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Agenda
Confronting Racism Workshop

Thursday November 13, 2007
11:30 – 12:30
Lunch and Registration

12:30-12:45

Welcome by Norma Walker Dickens 




Introduction of the Guest Speaker by Lisa Hackett

12:45-1:30

Guest Speaker: Dianna Scarth, 

Executive Director of the Manitoba Human Rights Commission

1:30-2:30

Introduction of the moderator by Norma Walker Dickens

Introduction of the Panellists by Cynthia Manswell




Presentation by Panellists:

· John Black, retired principal and current president of the Black Educators of Manitoba Association. 

· Sandra Sveinson, Aboriginal grade nine student

· Elissa Kixen & Mayran Kalah, United Against Racism Program at Ka Ni Kanichihk

2:30-3:30

Break




Question and Answer Period 




Closing and Wrap up by Cynthia Manswell 




Presentation to speakers by Kathleen Huggins

3:30


Vote of Thanks by Valeria Fraser




Recorder: Lucía Madariaga-Vignudo, McGill University  

Purpose & Proceedings
The Congress of Black Women of Canada (Manitoba Chapter) is a non-profit organization that addresses social issues affecting women of colour and their families. The organization recognizes that racism, discrimination and prejudice are grave present-day phenomena that negatively affect Winnipeg’s community members whether women, men, children, seniors or youth. 

On November 13, 2007, the Congress of Black Women organized a workshop to openly discuss the issue of racism in our communities. The goal of the event was to document Winnipeggers’ experience with racism and to generate concrete policy recommendations on how to confront it. A wide array of delegates attended the event ranging from high school students and teachers, to employers in the private sector, to political representatives and civil servants. In the order of 80 participants attended the event. Documented were representatives from the following entities:

· Doug Martindale representative for Burrows, Manitoba Legislative Assembly;

· Students and teachers from Gordon Bell High School and  J. H. Bruns Collegiate;

· Representatives from New Flyer Industries;
· Representatives from St. Boniface Hospital;
· Representatives from the University of Winnipeg;
· Representatives from Ka Ni Kanichihk, an Aboriginal organization;
· Representatives from Workers of Colour Support Network;
· Representatives from the Progressive Conservative Party;
· Representatives from the City of Winnipeg;
· Representatives from the Success Skills Centre, and
· Representatives from the Canadian Muslim Women’s Institute. 
There were two distinct parts to the workshop. During the first half of the workshop, delegates heard speeches from the following panellists:

· Guest Speaker: Ms. Dianna Scarth, Executive Director of the Manitoba Human Rights Commission (MHRC) since 1996. 

· Mr. John Jack, retired school principal and current president of the Black Educators of Manitoba Association. 

· Ms. Sandra Sveinson, an Aboriginal grade nine student. 

· Ms. Elissa Kixen & Ms. Mayran Kalah, United against Racism, program staff at Ka Ni Kanichihk.   
During the second half of the workshop delegates were invited to ask questions regarding the panellists’ presentations, and to voice their opinions and feelings on racial discrimination in Manitoba. Workshop organizers encouraged participants to offer their opinions and thoughts, making it clear that their views were to be heard and respected.   This report contains key messages from panellists’ presentations as well as questions, suggestions and opinions of delegates. This report also outlines recurring themes that ran throughout the event and key recommendations on how to confront this long-standing ‘social ill’: RACISM. The report does not include a full verbatim record of the workshop proceedings; rather it includes the strongest messages that were heard during the event. For a full 25-page record of the proceedings, please contact the Congress of Black Women of Canada, Manitoba Chapter at (204) 775-4378. 

The Congress of Black Women of Canada - Manitoba Chapter appreciatively acknowledges the generous support of the workshop’s sponsors: the Manitoba Labour and Immigration Multiculturalism Secretariat and the Manitoba Ethno cultural Advisory and Advocacy Council. The Congress would also like to thank Mavis McLaren and Pauline Nembhard for arranging the logistics with the Jamaican Association of Manitoba, and for the use of their resources. Ms. Beatrice Watson and Ms. Leslie Hackett are also recognized for the time and energy they spent on this project. Last but not least, special acknowledgment goes to the Workshop Planning Committee and its Chair, Ms. Lisa Hackett. 
Summaries of Panellists’ Presentations
Dianna Scarth, Executive Director of the Manitoba Human Rights Commission (MHRC)
Overall, Ms. Scarth spoke about the MHRC and the initiatives it has undertaken to tackle racism and discrimination. Broadly speaking, the Commission enforces existing human rights codes, promotes human rights and carries out public activities. The Commission spends a considerable amount of money dealing with complaints brought forth by residents in Manitoba. The ‘individual complaint process’ remains an integral part of the Commission’s work. Complaints generally come from two cohorts of Manitoba’s population: ethnic minorities and women. Complaints dealing with racism present unique challenges to the Commission because the evidence from the complaints is often circumstantial and because racism is nowadays largely hidden and covert. 

Each year the Commission tries to close as many cases as are opened. In 2006, it had 297 formal complaints, the highest since 1990. Added to that were ‘pre-complaints’ that were brought forth to the office. It has become somewhat of a challenge for the Commission to keep up with the large number of complaints. To alleviate this problem, the Commission has a mediation team. Mediation represents an important alternative to the previous ‘one-size-fits all’ investigative process. Complaints now do not necessarily need to go through an investigation; instead, they can go through mediation.  

The Commission is also involved in outreach and educational programs geared towards immigrant and Aboriginal communities, as well as youth and employers. These programs raise awareness and try to make the Commission’s services more accessible to people who may not deem the agency as a comfortable entity to approach.
Considering research to be an important way to combat racism, the Commission is carrying out the Racialized Communities and Police Services Project. This study examines the tenuous relationship between the police force and racialized communities, particularly Aboriginals and refugee newcomers. There is considerable concern in Winnipeg that police services are racially biased. Some people from racialized communities fear law enforcement agents. 
To conclude, Ms. Scarth maintained that no one single approach will be effective in combating racism. Human Rights Commissions throughout Canada have an important role in the development of multi-faceted remedial strategies.

Mr. John Jack, retired school principal and current president of the “Black Educators of Manitoba” Association

Mr. Jack’s presentation was focused on racial minority youth and the identity problems they experience trying to fit into mainstream society. Mr. Jack argued that it’s extremely hard to be a young person in today’s society. It’s difficult being a young person in Manitoba. It’s difficult being a young person in Winnipeg. Why is it so difficult? A young person has to be careful not to get involved in gangs and the temptation of drugs. A young person has to be careful not to get AIDS. A young person has to deal with peer pressure and make friends. Young people also have to deal with inter generational conflict. Some young people have serious conflicts with their parents about the way that they dress. They have conflicts about who they should date, or not date. It’s hard to deal with the expectations and values of parents; it’s difficult. 
Young people have to deal with identity problems. As a young person, you might be Hindu, Sikh, East Indian, African, Caribbean, etc.  If your mother is German and your father is black, who are you? You have an identity problem. Are you a true Canadian? Society usually questions you by asking: where are you from? In a lot of cases you were actually born here in Canada! As a visible minority you’re always seen as an immigrant, an outsider. White youth do not face the same type of dilemma. This is a bi-racial identity problem. We are beginning to see more of this phenomenon right across Canada whereby youth have to choose to identify with one race over the other. 

Racial profiling is another serious problem in our province. One has to walk in the shoes of a black person, in the shoes of an Aboriginal person, in the shoes of a visible minority to feel what racial profiling is all about. Racism is not a new phenomenon; it continues. When a black guy is walking down the mall the first thing that a white woman will do is clutch her purse. Racism can be covert and silent.  But how can we stop it? Through education; what can schools do? They can make sure that everyone in the building objects to racist jokes. As representatives in schools, you can be leaders and organize presentations and discussions on the subject. Through dialogue we come closer in understanding and solving this problem. 

Ms. Sandra Sveinson, an Aboriginal grade nine student
Ms. Sveinson spoke about a racist situation she encountered with her social studies teacher who, as the facilitator in a class discussion, relayed negative stereotypes of Aboriginal Peoples. As an Ojibwa, Ms. Sveinson wondered: Why did this teacher single Aboriginal People out? Why did this teacher not end the class discussion when other students began uttering the following racist remarks: that most Aboriginals drink and are involved in crime? Ms. Sveinson challenged her peers’ racist comments but the teacher dismissed her. The class ended and she was quite upset. Heeding the advice of her Aboriginal elders, she approached the school principal who was very supportive. The teacher then had to apologize to the whole class. 

Ms. Sveinson made the point that society puts too much power onto educators and that more needs to be done to educate and sensitize teachers on the very negative effects of racism, discrimination and prejudice.  
Ms. Elissa Kixen & Ms. Mayran Kalah, staff at Ka Ni Kanichihk “United against Racism” Program

Ms. Kixen discussed how the organization she works for approaches the issue of racism: through an Aboriginal Youth Circle. She takes Aboriginal youth, ‘established’ youth and newcomer youth and introduces culture to them. The program she works for encourages youth to be activists and to talk about the issues they want to discuss.

“United against Racism” trains youth on anti-racism so that they can train other youth; the more ripples that are created, the best. The program also tries to deconstruct the language of race that has been created. We all come from places with different cultures and religions. As Ms. Kixen articulated: We are, however, only one race: the human race. 
Ms. Kalah then mentioned the manuals that train youth on how to talk and interact with their parents. This is important because things happen and youth may feel very down and ashamed, and they may not want to talk about their problem. Ms. Kalah sees a lot of potential in youth. She uses Situational Comedy to train youth and discuss sensitive issues. This strategy is effective because it allows people to approach the sensitive topic of racism in a more comedic and relaxed manner. 
Recurrent Themes

Following the panellists’ presentations, many questions and opinions were articulated by delegates. To retain the lively and thought-provoking tone of the workshop, we felt it was important to quote the views and questions of some participants; these quotes are deliberately unattributed to preserve anonymity. Overall, four identifiable themes ran throughout the workshop: 
Theme 1 - Dissatisfaction with the Human Rights Commission of Manitoba
Delegates expressed a general degree of disappointment with this agency. Some questioned the funding cutbacks the Commission has experienced, given the increasing racial diversity of the province. As one delegate articulated:
I have a question in regards to funding for the Human Rights Commission. Newcomers are coming to the province in large numbers and for good reasons. With complaints to the Commission being on such a high level, I’m curious to know how and why funding has been cut to the Commission? Why are we expecting Canadians to do without human rights commissions that are not adequately funded?

A fervent discussion then followed that concerned the ethnic make up of employees who work as ‘complaint investigators’ for the Commission. A considerable number of participants seemed disturbed by the fact that the Commission’s investigators tend to be white skinned and therefore not representative of visible minorities. The following quote reveals the tone of the dialogue:

Based on my experience with the Commission, a very critical workload regarding complaints is carried out by the investigators of the Commission. These investigators, according to my experience, are white. Yet as panellist John Jack said in his speech earlier on, you have to walk in the shoes of blacks, of Aboriginals, of visible minorities to understand how it feels to be discriminated. My question is: are there any investigators in the Commission who are (1) of black African ancestry or (2) a person of colour? 

Ms. Scarth, executive director of the Manitoba Human Rights Commission admitted that there was no person of colour who worked for the Commission as an investigator. She did, however, mention that there were two Aboriginal investigators. She also made the case that the Board of the Commission is responsible for determining whether to move individual complaints to the next levels: mediation or adjudication. This Board of Commissioners has a diverse membership representing the Caribbean, India and so on. In addition, Ms. Scarth noted that for the first time the Board is being co-chaired by an Aboriginal person, Mr. Jerry Woods.

In response to Ms. Scarth’s reply is the following excerpt: 

Ms. Scarth, you said that in 2006 the Commission had 297 cases [or complaints]. On a monthly basis, that’s at least 20 cases that Board members have to read and digest before making some kind of decision. My experience is that it is the investigators that recommend to Board members whether to carry a case forward or not. If I were a Board member, I would accept a recommendation from an investigator. The investigators that I’ve come into contact with have recommended that every single complaint of mine be dismissed. I’m not making an assumption. It’s a fact that white-skinned investigators do not have experience with racism; this disqualifies them from being able to make an appropriate assessment of a complaint.

Following up on this comment, another delegate expressively declared:

I had to complain against a white man to a white man!

And yet another participant asked:

Is the Manitoba Commission for Human Rights aware that its investigators are white-skinned, and that the average white person carries more political, economic and social power than other people? And that social power can influence the decision that the Commission makes? Is the Commission aware of that and willing to deal with that?  In Manitoba, as in so many other places, being white-skinned automatically places a person in a more advantageous societal position, permitting one to have easier access to school, employment and other social services. 

Theme 2 - Police Force & its Interactions with Racialized Communities
Among delegates, there was concern that the police force treats visible minorities and Aboriginals in biased and inappropriate ways. This perception is exacerbated in areas where there are residential clusters of blacks and Aboriginals. Police officers are deemed to engage in racial profiling. What this sometimes does is it produces mistrust, resentment and fear between racialized community members and the police, intensifying insecurity in Winnipeg’s neighbourhoods. 
Here one delegate said:

Racial profiling leaves people powerless. Blacks in Manitoba have many horror stories about discrimination. 

Referring to the relationship with the police force, another workshop participant concisely declared:

It doesn’t matter where you’re from; it’s usually not a very good relationship.

A young African high school student urged the executive director of the Human Rights Commission to take action on this matter:

Is there anything that your Commission can do so that the Winnipeg police force can better get along with newcomer Africans or immigrants? So that the police don’t stop people of colour when they walk downtown? Is there anything you can do with that? The police always ask us for identification. I don’t think whites have been stopped by the police and asked for identification. Can your office do anything with that?
And yet another delegate expressed: 

Do you know what it’s like for the police to stop people on the street and put them down on the ground?

In sum, there is a deeply-held feeling by community members that police services are biased in how they treat members from racialized communities, particularly Aboriginals and dark-skinned refugee newcomers who – because of their poverty and inability to pay higher rents in suburban areas - are residentially concentrated in the Core and North End of Winnipeg.   

Theme 3 - Youth and Identity

A further theme that arose throughout the workshop revolved around visible minority youth and their notions of identity. Aboriginal and newcomer youth can often be caught between two worlds: on one side, they may feel pressured to abide by their parents’ cultural expectations which may be at odds with ‘mainstream Canadian’ lifestyles. Biracial youth struggle to pinpoint who they are and where they fit in society. Confusion arises when youth feel they have to choose to identify with one racial group and reject the other. The following excerpt from a panellist effectively drives this point home:     

I can tell a story where two boys were brought to my office, the principal’s office, for having been fighting: a black boy and an Aboriginal boy. The black boy said of the other boy: “he called me a nigger.” To the Aboriginal boy I said: “do you know what a nigger is?” The Aboriginal boy replied: “Yeah, he’s trash; dirt, scum of the earth.” I being the principal replied: “So are you saying that because I’m black, I’m also dirt?” The boy replied: “No, no, no!” I said: “If he’s black and I’m black I’m also dirt; and you? You are Aboriginal.”  The boy replied: “No, no, no; I’m German. My father is German and my mother is Aboriginal. I am German.” The boy chose to identify with the German race because he was led to believe that Germans were better. 

Similarly, an African newcomer mother spoke about her son’s desire to downplay his past as a refugee. 

My son says to me: “I’m not a refugee.” But he is; even if he came here only when he was one year old – he looks like a refugee.

Theme 4 - Educating the educators on racism
Delegates asked: What is being done to equip teachers on how to teach racism and on how to be culturally sensitive to the religions, lifestyles, cultures and values of their students? In this light, delegates expressed concern that ‘cross cultural sensitivity’ courses for university Education students were not mandatory, but elective instead. Others worried that nothing was being done to ensure that teachers that went through the educational system many years ago, do not hold biased and racist views towards some of their students. A workshop participant expressed:

Right now, courses on ‘cross cultural sensitivity’ are elective courses. They should be made mandatory. We need to educate the educators!

Recommendations

Based on the animated and fruitful dialogue that ensued throughout the event, it is recommended that the following measures be put in place:

· Ensure that funding towards the Manitoba Human Rights Commission more properly reflects the rapidly increasing ethnic diversity of this province. Considering the rising demographic presence of visible minority immigrant and refugee newcomers as well as Aboriginal Peoples, it is vitally important to adequately equip this agency to deal with increasing numbers of human rights complaints.   

· Employ members from racialized communities to serve as ‘complaint investigators’ for the Manitoba Human Rights Commission; doing so will make the agency more accessible to visible minorities. It will also make visible minorities more at ease during what is often an intimidating and confusing complaint process.  

· Make ‘cultural sensitivity/anti-racism’ courses mandatory for students in Faculties of Education throughout the province. One or two courses on this subject ought to count as a prerequisite towards graduation from Education Degree programs. Similarly, it’s important to guarantee that teachers who were trained many years ago receive continual anti racism in-service training. The same goes for English as Additional Language (EAL) instructors.  

· Ensure that all recruited police officers in the province receive cross-cultural training. Regular refresher courses should be provided at specified intervals.

· Gather race-specific statistics on the numbers and nature of ‘police stops’ towards visible minority versus white-skinned persons. This will allow officials to gauge how widespread racial profiling is in the province.     

· Increase funding to community agencies so that they organize meetings where youth and police officers can come together to dialogue. This fosters increased understanding and a more unprejudiced idea of where each group is coming from. Use Situational Comedy to talk about difficult issues. 

· Continue funding research projects that examine racism and discrimination. While it is highly important to focus on racial profiling on the part of the police force, there are other actors in society who merit research attention. Racial profiling is not only carried out by the police but by school administrators, employers, bar owners, and landlords, for example. Future research projects ought to focus attention on these societal actors as well.   

Conclusion
Immigration is dramatically altering the ethnic make up of this province. The government of Manitoba aims to boost the number of incoming immigrants from 10 000 to 20 000 over the next 10 years. Also growing is the Aboriginal population, which is expected to rise by 50 700 persons or nearly 30% between 2004 and 2017. 
 Thus in the coming decade, Manitoba will unquestionably become a province characterized by its diversity. The time to ensure that this diversity does not result in more indifference, prejudice and racism is now. By working together and enacting concrete policy changes, we can make Manitoba a more welcoming, integrative, vibrant and friendly place to lead our lives. 
In the words of Jessie Howell, an Aboriginal elder at this workshop:
We make a beautiful garden…
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