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Community Organizing:

Leading Through
Change
Conroy Gomes &
Evelyn Ascencio

Land Acknowledgement:
We wish like to acknowledge that we and our work conducted has taken place on. For
thousands of years it has been the traditional land of many nations including the HuronWendat, the Seneca, and most recently, the Mississaugas of the Credit River. Today, this
meeting place is still the home to many Indigenous people from across Turtle Island and
we are grateful to have the opportunity to work on this land.

Foreward:
Community Organizing: Leading Through Change is an interview series developed by
University of Toronto alumni and School of Cities Academy members, Evelyn Ascencio and
Conroy Gomes, in partnership with Platform. For this project, we interviewed four Black,
Indigenous, and racialized community organizers based in Toronto and Ottawa, Yohanna
Heyuan Mehary, Gabrielle Fayant, Rosetta Lucente, and Andrea Vásquez Jiménez, in the
autumn of 2020 to learn more about their work, how the pandemic has affected their
community organizing efforts, and calls to action that the public can participate in.
This project was developed after noticing that community organizers are not regularly
profiled for their work despite being leading experts on social issues. As a result,
Community Organizing: Leading Through Change aimed to shift the equity, diversity,
and inclusion narrative from institutions back to the grassroots community level where
many of these ideas originated from.
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Yohanna is a Black, cis-AFAB, womanist, second generation displanted African-settler in Tkaronto or Toronto, is a student
at the University of Toronto as well as an organizer with Climate Justice Toronto, Climate Justice Scarborough, and
Scarborough Co-op Market.
Yohanna’s commitment to Black, Indigenous, and racialized food, land and climate justice stems from her ancestral
history of small and local farms and wood commerce. In the past, she has organized with the Black Students’ Association
and the Caribbean Studies Students’ Union at the University of Toronto. She has also been a health advocate for Art +
Health , a community based not-for-profit focused on bridging the gap of mental health education, support and resources
to the Ethiopian and Eritrean community in Toronto. Currently, she is a market coordinator for the Scarborough Co-op
market.
Both youth and locally-led collectives organizing for climate justice, these organizations offer an inspiring take on
grassroots organizations within the city. This includes Indigenous sovereignty, migrant justice, income equity, land justice,
racial justice and more. They advocate for climate justice by addressing its root causes, which are racial capitalism, white
supremacy, colonialism and cis heteropatriarchy.
Climate Justice Scarborough is guided by the following principles:
1. Advancing, partnering, and supporting existing initiatives
2. Engaging with the community
3. Providing safe spaces for communications and education
4. Engaging with policy
5. Participating in direct action
How did you get started as a community organizer? What
motivated you to enter into community organizing?
I grew up in a close community around organizers and I spent
a lot of time at community centres. I was always interested in
environmentalism but mainstream, colonial, environmentalism
is super white and classist. But, in the process of decolonizing
my understanding of environmentalism, I learned that I’ve known
climate justice advocates my entire life.
A lot of BIPOC, recent migrants, low-income people practice
low and local consumption, reuse and repurpose, advocate for
food, land, and racial justice, advocate for better public transit
and other public services; this comes out of survival rather than
trendiness.
Those most affected by the climate crisis contribute the least and even the most environmentally aware folks in an
industrialized nation still contribute a disproportionate amount because of the way our society is built. This is because
the biggest indicator of individual ecological impact is income and wealth, which is related to systemic oppressions like
racism, settler-colonialism, capitalism, cisheteropatriarchy, ableism. These major systemic issues cannot be solved on an
individual level and that is what motivated me to get involved with community action.
To make real change we must move away from shaming individuals and address the climate crisis as a collective
at the root causes; racial capitalism, colonialism and cisheteropatriachy.
Tell us more about the projects that you’re currently working on
with Climate Justice Scarborough.
The first project we started in January 2020, was creating and
sharing an educational resources list and building our network.
This list includes COVID-19 statements and resources, Eyes Off
Scarborough open letter, fundraisers and more.
The second project launched in May 2020, was a free FoodShare
good food box distribution in collaboration with Scarborough
Mutual Aid (SMA). Through that project we were able to distribute
over 250 good food boxes to community members with a mutual
aid framework. That project taught us that community members
are looking for more long-term and sustainable food access
programs, and so in July 2020, we launched Scarborough Co-op
Market (SCM) a community-led, non-profit weekly, online and
in person market focused on improving access to local, ethical,
fresh goods. Climate Justice Scarborough, Scarborough Mutual
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Aid, and Scarborough Co-op Market are now in the final stages for launching a Market Credit Program for the Scarborough
Co-op Market, generously donated by FoodShare.

A lot of recent research and stories have come to light regarding health inequities amongst racialized
communities in Toronto during the COVID-19 pandemic. How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your work
with Climate Justice Scarborough?

For me, the challenge at the beginning with COVID-19 was navigating space for crisis, panic, despair,
burnout and grief in the community. Since the beginning of the pandemic, we’ve integrated more regular
conversations about addressing and preventing burnout and how systems of oppression block access for
some to healthcare and other services, not only during the pandemic but historically. That’s really shifted my
view on how I show-up and contribute towards sustaining a community that can support each other through
these experiences.
Despite the challenges, I’ve found a lot of comfort during this time in community organizing and working
together in a way that can be healing. I’ve also learned more about mutual aid; including that “mutual aid
projects are distinguished from philanthropic-driven charity and simple generosity by four main principles:
self-organization, egalitarianism, direct action, and the desire for social transformation.”
COVID-19 has also impacted the logistical side of our organizing. For example, we’ve completely transitioned
to digital or remote meetings. It is sometimes a challenge to navigate digital communication, as a lot of
context can be lost. Also, for those with transportation barriers, our meetings are now more accessible,
however, for those with digital access barriers, our meetings are now less accessible.
As a community organizer, what have you learned from the
pandemic? Has this changed the way that you organize in
the community?
Massive and rapid progressive change can happen really
quickly and it’s extremely possible. We don’t have to wait
for anyone to tell us or to guide us in the direction that we
know is right.
There isn’t a moment or an individual we have to wait for
to create the society we want to live in. If we want to build
a better future for ourselves we can do that right now
starting with building community accountability.
I learned a lot about mutual aid from our collaboration with
Scarborough Mutual Aid and they have a really wonderful
breakdown in their linktree about the principles of mutual
aid. I also learnt about addressing burnout with a justice
lens in an organizational space and community-led
grassroots food justice.
How has the public response related to systemic oppression, racial injustice, and intersectionality impacted
your work? We’ve recently seen a lot of response to issues like Black Lives Matter. How has that changed
your work?
At Climate Justice Toronto and Climate Justice Scarborough, this looked like our Black and Indigenous
solidarity and care fundraiser. Initially this started off as our members setting up care packages for our
Black and/or Indigenous members. But after re-assessing the situation, we found that we should expand our
fundraising efforts to support things like rent, food, therapy, and culturally-appropriate support. The fact that
we started with a goal of collecting $1,500 and have now passed $25,000 shows that people are interested in
mutual aid and climate justice.
Do you feel like there is enough private/public funding or support in order to aid the projects that you are
working on? How has the public responded to your community work throughout the pandemic?
Climate Justice Scarborough is grassroots, and we’re not a charity or registered non-profit. We’ve had smallscale successful fundraisers, but that alone could never be enough to undo the systemic oppressions causing
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the climate crisis and social inequities. To have enough support to aid our major goal of ‘climate justice for
all’, we need more folks with privilege committed to organizing for dismantling and disrupting the systems of
oppression that they benefit from.
What can the public/organizations/government do to support your work?
To support our work the public/organizations/governments could listen to BIPOC climate justice organizers.
Right now, the Canadian government is not addressing the climate crisis in a meaningful way. For example,
during the pandemic, Canada committed ten times the G20 average of additional support for fossil fuels.
What the public can do is join a grassroots organization and hold the government accountable for a just
recovery from the climate crisis and the global pandemic.
The three places to check out:
1. Climate Justice Scarborough linktree + Climate Justice Toronto linktree links to meetings, actions,
fundraisers and how to get involved.
2. Fundraiser by 1492 Land Back Lane : 1492 Land Back Lane - Legal Fund
3. Today Divest Canada Collision released a letter calling on Canadians universities to
1. Divest from the past
2. Reject false solutions
3. Invest in the future.
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We continue this series with a conversation with Gabrielle Fayant, a co-founder of Assembly of 7 Generations (A7G).
A7G is an Indigenous, youth-led non-profit organization that runs cultural empowerment and support programs rooted
in traditional Indigenous knowledge. Although it was initially created to amplify youth voices from the Idle No More
Movement, A7G has become a strong pillar in Ottawa’s community organizing scene and in the youth sector. A7G offers
a wide range of resources and activities that aim to build community for Indigenous youth in Ottawa. This includes
language drop-ins, land-based activities like berry picking, and conversations on topics such as toxic masculinity, and
whiteness that advance liberation and fight oppression.
Ottawa is located on unceded Algonquin Anishinaabe territory and it is currently home to many Indigenous peoples from
across Turtle Island.
Gabrielle Fayant’s (she/her) family is originally from Fishing Lake Métis Settlement in Alberta. She moved to Ottawa, on
traditional unceded and unsurrendered Algonquin territory, as a teenager and has lived there ever since. It is from here
that she co-founded A7G in 2014 and remains an integral part of the organization to this day.
How did you get started as a community organizer? What
motivated you to enter into community organizing?
My kokum (grandma) got me involved in community work. She
was known as the rock of our community in Fishing Lake. She
did all kinds of things; she was a medicine woman, midwife,
undertaker, seamstress, and entrepreneur. In her later years, she
would advocate a lot for the elders, so I feel that I take on a lot
of those values wherever I go and I apply them here in Ottawa.
For a lot of Indigenous folks, it is just organic to try to find
community. What community means for us might be different
for non-Indigenous folks. Community is where we go to find
opportunities and resources.
For us, community is more than sharing your hobbies. For us,
community is a life line.
In Ottawa, there is a lot of work that has to happen for us to have
community. There are a lot of organizations in Ottawa but there
are a lot of gaps in services. This speaks to how well the city is
actually doing on meeting the needs of the Indigenous community. Community is where we go to listen and share with
other like-minded people, other peers with similar concerns, and get validation so that we don’t feel so isolated. There is
a lot of systemic gaslighting that happens but it’s important to remind ourselves that we are the experts of our own lives
and we know when we are being discriminated against.
Tell us more about the projects that you’re currently working on with the Assembly of 7 Generations.
There are some things that we plan ahead and some things that come up last minute. Community builders and
grassroots have to adapt very quickly, be very resourceful and make the best with what you have.
We did some epic panels and we have really been able to grow our online presence with help from our partners like
Taking It Global. Our online presence includes our YouTube Channel where our webinars are posted.
Also, every Monday we do Tea and Chats, a webinar series with knowledge keepers and elders where young people are
able to ask any kind of questions. The whole idea is to just spend time with knowledge keepers. A lot of folks think that
intergenerational knowledge exchange is a really romanticised interaction. Almost like someone is carrying a torch and
passing it onto the youth. It really is just spending time with the knowledge keepers; having tea, having a meal with
them, and doing chores with them. Helping them out is where you get your teachings from, not necessarily by going to a
conference one time. It’s really about having intimate moments with knowledge keepers to ask those silly questions and
we try to recreate that in the webinars.
I think the summer was really great because we were able to do outdoor activities but the winter creates more
challenges. So many people experience depression in the winter time and we want to get ahead of that before any kind
of crisis comes up. What we do with community building is preventative work. For Indigenous youth, suicide is a reality.
We’ve had young people that have committed suicide over the last couple of years. We’ve also had people that are part of
A7G who have talk about suicide. That’s a really big concern so a lot of our work is proactive instead of reactive. We think
about how we can make sure that people have safe spaces to talk openly and have supportive relationships in their lives
instead of waiting until a crisis happens to call a 1-800 number.
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We know that COVID-19 disportionately affects communities that have historically faced systemic oppression, so how
has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your work with Indigenous youth?
It definitely slowed down everything initially. We never stopped the Friday drop-ins and went to online virtual gatherings.
It definitely isn’t the same as meeting in person but we still get to check in with people and see how they’re doing.
As a grassroots organization, we had a lot of people looking at us as experts and we actually got a bit more support
through COVID-19. It’s strange that there are a lot of large organizations and businesses that have gone under but we’re
actually growing. I think it’s because there’s no denying that we have built strong connections with the community. In
some ways it has been good for us to slow down and people are finally coming to us as experts.
I should also mention that none of us get paid to do this work, most of it is volunteer work. Some people get an
honorarium. We’re super grass roots. Some people think that we have a lot of money because our social media game
is pretty good but we barely have any money. It’s kind of better that way. I would hate for us to end up like other
organizations who get a lot of money and lose connection because the money is such a distraction.
In addition, we finished a report called “Mapping Indigenous Youth Services” in Ottawa that is available online with other
reports we’ve completed. From there we started working on an Indigenous youth services evaluation for service providers.
Meaning that a team of Indigenous youth would go to a service provider and evaluate how well they’re meeting the
needs of Indigenous youth. We really pride ourselves in being able to conduct ethical and meaningful research from a
community-based lense.
As a community organizer, what have you learned from the pandemic? Has this changed the way that you organize in the
community?
I don’t feel like it has changed our organizing very much because we’ve always been about meeting people where they’re
at. Our programs are super grassroots, we don’t have a program that is set in stone and we don’t have to meet externally
imposed deadlines. If youth tell us that they need a certain type of support, we adjust our time and energy to meet
the needs of Indigenous youth. We also post our events and gatherings that we’ve done or are doing on our site for the
community.
Normally in the summer months we would do a land camp but this year we weren’t able to do that, so we did other
things like berry picking, kayaking, and sage picking. Even though we weren’t able to make a fire and stay overnight with
each other, we still went out quite a bit and found ways to hang out from a distance. That has actually helped us create
an annual harvesting calendar moving forward. Some communities have experienced more mental health crises but we
haven’t yet which is we are very thankful for. I think that says a lot about how well we’ve been able to be proactive and
get ahead of situations.
How has the public response related to systematic oppression, racial injustice, and intersectionality struggles impacted
your work?
A lot of the youth that we work with were really involved with Wetʼsuwetʼen. I think something that really happened
was the Black community really came out and supported us. The continued revolutions and uprisings have created really
strong connections and community building between the Indigenous community and the Black community.
Our Friday night spaces are typically Indigenous-only but we
often extend to BIPOC in general. We have Black friends from
Jamaica and Haiti that have come through and cultural exchanges
organically happen. One night we had a fish fry, some folks
brought some Jamaican jerk seasoning for the fish and we made
this beautiful feast together that celebrated so many cultures
together. It sounds so simple but this is what community and
relationship building is about, celebrating each other and holding
space for each other.
A lot of the youth we work with were out on the streets for
the Black Lives Matter protests in Ottawa and are constantly
talking about anti-oppression and racism and educating their
families. There is a lot of racism and anti-Blackness within
Indigenous communities. Unfortunately it seems to be the younger
generation’s burden to correct that.
These youth are going through so much but regardless of the
struggles that they are experiencing they are always trying their
best to hope for a better future.
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Do you feel like there is enough private/public funding or support in order to aid the projects that you are working on?
How has the public responded to your community work throughout the pandemic?
We don’t often do a lot of crowdsourcing but we did a second call out for funds and donations for care packages during
quarantine. We received a lot of donations from the public that was enough to support the care packages. We felt that
the community really came together. It was definitely BIPOC folks that provided those donations to make sure youth got
what they needed.
We’re very critical about who we accept funds from. Just because we are in need of resources, doesn’t mean we will
accept money from anywhere, it is important to keep our integrity. There was a funding opportunity for Indigenous
organizing but it was funded by oil companies and the youth that we work with would never agree to that. They would not
be into that at all, so we never applied to it for those reasons.
We’re so grassroots that we often get overlooked and we’re treated as if this work is a hobby. It’s disrespectful and it has
been a challenge for us to access funds. A lot of established organizations have relationships with the government and
continue to receive funding. As a young grassroots organization, it’s hard for us to compete with these organizations. But
we’re also not trying to engage in that really toxic non-profit environment where change rarely happens or doesn’t happen
at all. It is actually a distraction for us to fight with large organizations over money.
What can the public/organizations/government do to support your work?
A couple years ago, I worked on implementation of Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRC) Calls to Action
66, which talks about multi-year funding for grassroots youth programming on reconciliation. If TRC Call to Action 66 was
implemented, that would solve a lot of our problems. Of course, the government had other interpretations of how that
would look like but you can still read about it.
The public can also learn more about what we’re doing. It’s
not always about financial contributions but it’s about building
awareness. It’s unlearning some of the really problematic
things that Canadians have learnt in the education system
and relearning from an Indigenous perspective. Racism along
with transphobia, homophobia, and gender discrimination hurt
Indigenous youth on a daily basis. If our society can really unlearn
some of these really violent views and ways of being that would
help us out the most. I think if a lot of society could be more
open minded and understanding and meeting people where
they’re at instead of judging people for where they are not at.
I really hope that people can learn more about what trauma
informed care and harm reduction means. I think as individuals
we can apply that to our daily lives as well.
Go to our webinars, learn an Indigenous language in your local
area, learn about the Indigenous people’s land that you’re living
on and how you can give back.
I want Canadians to take up the challenge of addressing racism and anti-oppression. There is so much that Canadians
can be doing and I really hope that Canadians take on the challenges of dismantling systemic racism, defunding the
police, and supporting thriving and healthy communities. This is a challenge to Canadians because for so long we’ve lived
in a reactive society and we need to get familiar with being proactive and preventative.
I hope Canadians see the benefit of reducing the harm that has been caused to BIPOC communities. Many grassroots
groups, like A7G, have been focusing on prevention instead of reactive solutions. Canadians spend so much money on
reactive services like child welfare and incarceration, to name a few, instead of investing in community building, mental
health support, and family well-being. Just imagine how beautiful this society could be if there were supports that
prevented high rates of incarceration and children being removed from their families. I hope that we can see that in our
lifetime.
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This series continues with a conversation with Rosetta Lucente, the Secretary General of Anakbayan Toronto. Anakbayan
Toronto is an organization of Fillipino youth that seeks to educate, organize, and mobilize in order to address issues
that affect Filipino peoples in Canada and connect them to issues in the Philippines. Anakbayan Toronto is an overseas
chapter of Anakbayan, which is based in the Philippines and is directly linked to the people’s movement toward freedom,
peace, and democracy in the Philippines. The recently passed Anti-Terrorism Act of 2020 in the Phillipines has expanded
the definition of ‘terrorist’ in order to help the Phillipines government target individuals and organizations, like Anakbayan,
that speak or act out agains the current administration in power. We try to highlight this struggle in our discussion with
Rosetta.
How did you get started as a community organizer? What motivated you to enter into community organizing?
I migrated to Canada a year ago on September 1st, 2019, so I’m pretty new to Canada. When I arrived I didn’t really
know anyone, so I was looking for a community that was familiar to me. I wanted to meet other Filipinos, so I turned to
Anakbayan Toronto. It wasn’t just a community of Filipinos but it was also young people who cared about political issues,
which was really refreshing for me.
Before joining an organization, activism was nebulous to me. My
activism was limited to spontaneous individual actions like going
to a rally - which is important - but when I joined an organization
I saw that behind the rally, there are thousands of hours of
meetings that make it possible. Being an activist essentially
means being a community organizer and building strong
organizations, structures, and relationships to fight for a better
world. Being an activist isn’t something that I do to be known as
an exceptional individual.
Being an activist is knowing the community well, being loved
by the community, and knowing the issues and being able to
advocate for them.
Tell us more about the projects that you’re currently working on
with Anakbayan Toronto.
During COVID-19, we’ve actually had a surge of new members
for Anakbayan Toronto. Filipino youth don’t usually get to learn
the true history of the Philippines, from the perspective of the
oppressed: especially the history of U.S. colonization, the continued domination of the U.S. over the Philippines, and how
the Filipino people are in resistance. We don’t hear about Canadian mining corporations in particular, who continue to
plunder Indigenous lands in the Philippines. Education sessions are crucial for us to understand the conditions of the
Philippines under imperialist domination, and our role as youth in fighting for a better world.
One of our current campaigns is Activism is not a Crime. Currently in the Philippines, activists are tagged as “terrorists”
because they threaten the rule of an authoritarian state. These activists are from all sectors, including workers, peasants,
youth, church peoples, Indigenous land defenders, and many other sectors. As activists abroad we want to support our
kasamas or comrades in the Philippines.
Another current campaign is Defend Cordillera. The Cordillera is home to many indigenous peoples in the northern
Philippines. The Igorot land defenders have been targeted by the Philippine government because state-sponsored mining
corporations plunder Cordillera land. This is important to Canadians because these are Canada-based developing on
foreign ancestral lands. Corporations such as Oceana-Gold, Solofotara Mining Corp, and Rockwell Resources Corp are
investing and operating in the Philippines. This practice of foreign corporations operating on Philippine soil is a common
practice welcomed by the Philippine state as it benefits their neoliberal and political agendas. The Defend Cordillera
campaign aims to build connections between Indigenous peoples of the world who are impacted by neoliberal policies
and to link the environmental struggles of oppressed people all around the world.
How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your work with Anakbayan Toronto? Anakbayan Toronto strives for freedom
and democracy in the Philippines, how has it been responding to events in Toronto and the Philippines right now during
the pandemic?
COVID-19 impacted our outreach to communities, but we adjusted to the current conditions. We worked with Kapit-Bisig
Laban COVID Canada, a mutual aid network connecting the Fillipino community to provide for their immediate needs.
Through Kapit-Bisig, I learned directly from community members the conditions of Filipino migrant workers in Canada,
and how they have intensified during the pandemic. Migrant workers, especially those who are undocumented, are
excluded from Canada’s social safety net - even though they take on essential work such as childcare and agricultural
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production.
Many community members were also worried about their families in the Philippines. Currently there are over 250,000
COVID-19 cases in the Philippines. Rather than providing solutions to the pandemic, the Philippine government took
COVID-19 as an opportunity to intensify targeting of activists and military control: checkpoints were manned by military
personnel, not health workers; and quarantine violators were arrested. During the pandemic, the Anti-Terrorism Act was
ratified. This act broadens the definition of terrorism and is being used to target Filipino activists both in the Philippines
and abroad. We responded by launching campaigns to support activists in the Philippines, to assert that legal and
democratic organizations like Anakbayan and so many others are not terrorist organizations.
As a community organizer, what have you learned from the pandemic? Has this changed the way that you organize in the
community?
The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed the intense effects of a
profit-driven system on the people, both for those who reside in
Canada and those who live in the Philippines.
I actually learned the effects of this system by listening to the
stories of so many Filipino community members. And even before
the pandemic, they would tell me of having to go abroad for lack
of work in the Philippines, of being separated from family for years,
and of the conditions faced at work.
Mass migration from the Philippines doesn’t occur by chance. It
is institutionalized by the Canadian government through various
policies like the Temporary Foreign Worker Program and the LiveIn Caregiver Program, which treat migrant workers as disposable
and tie their legal status in Canada to their employment. Canadian
capitalists profit from cheap, exported labor.
How have you perceived the public response related to systemic
oppression, racial injustice, and intersectionality and how have
these struggles impacted your work?
Seeing the struggle, especially for Black lives and Indigenous lives,
Filipino youth in Canada are becoming engaged by the current political climate. That explains why we saw a surge of new
members and why international solidarity work is a big part of Anakbayan chapters overseas.
We draw the connection between Indigenous struggles here
and the struggles of Indigenous peoples and land defenders
in the Philippines. Just as the Wet’suwet’en fight to assert
their traditional laws over their lands, Indigenous tribes in the
Philippines assert themselves over the imperialist plunder of
their lands. The Canadian and the Philippine government likewise
respond with strategies of state fascism, which further the global
neoliberal agenda shared among the ruling elite around the
world. The root reason for the invasion of Wet’suwet’en land is for
Canadian extraction companies to be able to make huge profits,
and so too do Canadian mining companies like Oceana Gold,
Barrick Gold, and many others profit hugely from the plundering
of indigenous lands in the Philippines.
Do you feel like there is enough private/public funding or support
in order to aid the projects that you are working on? How has
the public responded to your community work throughout the
pandemic?
In the Philippines recently the Anti-Terror Act was passed,
COVID-19 is getting worse, and state fascism is intensifying.
Our mutual aid work in Kapit-Bisig provided food security for
Filipino families, and also increased awareness about these conditions. It’s important that we stay connected to what’s
happening especially during the pandemic because these issues are not mainstream.
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What can the public/organizations/government do to support your work?
We invite everyone in Canada to sign on to the petition initiated by the Canada chapter of the International Coalition of
Human Rights in the Philippines (ICHRP) and Mining Watch Canada to demand Canadian companies operating abroad to
be held accountable in Canada for their role in human rights violations overseas. The petition is open until December
30th, 2020.
In addition to that, we would also like to call on everyone to join the Defend Cordillera campaign and sign the Global
Pact. We want to build connections between Indigenous peoples of the world who are impacted by neoliberal policies
and link the environmental struggles of oppressed peoples of the world.
Any else you would like to share? Something you feel that we haven’t asked you about?
I’m grateful for this opportunity to speak and to reaffirm that when we arm ourselves with unity and organization, genuine
social transformation is possible. For the Filipino Community, we can address the root causes of labour export and mass
migration, and stem the tide of settlements on Turtle Island.
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Andrea is the co-director of Latinx, Afro-Latin-America, Abya Yala Education Network (LAEN) alongside Silvia Argentina
Arauz. She is also a lead provincial organizer and campaign strategist for LAEN’s police-free schools Ontario wide
(#PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide) campaign.
LAEN is a grassroots organization focused on combating anti-Blackness within and outside of Latinx communities while
simultaneously being committed to all forms of liberation. LAEN was a lead organization that pushed for the successful
removal of the School Resource Officer program in 2017 at the largest school board in Canada, the Toronto District
School Board (TDSB). LAEN continues advocating for the removal of police-in-school programs, policing cultures and the
deprioritization of the use of police as an instrument of last resort across all education spaces including post-secondary
in Ontario and globally.
How did you get started as a community organizer? What motivated you to enter into community organizing?
Derik Chica was the first co-chair of LAEN, which was founded as the Latin American Education Network. He encouraged
me to get involved even before LAEN was a thing, because he knew I was interested in community building and organizing
within our communities.
From when I was younger, I had always been interested in
community development and community organizing, and was
involved but not to this degree, even before I had the language to
name it.
There really is a power within people, power within community
and social movement building. Power lies in each and everyone
of us and I think that is something that continuously keeps me
grounded and anchored in this work.
Tell us more about the projects that you’re currently working on
with Latinx, Afro-Latin-America, Abya Yala Education Network.
One of our current projects we’re working on is the Police-FreeSchools Ontario-wide campaign (#PoliceFreeSchoolsONwide).
It’s really important for people to understand what we mean
by when we say #PoliceFreeSchools. At LAEN we take up our
friends, freedom fighters and US partner, Alliance for Educational
Justice collective definition of police-free schools, and that is,
“Dismantling school policing infrastructure, culture, and practice;
ending school militarization and surveillance; and building a new
liberatory education system.”
As organizers part of this global movement, we also collectively believe that removing police from our schools is a seed
to also reimagining police(ing) from our communities. #PoliceFreeSchools like abolition, is a practical organizing tool & a
long-term goal as reminded to us by US National Grassroots Organization Critical Resistance.
A lot of these issues are not new issues and they are not new demands that we are making. This has been in the work for
decades upon decades by abolitionists.
We know that the issue of police-in-schools and the
entrenchment of the school-to-prison/deportation pipeline is
not a new issue, it is not an isolated or local issue. It is not a one
school board or one post-secondary campus issue. It is systemic,
and as a systems issues it demands a systems response.
Part of our LAEN #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide campaign is to
elevate, support, and connect local campaigns. We also have been
and will continue to be in solidarity with partners across colonial
borders and with partners across what we dominantly and
currently know as Canada, because once again this is a provincial
issue, this is a national issue and this a global issue.
Having healthy, equitable police(ing)-free-schools is a human
rights issue, it is a public health issue, it is a labour issue, and it
is a union issue.
We need a guaranteed basic livable income. We need truly
universal head-to-toe healthcare including pharmacare, dental
care and mental health services. We need universal childcare.
Conroy Gomes and Evelyn Ascencio (2020). Community Organizing: Leading Through Change. A research report. Toronto: CA. School of Cities, University of Toronto.

15

We need thriving wages and permanent paid sick days. We need a wealth tax. These are choices, these are policy
decisions. We need housing as a human right, a Nationalized People’s Food System, we need to uphold the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, we need a Green New Deal and a just recovery and so forth.
We must demand from elected governments that they ensure the conditions for people and the environment to thrive
and to be placed over profits, corporations and the ultra-rich. The reason why I say these things, is because we know
that our #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide campaign is situated in and speaks to the larger systemic issues of underfunding
and under-resourcing our educational systems but as well as the cutting of any support to people rather than creating
these systems, this has been ongoing for decades under successive governments whether they be under the Liberals or
Conservatives.
What we really need to realize is that the reasons why we don’t have the conditions and systems in place to ensure
thriving and healthy communities and spaces is because our elected governments are choosing not to do so. Once again,
they are choosing profit over people and the environment.
Having equitable police(ing)-free schools is a human rights issue and it is under the International Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination, on which Canada has been a signatory. The reality is that our elected
governments are not being held accountable even when they are violating human rights and simultaneously enacting
state-sanctioned violence. Three years ago under the Liberals, they painted this issue as a local issue, the same
thing that a Conserative Ministry representative was attempting to paint it as, as well. The truth is that the Provincial
Government has the power and mandate to ensure #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide by amending both the provincial model
for the Local Police and School Board protocol as well as the Ontario Police Services Act. I’ve been looking at abolition
through the lens of Ruth Wilson Gilmore who reminds us that abolition is about presence, it is about life affirming
institutions.
In reality, an equitable anti-racist and anti-oppressive, liberatory and life-affirming education system, wherever it may be,
is not possible with police presence, policing culture, and criminalization which is also anchored by systemic anti-Black
racism, anti-Indigeneity and upholding oppressive structures happening in our education spaces.
A lot of recent research and stories have come to light regarding health inequities amongst racialized communities in
Toronto during the COVID-19 pandemic, so how has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your work with LAEN?
There is no time to stop right now. These systems have never worked for us. We have never truly had healthy educational
spaces - or any spaces for that matter, for all. It’s really important for us to recognize that these inequities existed
prior to COVID-19. These pre-existing inequities have been deepened and amplified by the pandemic, especially when
profiteering and disaster capitalism has been taken advantage of by our elected governments, both Provincially under
Doug Ford’s Conservatives and Federally under Justin Trudeau’s Liberals.
In regards to our organizing, we quickly had to adapt to digital platforms that we hadn’t really engaged with as much
before, so there definitely was a learning curve. With that said, it has also provided us a space to rethink around the
ways that we organize and how it may actually be excluding folks who want to get involved. It has made us also (un)learn
further in regards to digital and disability justice.
It has also changed how we approach our #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide campaign core messaging. So many of these issues
have been made to look as if they are brand new but people have been advocating to solve them for decades. So, for
instance many of the issues and demands put forward during times of COVID-19 are not new issues or demands, instead
there is a heightened urgency; communities have been bringing these issues up from time. Issues such as the need
for smaller classrooms, fixing our schools, $16.3 billion capital repairs backlog, school infrastructure including but not
limited to school ventilation, issues relating to school windows, the issues of police(ing)-free schools, need for updated
curriculum that is culturally responsive and reflective, increase in educators that are reflective of the students that they
serve and are simultaneously critically conscious with an equity, anti-racist, anti-oppressive praxis, permanent paid-sick
days, among others.
Once again, these are not new issues. It also has us ensuring that others are aware that the wins that have been won
both present-day and historically is because of people, communities, labour and social movement building organizing.
We see public messaging get co-opted by Doug Ford and Education Minister Stephen Lecce, dangers of this is also seeing
people congratulating, mediocre, small and incremental changes. We’re not about that because we know transformative
systemic changes are possible and are necessary. What we need is the political will, truth is that the Liberals didn’t have
the will and neither do the Conservatives. We know that change is possible, and to have a transformative and systemic
shift that ensures we have Public, Healthy, Equitable, Police(ing)-Free Education Ontario-wide, we also need systems
wide change beyond education that is intersectional.
We take up Black Lives Matter Toronto, “We will win” as a social justice framework and we know we will win, and that our
wins are from people in the community and their collective pushing of the elected officials and elected governments.
We also recognize that there is also a heightened awareness of social-justice language now. A lot of folks now are able
to use a lot of these terms such as equity or anti-oppression, or anti-racism, or anti-Black racism, or anti-Indigenous
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racism. But they don’t actually use them in a way to actually ensure systemic changes to structures, processes, and
systems. The reason why it’s that much more performative when we’re thinking about the power dynamic of an elected
government is that they are the government that can mandate transformative systemic change.
As a community organizer, what have you learned from the pandemic? Has this changed the way that you organize in the
community?
Many of us are burnt out and we’ve been burnt out and overextended for so long. There really is not a space for us to
collectively heal. What has happened in the pandemic is that we’re becoming intentionally aware of traumas, burnout,
and the need for healing spaces and spaces where we can just be.
This pause right now is completely different from what we once
knew, while simultaneously it not actually being a real pause. We
know that particularly within this socio-political landscape, we
have to go much harder while recognizing each other’s humanity. Within community organizing and movement building, a lot
of people including myself suffer from mental health issues and
anxiety and sometimes have even ended up at the emergency
because we feel that “we just have to keep going.” We’ve been
really checking in on folks. Before, many times we felt like we had
to put up a front that we’re okay and we’re still going, but we have
realized the importance of voicing our reality and saying that “I’m
not okay and I need help,” and so it has strengthened the way we
approach relationship-building even if it is not always in person.
We know that the system wants us to burn out. We know that the
system wants us to work ourselves to exhaustion and we can’t
give these systems the benefit of that.
So it’s about redefining how we ourselves and collectively approach social movement building and organizing in a way that
honours each and every one of us so we can build sustainable and
healthy communities meanwhile dismantling our internalized frameworks of capitalistic culture.
You’ve been doing work surrounding defunding the police in schools for some time now, how have the Black Lives Matter
protests this summer and discussion surrounding abolition affected your work?
As it relates to the #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide campaign, there is a higher awareness and shift in mindsets and hearts. A
lot of folks, moreso now than before, are aware that these are even issues. More folks are understanding that if our educational spaces are there to nurture and co-develop growth for all students, that having police presence and a policing
culture within schools is counterintuitive. There have been folks that previously wouldn’t have engaged in particular and
now they’re wanting to organize to have their police in school programs removed from their educational spaces. So we
have seen a growth in interest in being a part of a collective or wider movement.
I also recognize that there are dangers in regards to co-opting language, particularly social-justice language. A lot of folks
now are able to use a lot of these terms such as equity or anti-oppression, or anti-racism, or anti-Black racism, or anti-Indigenous racism. While simultaneously, not aligning these terms and discourses with the praxis that would actually
ensure systemic changes to structures, processes, and systems. The reason why it’s that much more performative when
we’re thinking about the power dynamics of an elected government is that they have the political power to push transformative systemic change.
Do you feel like there is enough private/public funding or support in order to aid the projects that you are working on?
How has the public responded to your community work throughout the pandemic?

Historically and in present-day, there never has been sustainable public funding for things that in addition to
being transformative are also evidence-based and crucial for a lot of communities. In regards to our organizing and this campaign, the only source of funding has been through another community organization which is
Showing Up for Racial Justice Toronto - they’ve done activities in regards to wealth redistribution to provide
support to many grass-roots organizations including LAEN. The Community for Just Schools Fund based out
of the US has also been able to provide some support previously as well. With that said, the overwhelming
majority of the work is free labour just as so many other organizing spaces struggle as well. So what we see
once again is solidarity between social movement builders - not government or institutional support.
At the end of the day these movements, these campaigns are critiquing our current status-quo system. There
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els. But rather it has been community collectives that have been putting in the work to ensure that this organizing can be sustainable. Until elected governments and officials actually leverage their power and privilege
to create what we already know is possible, there will always be people organizing, pushing and demanding
from governments.
LAEN is committed to fight anti-Blackness within the Latinx community. What are the challenges to addressing these issues in the Latinx community?
There are major challenges in combating anti-Black racism within the Latinx community. There continues
to be many people within our community who still deny that white supremacy, racism and particularly anti-Blackness and anti-Indigeneity exist within our communities whether that be ‘back home’ or here. There is
also a huge denial within Latinx communities can indeed be, uphold and perpetuate white supremacy. There
are also many misconceptions in our community for instance, seeing Latinx peoples and communities as a
race, when in reality, being Latinx is an ethnicity and Latinx peoples can be of any race. There also continues
to be an erasure of colonization, genocide of Indigenous Peoples, and enslavement of Black/African diasporic
peoples, and how these histories have continued their legacies and impacts to this day, both ‘back home’ and
within the diaspora. Anti-Black racism within our communities also shows up interpersonally, institutionally
and structurally/systemically. White supremacy within our communities, structures and socio-educational-political governance has also impacted many Black/Afro-Latinx peoples to not identify as Black, one of the
ways internalized racism shows up. We know that there are many people within our Latinx communities that
uphold white supremacy both within and outside of our communities and whether it be the denial, shame or
guilt it tends to keep people not working towards dismantling anti-Black racism both within and outside our
communities. With all these challenges mentioned, there continues to be so many of us who organize and
fight back against anti-Blackness within our communities and we are filled with Black pride.
Any else you would like to share?
People can sign and share our petition demanding for #PoliceFreeSchoolsONWide across all educational levels including post-secondary institutions. That also has our additional demands such as shifting away
from an educational system that is anchored in punitive disciplinary practices to one that is healing centred
among other demands.
There are multiple ways to support our work. We’re asking folks to also get involved regardless whether you
have organized before. If you are interested in pushing for #PoliceFreeSchools in education spaces locally
across and Ontario, sign up for our political teach-in. We also need folks to contact their Member of Provincial Parliament (MPP) to ensure that they support the Police-Free-Schools Ontario-Wide Campaign, as of right
now the New Democratic Party is the only official party to have getting police out of educational spaces as
part of their policy paper titled, End Police Violence. Invest in Black, Indigenous and Racialized People’s Lives.
Folks can also connect with us on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter or by email at LAENToronto@gmail.com.
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In Reflection

Community Organizing: Leading Through Change is an interview series developed by University of Toronto
alumni and School of Cities Academy members, Evelyn Ascencio and Conroy Gomes, in partnership with
Platform. For this project, we interviewed four Black, Indigenous, and racialized community organizers based
in Toronto and Ottawa, Yohanna Heyuan Mehary, Gabrielle Fayant, Rosetta Lucente, and Andrea Vásquez
Jiménez, in the autumn of 2020 to learn more about their work, how the pandemic has affected their
community organizing efforts, and calls to action that the public can participate in.
This project was developed after noticing that community
organizers are not regularly profiled for their work despite
being leading experts on social issues. As a result,
Community Organizing: Leading Through Change aimed
to shift the equity, diversity, and inclusion narrative from
institutions back to the grassroots community level where
many of these ideas originated from.
It was of particular interest for us to do this project during
the COVID-19 pandemic as a lot of discussions have been
focused on Black, Indigenous, and racialized communities
in Canada, which have been disportionately affected by the
virus. This past summer, Toronto Public Health (TPH) found
that 83% of COVID-19 cases in Toronto were racialized
individuals while only 52% of the total population in
Toronto is racialized. It is also known that those who are
racialized, low-income, and living in overcrowded housing
are more at-risk of contracting COVID-19 due to a variety
of systemic issues such as an increased inability to work from home, their reliance on public transit to
commute, and not being able to adequately physically distance in overpopulated housing.
For those with more privilege in society, they likely have not confronted these systemic barriers in their daily
lives and these observations may seem new to them. For community organizers and the Black, Indigenous,
and racialized residents they engage with, it is not
surprising to them that systemic barriers impact their
overall health outcomes. Systemic issues from income
inequality, affordable housing, and racial discrimination
have always affected Black, Indigenous, and racialized
communities - these societal inequities are not exclusive
to the COVID-19 pandemic.
COVID-19 has clearly exacerbated ongoing social issues.
For community organizers, this has meant continuing
their ongoing work that addresses social inequities. As
Climate Justice Scarborough organizer, Yohanna noted,
“To make real change we must move away from shaming
individuals and address the climate crisis as a collective
at the root causes; racial capitalism, colonialism and cisheteropatriachy.”
Throughout our interviews, it was evident that the current
political climate has inspired many to take notice of
surrounding issues and engage with community organizing.
Rosetta, an organizer with Anakbayan Toronto, even noted
that there has been an increase in engagement with
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Anakbayan Toronto during this time, citing ongoing global struggles. Interestingly, this uptick in engagement
comes at a time where community groups cannot meet in-person demonstrating the important need of
collective action right now.
For many throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, community organizing has been a powerful tool to create
healthy and equitable communities. Community organizers centre the voices of those in their communities
that are not always represented and prioritized. Organizers did note that through this time of deep
uncertainty, they have experienced burnout but as Andrea, an organizer with the Latinx, Afro-Latin-America,
Abya Yala Education Network (LAEN) remarked, “We know that the system wants us to burn out. We know
that the system wants us to work ourselves to exhaustion and we can’t give these systems the benefit of
that.”
In this interview series, it was clear that a key component of
activism includes dreaming of a better future; a future that
provides healing to community members who experience
oppression in society. Gabrielle, co-founder of Assembly of Seven
Generations, an Indigenous youth-led group based in Ottawa
found that community members are always willing to take up the
mantle and advocate for much needed changes even if they are
occupied in their daily lives: “These youth are going through so
much but regardless of the struggles that they are experiencing
they are always trying their best to hope for a better future.”
We hope that readers are inspired to learn more about local
community organizing efforts in their neighbourhoods that have
been going on for years regardless of how big or small they are.
These movements have been integral to social change led by
Black, Indigenous, and racialized communities, in particularly
those with intersecting identities.
As Andrea said, “There really is a power within people, power
within community and social movement building. Power lies
in each and everyone of us and I think that is something that
continuously keeps me grounded and anchored in this work.”
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