of the Native Women’s Transition Centre to 
improve the lives of Aboriginal women – the provision of daycare, a safe haven for 
women fleeing abuse, traditional teachings and ceremonies and providing a sense of 
family. 

A third article focused on Healthy Start for Mom and Me, a program providing nutrition 
education, milk coupons and practical support for inner city mothers. One of the major 
objectives of the program was to reduce the number of low birth-weight babies, as low 
birth weight is often an indication of future health problems. 
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A fourth story interviewed a seventeen year old mom with a three-week old baby 
daughter. The story highlighted the love and support of family and friends and the 
mother’s desire to finish school and attend university so she could provide a better future 
for her daughter. 

The day nursery at Mount Carmel Clinic was the feature of a fifth story. The 
developmental and social supports like arts, crafts, a playground, picking the children up 
by bus, a volunteer nurse, twice daily hot meals, as well as social support for the parents 
were the elements that helped families beat poverty. It also allowed many parents to take 
job training and eventually get a job. 

Did these programs make a difference in people’s lives? Did they improve quality of life 
in the inner city?  

Six years later:  Maunder and Maracle 

Afterword 

Six years after writing about Suzanne McLeod and her organization -- Solutions 
To Overcome Poverty -- we met again and asked the fundamental question -- 
Has poverty been overcome? Or at least, has life improved for the “poorest of the 
poor -- single Aboriginal and Métis mothers?” 

“Not even,” replied Suzanne, the universal expression of scepticism among 
native people in Winnipeg’s inner city. 

STOP itself has succeeded. In 1997, STOP had set as its objective raising the 
down payments for “seven homes for seven mothers.” Over the intervening six 
years, through fund-raising dinners and socials, STOP managed to raise enough 
to pay the down payment and the legal fees for six families to move into their 
own homes. They included a single dad and his family, so the organization 
wasn’t all “mothers.” 

It is perhaps in the inclusion of that one single dad that the ultimate answer lies 
for overcoming poverty -- an answer hopelessly out of step with our society’s 
current ideas of power, but one that traditional women know very well. “We were 
an organization set up to help women,” explained Suzanne, “Supported by 
women’s organizations and run by women. But when George came to us, we 
could see that meeting his need was as important as meeting a mother’s need. 
So he’s become part of our organization. Women show a lot more tolerance and 
flexibility, because we have compassion at our core.” 

“Tolerance” and “Compassion” and “Nurturing” are words that women’s 
organizations use a lot to describe their approach to working with people. 

Lucille Bruce, director of the Native Women’s Transition Centre, uses these 
words to describe how the Centre works with women, looking to develop their 
strengths. Suzanne was one of those women, arriving in Winnipeg in 1990 with 
two little children and a garbage bag with all her possessions. “We saw the 



 4  

leadership skills Suzanne had,” recalled Lucille, “and we were able to nurture 
them.”  

The “Healthy Start for Mom and Me” program also put tolerance, compassion 
and nurturing at its core. The way the program was set up, it nurtured moms, 
inviting them for a meal together, letting them enjoy companionship and ideas, 
giving them milk coupons and recipes. “We nurture women,” explained Andie 
Barkman, who has been with the program from the start. At first, she was 
nurtured, learning to be a community outreach worker in courses sponsored by 
Mom and Me. Then she nurtured others. 

She was startled in July of 1998 when the provincial government called on Mom 
and Me to attend a press conference as community partners in the 
announcement of a new government program. 

“Our jaws dropped when the announcement was made,” she recalls. “Young 
moms on assistance were to get an extra $65 a month, but only if they attended 
weekly WIN classes (Women Infant Nutrition). It had the trappings of our 
program, but was so different.” 

The WIN program took the nurturing aspect of community outreach workers like 
Andie, and turned them into welfare police. Young moms had to attend the 
weekly sessions, or Andie had to report their absence and they would lose their 
$65 benefit. The benefit itself was really just the newly implemented child benefit 
introduced by the federal government but clawed back by the province in the 
case of young moms on welfare. There were all kinds of good directions and 
good intentions in the WIN program, but it removed the nurturing, grassroots 
quality that Mom and Me had cultivated. Even the names of the programs told a 
story: Healthy Start For Mom And Me, or WIN, a powerful, public relations-
inspired, double message acronym. 

WIN lasted until April 2001 when the newly elected provincial government 
replaced it with the Healthy Child program, a program much closer to Mom And 
Me in its values. 

It is those values -- tolerance, compassion, nurturing -- that truly offer some 
realistic way out of poverty. They are values that are at the core of many 
women’s sensibilities, but out of step with the way our society operates. 

As the story of WIN demonstrates, there is a fundamental difference in the way 
our society dispenses power, and the way that traditional women share it. 
Nowhere was this clearer than in our story on teen mother Kirstin Witwicki.  

The story of Kirstin and her newborn baby, Patience, was written as part of a 
seasonal series of stories for the Winnipeg Free Press, “The Twelve Days of 
Christmas.” It provoked quite a response, coming so close to Christmas, 
comparing a 17-year-old single mom in the inner city to Mary, who laid her 
newborn baby in a manger. But it outlined more clearly than any other story, the 
way that power works in this world, and the reason that women and children 
continue to be the poorest of the poor:  
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“The birth of little Patience in north end Winnipeg is far away from the centres of 
power of this world, far away from the votes of the U.S. Senate or the bombs 
over Baghdad,” we wrote then. 

Today, six years later, as we write these echoes of Inner City Voices, we are still 
dropping bombs in the Muslim world. 

And until we learn the lessons of tolerance, compassion and nurturing that these 
“warrior women” are teaching, we will never change the situation of the poorest 
of the poor. 

 
  "Our nations are not defeated until the  
hearts of our women are on the ground." 
                                                -- Cheyenne proverb 

Moms and Babies:  A Statistical Profile  
 
The following statistical material focuses on women and children, particularly those 
living in the inner city and highlights the poverty, health and abuse challenges they face.  
The data illustrate a continued need for more and better programs to address these 
problems. 

Single-Parent Families in Winnipeg’s Inner City: A Profile of Poverty 
 
Compared with the city as a whole, Winnipeg’s inner city has a significantly higher 
proportion of families that are both female-headed and single-parent. In 2001 they 
represented more than a quarter of families in the inner city. As the figure below 
demonstrates, the percentage of single-parent families, both at the city and inner city 
level, has experienced a steady increase over the past ten years. 
 

Single-parent families are 
more likely to experience 
poverty. In 2002, Manitoba 
two-parent families with 
children living in poverty 
required, on average, $9,900 
of additional income to meet 
the poverty line. The 
situation is worse for 
families headed by single 
women, who require an 
average of $10,400 to meet 
the poverty line. This 
$10,400 shortfall represents 

the greatest depth of poverty among families headed by single women in any province. 
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Poor Manitoba families headed by single women are 16.3 percent deeper in poverty than 
the national average. 

According to figures from the 2001 Census (Custom Tabulation) 60.3 percent of single-
parent households in the inner city were below the poverty line compared to 41.5 percent 
of all single-parent households in Winnipeg. 

The inadequacy of income assistance benefits is a significant contributor to the depth of 
poverty in Manitoba.  In 2002 a lone parent with one child received approximately 
$9,636 in welfare benefits, a figure that leaves the household forty percent below the 
poverty line.   

   

Domestic Violence 

The 1993 Violence Against Women Survey (VAWS) found that 51 percent of Canadian 
women had experienced at least one incident of physical or sexual violence since the age 
of sixteen, and of those women, almost sixty percent were the victim of more than one 
such incident. With regard to the identity of the perpetrator, 25 percent of Canadian 
women had experienced violence at the hands of current or past spousal partners (married 
or common-law). Sixteen percent of Canadian women had experienced violence at the 
hands of dating partners, 23 percent at the hands of other known men, and 23 percent at 
the hands of strangers. Grouped together, 45 percent of all women had experienced 
violence by men known to them, twice the proportion by strangers. 

Spousal assault was first identified in Canada as an important social issue in the early 
1970s due to the efforts of the women’s movement. Spousal assaults are rarely isolated 
incidents. In about two thirds of all cases of spousal assaults against women (including 
common-law relationships) the violence occurred more than once, and one quarter to one 
third involved more than ten episodes.  

In general, women are more frequently subjected to severe forms of violence from men, 
than men are from women. For example, twice as many women as men are beaten, five 
times as many are choked, and almost twice as many have a gun or knife used against 
them. Moreover, twenty percent of women who were victimized by a spouse were 

Sources: 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg  (2004). Children, An Overlooked Investment. Manitoba 
Child Poverty Report Card – 15 years and counting. 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg  (2002). Children, An Overlooked Investment. Manitoba 
Child Poverty Report Card – 2002. 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg  (2001). 2001 Report on Child Poverty in Manitoba: 
Promise Not Kept.   
Statistics Canada. 2001 Census.  
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sexually assaulted, and twice as many women as men victims of spousal assault reported 
chronic, ongoing assaults. The impact of spousal assault is also more severe for women. 

Overall, women were almost three times as likely as men to report the most serious forms 
of violence ranging from being beaten up to sexual assault. In a survey conducted by 
Statistics Canada in 1999, the estimated number of women experiencing these types of 
assaults over the preceding five-year period was 300,000. According to victimization 
data, approximately 220,000 (three percent) women who were living in a spousal 
relationship in 1999 had been physically or sexually assaulted by a partner in the 
preceding year. This percentage had not changed since 1993 when three percent or 
201,000 women were victims of spousal violence. Eight percent of women in 1999 said 
they had been assaulted at least once in the preceding five-year period; the figure for men 
was seven percent.  

The national rate of spousal assault against women doubles when considering the lifetime 
prevalence rate: twelve percent of women were victimized by a spouse within the past 
five years, whereas 25 percent of women reported being attacked by a spouse over their 
lifetime. 

The psychological consequences of spousal violence for the victims are quite significant.  
The figure below illustrates that consequences range from fear for their children through 
low self-esteem to confusion and frustration.  The consequences weigh more heavily on 
women than men. 

Psychological Consequences for Spousal Violence Vic tims
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Police-reported data indicate that women represented 85 percent of victims of spousal 
assault in the years 1995 to 2000. In 2000, the cases of 23,558 women and 4,105 men 
were reported.  

The results of a public attitudes survey undertaken in Manitoba in 2001 indicate that the 
majority of adults (eighty percent) are somewhat or very concerned about domestic 
violence. Those most likely to say they are very concerned about family violence include 
women (47 percent compared to 32 percent of men), those with less than high school 
education (47 percent), and those with lower household incomes (51percent). 

Women were more likely than men to think that domestic violence has increased in 
recent years (48 percent compared to 37 percent), and were more likely to express 
familiarity with efforts to prevent family violence, such as: 

�  Stalking prevention orders (civil restraining orders available under the 
Manitoba Domestic Violence and Stalking Prevention, Protection and 
Compensation Act); 

�  Mandatory charging in cases of domestic violence; 
�  The Women’s Advocacy Program; 
�  Victims’ Bill of Rights; 
�  The Family Violence Court; and, 
�  An advertising campaign. 

When Manitobans were asked to describe what they regard as the root causes of domestic 
violence, alcohol abuse was cited most often (46 percent) and drug abuse by one quarter 
(21 percent). Financial stress (26 percent), job-related stress (eight percent), and stress in 
general (25 percent) were cited as causes for domestic violence by a combined total of 59 
percent of respondents. In addition, 25 percent identified poverty as a major cause. A 
history of domestic violence (fifteen percent), personality or temperament (fourteen 
percent), poor education (six percent) and gambling (five percent) were also mentioned. 

Public education was the most common route suggested to reduce domestic violence in 
Manitoba (31 percent of respondents). Women (34 percent compared to 27 percent of 
men), those 35-54 years of age (37 percent), those with university degrees (42 percent), 
and higher-income earners (36 percent) were most likely to cite education as a means for 
reducing domestic violence. More/better programs, counselling and increased awareness 
were also frequently mentioned, in addition to tougher laws and penalties for 
perpetrators.  

Aboriginal women stand out as one group with much higher than average rates as victims 
of spousal violence. These women reported spousal violence rates twice as high as 
Aboriginal men and three times higher than non-Aboriginal women and men. The factors 
that are linked to violence in Aboriginal communities include systemic discrimination 
against Aboriginal peoples, economic and social deprivation, alcohol and substance 
abuse, and the intergenerational cycle of violence. Other factors contributing to the high 
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level of violence in Aboriginal communities include the breakdown of healthy family life 
resulting from residential school upbringing, racism against Aboriginal peoples, the 
impact of colonialism on traditional values and culture and overcrowded, substandard 
housing. 

Five-year Rates of Spousal Assault for Immigrant, Vis ible 
Minority and Aboriginal Populations, 1999
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Inner City Low Birth Weights 
 
The Low Birth Weight (LBW) Rate is calculated as the number of live born babies with a 
birth weight of less than 2500 grams divided by the total number of live born babies.  As 
stated by the Canadian Institute of Health Information, “Low birth weight is a key 
determinant for infant survival, health, and development. LBW infants are at a greater 
risk of having a disability and for diseases such as cerebral palsy, visual problems, 
learning disabilities and respiratory problems.” 
 
For these reasons alone, the relatively high incidence of LBW in inner city areas is cause 
for alarm. Mothers who lived in downtown Winnipeg have the highest rate of low birth 
weight babies (7.2 percent). Poverty and lower levels of education, characteristics that are 
prevalent in inner city neighbourhoods, are closely associated with poorer heath status 

Source:  
Federal/Provincial Territorial Ministers responsible for the Status of Women (Canada) (2002) 
Assessing violence against women [electronic resource]: a statistical profile 
<http://www.gov.mb.ca/wd/pdf_files/violence.pdf> 
Public Opinion on Domestic Violence Issues in Manitoba (2001). 
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and increased risk of adverse birth outcomes such as LBW.  Poor nutrition in mothers is 
also a contributing factor to LBW. The following table illustrates that the incidence of 
LBW is greater in the inner city. 
 

   
 
Infant Mortality 
 
Winnipeg data from 1994-1998 demonstrates a strong gradient in infant mortality by 
income quintile. Infant mortality rates were more than double for those residing in the 
lowest income areas compared to the highest income neighbourhoods. There is a 
correlation between increasing infant mortality and decreasing income level. As shown in 
the chart below, the highest infant mortality is in the Downtown area, which includes the 
following residential neighbourhoods: South Portage, Daniel McIntyre, West Broadway, 
Armstrong Point, Centennial, South and North Portage, Wolseley and West Wolseley, 
Sargent Park, Broadway-Assiniboine, Minto, West Alexander, Portage-Ellice, Spence, 
and St. Matthews. 
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 Source: Winnipeg Regional Health Authority (2003) Special Tabulations. 
 
 

 

Inner City Teen Pregnancy Rates 

Closely related to the incidence of poverty and other socioeconomic factors in the inner 
city, teenage pregnancy rates are considerably higher in the inner city neighbourhoods 
compared to the city as a whole. In 2001-02, approximately 132 per 1,000 pregnancies in 
Point Douglas and 106 per 1,000 in Downtown (previously defined) were teen 
pregnancies, compared to 53 per 1,000 for Winnipeg as a whole. Winnipeg School 
Division No. 1, encompassing the inner city area, has experienced an increase in the 
number of S4 (grade 12) students with children. In 2002, nearly ten percent of S4 
students had children of their own, up from 6.7 percent in 2000.   

While inner city socio-economic characteristics – high levels of unemployment, lower 
levels of education, low incomes – are widely identified as factors that lead to higher 
rates of teenage pregnancy; high teen pregnancy rates also perpetuation many of these 
same socio-economic problems.   

Source:  
Assessing the Health of Children in Manitoba: A Population-Based Study, by Marni Brownell, 
Patricia Martens, Anita Kozyrskyj, Patricia Fergusson, Jennifer Lerfald, Teresa Mayer, Shelley 
Derksen, and David Friesen; summary by Kip Sullivan (February 2001). 
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Teen mothers and their children face many challenges. Balancing education with parental 
responsibilities is one of the most difficult aspects of teen motherhood, and as a result, 
teen mothers are less likely to complete high school. This in turn means that teen mothers 
and their children may be more likely to experience unemployment, low wages and 
poverty.  

 
Source: Winnipeg Regional Health Authority (2003) Special Tabulations. 

Child Poverty 

In Canada, one in six children (15.6 percent) lived in poverty in 2002 and in Manitoba 
this figure was one in five (20.8 percent). Overall, 53,000 Manitoban children lived in 
poverty in 2002. The rate of child poverty has changed little between1980 and 2002. In 
1989, Manitoba had the highest rate of child poverty in Canada and in 2002 it remains 
among the highest of all provinces, second only to Newfoundland. Some children are at 
higher risk of poverty – Aboriginal children, children of immigrants, children with 
disabilities, and visible minority children. Nearly half the off-reserve Aboriginal children 
in Manitoba are living in poverty and over half the children who immigrated to Manitoba 
between 1996 and 2001 are living below the poverty line. 
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Over 46 percent of the people who receive food from Winnipeg Harvest are children: an 
average of 19,732 children each month.  Almost seventeen percent of these children have 
missed meals during the month. 

Children living in poverty are affected in a number of ways.  Poverty places children at a 
higher risk of death, disability, chronic illness and many other health problems 
throughout their lives.  Lack of money affects the quantity and quality of food for a diet 
needed to nurture a child adequately. Children living in poverty are 2.5 times more likely 
to have a significant calorie deficiency than other children. Poor nutrition in childhood 
raises the risk of poor health in adulthood. Babies born to mothers suffering from poor 
nutrition have an average medical cost of $13,870 in the first year of their lives, 
compared to an average of $673 for healthy babies. 

 

 
 

 

Sources:   
Winnipeg Harvest Inc. <http://www.winnipegharvest.org/index.cfm?SC=3&PT=305> 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg (2004) Fifteen Years & Counting... 2004 Child Poverty Report 
Card. 
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2. Growing Up: Kids and School   

At the time of writing Inner City Voices 
in 1997-1999, many of the city’s 
dominant issues revolved around 
children and how they were growing up 
- the growth of gangs, restless kids 
setting fires and stealing cars. A lot of 
time was spent looking at youth 
programs and schools, how Aboriginal 
families could best adapt to school, or 
how schools could best adapt to 
Aboriginal families. 

The first article was a report on the 
visits to several schools, most particularly William Whyte School, that aimed to find 
what worked best for native students. Every Winnipeg school division was struggling to 
find answers to low native performance. The article presented a glimpse of the realities 
teachers, students and parents face in their lives. One of the teachers, Lawrence 
Guiboche, shared his approach to dealing with attendance problems. Good attendance in 
his class is partly due to Guiboche’s relationship with parents: he knows them all, and 
goes to their homes if there are problems. Also attendance was high because of his 
teaching style; easy going, interactive and personal. 

The next article profiled the inner city family of Ernestine Deschamps, Jason Pemberton 
and their four children. At the time the story was written, Ernestine and Jason were 
graduating high school. After being on welfare for three years, high school diplomas 
seemed to open a new window of opportunity for the young parents: 
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Two years ago, neither of us had grade 12, we had no future prospects for jobs, 
no chance for a home. Now there’re alternatives opening in front of us.” 

“Growing Up Tough” the third article told about Chris Bruce’s growing up with a 
single mom, his gradual disenchantment with school and initiation into a gang. 
Chris’ story is the story of a lot of youth in the inner city, brought up without 
fathers, with drugs, alcohol and poverty, who have to grow up tough. 

A fourth story focused on Rossbrook House – the inner city drop-in centre and its 
founder Sister Geraldine MacNamara. For 26 years Rossbrook House had met the 
challenges of poverty and violence in Winnipeg’s core area. It continues to ensure the 
vision of its founder Sister MacNamara: “No child who does not want to be alone, should 
ever have to be.” 

Who are squeegee kids? A fifth article told stories about kids who washed windshields 
for spare change in the city. All of them were very similar – young people who felt 
trapped in their families, their schools, or their group homes. “They’re your kids. They’re 
our kids,” - concludes the article. 

Six years later:  Maunder and Maracle 

Afterword  

Six years after hanging out with a dozen grade eight kids at William Whyte 
School, we checked in with teacher Lawrence Guiboche to see how the kids 
were doing. 

We were able to track down eight: Giselle and David have moved back home to 
Sandy Bay; Edwin has moved to B.C.; Tyler has fathered two little girls; Carl 
attends R.B. Russell Vocational High School and volunteers at the Boys’ and 
Girls’ Club; Priscilla graduated last year from Sisler and is working for a year in a 
day care before heading into college classes. And then there are the Harper 
sisters -- Clara and Pam. 

We visited the whole Harper family at their home on Flora Street. Their home is 
typical of dozens we’ve visited in the inner city -- an old sofa, a battered living 
room table, a big TV and VCR, kitchen table and chairs, many photos of children 
and relatives spread all around the house, and not much else. But as we sat with 
parents Bernice and Harold, and their kids, and their kid’s friends and cousins, 
we found a house bare of furnishings and possessions, but filled with laughter 
and joy. 

They moved into the house six years ago through a rent-to-own program 
established by North End Housing. Harold learned carpentry through the 
program and now supplements their welfare with carpentry and casual work. The 
family came to Winnipeg from Ste. Theresa Pointe 10 years ago for the sake of a 
better education for the kids. There are five of them, including Clara and Pam. 
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Trina is the oldest, working now at a neighbourhood drop-in, Andrews Street 
Family Centre. The baby of the family is J. Harper, named after Bernice’s uncle 
J.J. Harper, fatally shot by Winnipeg police in a landmark case many years ago. 
Today J.J.’s namesake is entering grade one at William Whyte. 

Vince was a grade six school patrol and pow wow dancer five years ago and is 
now in Grade 11 at Tec Voc, winning rookie of the year in his first year of football 
and taking part in acting classes at the Manitoba Theatre Centre. He has met 
kids there from all over the city. One girl from St. Vital became a particularly good 
friend but when Vince went to visit, her father discouraged her from becoming too 
close a friend with “those kids.” 

Many of Vince’s classmates back in grade six were typical stereotypes of “those 
kids” -- the young kids setting fires in the neighbourhood. Vince didn’t. “I just 
thought that was stupid,” he recalled. “Most of them ended up in the Youth 
Centre.” Vince made clear the reason he didn’t get involved: “It was because of 
my Mom and Dad and what they taught me.” 

Clara and Pam give the same reason for not joining a gang. They’re known in the 
neighbourhood as the Harper girls, two tough girls who hang out together. “Kids 
have asked us to join their gang,” Pam says, “They tell us we’ll get respect. We 
tell them we’ve already got that.” 

They’re now in grade 12 at R.B. Russell Vocational High School. Clara’s classes 
over the last five years have included construction of homes on the North End 
street where she lives; Pam has encountered the eccentricities and enthusiasms 
of English teacher Brian McKinnon, who bombards students with Shakespeare 
and once made Pam write a poem explaining why she wanted to go to the 
bathroom. 

It was the poems of one of McKinnon’s other students, Chris Bruce, which 
dramatically illustrated one of the stories from five years ago -- “Growing Up 
Tough:” 

“One wicked beat down  
Is what it takes to hang around.” 

Five years later, Chris has been through a stint at Headingley Jail, but has 
returned to R.B. Russell as an adult learner. 

Another family we wrote about is also back at R.B. Russell. 

Jason Pemberton and Ernestine Deschamps graduated from R.B, as adult 
learners five years ago; now Jason works there as a teaching assistant. The 
visits we’ve had with Jason and Ernie over the last five years show another inner 
city family -- breaking free of welfare, buying and repairing their own home on 
Selkirk Avenue, raising five strong children. 

The major message from our visits to the schools and families is the critical 
importance of family for kids growing up in poverty. Where the families are 
strong, the kids are doing alright. And although they’re plagued by problems of 
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poverty, racism, alcohol and violence, most of the families we got to know five 
years ago are still strong. 

But far more families in the inner city are destroyed by these problems. It’s 
crucial to support schools like R.B. Russell and William Whyte, and programs like 
Andrews Street Family Centre and North End Housing, because they play 
important roles in helping families. These schools and programs work, not 
through the programs themselves, but through the relationships they form. 

“You can’t get kids to learn without considering the needs that come before that,” 
explains Lawrence Guiboche, still teaching at William Whyte.  “It’s when kids and 
families feel they’re part of the school that they can learn.” 

At William Whyte that feeling is built by the large number of parents active in the 
school as volunteers and teaching assistants and the three neighbourhood 
parents who are community liaison workers. But it is mainly built at any school 
through the personal teaching style of teachers. Teachers like Lawrence, and 
Brian McKinnon at R.B. Russell, and now as well, teaching assistant Jason 
Pemberton, understand that the main job as a teacher is relating to kids and 
families. 

Much of Jason’s job is knowing individual students, going to their homes to help 
them actually get to school on time. And they know him in return. Clara Harper 
gets teased by Jason and she teased him back last Halloween by dressing up as 
him. Her dad Harold was one of the workers who helped fix up Jason’s house. 

Guiboche believes personal relationships are the most important part of a 
teacher’s job -- paying attention to kids where they are more than the curriculum, 
being flexible to acknowledging the realities of their lives, not with a suspension, 
but sometimes with a hug. 

Hugs and personal relationships will build better schools, not just for aboriginal 
children, but for all children. 

Issues and Resources for Kids in School 

School Mobility Rates 

A higher percentage of school transfers occur in Winnipeg’s core area, where populations 
are at greater health and socio-economic risk (Brownell et al.). The figure below indicates 
the significantly higher percentage of transfers that occur in Downtown and Point 
Douglas compared to other parts of the city 

The high number of transfers is a reflection of the level of instability many young people 
in the inner city face. The elevated school transfer rate within the inner city may also 
inhibit the success of children in school and contribute to the lower levels of educational 
attainment of inner city residents.  
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Inner City Education Attainment Levels 

In the inner city between twelve and thirteen percent of the population have grade nine or 
less. Almost one quarter do not have a high school diploma.  There is also a lower 
proportion of the population with a bachelor’s degree or better; approximately fourteen 
percent compared to close to eighteen percent in the Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) 
and the city.  

 

Education Level CMA 
Winnipeg 

City of 
Winnipeg 

Inner City 
Winnipeg 

Grade 9 or less, population 20 years or older, %  7.72 7.76 12.48 

Without a high school diploma, population 20 years or older, % 20.49 20.38 24.06 

Bachelor degree or better, population 20 years or older, % 17.96 18.27 14.26 

 
Source: Carter T., Polevychok M., Sargent K. (2003) Winnipeg’s Inner City In 2001. Canada Research 
Chair in Urban Change and Adaptation. Research Highlight #1. 

The lower levels of education in the inner city are reflected in the labour force and 
employment characteristics of the population.  The unemployment rate exceeds nine 
percent in the inner city, compared to approximately five percent in the other areas.  
Participation rates are also five to seven percentage points lower.  The education and 

Source: Brownell, Marni, Anita Kozyrskyj, Patti Fergusson, Jen Lerfald.  (February 2001) “Social 
Determinants of Health” Assessing the Health of Manitoba’s Children: A Population-Based Study.  
Manitoba Centre for Health Policy and Evaluation.  Winnipeg.   
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labour force characteristics of inner city residents leave many at a disadvantage when 
trying to access adequate, permanent employment. 

 

Education levels of Aboriginal people tend to be lower than those of the general 
population. The study Aboriginal Education in Winnipeg Inner City High Schools 
investigated the educational circumstances of Aboriginal students in Winnipeg inner city 
high schools. The study was based on interviews with Aboriginal students, Aboriginal 
school leavers, adult members of the Aboriginal community, and ten teachers, seven of 
them Aboriginal. Responses by Aboriginal people to the survey questions about their 
experiences in school reveal the existence of a cultural/class/experiential divide between 
Aboriginal students and their families on the one hand, and the school system on the 
other: 

“The life experiences and cultural values of many Aboriginal students and their 
families differ significantly from what they experience in the schools, which are 
run largely by non-Aboriginal, middle class people for the purpose of advancing 
the values of the dominant culture. The educational system marginalizes 
Aboriginal students, does not adequately reflect their cultural values and their 
daily realities, and feels alien to many Aboriginal people… Aboriginal students 
experience the divide between themselves and the school system on a daily 
basis, and a good deal of what they experience in school is negative. Not 
surprisingly, many Aboriginal students resist and even reject this form of 
education.”  

 

Bullying 

Bullying in schools is a serious problem that can have negative consequences for the 
general school climate and for the right of students to learn in a safe environment without 
fear. Bullying can also have negative lifelong consequences - both for students who bully 
and for their victims.  

Bullying comprises direct behaviours such as teasing, taunting, threatening, hitting, and 
stealing that are initiated by one or more students against a victim. In addition, bullying 
may also be more indirect by causing a student to be socially isolated through intentional 
exclusion. Boys engage in bullying behaviour and are victims of bullies more frequently 
than girls. Approximately fifteen percent of students are either bullied regularly or are 
initiators of bullying behaviour. Direct bullying seems to increase through the elementary 
years, peak in the middle school/junior high school years, and decline during the high 
school years. Victims often fear school and consider school to be an unsafe and unhappy 

Source: 
Statistics Canada.  2001 Census Data 
Jim Silver, Kathy Mallett, Janice Greene, and Freeman Simard (2002) Aboriginal Education in 
Winnipeg Inner City High Schools. Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, Manitoba. 
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place. As many as seven percent of America's eighth-graders stay home at least once a 
month because of bullies.  

As established by studies in Scandinavian countries, a strong correlation appears to exist 
between bullying other students during the school years and experiencing legal or 
criminal troubles as adults. In one study, sixty percent of those characterized as bullies in 
grades 6-9 had at least one criminal conviction by age 24. Chronic bullies seem to 
maintain their behaviours into adulthood, negatively influencing their ability to develop 
and maintain positive relationships1. 

In Winnipeg there are several programs that offer activities in relation to bullying and the 
management/prevention of conflicts:  

�  Cross-Cultural Coalition for Violence Prevention  

Offers workshops on Prevention of violence and abuse 

�  Mediation Services / Community Resource For Conflict Resolution 

Provides training on peer-mediation and prejudice reduction in the 
schools. 

�  Roots of Empathy, the Seine River School Division 

The program helps to prevent student violence and bullying by teaching 
respect and problem solving. A unique demonstration project helps early 
and middle years students (K-Grade 8) understand the feelings of others 
by spending time with a baby and its family throughout the school year. In 
addition to helping prevent violence and bullying, the program also strives 
to reduce child abuse by teaching infant safety and development to young 
students.  

Street Gangs 

Winnipeg has been experiencing a rapid growth in street gangs. Street gangs started to 
make their dark presence felt in the city in the late 1980s. The Overlords was the first 
gang and it soon splintered into rival groups. Those factions form several of the 26 gangs 
in Winnipeg tracked by police today. The Winnipeg Police Service has listed over 1900 
street gang members on their registry. 

According to the overview of current gang trends in Manitoba, conducted by New 
Directions in Discipline, the Canadian chapter of the Hell's Angels has recently set up a 
chapter in Winnipeg by using the local outlaw biker club called the Los Brovos as their 
new prospects. As well, the Hell's Angels have a puppet club called the Zig Zag Crew, 
which acts as a conduit between other gangs for business.  The street gang scene in 

                                                 
1 ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education Champaign IL. Bullying in Schools. 
ERIC Digest 1997. 
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Winnipeg is dominated to a large extent by two Aboriginal gangs, the Manitoba Warriors 
and the Indian Posse. A smaller street gang called the Deuce, with connections to the 
Manitoba Warriors, is a rival gang to the Indian Posse. Another gang called the Crips has 
been increasing its presence in Winnipeg.   

Schools have a difficult time implementing effective interventions to deal with the street 
gang problem. The Winnipeg School Division conducts a gang prevention program titled 
Choices, which has had encouraging early results. Choices involves approximately 120 
youth in grades 6 to 8 who are at risk of gang or criminal activity. The early intervention 
program involves five components: a classroom setting, the use of tutors/mentors, a 
wilderness experience, a follow up club and parental involvement. 

Grassroot organizations like Winnipeg Native Alliance work closely with at risk youth 
in the Inner City of Winnipeg. Native Alliance workers make presentations and reach out 
to inner city youth who are current and potential gang members. At present they operate 
in five high schools. High-risk youth participate in the program, which is intended to 
educate and address the misconceptions about gangs. The program utilizes guest 
speakers, e.g., police officers, ex-gang members; group discussions on respect, racism, 
conflict resolution; Native culture, Elders, sharing circles, sweat lodges, and recreational 
activities.  

 

Rossbrook House 

Rossbrook House is a ‘home away from home’ for over 5,000 individuals each year. 
Over the years, the age level of participants enrolled in Rossbrook programs has changed. 
It started at 13 to 24, and is now from birth to 24 years old. Rossbrook is open 365 days 
per year, 24 hours on weekends and any school holidays. The building opens at 8:00 
A.M. and closes at 12:00 midnight on school days. In a one-year period, at least 5,000 
children and young adults use the facilities, averaging about 150 to 200 a day. Most are 
from single-parent families. 

The centre offers special classes under the Winnipeg School Division: 'WiWabigooni', 
an elementary school affiliated with Victoria Albert School; 'Eagle Circle', a junior 
high school affiliated with Hugh John MacDonald School; and 'Rising Sun', a 
vocational school affiliated with R.B. Russell School. All programs include an 
Aboriginal cultural component to meet the needs of the 98 percent of students who are 
Aboriginal. The centre also offers many recreational and self-help programs, including 
a young moms’ program.  

Sources: 
New Directions in Discipline <http://www.newdirectionsindiscipline.com/gangs.htm> 
First Nations Drum <http://www.firstnationsdrum.com/culture/wint00_gangster.htm>��
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Operational funding for Rossbrook House comes from the City of Winnipeg, the 
provincial and federal governments, and the United Way, with the majority coming 
from private donations. The total operating budget in 2001 was $850,000.  

Homeless Youth 

Most youth run away due to intolerable situations in the home environment; for example 
arguments at home; physical, sexual, emotional, psychological abuse; drug and alcohol 
problems within the family; problems at school; low self-esteem; lack of support with 
school, work, or sexual orientation; and lack of communication within the family.  

·  There are upwards of 57,000 runaways on the streets of Canada  
·  29 percent are repeat runners  
·  69 percent of runaways use drugs  
·  79 percent become involved in prostitution  
·  20 percent exchange sex for shelter 
·  53 percent have attempted suicide at least once. 

Major issue areas for homeless youth in Winnipeg include: 

�  Drug use.  
Crack, marijuana, meth and ecstasy are the most commonly used drugs. Some 
young women also use prescription drugs or "cocktails" of various kinds, and may 
use a mixture of drugs and alcohol. It is not unusual for young people to return to 
their communities after completing a treatment program, resume relations with 
drug-using peers and start using drugs again. Treatment facilities do not exist for 
the small number of solvent abusers.  

�  Prostitution 
Several agencies work with young women engaged in the sex trade. Sex work has 
reportedly become a more underground activity, particularly for very young 
women. Highly organized gangs operate out of hotels, using cell phones and 
pagers to connect sex workers and customers. Outreach workers are finding it 
more difficult to reach very young women in the sex trade. In part, this is because 
the women fear retribution against themselves or their families if they attempt to 
sever their links with gangs.  

�  Health problems 
There has been an increase in hepatitis C and D and AIDS among homeless 
people. Among young women, self-harm behaviour and eating disorders are 
common. Obtaining adequate food is difficult for homeless youth. They tend to 
avoid soup kitchens where adults, including those with mental health problems, 
are sometimes disturbed by the appearance and behaviour of the youth (and vice 
versa).  

�  Mental health 
Mental health problems and addictions are highly prevalent and appear to be 
increasing among homeless youth. Rates of depression, low self-esteem and 
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suicide are unusually high among Aboriginal women, especially for those living 
in abusive relationships with no supports or assistance.  

The Operation Go Home, now Resource Assistance for Youth (RAY) outreach program 
was designed to help youth in need and looking for a way out of living on the streets of 
Winnipeg. It educates youth on various issues including health, safety, and hygiene and 
connects them to resources. RAY offers the services that are most needed to assist today's 
street youth. It contacts youth through Police Forces, Youth Agencies, and one-on-one by 
street Outreach teams. Staff and volunteers speak to youth in schools and youth groups to 
dispel myths of street life. In 2002, Operation Go Home dealt with 5,000 youths through 
outreach.  

 

Sexual Exploitation of Children and Youth 

�  It is estimated that approximately 400 youth are being sexually exploited 
each year in Winnipeg (statistics only include visible sex trade exploitation). 

�  The average beginning age of involvement in sexual exploitation is 13.5 
years. Age range is 11-16 (35 percent of TERF (Training and Employment 
Resources for Females) youth started under the age of fourteen). 

�  70-80 percent of adults started under the age of eighteen. 

�  44 percent of youth remain involved for two years or more. 

�  The average length of time involved was twelve years for the last adult 
TERF participants – range of 2 to 22 years exploited through prostitution. 

�  68 percent were sexually abused as children. 

�  86 percent were runaways. 

�  38 percent were homeless. 

�  Average education level is grade 8. 

�  79 percent have criminal charges. 

�  46 percent have been incarcerated. 

�  62 percent have been on probation. 

�  Approximately 30 percent of youth are Non-Aboriginal and 70 percent 
Aboriginal. 

Source:  
Canadian Housing and Renewal Association with researchers Sylvia Novac, Luba Serge, Margaret 
Eberle and Joyce Brown. On Her Own: Young Women and Homelessness in Canada. Status of 
Women Canada, Government Canada. March 2002 <http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/pubs/pubs_e.html> 
<http://www.operationgohome.ca/> 
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�  Approximately 50 percent of adult groups are Aboriginal and 50 percent 
Non-Aboriginal. 

 
 

Source: Information Guide: prevention of Sexual Exploitation of Children/Youth. 
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3. Not Being Heard: Issues of Powerlessness 

Many of the people heard through the 
Inner City Voices project faced the issue 
of powerlessness. Professionals working 
in neighbourhoods sometimes failed to 
hear the residents they were serving. 
Again and again in the stories, people on 
the margins tried to claim power but 
they faced resistance by the system. For 
instance, it is hard for low-income inner 
city residents to go to university, unless 
there is an institution like the Winnipeg 
Education Centre that is innovative and 
empowers its students.   

The Winnipeg Education Centre (WEC) 
was the feature of the first story on powerlessness. The article interviewed several people 
who graduated from WEC, including Dan Vandal, a former city councillor. The 
population served by WEC includes inner city residents or those with life experiences 
similar to many people from the inner city. WEC graduates work in various agencies and 
schools in Winnipeg and throughout the province.  Several of them became recognized 
leaders in their places of employment. 

A second story was on inner city 
residents who work on revitalizing 
the inner city neighbourhoods of 
Lord Selkirk and Spence. The main 
idea delivered by the story was that 
until people learn how to work 
together, there is little chance things 
will change in our communities. 

Soup Kitchen Creates a Stir was the 
next piece, telling about an attempt 
of the Indian-Métis Holiness Church 
on Selkirk Avenue to open a soup 

kitchen at 831 Main Street. As often happens, the initiative was rejected by city council 
because of the opposition of business owners and residents in the neighbourhood. 

A fourth article was dedicated to David Cassels, departing Winnipeg Police Chief. In the 
article several North End community members expressed their appreciation to him for 
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providing the inner city with community police who really made a difference. Below is 
just one of the quotes: 

David Cassels has been the first police chief to make community policing happen 
in our city. We support the type of leadership he has taken.” 

Since he left, however, there has been opposition to Cassel’s methods; community 
policing in inner city neighbourhoods has been constantly changing, reducing the 
opportunity for the police to get to know residents and their problems.  

The last article of the section described the situation around the art exhibition that 
presented images of the children from West Broadway. Young people, their parents and 
residents of the community raised their voices to protest against the art show as they did 
not give permission to display the pictures, and because many of them showed kids 
making gang gestures, which could put them in danger. Though the circumstances around 
the art display were quite controversial, it did awaken the sense of community pride.  
Maybe for the first time in many years residents were speaking for themselves. 

Six years later: Maunder and Maracle 

Afterword 

Six years after writing Inner City Voices, the main theme that rang through almost 
all of our stories is still true -- people on the margins are still powerless as they 
face the systems set up by mainstream society. 

In March 1998 we wrote about a church attempting to open a soup kitchen at 831 
Main Street. The soup kitchen was rejected by city council because of the 
opposition of businesses in the area. Exactly the same thing is still happening -- 
in January 2003, an application by Red River Christian Fellowship to operate a 
soup kitchen 15 blocks north was rejected for the same reasons: “We are 
concerned for our well kept and quiet piece of Main Street,” said a joint letter by 
business owners. “If we allow vagrancy, substance abusers and panhandlers to 
roam our area, we are joining downtown Main Street where people are afraid to 
shop or walk alone.” 

In October 1997, we wrote of the North End community saying “Thanks” to 
departing police chief David Cassels for providing inner city neighbourhoods with 
community police who actually walked the beats and got to know the people and 
their conditions. Since his departure, community policing has ceased to be a 
priority. It’s a form of policing held in low esteem by the police mentality that 
created “Deep Blue” -- the senior police who opposed Cassel’s methods. Now, 
community police change frequently in inner city neighbourhoods, rarely having a 
chance to build relationships. West End resident Robin Falk described the 
situation accurately when she wrote in the January 2003 issue of West Central 
Streets: “I have been living and working in the Spence neighbourhood for almost 
three years now, and one of the concerns that comes up quite often is police 
presence. When I first moved into the neighbourhood, there was a foot patrol 
officer every couple of blocks, and a lot of people actually knew them by name 
and we said hello if we saw them walking down the street or in the local coffee 



 27  

shop. Even if I didn’t see them all the time, I knew that I had someone that I could 
call with any of my specific safety concerns. Over the last three years, I have 
watched as this friendly relationship has gradually diminished as the high 
turnover of officers turns most of them into strangers.” 

In September 1997, we wrote about Donna Harrington and other residents of the 
Lord Selkirk area being invited to be part of a community process determining 
how money from the Winnipeg Development Agreement would be spent in their 
neighbourhood. The story explained how difficult it often was for community 
members to work together and for professional workers to actually hear the 
concerns of community members. In the six years since writing that story there 
has been a huge increase in the process of public consultations -- almost all 
government and social agencies working in inner city neighbourhoods have 
invested much energy in setting up “community-based” offices and conducting 
“community consultations.” On the surface, this is a positive step towards hearing 
and including community people. But the consultation process itself often shows 
just how difficult it is for mainstream society and large systems to really hear 
people on the margins. 

We talked about these kinds of issues with three people who attend a lot of inner 
city meetings: Wayne Helgason, of the Social Planning Council; Debi Spence, 
resident and longtime constituency worker in the North End; and Jean 
Altermeyer, Professor of Social Work at the Winnipeg Education Centre.  

Wayne recalled one hurried phone call from a federal bureaucrat putting together 
a program for one neighbourhood. They had overlooked the all-important 
“community plan” that is now a vital part of many applications, and Wayne was 
asked if he could write one up in the next week. He attends many “community 
consultations.” At one such community meeting, he asked how many people in 
the room were members of a government department or agency. Close to 90 
percent put up their hands. 

Debi recalled many meetings in her North End neighbourhood in which 
consultants for various programs met with residents. “They have the answers, 
they just want you to agree with them,” she said. Several of the meetings were 
over four hours long, which makes it difficult for many residents to attend, 
especially those with children. “Many times, I’ve been the only one at my table 
who was an actual resident.” 

Jean said that often the very structure of meetings diminishes community voices. 
“Community activists generally want to meet briefly and then actually put a plan 
in action,” she said. “But meetings dominated by professionals often tend to 
become longer and stretch out into more meetings. Small things that would make 
meetings easier for community members are rarely provided -- good day care, 
honorariums, food, transportation.” 

Perhaps it is an inescapable reality that meetings and programs set up by 
mainstream society and mainstream systems must maintain the margins that 
exist, or else they cease to be mainstream. 

Debi sees that process again and again when inner city people themselves 
become professionals and join the bureaucracies that control things. “They say, 
‘You’ve got to become like me,’ instead of sitting down with community people 
and working through the hurt and the anger.” 
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It’s when programs and professionals are prepared to sit down with community 
people, not only in meetings, but in coffee shops and around kitchen tables, and 
work through the hurt and the anger, that the cycle of powerlessness begins to 
be broken. 

Symptoms of Powerlessness and Efforts to Enhance 
Self-Reliance 

High Poverty and Unemployment Rates   

Poverty is the characteristic that most differentiates Winnipeg’s inner city from other 
areas of the city. According to 2001 Statistics Canada data, approximately four out of 
every ten households fall below the poverty line (LICO)2 in the inner city. For individuals 
this rises to more than one out of every two and for families the ratio is one of every 
three. These ratios are much lower in the non-inner city and the city as a whole, 
particularly for all households and families where ratios approximate one in five and one 
in ten respectively. The map following illustrates low levels of income for inner city 
households. 

The lower levels of education in the inner city are reflected in the labour force and 
employment characteristics of the population. The unemployment rate exceeds nine 
percent in the inner city compared to approximately five percent in the non-inner city. 
Participation rates are also five to seven percentage points lower. The education and 
labour force characteristics of inner city residents leave many at a disadvantage when 
trying to access permanent employment. 

High levels of poverty lead to housing affordability problems. Canada has a national 
standard of housing affordability: households paying thirty percent or more of their gross 
(before tax) income on housing are considered to have a housing affordability problem 
and to be paying more of their income than they should, leaving them too little to pay for 
other basic necessities. Approximately 42 percent of inner city households that are 
renting fall in this category, compared to 35 percent in the non-inner city, and 38 percent 
in the City as a whole. Eighteen percent of inner city renter households pay fifty percent 
or more of their income on housing. For the City the ratio is 16.2 percent, and for the 
non-inner city – 14.8 percent. 

                                                 
2 Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut Offs define a low-income household as one that spends a 
disproportionate amount of its income on the necessities of life – food, shelter, and clothing. LICOs vary by 
the size of the family unit and the population of the area of residence. There are seven categories of family 
size, from one person to seven or more persons, and five community sizes ranging from rural areas to cities 
with 500,000 or more residents. The result is a set of 35 cut-offs. The cut-offs are updated annually by 
Statistics Canada using the Consumer Price Index. 
LICO is based on income after government transfer payments such as the Canada Child Tax Benefit, Old 
Age Security pension, GST Credit, Employment Insurance benefits and provincial of territorial welfare 
payments but before federal, provincial or territorial income taxes are deducted.��



 29  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

11.73 11.21

15.08

38.07

35.51

42.01

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

% of owners paying 30%
or more in shelter costs

% of renters paying 30%
or more in shelter costs

Housing Affordability Problems

City of Winnipeg

Non-inner City

Inner-city

Sources: 
Statistics Canada 
Carter T., Polevychok M., Sargent K. (2003) Winnipeg’s Inner City In 2001. Canada Research Chair in 
Urban Change and Adaptation. Research Highlight # 1. 



 30  

Food Bank Usage in Winnipeg 

Winnipeg Harvest provides temporary relief to families in need.  They can access a food 
bank once every two weeks, where they will receive a two to three day supply of food. 
Most of the food comes from caring food producers, farmers, wholesalers and retailers.  

Winnipeg Harvest was founded in 1984, and the warehouse opened its doors in 1985. In 
its first year of operation, Harvest distributed 200,000 pounds of food. In 2001, it moved 
over 6,800,000 pounds. Harvest delivers this food to approximately 291 community food 
outlets in Winnipeg and rural Manitoba, which then distribute the food to people in their 
neighbourhoods. In 2004, Harvest distributed food each month to 42,373 people or 
15,583 households. 

  1987 1992 2000 2004 

Pounds of food 835,451 2,150,059 5,969,185 N/A 

Households 
served/month 

1,812 7,500 15,587 15,583 

Individuals 
served/month 

33,000 35,000 37,840 42,373 

Food outlets 100 170 230 291 

 
Characteristics of people who access the food bank each month: 

 
�  54.5% are female; 45.5% are male 
�  46% are children 

 
�  34% are lone parents 
�  25% are two parent families 

 
�  36% are single people 
�  32% are separated, divorced or widowed 
�  28% are married or living common law 

 
�  an average of 2.8 people per household 

 

�  94% are Canadian citizens 53% have lived in Winnipeg for 20 
years or more 

 

�  65% have not completed high school 
�  27% feel their poor education is one of their main barriers to 

employment 
�  19% are attending or had attended, university or college 
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�  8% of adults have a college or university degree 
 

�  60% are on social assistance 
�  11% are employed 
�  9% are on pensions 

 
�  40% are living with a disability 

 

 

 

Inner City Aboriginal Population 

The issue of powerlessness is particularly important for Aboriginal People.  Winnipeg's 
Aboriginal population is continuing to increase as a result of a higher birth rate and 
increased migration to the city due to limited employment opportunities on reserves. 
According to 2001 Census statistics, approximately one of every five people in the inner 
city identified themselves as Aboriginal.  This proportion is three to four times higher 
than in other areas of the city where less than one in ten people claimed Aboriginal 
identity. A study by the Manitoba Bureau of Statistics projects that the Aboriginal 
population in Winnipeg will increase to 76,800 by 2016 and will represent 10.7 percent 
of Winnipeg's population, up from the current (2001) 55,756 or 8.4 percent. The map, 
which follows, illustrates that the Aboriginal population is highly concentrated in the 
inner city of Winnipeg. 

The Aboriginal population is considerably younger than the rest of Manitobans. While 
the median age for the non-Aboriginal population in Manitoba was 38.5 in 2001, it was 
22.8 for the Aboriginal population. More than 42 percent of the Aboriginal population in 
Winnipeg were children and youth below nineteen years of age, compared to 
approximately 26 percent for the population of Winnipeg as a whole. Demographic 
trends indicate the proportion of Aboriginal persons within Manitoba's youth population 
will continue to increase.  

It is estimated that, by 2016, one in five Manitobans eligible to participate in the 
workforce will be Aboriginal. This young Aboriginal population will have a significant 
impact on future social and economic policy, and presents both tremendous challenges 
and opportunities for Canada, Manitoba and Winnipeg as they attempt to connect 
population growth with workforce requirements. 

 

 

 

Sources: Winnipeg Harvest Inc. Hunger Count 2004 

Sources: 
Human Resources Development Canada (2002) Winnipeg Annual Labour Market Perspectives. 
Statistics Canada 
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Aboriginal Population: Percentage Distribution by C ensus Tract 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Source: Statistics Canada, 2001 

Profile of the Winnipeg Education Centre 

�  The programs at Winnipeg Education Centre (WEC) are ACCESS 
programs, which provide opportunities to enhance accessibility and 
successful completion of post-secondary education for groups who have 
traditionally been under-represented in post-secondary education, 
including Aboriginal people, immigrants and people living in poverty.  

�  WEC offers degree programs in Social Work, through the Faculty of 
Social Work at the University of Manitoba, and Education, through the 
Bachelor of Education Program at the University of Winnipeg.  

�  The Inner City Social Work Program (ICSWP) began in 1981; 
September 2003 was the 23rd intake of students.  

�  The program is funded by the Province of Manitoba Education and 
Training, Advanced Education and Skills Training Division. On May 1, 
2003, the provincial government announced funding to the ICSWP to 
provide for doubling the intake of students. Twenty-five additional 
students of Aboriginal descent were admitted, doubling the number to 
50. This enhanced enrolment plan has been designed to support the 
Aboriginal Justice Inquiry – Child Welfare Initiative.  
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�  The Bachelor of Education program, begun under the auspices of 
Brandon University in 1972, is called the Winnipeg Centre Project. The 
program moved to the University of Manitoba in 1978 and then to the 
University of Winnipeg in 1997.  

�  Enrolment in the five-year BEd program had grown to 100 by 
September 2003.  

�  Unique to social work in Canada, a Co-op Internship Program has also 
been developed.  

Approximately fifty percent of WEC students are of Aboriginal descent, 25 percent 
recent immigrants or refugees to Canada, and the other 25 percent are ‘survivors’ – 
poverty, racism, childhood trauma, mental illness, violence, incarceration, etc. Eighty 
to ninety percent are female, all are mature students, the majority are single parents, 
and all are living under the poverty line. The retention rate is approximately seventy 
percent, high for any university program. The rate of employment in the field of study 
after graduation is excellent. In the case of Social Work, at least eighty percent are 
employed full-time in social work occupations and another ten percent pursue 
graduate studies. WEC students, graduates and staff are involved in community 
development initiatives in Winnipeg’s inner city, working to strengthen its fabric. 
Students, staff and graduates work in partnership with such organizations as the 
Urban Circle Training Program, Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre, Rossbrook House and 
the North End Women’s Resource Centre. 

Source: The Winnipeg Foundation. What’s New: News Releases. May 23, 2003 
<http://www.wpgfdn.org/news_20030523_1.php> 
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4. Getting Heard: Building Power and Capacity 

 

The brightest lights in two years of Inner City Voices were programs that allowed people 
themselves to take control. Community economic development programs strengthened 
people’s opportunities in the workforce, improved their finances and helped develop a 
sense of pride and empowerment. Good community development programs adapt to 
neighbourhoods, rather than requiring neighbourhoods to adapt to programs and the 
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professionals. The stories in this section all focused on people and institutions that were 
building the strengths of the city, first and foremost, by building their own strength. 

“Return the authority of the individual to the individual, of the family to the family, of the 
community to the community,” was the credo of Ma Mawi Chi Itata family group 
conferencing program that builds on the natural strength of families and communities and 
replaces child apprehensions and foster homes with tactful family discussions. The first 
article, Family Conferencing Leads Way, documented several successes of the program.  

Programs like Anishnaabe Oway-Ishi, the job preparation program presented in a second 
story, built students’ capacities and healed deep-seated hurts. Anishnaabe accepts the 
most disadvantaged young people in society. They are native youth aged 18-24 with poor 
schooling, often on social assistance, with criminal records and often with children of 
their own. In nine years, more than 350 young people attended the program, the story 
says, and half of them held full-time work or continued training after completion of the 
program. 

A third article focuses on one of the North End’s most unique little stores. Neechi Foods, 
operated by a worker co-operative, is a small supermarket located at Dufferin Avenue.  
Employing local workers, often providing local produce and working to keep the revenue 
from operations in the local community, Neechi Foods is an excellent example of grass 
roots community development. Despite many struggles and often tenuous financial 
stability, Neechi Foods continues its capacity building and community economic 
development activities. 

The next story introduced the Credit Circle, the program that made loans to women 
wanting to start small businesses. The program included credit circles specifically for 
single parent women on social assistance who did not have collateral or a credit history.  
The program helped them gain incremental access to credit. The program has proven to 
be an effective way to assist women on low income to start or expand their own 
businesses and move to self-sufficiency. 

A fifth article, Fixing the City, describes a success story of community development 
initiatives in the West Broadway neighbourhood. Despite the tremendous problems that 
face the area residents, they have joined together to tackle them. As Paul Chorney, a 
principal organizer of the West Broadway Alliance embracing 60 social agencies, said: 
“It’s only by truly involving the members of the community that community change can 
really happen.” 

Six years later 

Afterword 

In the six years since writing Inner City Voices, the principles discussed in this 
group of stories have now become the official buzz-words for delivering services 
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in inner city neighbourhoods -- “community strength programs,” “capacity 
building,” “community economic development.” 

These are all basically synonyms for giving power to people who normally have 
not had power -- providing child services through extended families as much as 
through social workers; developing commercial businesses with people who have 
been raised poor; revitalizing neighbourhoods with programs directed by inner 
city residents themselves; using peer-counselling and sharing circles to 
strengthen individuals who face racism, abuse, alcoholism and other enormous 
personal and social issues in their everyday lives. 

Doing this -- giving power to people who normally haven’t had power -- is a lot 
more difficult than these stories indicate. 

In a word, it is revolutionary. 

Russ Rothney and Louise Champagne have been leaders in this revolution in 
Winnipeg for many years. As Community Economic Development Manager for 
Assiniboine Credit Union, Russ has assisted dozens of these programs get 
started. Louise has been involved in many projects as well, particularly Neechi 
Foods. Neechi’s move into Osborne Village, described in our August, 1997 story, 
was a disaster, but the store continues operating in its North End location, 
continues to provide employment for ten workers and continues to be Winnipeg’s 
most successful example of all these buzzwords -- community strength, capacity 
building, community economic development. 

A conversation with Russ and Louise is filled with ideas and laughter that give a 
vivid picture of the realities of this kind of revolutionary work. 

Louise is proud to identify herself as a “raised poor, Aboriginal woman.” She has 
made it into the middle class by virtue of her post-secondary education, unlike 
Russ “who was born with a dictionary in his mouth.” 

Being “raised poor” and now being middle class, Louise has experienced the 
differences between low income and middle income mindsets. “Raised poor 
people have many assets, including a better ability to share,” she says, “But we 
must understand middle class values if we want to understand how power is 
really exercised.” This is a process she calls “Middle Class Bashing.” (She says 
she’s giving up middle class bashing, because she believes we should all be 
allies. But she finds it harder than giving up smoking.) 

Louise’s reflections on the middle class help us to see ourselves. “The middle 
class has the power,” she explains. “Middle class people are used to speaking, 
used to having a voice in decisions. When they’re part of a meeting, they take 
charge. 

“They come from a background where there’s structures, systems and so they 
know how to build those systems and make them work. They hate to be late, and 
they hate for anyone else to be late. 
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“They run things; it’s what they’re trained to do. That’s why they do so well in 
school. They are the managers, the systems people and the professionals. 
That’s why they’re so preoccupied with time, detail, and systems. They are in the 
service of the owning class and they get paid very well. Many have become 
accumulators of wealth themselves, the RRSP crazed sector.” 

When programs try to transfer power to people who have not been raised middle 
class, they run into deep-rooted problems. In short, the programs tell everyone -- 
low income people, Aboriginal people, marginalized people -- that they will truly 
get power only when they have accepted these middle class values. But learning 
these values for middle class people has been a matter of upbringing, childhood 
modelling, years and years of education. When community strength programs 
transfer power to people without that background, and without the considerable 
supports needed to gain that background, they fail. 

“Programs have to be a social movement if they’re going to succeed,” says Russ. 
“Whether it’s a commercial business or non-profit housing or neighbourhood 
renewal, if it’s not a social movement providing for human liberation, nothing is 
really going to change.” 

Neechi Foods has had 13 years learning how to transfer power to “raised poor, 
Aboriginal people,” both male and female. In those 13 years, Neechi has 
received virtually no government funding, but it has remained a commercial 
success as a full-range supermarket and has changed many people’s lives. 

As a worker co-op, it officially runs its business through weekly workers’ 
meetings. These meetings are often run as sharing circles, with people going 
around the circle talking about what’s important in their lives. Often the meetings 
help a worker deal with issues like the death of a parent, a 15-year-old being 
beaten up and recruited into a gang, a daughter disappearing. 

On one recent working day, a daughter came to talk to her father about 
difficulties at the neighbourhood school. “He stormed off to talk to the teacher.” 
Louise recalls. “When he got back, I praised him for being such a good parent, 
talked about his experience at the school, and, only after that, did I ask him to put 
on his Neechi hat and think about what it meant to leave his work in the middle of 
the day, leaving his job undone and not telling anyone.” 

Louise’s approach differs somewhat from Wal-Mart’s. “The meetings, the talks 
with workers, are all part of a communication process,” she explains. “And good 
communication is two-way: it brings a balance between the middle class values 
needed for commercial success and the people values needed for community 
and collective action.” 

The people values are what give the power to individuals. Without them, lives are 
not changed, and all the buzzwords are meaningless. 

“People often tell me: ‘Just because you’ve got a little store doesn’t mean you’re 
going to change the world.’” says Louise. 

But maybe the revolution is going to happen by changing one life at a time. 
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Resources to Build Power and Capacity 

The Origins and Development of Family Group Confere ncing 

Family group conferencing originated in New Zealand in the 1980s as an intervention 
technique to utilize family strength and values to address injustices committed by 
individuals in the community. It was developed to meet concerns about the 
appropriateness of state justice and welfare systems for Maori and other indigenous 
families. Conferencing drew on traditional notions of collective responsibility for 
wrongdoing and decision-making. It utilized the wider extended family and community 
structures of Maori society. Through the use of the family group conference, a central 
value is placed on the ability of families, rather than professionals to solve community 
problems. 

Australia, England, Wales, and the United States adapted the New Zealand model. Other 
countries currently developing conferencing include Sweden, Ireland, South Africa, and 
Singapore. The first youth justice project was developed in Wagga Wagga in New South 
Wales in 1991 as part of a police ‘effective cautioning’ scheme. Canada witnessed a 
similar explosion of interest in the use of conferencing in youth and adult justice in the 
1990s. A pilot project using conferencing with Aboriginal young offenders began in 
Winnipeg in 1993.  

In relation to care and protection, the example of BC is noteworthy. In the early 1990s in 
BC Aboriginal concerns about adoption practices and the placement of children in non-
Aboriginal care were similar to those in New Zealand. Existing legislation gave the 
province the right to take ‘at-risk’ children from their parents, by force if necessary. A 
series of community reviews and reports resulted in the Child, Family and Community 
Services Act in 1994. This allows for family group conferences to be used for cases of 
child protection, so that families themselves take part in decisions about care and 
custody. Similar projects have also started in Manitoba, Alberta and Ontario. 

What is family group conferencing? 

·  A group of family members, their friends, people from the local community, 
professional social workers or justice personnel meet together. There may be from 5 
to 30 people in the room. They have agreed to meet to discuss a recent event or series 
of events and concerns. The meeting has been planned by a coordinator who has 
contacted everyone before hand to explain the process, reassure them about what they 
will be asked to do, discuss possible outcomes. 

·  At the start of the conference the coordinator lays down the ground rules for the 
meeting emphasising that it is to be respectful, non-conflictual and confidential, and 
that everyone has an equal right to be heard. The first stage of the process involves 
the sharing of information about a specific event or on-going concerns. This is likely 
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to be an emotional and difficult process for all those involved. Professionals may 
provide information on a range of support services and options in the local 
community. They do not tell people what should be done. 

·  At the second stage, the family and their friends and supporters may be left alone to 
discuss and decide on a plan for resolving the concerns. If the conference is about 
offending behaviour, the facilitator and other professionals may stay.  

·  The final stage may involve the group drawing up a written contract, which is based 
on the consensus of views of those at the meeting. Alternatively, the family group 
having developed their own plan may present it to the professionals, who will usually 
accept it. The plan will outline what is to happen, and who is to oversee or support 
those taking action to ensure that the plan is carried out. The meeting will end with 
the signing of the agreement, with refreshments and more informal discussion.  

·  The outcome of the conference will be a plan based on consensus, in which those 
most intimately involved in the concerns or events have been able to deal with 
emotional and practical issues. They will have acknowledged responsibility, have 
gained greater understanding of why those events occurred and how they might be 
prevented, and have themselves made those decisions.  

Initial evaluation of conferencing has suggested impressive results: some 90-95 percent 
of justice conferences result in an agreed plan, and there is generally high participant 
satisfaction among offenders, victims, their families and police and social workers. 
Agreements include apologies, payment of restitution, community service work and a 
range of other undertakings. Child welfare conferences report similar successes. For 
example, 93 percent of conferences in England and 92 percent in New Zealand resulted 
in agreed plans. Some of the other benefits of conferencing include: 

�  Speed of case resolution: two-thirds of care and protection 
conferences in New Zealand are held within five weeks; 85 percent 
of youth justice conferences within six weeks. 

�  Continuity of support: in 60-70 percent of care and protection 
conferences, departments agreed to provide follow-on service and 
financial support. Similar long-term support was provided for most 
families in the Newfoundland project. 

�  Crime prevention: conferencing has been referred to as a way of 
processing offenders. Most projects are too recent to assess long-
term prevention, but preliminary information suggests that re-
offending rates appear to be no worse than for court decisions and 
may be better. In terms of their crime prevention potential 
conferences are seen as worthwhile, even if they have no 
measurable effect on recidivism, because they give families and 
victims a role, and involve viable collective solutions. 
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Source: Family Group Conferencing With Children Under Twelve. A Discussion Paper. Prepared for the 
Department of Justice by Margaret Shaw and Frederick Jané. June 1999. 

Manitoba Aboriginal Youth Achievement Awards  

Each year the Manitoba Aboriginal Youth Achievement Awards recognize and honour 
the incredible contributions that young Aboriginal people have made in the areas of 
Academics, Athletics, Arts, Culture, Entrepreneurship, Employment in a Traditional 
Field, Community Involvement and Personal Achievement.  

The Awards aim at creating positive role models for Aboriginal Youth; bringing the 
community together in support of Aboriginal Youth and their needs; and encouraging 
voluntarism by staging a major event completely organized by volunteers. 

Aboriginal Film Festival 

Aboriginal people share customs and culture through the art of storytelling. Today, 
Aboriginal filmmakers and videographers are making the stories of their people 
accessible to a whole new generation. The Winnipeg Aboriginal Film and Video 
Festival involves two days of free workshops, screenings, tours and talks designed to 
inspire today's storytellers - Aboriginal youth.  

The Festival includes films from across Canada, and videos from students and 
community members. It intends to raise awareness of Aboriginal film and video, and 
Aboriginal film- and video-making, and to raise awareness of media arts as a potential 
career for Aboriginal youth. This community event at the University of Winnipeg, 
which continues to be a major supporter, now includes many partners that help to 
ensure the continuing success of the Winnipeg Aboriginal Film and Video Festival.����

National Aboriginal Business Awards 

National Aboriginal Business Association has joined with True North Energy to present 
the National Aboriginal Business Awards. The Award promotes Aboriginal 
entrepreneurship, innovation, market expansion and leadership. It recognizes outstanding 
achievements and contributions by Aboriginal entrepreneurs to their community and the 
advancement of Aboriginal business in Canada. 

The eligible businesses are those that are Aboriginal-owned and controlled and at least 
two years old, and meet one or more of the Award criteria: 

�  Established or mentored a new Aboriginal-owned business;  
�  Increased revenue and growth substantially each year;  
�  Turned around a financially troubled situation;  
�  Increased employment of Aboriginal people;  
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�  Hired or promoted Aboriginal people into senior 
management;  

�  Provided training or educational opportunities for Aboriginal 
people;  

�  Provided benefits to the Aboriginal community;  
�  Established innovations in products or services; and, 
�  Developed or expanded international trade successfully.����

Neechi Foods 

Work on the Neechi Foods store project first began in 1985. The store site was purchased 
in 1989 after project members had put in many hundreds of hours of unpaid work, 
including the operation of a pilot project and feasibility studies leading to project 
financing. The co-operative was formed with help from a coalition, of which Neechi is a 
part, known as Winnipeg Native Family Economic Development Inc. (WNFED). The 
store began operations in January of 1990, and in the early years, WNFED was central to 
its development. Several individuals played key roles in starting the Neechi Foods Co-op. 

Initially, Neechi Foods opened a single store that sold grocery items such as produce and 
dry goods. The store played an important economic and social role in the community, and 
developed various specialty projects such as the fresh fruit basket for kids only, the 
Christmas Lights campaign, and the annual sale of fresh wild blueberries. Operations 
remained somewhat unchanged until 1997 when the co-operative opened a second store 
in a different neighbourhood of Winnipeg - a specialty goods store that catered to a 
middle- and upper-middle-class clientele. The store was very successful for the first two 
weeks and actually turned a profit during that short time. The location of the store in a 
small strip mall, however, did not pay off. Neechi was one of a few businesses operating 
within the mall and the store was not located near a main street, so walk-in traffic was 
minimal. The specialty store closed in June of 1998.  

Over the years, Neechi Foods has branched out beyond grocery operations. It has played 
an important role in aiding community organizations such as schools by supplying 
groceries to meal programmes. The store also fulfils a significant social need in the 
neighbourhood, as well as for employees and volunteers. Most people involved with the 
Neechi Foods Co-op are Aboriginal, and for this reason, Neechi’s focus has been to 
address as many issues as possible in an holistic manner, one that is compatible with a 
number of different Aboriginal cultures. 

Since the recession in the early 1990s, Neechi Foods has focused on maintaining a stable 
retail operation. Although there are some capital projects that will need attention soon, 
such as renovations and repairs to the existing building, the current focus is on 
strengthening the business and rebuilding organizational sales. There are no plans to open 
a second store until the original store becomes more stable.  

Source:  
Russ Rothney. Neechi Foods Co-operative Limited – 1991 Original Study. Case Study Analysis. 
Winnipeg, Manitoba.  
Juliano Tupone. Neechi Foods Co-operative Limited – Update 2000. Case Study Analysis. Winnipeg, 
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Credit Circle Program 

The Credit Circle program introduced in Winnipeg in September 1995 helped thirty 
women establish small home-based businesses. The program was launched by SEED 
Winnipeg Inc. and Women's World Finance Manitoba Association; the eighteen-month 
pilot project was partially funded by the United Way. The program was successful in 
helping low income women start or expand their own businesses.  

This was the first and only program of this kind in Manitoba. The concept was based on a 
model developed by a Toronto group, Calmeadow. Under the program, members assess 
and approve each other's loans before submitting them to a management board for final 
approval. First-time loans cannot exceed $1,000. Additional loans are issued only when 
all members are current with their loan payments. The largest loan available is $10,000. 
In cities where the program is well established about sixty percent of circle members take 
out additional loans. Social interaction, strong peer support and monthly meetings are 
important aspects of the program.  

The local program operated as a training-based model and targeted mostly low-income 
individuals. Loans started at $1,000, and ten percent was put into a group fund for 
emergency use. After the loan is repaid, the individual may go on to larger loans as 
program policy permits. The first Winnipeg circles were formed in December 1995. At 
the end of the first year all loans were current and two loans had been paid off. Within 
seven months three women had established businesses that were profitable enough to take 
care of all financial needs. In 1997, eight circles and 38 businesses were operating. All of 
the businesses, except one, were owned by women. One circle was specifically for people 
from the Latin-speaking community. Each circle consisted of four to seven women. 
Circle members participated in a twelve-week training program, which provided basic 
training for owners of small businesses and helped members develop business plans. The 
response to the Credit Circle program has been very positive, both from the general 
public, as well as from social agencies. 

 

Source:  
Conference Report - UN Platform for Action Committee (Manitoba). "Striving for Gender Equality and 
Economic Independence.” Crossways, Winnipeg, March 21 and 22, 1997.  
Gladys Terichow. Single mothers on social assistance given access to credit, small business training. 
M.B. Herald Vol. 35, No. 18. September 27, 1996. 
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Community Association Activity and Capacity Buildin g 

Community groups are best placed to make the linkages between programs - housing, 
health, social services and economic development. The community groups also are best 
placed to identify the partnerships required to identify community needs and bring the 
different groups together. Over the past ten years, Winnipeg has seen a dramatic increase 
in the formation and activity level of inner city neighbourhood community groups. They 
are creative and flexible and are structured and operated in a way that is suitable for the 
circumstances of those who use them. These organizations have established a broad range 
of revitalization objectives focussing on housing stock improvements, housing 
affordability, community capacity building, education and training, childcare, crime 
reduction, environment sustainability, and economic development. 

Increased community organization activity is making a noticeable impact in many core 
area neighbourhoods.  Organizations such as the West Broadway Development 
Corporation, Spence Neighbourhood Association and North End Community Renewal 
Corporation have been heavily involved in the delivery of various affordable housing 
initiatives and renovation projects. 
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5. Inner City Voices: Building Bridges to All of Us  

The following stories tell of 
people and programs that 
were trying to build 
stronger bonds within the 
Winnipeg community. 
There were many people in 
the wider city that took time 
and effort to work alongside 
inner city people. For 
instance, suburban kids like 
Sarah Bector and Chris 
Mackie volunteered time, 
energy and spirit running a 
drop-in for inner city kids; 

people like Maria Wiebe formed a 
relationship with a thirteen-year old 
boy being shunted from foster home 
to foster home after his mother’s 
death; or accountant, Trevor De 
Ryck, who helped inner city 
residents fill out tax returns.  

One of the stories, Lite Hamper 
Benefits Lasting tells about the 
students from Westgate Mennonite 
Collegiate who bought Christmas 
gifts for inner city people in need 
and supported inner city businesses 
by buying the hamper contents from 
them. “Shopping here supports jobs 
in the inner city,” said Leslie Spillet, co-chairwoman of Christmas LITE (Local 
Investment Toward Employment). “It also builds bridges between parts of town.” 

Another article reports on Kidzone, Calvary Temple’s program for inner city kids. “In 15 
years of ministry, I’ve never seen anything take off like this,” indicated program 
organizer, Jim Poirier. It took the Temple’s members hours of work to host about 300 
youngsters every Tuesday night keeping them busy with a variety of activities. 

The message of this last section of Inner City Voices is well summarized in a quote: “If 
Winnipeg is to thrive as a full city in the years ahead, we must learn to bridge the gulf 
that now separates us.” Those kinds of bridges provide hope, not just for the inner city, 
but for all of us.   
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Six years later 

Afterword 

The first story we wrote for Inner City Voices in June, 1997, was called “Two 
Solitudes.” We chose this title to highlight the immense gulf that separated inner 
city neighbourhoods from the rest of the city. Our dream in Inner City Voices was 
to build understanding by telling inner city stories in the city’s major middle class 
newspaper. 

The stories in this section tell of other people who were building even stronger 
bridges of understanding.  

Because many of these stories had a church connection, we met with three 
church people active in the inner city -- Robert Johannson (United Church); 
Margo Dunwoody (Roman Catholic); and Rudy Friesen (Mennonite) -- to ask if 
the gap between suburbs and the inner city is still there. 

Not only is it still there, they agreed, the gulf between these two major parts of 
the city is growing. 

“The reality of inner city people’s lives is simply incomprehensible to most middle 
class people,” said Robert. “Middle class people can’t relate to something they 
have no experience of and so it simply becomes a black hole in their thinking -- 
something they don’t even acknowledge as existing.” 

To illustrate the immensity of this gulf, Margo told stories of several inner city 
people she knows: a mom with eight children all taken into care, turning to 
prostitution; a mom trying to survive on $12,000 a year (welfare for a mom with 
two kids); fathers in prison; children being recruited into gangs; alcohol; crack 
cocaine (the drug that has taken over Winnipeg’s inner city in the last five years). 
As Margo talked, the pain of each of these stories trembled in her voice. It 
brought back the pain we often had as we had written the 142 stories in Inner 
City Voices. As we wrote many of those stories, Virginia, a “raised poor” 
Aboriginal woman, would break down into tears. And Mike, the middle class 
white writer, would wait for Virginia to compose herself and then get on with 
trying to summarize, in two or three paragraphs, the lifetime of pain and hurt and 
often great triumph in each of the stories. 

The pain is still there -- in the 142 stories we wrote; in the 25 stories gathered 
here in this book; in just one of the shortest stories in this section, Trevor De 
Ryck’s income tax story. It contains so much pain: a mother filling out income tax 
because the $48 GST refund every four months will put food on her table; a 
grandmother on assistance raising one child; a refugee recently arrived having to 
leave his family in a war zone; a labourer injured in a car accident, now out of 
unemployment benefits and on welfare. 

In many ways, those of us who have prospered in this society have set up our 
lives so that we don’t have to experience the pain of these people. We don’t 
experience the reality of the inner city because we have designed it that way. But 
that may not be the way we are designed as human beings. 
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“The overwhelming myth of our society is that we are each independent and self-
sufficient,” says Robert. “In our culture we are losing our sense of a  social web 
of interdependence.” 

Rudy agrees. “The real enemy is isolation,” he explains. “We isolate ourselves in 
our suburban ghettoes just as effectively as people in the inner city are isolated. 
They’re isolated by their poverty and their pain; we’re isolated by our affluence 
and our own pain.” 

And in the long run, none of us, middle class or inner city, can face that pain 
alone. “I think it’s only when we form relationships that people are able to handle 
their pain,” says Margo. “We’re really afraid to let these people into our lives 
because we know there’s so much pain and we know we really don’t have all the 
answers. It’s easier to just send in a cheque and shut the pain out. But we don’t 
need to have the answers -- we just each need to become part of the mix. It’s the 
way humanity is designed. We lift each other up. Where there’s relationships, 
there’s hope.” 

There may have been many other benefits of our two years at Inner City Voices -
- raising people’s understanding, validating the lives of so many in the inner city, 
even helping some relationships form. But the best of all benefits was the 
relationship formed between Mike and Virginia ourselves -- forged through many 
writing and interview sessions, many times Virginia breaking down in tears, many 
times frustrated that Mike, in his middle class smugness and security, never 
really seemed to understand. But through two years of pummelling, Virginia 
helped Mike understand -- and understand not just the pain of the inner city, not 
just the pain of Virginia, but his own pain. 

Over the succeeding six years, there have been many times when they’ve helped 
each other through the pain. 

That’s what friendship is all about. 

“If you have come to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have 
come because your liberation is bound up with mine,  then let us work 
together.” 

   Lilla Watson, Australian Aboriginal Woman 

Resources for Building Bridges 

Mentoring Inner City Youth 

One of the Winnipeg Inner City Research Alliance (WIRA) projects Mentoring Inner 
City Youth in Transition to Independent Living is designed to train mentors to work with 
youth living in the core area while participating in Winnipeg Child and Family Services’ 
Independent Living Program. Mentors receive education on issues of relevance to inner 
city youth in transition to independent adulthood, such as recognizing and developing 
one’s talent, employment and careers, violence and bullying, steps to achieving real-life 
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skills, and the themes of connectedness, continuity, dignity, and opportunity. In each year 
youth who have a mentor will be compared to youth who have not yet been assigned a 
mentor to determine whether mentorship enhances self concept, self awareness, effective 
coping and problem solving, life skills, social support.   

Another WIRA project, Voices from the Margins: Experiences of Street-Involved Youth 
in Winnipeg, brings the voices and experiences of street youth to key decision makers in 
order to ignite social change to improve their lives. Many disenfranchised youth enter life 
on the street to escape situations they perceive as desperate and irresolvable. The work is 
guided by the principles of participatory action research, whereby academic knowledge, 
popular knowledge and experiences of people produce a deep understanding and 
commitment to social change.  

The University of Winnipeg’s Education faculty recently launched the P.L.U.T.O. - 
“Please Let Us Take Off” project. This new community-based program is designed to 
help “at-risk” Winnipeg children and youth. Through the project, the University of 
Winnipeg Bachelor of Education Program has taken a collaborative approach by 
establishing partnerships with the Winnipeg Education Centre (WEC), the West 
Broadway Community Groups, and Gordon Bell and Fort Rouge Schools. By working 
together, the partnership is providing direct, tangible support to people who live in 
Winnipeg’s inner city. 

The P.L.U.T.O. project consists of two components: mentoring “at-risk” children and 
youth and establishing a storefront for early years enrichment. P.L.U.T.O. is assisting 
youth to develop their talents and is helping young parents develop their early years 
foundation-forming skills, such as literacy and technological proficiency to better enable 
them to provide a supportive environment for their children. 

 

 

 

 

 

Youth at Risk: Poverty and Children in Care 

Adolescence can be a particularly difficult and vulnerable time for youth and their family. 
This is an especially difficult time for children who are in the care of Child and Family 
Services.  As of March 31, 2001 there were 805 youth in the Manitoba child welfare 

Sources: 

Ken McCluskey, Doyle L., Franklin J., Josephson W., Peel E., Weinrath M. Mentoring Inner City 
Youth in Transition to Independent Living 
http://io.uwinnipeg.ca/~ius/wira/Research_Projects/abstract11.htm 

Nancy C. Higgitt, Wingert S., and Ristock J. (2003) Voices from the Margins: Experiences of Street-
Involved Youth in Winnipeg. Winnipeg Inner City Research Alliance. 

ACCESS Manitoba. April - June 2001 ttp://www.wd.gc.ca/mediacentre/accesswest/2001_02/mb_e.pdf 
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system who were sixteen years of age or older.   A majority of these youth will exit care 
prior to or upon reaching the age of eighteen. 

Through legislation the Manitoba government is responsible for the Child and Family 
Services system, which provides a variety of services to families, including direct 
services for abused and neglected children. When a child’s safety cannot be secured, 
Child and Family Services agencies can decide, based upon the best interests of the child, 
to remove the child from the family unit and place him or her in out-of-home care. 

Once a youth reaches the age of eighteen, in most instances, Child and Family Services 
withdraw their involvement and youth are required to become independent, regardless of 
how prepared they are to manage their own affairs. Poverty is a very real disadvantage 
for youth attempting the transition from care.  Poor teens are more likely to live in 
substandard housing, have a higher rate of adolescent pregnancy, and be at greater risk of 
poor physical health.  The Child and Family Services system is costly, yet we continue to 
let youth down by not providing what they need. 

Twenty-five percent of former youth in care receive some form of public assistance. The 
income received through public assistance declines once a youth turns eighteen.  Figure 1 
shows that in 2000/01, a youth in the care of Winnipeg Child and Family Services 
transitioning into independent living received approximately $6,847 per year, equivalent 
to 36 percent of the income required to reach the poverty line.  Youth who exit Winnipeg 
Child and Family Services and who are unemployed are transferred to the adult welfare 
system where they receive financial assistance in the amount of approximately $5,558 per 
year, equivalent to 29 percent of the income needed to reach the poverty line.  

Comparison of Youth Income and the Poverty Line  

*Statistics Canada (Pre-Tax) Low Income Cut-Off, 2000 
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Employment 

Youth unemployment rates seriously affect youth transition to independence. According 
to the Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey (LFS), the national unemployment rate in 
2001 was 7.2 percent. The youth unemployment rate (labour force aged 15 to 24) in 2001 
was 12.8 percent. The unemployment rates for youth in care, however, were significantly 
higher (Milne 2002). 

Housing 

Several studies have shown a correlation between former foster care placement and future 
homelessness. Often youth leave middle class foster homes for lifestyles below the 
poverty line where seventy percent of their income is spent on maintaining a household. 
Only 35 percent of former youth in care live in adequate housing.  Inadequate housing is 
further exacerbated in urban settings where the cost of housing is high when compared to 
less populated areas. 

Even though it is evident that most children who go through the Child and Family 
Services system are at great risk of being at a distinct disadvantage in our society, the 
system does not keep track of what happens to children leaving the system, or how they 
are affected by their experience in care. Everyone loses when our youth are not given the 
opportunities to develop their capacities.  

 

 

 

 

 

Youth at Risk: Crack Cocaine Usage Offences 

Crack cocaine is becoming an increasing problem in the inner cities across Canada.  A 
recent study conducted in Toronto concluded that crack was the most popular street drug.  
Similarly, Winnipeg has seen a significant increase in the popularity of crack in the last 
few years.  Statistics from the Main Street Project illustrate the recent increase in crack 
usage among its clientele.  As demonstrated in the following chart, while powder cocaine 
and marijuana remain the predominant drugs used among clientele admitting drug abuse, 
crack usage has grown more than any other drug in recent years.   
 

Sources:  
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg (2002) Poverty Barometer. 
Government of Manitoba (2001), Department of Family Services and Housing. 
Government of Manitoba (2001). Family Services & Housing 2000-2001. Annual Report. 
McDonald, T. et al (1996) Assessing the Long-term Effects of Foster Care. A Research Synthesis. 
Winnipeg Child and Family Services, Independent Living Program.  
National Council of Welfare (2002), Welfare Incomes, 2000 and 2001. 
C. Milne (2002), Youth Transition to Independence. 
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Crime statistics also indicate a surge in crack’s prevalence.  Between 1997 and 2001, the 
number of cocaine-related incidents reported by the police in Manitoba increased by 
nearly thirty percent, while the number of cocaine-related charges increased by over 
seventy percent.  According to the Winnipeg Police, annual crack cocaine seizures more 
than tripled between 1999 and 2001, while the estimated street value of seized crack 
increased from approximately $75,000 in 1999 to over $204,000 in 2001. 
 

Main Street Project Clientele Drug Usage
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Christmas LITE (Local Investment Toward Employment)  

LITE is a project of SEED Winnipeg Inc. Money donated to the campaign is used to 
support employment in the inner city. The campaign was organized in 1994 by a group of 
volunteers representing a wide spectrum of organizations including churches, businesses, 
social service groups, and all Winnipeg credit unions. The LITE Campaign has two 
programs: 

1) The hamper program purchases food for Christmas hampers distributed to low-
income people in Winnipeg. All supplies are purchased from inner city 
enterprises, which hire local people.  

Sources: 
Canadian Community Epidemiology Network on Drug Use (2002) 2002 CCENDU Report – 
Winnipeg.  Canadian Community Epidemiology Network on Drug Use. 
Statistics Canada (2001) Canadian Crime Statistics 
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2) The CED - Community Economic Development - program that provides financial 
contributions to self-help organizations that create employment for inner city 
residents. 

The campaign has grown every year as more people have made donations:  

Year Money Raised 

1994   $14,000 

1995   $18,000 

1996   $25,000 

1997   $50,000 

1998   $70,000 

1999   $80,000 

2000 $100,000 

2001 $135,000 

In 2003 in food production alone, LITE contributed $47,000 for Christmas Cheer board 
hampers. Approximately 1,000 families throughout Winnipeg receive hamper supplies 
purchased by Christmas LITE from inner city enterprises every year.  

In its tenth year of operation, the LITE campaign continues to support a growing number 
of CED projects in the inner city of Winnipeg. They have raised over $600,000 during 
the past ten years to support local initiatives. The list of initiatives that receive support 
from LITE includes: 

- Winnipeg IDA (Individual Development Accounts) Project 
- West Central Streets 
- Native Women’s Transition Centre Catering Project 
- Neechi Foods Co-op Ltd. 
- Youth Opportunity Project 
- Lord Selkirk Family Resource Centre Community Kitchen 
- North End Housing Project Inc. 
- Odd Jobs for Kids 
- The Northern Star Workers Co-operative 
- Andrews Street Family Centre Catering Project 
- West Broadway Neighbourhood Skills Bank 

 
 Source: Local Investment Toward Employment http://www.lite.mb.ca 
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Conclusion 

Although there have been many positive changes in Winnipeg’s inner city since 1997 – 
the year when Inner City Voices were first published – the fact remains that the level of 
marginalization is still significant and in some ways even more pronounced than it was 
just six years ago. 

Many of the same problems highlighted in the original articles are as serious today as 
they were then.  Poverty, high unemployment rates, increasing percentage of single-
parent households, high concentration of social assistance recipients, low levels of 
education attainment, deteriorating housing stock, teen pregnancies, elevated levels of 
crime and feelings of powerlessness are still important issues in the core area.   

Despite the seriousness of the problems many inner city residents face it has to be 
acknowledged that there are many positive initiatives in Winnipeg’s core area. These 
initiatives have helped many people even though the organizations behind them struggle 
with inadequate resources and often no sustainable source of funds. Inner City Voices 
and the “Echoes” we have heard in this report serve to emphasize the incredible amount 
of work that remains to be done to improve people’s lives. The challenges that remain 
require the combined efforts of governments and community to support the tremendous 
individual initiative that so many people in the inner city illustrate in their efforts to 
improve their own lives as well as the lives of friends and families. 


