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Awareness, innovation key in hard times

BY CHRIS TRABER
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ith  tew respon
sible tor many, the
challenges for York
Regions social ser
vice providers and
the support systems they adminis-
ter will grow relentlessly and expo-
nentially in 2012

A diverse, aging and burgeon-
ing populace existing in a rickety
economy adds burden to people
entrusted to help our homeless,
hungry. ill, poor and lost

Out of the 2012 gate, the pro-
longed York Region Transit strike
represents a major hurdle for our
most vulnerable citizens, York
Region Food Network executive
director Joan Stonchocker said

Some people have lost jobs that
they were hoping would allow them
to get back on their feet,” she said.
“Others are spending large por-
tons of their earmnings on taxi fares.
People who are already isolated are
more isolated.”

I'he transit strike has also taken
a toll on Womens Centre of York
Region clients, executive: director
Kirsten Eastwood said

‘Many cant get to programs
when they finally get 1o the top of a
program wait list and we have had
to enlist more volunteers to help
distribute hampers,” she said

'Our major challenge immedi-
ately 1s creating a sense of urgency
with this transit strike,” Poverty
Action For Change Coalittion chair
person Tom Pearson said

I'he tuel tor our social service
engine is tunding, each professional
confirmed. 'hey make due, stretch
ing granted or donated dollars, sub-
stituting shortfalls with indomitable
duty, courage and creativity

{Inited Way of York Region
which supports more than 40 mem
ber agencies that, in turn, touch the
lives of one in three residents, has
seen a 40-per-cent Hiﬂll‘ in client
demand.

Ensuring the supply of funding
keeps pace with the need and con
anuing 0 INncrease revenue to sup
port an already slim and stretched
social infrastructure are the agency’s
challenges in 2012, senior commu
nications manager Adriana Suppa
said

Augmenting a record $8.6 mil
llon fundraising campaign, the
United Way will continue public
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Blue Door Shelters executive director Patti Bell works to spread awareness of homelessness in York Region.

awareness, research and education
inttiatives while rolling out a five
part meeting house sernies focus
INg on social infrastructure in five
high-growth areas, culminating in
a regional summit in the fall

The United Way will continue
funding tor frontline programs and
Innovative strength investments,
while ennching fundraising oppor
tunities for donors and corpora
nons, Ms Suppa said

I'he Krasman Centre, a recent
Untano Peer Development Initia
tive award recipient for community
building, will apply innovation to
meet growing demand, executive
director Stephen Bradford said

‘We are looking at ways of uti
lizing social media tools to assist
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Part 2 of a two-part senes on York
Region's social agencies’ challenges

visitors in shanng their stones so
they can increase their confidence
and connect with others,” he said,
adding the centre has recently

increased the hours of the warm
line from noon to midnight

I'he York Region Childrens Aid
SOciety s investigations into con-
cerns regarding abuse and neglect
are up by 8 per cent over the pre
vious year, executive director Pat
rick Lake said. The organization

will continue to build partnerships
with other community agencies
0 ensure avalable resources for
children and famihes are used efh
ciently and ettectively

We work with collaborative
planning organizatuons, such as the
forum ftor children, youth and fam
illies, to share information, issues
and strategies,” Mr. Lake said.

'he Social Services Network
in Markham attracted more than
1,200 clients in 2011, executive
director Dr. Naila Butt said. A lack
of sustainable core funding is the
network’s biggest hurdle. Advocacy
and fundraising are pillars in its
strategy, she said

“We need integrated health ser
vices and an equal balance of pre
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ventative and curative health ser
vices,” she said

Blue Door Shelters operates
three emergency lacilities in York
Region and, by the end of its fiscal
year this March, service for people
who are homeless is projected to
be 25833, executive director Patt
Bell said

The agency is working in pan
nership with other like-minded
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organizations to improve public @

awareness on the issue of home-
lessness in York Region, highlight

ing the actual need to a variety of
community groups, funding soure

es, elected officials and other inter
ested audiences, she said

“We are welcoming more vol
unteers to assist our organization
in serving people who are between
homes,” Ms Bell said. “We are sup
porting the efforts under way for
creating Belindas Place, the firsi
shelter in York Region for single
women who are homeless.”

Several societal factors need to
be addressed, including awareness,
social service administrators said

York's homelessness l‘l"fiﬂh'l look
different than homelessness in
[oronto, but it stll exists, Ms. East
wood said

Keeping people working close to
home means lower costs, 18 better
for environment and offers a bet
ter work-life balance due to shorter
commutes, she added

The increasing and widening
Income gap, with deepening pos
erty trends across the region, needs
10 be investugated, Ms Suppa said

A contunued shortage of afford
able housing needs to be addressed
and there needs to be ongoing
public awareness and support for
people iving with, or affected by
mental health issues, Mr. Bradford
suggcested

“Mental health, poverty and
substance abuse are serious Issues
in York Region,” Mr. Lake said. " The
inter-connectedness of these social
tactors increases the nsk of neglect
and abuse of children and youths
living in families who are expen
encing these issues. Resources tor
families experiencing these issues
are critical to the well-being of oul
community, especially our chil
dren.”

Poverty reduction and the cre
ation of safe, affordable housing are

the most significant priorities, Ms
Bell said
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