Walk a mile in my
shoes
One step at a time
time we are making a difference

A Green Opportunity
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The RAFT believes in helping our at-risk youth and our
community at the same time.
That’s why a newly proposed
partnership is being undertaken with the City of Welland. Combining the efforts
of Welland’s Mayor Damian
Goulbourne, the RAFT’s Executive Director Mike Lethby,
and a Pittsburgh based company called GTECH; Welland
is helping to turn abandoned
industrial fields into biomass
producing crops. GTECH
(Growth Through Energy and
Community Health) has developed a program that creates job opportunities for
youths while ultimately
strengthening a community
and doing so in an environmentally positive way. The
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Recognizing the importance
that neighbourhoods play in
developing strong and caring
communities, with healthy
and independent families and
adolescents, the United Way
of St. Catharines & District
and Niagara Regional Housing worked with the RAFT to
develop houses in neighbourhoods with few resources.
This is part of an anti poverty

program works by using
brownfield lands or empty
industrial lots to create lush
green spaces. Using certain

Creating a brighter future

plants, (sunflowers, canola,
etc) old toxins can be extracted from the earth resulting in a fresher more usable
piece of land. Although
plants are not suitable for
eating, they can be harvested
as biomass. Biomass can be
converted to biofuel which,

strategy. The idea is to help
identified neighbourhoods
develop their own community focal point and provide
positive growth experiences
for families, children and adolescents. Working together,
Andrew Urlocker, the RAFT’s
Community Development
Worker, and the neighbours
of Manchester and Rykert
communities, established two

unlike fossil fuels, is a renewable source of fuel.
The plan is to start small
with a few fields. The City of
Welland will supply the land,
the seed and the farmer and
the RAFT will provide the
workers and at-risk youths,
who will fuel this exciting
new idea. This project has
just begun and the possibilities are limitless. The success of GTECH in Pittsburgh
has piqued the interest of
other innovative cities such
as Detroit, Philadelphia, Flint,
New Orleans, Memphis and
of course Welland.
The RAFT is pleased to be
helping the City of Welland
become a little greener.

neighbourhood houses.
Neighbourhood houses support after school activities,
community meetings, get
togethers and social and recreation events. Appropriately called “Everyone’s
Place”, they add a valuable
community asset to these
neighbourhoods.
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he RAFT is celebrating its 15th Anniversary. In 1992
no one wanted to believe there
were kids living under bridges.
But a task force found significant gaps in services for young
people that left them at serious
risk for homelessness and life
on the street. The task force
proposed a Youth Resource
service, to provide support and
a voice for at-risk and homeless
youth. In 1994, with a shared
commitment to our community’s young people, the RAFT
opened its doors as an evening
drop-in centre . The community response was tremendous
and over the years the RAFT
expanded its services to meet
the needs of our most vulnerable youth. The RAFT was initially located in a store front
building, provided by St. Catharines Hydro, and in 1998 the
RAFT moved to a century old 2
storey building near the downtown core. In 2007, the RAFT
opened the doors of the newly
purchased facility, located
steps from the Bus Station at
17 Centre Street.
From the very beginning, the
need for more community services and an emergency hostel
were identified.
In 2002, the RAFT expanded
its drop in hours to include
weekends and holidays and
renovated the upstairs to open
the first youth specific Emergency Hostel in Niagara.
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Essentially we
hope the need
for youth homeless shelters will
no longer exist.
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Initially, the
Hostel started
with 4 beds,
then quickly
grew to 8 beds
and now has 16
beds in its new
facility.
While the
RAFT was expanding services
in St. Catharines,
it became apparent that
more and more
youth were
coming from
other parts of
Niagara to find
help. This was
troubling to local communities who believed
that support services needed to
be available for youth in their
home community. Research
showed that youth who stayed
in their home community were
more likely to stay in school
and graduate. In response to
this problem, a Youth Without
Secure Housing Committee
was formed to ensure a unified
and responsive approach for at
risk youth issues in Niagara.
With funding from the Region
of Niagara, youth community
reconnect projects were initiated in Fort Erie & Port Colborne, Grimsby & West Niagara and Welland to help youth
find support and stay in their
home community.
In the last 15 years, it has
become evident to the RAFT
and its Partners that it is better
to prevent homelessness rather
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than trying to deal with problems arising from youth homelessness. When it first opened,
the RAFT focused on providing
emergency crisis help. It has
now extended its services to
focus on the prevention of
youth homelessness.
The RAFT is now as old as
some of the first youth that we
served. We have grown into a
strong and independent organization which is supported by a
caring community, partnering
agencies and citizens. Just as
the RAFT focuses on taking
vulnerable and at-risk youth
from crisis to independence, so
our community took us from a
fledgling organization to an
independent and responsive
agency.

ONE STEP AT A TIME WE ARE MAKING A DIFFERENCE
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Finding A Home in Grimsby

I

n April of 2008, the
RAFT and the Grimsby
Fort launched a youth
reconnect service in
Grimsby. This new service is
designed to help youth without
secure housing in Grimsby access services and supports
within their own community.
By helping youth to remain in
the community these young
people can continue their
schooling, stay attached to
their peers and have a better
chance of graduating. The hard
reality is that without a graduation, a youth’s future prosperity is limited. By helping at-risk
youth remain in their home
community, they will eventually become independent community members giving back to
Grimsby both socially and economically.
In the past, housing support
services were not available in
Grimsby and at-risk youth often
found themselves forced to
leave their community to secure housing in other parts of
Niagara or beyond.
The new service focuses on
supporting high-risk youth who

are without stable family, peer,
or community supports and who
are experiencing difficulty accessing current community support services. When a young
person finds themselves on the
street, with no place to turn,
they can often become engaged
in unhealthy lifestyle choices
including drug abuse, addiction
and criminal behaviour. Outreach Worker Nakita Stancec,
the staff at the Fort, the local
school boards and community
agencies want to ensure this
does not happen. Working together, they help the youth to
co-ordinate access and ensure
services are available when and
where they are needed.
One of the biggest problems
encountered by homeless
Grimsby youth is finding suitable
accommodation. Without jobs
or a permanent source of income, landlords are reluctant to
rent to youth. Even when landlords are willing to rent to youth
the rent is often unaffordable.
On top of everything, youth are
not used to living alone and they
often need to be supported to
maintain their housing. As a

More services for at risk youth are now available in Grimsby.

result, youth often are unable to
maintain their housing. To address this problem the Grimsby
“One of the
Affordable Housing Partnership
agreed to designate one unit to
biggest problems
support the Youth Without Seencountered by
cure Housing Initiative. With
the help and support of Outhomeless Grimsby
reach Workers, clients are able
youth is finding
to maintain stabilized housing.
More youth accommodation
suitable
is still needed in Grimsby, but
with the combined efforts of the accommodation.”
RAFT, the FORT and the GAHP,
the solution is looking brighter.

Manchester Gardens
“Everyone’s Place” is a community gathering spot in the
Manchester neighbourhood
that kids love to go to. There
are plenty of activities including
cooking classes, fun science
experiments and neighbourhood get togethers. One event
that recently got everyone involved was an offer by Niagara

Regional Housing to donate
flowers to surround
“Everyone’s Place” if the
neighbourhood could have a
spring clean up. Neighbourhood youth got together,
cleaned up their neighbourhood and received their flowers, but not just any flowers.
The participants were invited to

select the colours and types of
flowers they wanted to see.
The clean up volunteers then
came out and completed the
spring planting and gardening
at “Everyone’s Place”. Their
hard work and determination
have created a great addition to
the neighbourhood.
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Why We Are Needed
Many young people who come to the RAFT live on
their own, without adequate financial resources; others live on the street and many come from unstable
home situations. Unemployment, broken families and
early life trauma are the realities of our clients.
The problems of high-risk adolescents include home-

lessness, hunger, dropping out of school and unemployment, in addition to feelings of despair, abandonment and loneliness. One of the most significant problems facing youth is the difficulty in finding employment. Without education and training, opportunities
are very limited. For young people with mental health
concerns, the transition to adulthood is further compounded by gaps in child and adult services. Often,
kids who find themselves on the street engage in unhealthy life style choices including drug addictions and
criminal behaviour. We cannot address all of these
problems but we can provide a safe and supportive
environment where these young people can get their
lives on track.
There are four ways individuals can help: Volunteer
at the centre; Drop off a food or clothing donation;
Make a financial donation to the RAFT; Keep us in the
public eye by keeping at-risk youth issues front and
centre. The good that happens to our youth clients
today lasts a lifetime.

17 Centre Street
St. Catharines, ON L2R 3A6
Phone: 905-984-4365
Fax: 905-984-3480
Email: info@theraft.ca
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Committed To Youth
Five years ago, Dave Pelette, Manager of Hostels and
Homelessness Services sat down with representatives
from the RAFT to talk about the problems of homeless
street youth. Dave explained that his department and
the Region of Niagara were committed to helping
street youth and saw the RAFT as a portal through
which at-risk youth could access services. Regular Monday morning meetings were started with the Region of
Niagara staff to develop community integration for
homeless hostel clients and a close working relationship
with the Region was established.
The Region is committed to youth focused programs
to help young people become independent adults; by
helping youth remain in school, find safe housing, gain
employment, stay out of trouble with the law and reduce harmful behaviours. The Region of Niagara works
with the RAFT to provide support to at-risk and homeless youth in Niagara and building our community capacity for dealing with youth at-risk. Currently, the Region funds four (4) programs to support at-risk youth
including:
Youth Employment Connection – an Ontario Works
Initiative that, last year, helped more than 487 youth
acquire life skills needed to retain jobs or find employment. Emergency Hostel – a youth specific hostel that
sheltered 238 homeless youth and provided 4,700 overnight stays in 2008. The Youth Without Secure Housing
Initiative – a program offered in Fort Erie & Port Colborne and Grimsby & West Niagara last year, helped
118 at-risk youth to stay in school, find adequate housing and remain in their home community. Transportation Grant - The Region pays to have homeless youth in
need of crisis housing transported to the Emergency
Hostel in St. Catharines and then reintegrated back to
their home community.

Community Partners
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Anger Management

Paul’s Story

H

is teacher
was the first
to notice the
change. His assignments were not being
handed in on time and
his attendance was
spotty. Questions like
“is everything ok?” were
met with a mumbled
nod and a “yeah, fine”.
But the teacher has seen this type of behaviour before and
knew the troubled signs. Working with the school counsellor, they discovered that Paul had been asked to leave the
family home and was now couch surfing with buddies.
Without money and a place to call his own, Paul was drifting
from place to place and in danger of falling between the
cracks. School staff were united in their belief that something had to be done to keep Paul in school so he could
graduate. They also realized the importance of keeping Paul
attached to his peers and participating in the basketball
team. This could only happen if Paul stayed in his home
community of Fort Erie.
Staff contacted Lindsay MacKinnon the Outreach Worker
from the Youth Reconnect Program and a plan was put into
action. A meeting was arranged between Paul and Lindsay.
Lindsay discussed why Paul left the family home and explored the possibility of family reunification. In Paul’s case,
family reunification was not an option. His mother had recently remarried and her new husband did not want a
“bunch of kids hanging around”. His biological father lived
out of province as did his grandmother. Paul had a couple
of aunts and uncles, but they lived out of town and according to Paul, the family was not close. Working with Paul and
the school, Lindsay then set about to develop a community
plan that would allow Paul to stay in Fort Erie. Lindsay arranged for Paul to get student welfare. Then she helped
him find a room close to the school with a sympathetic landlady. Lindsay also arranged for Paul to get counseling to
deal with his family issues. Paul and Lindsay agreed to stay
in touch. Three months later, Paul was still in school, he had
a good prospect for a summer job, his school attendance
was back to normal and he was seeing his mom on a regular
basis. Paul is only in grade 11 and he still has a year and a
half to go before he can graduate. But with the support of
his teachers, school staff, his outreach worker and a caring
community, Paul should make it.

Rev. Shane arrives just after 7:00 p.m. The dinner remnants are
just being cleared away and the kids are starting to settle down to
an evening of socialization. Some of the kids are outside on the
patio, others hanging out at the front door to see who will drop by
and another group is trying to get a card game started. As Rev.
Shane walks through the Centre, he greets all the kids, many of
them by their first name, and asks them if they are ready for
Group. Some mumble yeah, others not tonight, some maybe
later. But Rev. Shane knows most of them will be coming. Rev.
Shane runs the Life Skills & Anger Management Group at the
RAFT.
The Group is designed to help disenfranchised and often
angry youth deal with their anger and life issues in positive and
constructive ways. Many of these young people at the RAFT come
from troubled backgrounds. Often, they were the victims of abuse
as youngsters. They have been taught that anger is a sign of
strength and a way to protect yourself. But anger also isolates
people and it prevents us from connecting to one another.
Rev.
Shane’s job is to
help his young
audience identify the source of
their anger and
help them find
alternative ways
to deal with conflict. Rev. Shane
understands
that so many of these kids have lots of reasons to be angry. They
find themselves alone and without support, often living a hand to
mouth existence with the contents of their lives filling a green garbage bag. The isolation is intensified by their anger and these
youth are often shunned by their peers. And so the downward
spiral continues. But Rev. Shane is not just concerned with helping
youth manage their anger – he also wants to help youthful clients,
and particularly the victims of anger, to learn how to deal effectively with anger episodes.
Nobody is forced to go to the Group, but free time social
activities are not permitted while Group is going on. With the help
of staff, Rev. Shane assembles his Group and they move downstairs. Some of the kids might object in the beginning, but most of
them want to attend. According to Rev. Shane, almost all of the
kids want to be able to control their anger. Using a technique that
combines a blend of humour, compassion and straight talk, Rev.
Shane is able to get the kids to open up new possibilities. Helping
these kids manage their anger has real life benefits for them. It
keeps them out of trouble with the law. It helps them to maintain
jobs and stay in school and keep relationships by teaching them
that problem resolution cannot happen at the end of a fist.

It’s the reason Rev. Shane keeps coming !
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