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S

uccessful community development
takes time, dedication and resources.
It is a long term effort
that takes commitment and often does
not yield immediate results. These are lessons
that I have had to learn
over the past fifteen
months as Community Animator with the RAFT. Along
with these lessons, I have
come across three pillars that
have lent themselves to the
success of our work.
Briefly, I would like to
share with you what we have
discovered to be three pillars

Listening
Listening to the community has taken us leaps and
bounds within our work.
Through active listening to
community members, we
were able to identify an in-
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of successful community
development.

teresting concern in the
community of Western
Hill- the current state
of the St. Catharines
Train Station. If we were
not engaged with what
residents were saying,
what businesses were
concerned about and
what governments were
interested in, we would
never had found this
unique opportunity to bring
the community together.
Through listening we were
able to not only identify a
need but helped facilitate a
possible solution.

O

n a perfect summer
day last year, 60 summer program participants had the opportunity
to try out a number of flat
water sports at the first ever

Paddlepalooza.
Paddlepalooza is a
day of fun in the sun on the
Welland Recreational Canal
and includes sports such as:
canoeing, kayaking, dragon
boating and rowing.
From day one of this
year’s summer program,
youth have been asking
when the second Paddlepalooza will be taking place.
We were excited to inform
the youth that this year
paddlepalooza will be taking
place on Thursday, August
25th. Participants are invited

from the Niagara Regional
Housing neighbourhoods of:
Manchester, St. Catharines;
Rykert, St. Catharines; Old
Pine Trail, St. Catharines;
Warden & Waters, Niagara
Falls; Bowden, Fort Erie; and,
McLaughlin, Welland.
This day is made
possible with funding and
support from: North Welland
Flatwater Community
Centre, Notre Dame Rowing Club, Kiwanis Club and
Niagara Regional Housing.
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Revitalizing Western Hill; Through Art,Team Work and Community
planned with some unexpected
delays and mix-ups. What has
kept you coming back?

Suzanne Veenstra
Community Animator

W

hen talking about
the Neighbourhood
Awakening Projects,
one of the first stories that I tell
is the Train Station Revitalization Project. This project has
truly been a community initiative; conceptualized, organized
and formalized by the residents,
businesses and organizations of
Western Hill. I have been so impressed with how the community
has come together to make this
project a reality and now, after just
under a year of work, we are starting to see the fruits of our labour.
One of the most rewarding
aspects of the project has been the
involvement of the youth in the
community. Starting with a garbage can project during the school
year and then the mural project
throughout the summer, West Park
students have been a driving force
in the Neighbourhood Awakening
Projects.
Hajar Afrooz, is an 18 year
old youth volunteer, who has been
fully engaged with the project
every step of the way. When I first
met Hajar I was impressed by her
determination, enthusiasm and
positive attitude. Hajar moved with
her family from Afghanistan to
Canada when she was just a baby
and about 10 years ago moved to
Western Hill from Toronto.
Hajar is a great example
of how the Neighbourhood Awakening Project in Western Hill has
brought the community together
to create positive change in all
areas of the community. Here are a
few thoughts from Hajar herself:

Walk A Mile in My Shoes

Q. How did you first hear about
the mural project?
I heard about the mural project
from my art teacher at West Park,
who asked the senior students if
they would like to participate.
Q. What made you want to get
involved?
At first I was hesitant, because I
wasn’t sure if I wanted to paint
under the hot sun in late July and
early August, and I was sceptical on
whether we (the volunteers) would
participate with the project or just
sit around for most of it (common
in big projects and a large number
of volunteers). However, an opportunity like this doesn’t come up often, and I wasn’t sure I would have
the time later, if something like
this did come up again. I also have
never been a part of anything like
this (painting a giant picture on a
wall legally) and I thought it would
be interesting to see actual professionals do this and get instructed
by them too!
Q. The first couple days of volunteering didn’t go exactly as we

I kept coming back because I’ve
had a little experience in this
area. I know that things usually
don’t start or go the way one
would expect, but once things
pick up and when we’ve established a rhythm, the whole
thing starts to run smoothly
and ultimately becomes a lot of
fun. However to get there I have to
be persistent because the project
wouldn’t work if there weren’t
dedicated volunteers.
Q. What are you most excited
about for this project?
The painting! I remember how
much of a good time I had painting
the garbage cans and I can’t wait!
Q. What do you hope to get out of
this project?
For the most part I just want to
have a good time, but I am also
curious to see how a company
manages to make something like
this come together, and I also think
that this will give me more experience in this field.
Q. What are your plans for the fall
and what do you hope to do in the
future?
I’m not sure about my future, but
in the fall I will be starting a Film
Studies program at Brock University.
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Why I Volunteer

Forging Paths With Camp L.E.A.D.

Lorraine Marriage
RAFT Volunteer

Lindsay MaCkinnon
Program Coordinator

H

omeless youth form one
of the most powerless and
marginalized groups in our
society. Responses to their needs
should aim to empower them and
to maximize their independence
and this is why I chose to volunteer
at the RAFT.
The day I began volunteering at the RAFT, I knew that I would
be making a difference in someone’s life. However, I didn’t realize
how much of a difference it would
have on my life. Hearing the stories
of the youth I serve is truly an eye
opening experience. The majority
of homeless youth are not there
to cause problems. They have little
choice in their circumstance. Many
have mental health issues, alcohol
and drug addictions and have lost
the support of family and friends.
Volunteering at the RAFT
has shown me the importance of
meeting the youth where they’re
at and to accept them as they are.
I want to help empower the youth
to meet their goals and to advocate on their behalf. By volunteering I can assist the youth to navigat
the human service systems.
By volunteering at the RAFT
I have learned the importance of
advocating on behalf of our youth,
to assist them on their journey of
becoming contributing members of
society.

For more information on how
you can volunteer, send us an
e-mail to info@theraft.ca
Walk A Mile in My Shoes

T

his winter,
youth from
the Manchester and the Thorold
After School Program were invited
to attend a March
Break camp. Upper
year Brock University students, under the direction
of Dr. Erin Sharpe from the Department of Recreation and Leisure
Studies, designed and delivered
Camp L.E.A.D. – Learning through
Experience and Adventure.
Camp L.E.A.D. was designed to inspire youth to create their unique path in life. The
camp included active and inclusive
programming that was designed
to develop life skills. Each day the
activities focused on important
life skills, such as: team building,
empowerment, decision making,
leadership, and discovering new
interests.
The first three days were
held on the Brock University campus, and included activities such as
swimming, karate lesson, hip hop
lesson, and a scavenger hunt.
The final two days were
held at Teen Ranch, an outdoor
education centre in Caldeon,
Ontario. Teen Ranch provided an
overnight camp experience, as well
as other activities, including: capture the flag, horseback riding, a
nature walk, campfires, broomball,
and skating.
A total of 25 participants
attended Camp L.E.A.D. for the
week. Camp L.E.A.D. was completely free! Costs for the partici-
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pants, including food,
camp t-shirt,
transportation, camp
activities and
the overnight
experience at
Teen Ranch,
were all covered. Funding
for Camp L.E.A.D. was provided by
the Niagara Prosperity Initiative,
the United Way of St. Catharines
and District, Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies at Brock
University, Lions Club, Kiwanis
Club, and the Forzani Group.

A Summer
Wonderland
Ryan Barton
Resource Coordinator

O

n July 7th, 2011 20 youth
attended our annual trip
to Canada’s Wonderland.
To RAFT youth, Wonderland is a
magic vacation destination and
something they are willing to work
for. All youth who wanted to go on
the Wonderland trip participated
in our car wash fundraising event
held at Merritt Street Dairy Queen.
With support from Canada’s Wonderland, Dairy Queen
and all those who attended our
car wash, funds were raised for
the trip. The trip was an unforgettable experience for everyone
who attended. The weather was
beautiful and everyone had a great
time. Youth raved about rides like
the Behemoth, Drop Zone and the
Windseeker and visited the water
park all afternoon.
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Making A Difference

What Is The RAFT

Jackie Symes
Youth Reconnect Worker

RAFT Staff

R

ob was a seventeen year old male from
Fort Erie. He was having a difficult time
living at home with his mother due to
conflicts within his family. Since home was not
a suitable place for him to stay, Rob began to
couch surf from one friend to another until he
found himself with nowhere left to sleep at
night. At the time Rob was on probation and
his probation officer referred Rob to the Fort
Erie Youth Reconnect Program.
Upon meeting Rob it was discovered
that along with not having a place to sleep at
night, he was no longer attending high school.
Meetings were set up with the high school,
but do to a lack of attendance they were no
longer willing to accommodate Rob. Fortunately Rob was able to enroll into an adult
learning program at the local Native Centre
and began attending full time classes.
Rob was set up under the Rent Subsidy
Program and was able to move into an affordable and comfortable one bedroom apartment that he could call home.
With assistance from staff, Rob maintained his housing for one full year while attending full time classes and keeping part time
employment.
Currently, Rob is successfully living
on his own and will be graduating from high
school in 2012.

Getting Connected...

T

RAFT Staff

he Niagara Resource Service for Youth
has expanded its online footprint with
two revamped websites, theraft.ca and
therafthelps.ca, and the creation of a Twitter
feed and You Tube Channel to compliment our
existing Facebook page.
We invite you to come check out our new
websites www.theraft.ca and
www.therafthelps.ca and look for links to our
Twitter, Youtube and Facebook pages.

Walk A Mile in My Shoes
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T

he RAFT is a non-profit charitable organization that links at-risk and homeless
youth to resources in Niagara. Centre
based services include the Drop in Resource
Centre, Emergency Hostel and Steps to Independent Living Program. Community based programs are part of our Neighbourhood Awakening Initiative and include Youth Reconnect, After
School and Community Development Programs.
Services are provided in St. Catharines, West
Niagara, Grimsby, Welland, Fort Erie and Port
Colborne.
The RAFT contributes to the welfare of
Niagara by helping at-risk youth become independent and self‐sufficient, while strengthening
their emotional and social well being. It acts as
a referral source that reconnects youth to the
community.
The RAFT provides a safe place that is
free from violence, intimidation, exploitation,
discrimination, drugs and alcohol. The RAFT
focuses on youth who are homeless or at-risk
of being homeless, without jobs, in danger of
dropping out of school and engaging in unhealthy lifestyles. We believe that working
together, one step at a time, we can make a difference.
The work of the RAFT is made possible
through the generous donations of our many
friends and community supporters. The RAFT
works in conjunction with a wide range of community partners from education, health, probation and social service who share our commitment to helping at-risk youth.

Community Partners
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Three Pillars

pillars of community development
we will continue to see sustainable
and substantial change within the
communities we are working in
and realize true success.

Collaboration
Through networking and building
relationships we have been able to
help facilitate significant initiatives
towards sustainable development.
Within the Queenston Street community, through active listening, a
need was identified - an affordable,
accessible and healthy local food
store. Through meaningful collaboration a formal working group was
formed to research the development of a local food co-op, tailored
to the needs of the Queenston and
Downtown Community. Without
community collaboration,a possible answer may have never been
found for a pressing need.
Advocacy
There are many barriers along the
path to sustainable change. It is
my job to advocate on behalf of
the community to work through
these blocks and seek out change.
Through advocacy we are given
the opportunity to sit down with
politicians, local businesses, funding partners and community leaders to show that a community is
worth investing in. It is through our
advocacy that we see partnerships
form, funds dedicated and sustainable change achieved.
By continuing to utilise all three
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Measuring An
Impact

M

RAFT Staff

easuring the impact of
your programming can
be a difficult task in the
social services. While you may
Stephanie Hancock
have the impression the work you
Youth Worker
are doing is impacting the lives of
immy came to the RAFT after
your clients it is also important to
staying with friends and occollect good data to confirm your
casionally finding himself on
programs are having their desired
the street. He was asked to leave
effect. This year we introduced our
his parents home because he was
Indicators of Change tool, a simple
suffering from severe addiction
questionnaire that was distributed
issues. Jimmy’s parents remained
to clients in all programs to detersupportive; however, they did not
mine the effects of our programs
understand how to deal with his
on a wide range of anticipated
addiction.
Jimmy began consuming al- outcomes.
The data collected gave us a
cohol at an early age and it quickly
turned into a full blown addiction. much clearer picture of the impact
Jimmy’s life was out of control and of our programming and we were
quite pleased with the results.
he wanted to make a change.He
We found an increase in
promised himself that his most
positive responses after youth
recent stay at the RAFT would be
attended our services across all
his last.
categories. The work we were doJimmy asked for help and
ing was making an impact and the
staff assisted him in making an
youth who attended our programs
appointment with his doctor.
were getting the help and support
Once he had seen his doctor, staff
referred Jimmy to both Community they needed. We have included
Addiction Services Niagara and the below one of the seven outcomes
we measured and we expect to
Canadian Mental Health Associahave the full report available on
tion.
our website soon.
From there, Jimmy displayed great initiative and a willYouth Feel Safe and Supported
ingness to change by attending all
Youth Feel Safe and Supported
of his appointments. He began
Youth Feel unsafe and unsupported
keeping a daily journal, which
100%
93%
helped him express his feelings.
80%
Over the next few weeks Jimmy
58%
60%
showed a huge improvement in his
42%
40%
outlook on life and the way he pre20%
8%
sented himself in social situations.
0%
Jimmy has since moved on
Before Access to Sevice
After Access to Service
from the RAFT and is now staying
in a sober living program.

Changing Lives

Continued from Page one
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