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MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
This March, we were delighted to celebrate

health needs, Indigenous women, and Chinese

we lead up to 24-hour operation, the drop-in

our fortieth year at the Downtown Eastside

senior women are all part of the community of

centre, which remains an important access

Women’s Centre (DEWC). DEWC’s four de-

care and support at the Women’s Centre.

point for women and the heart of what we do,
remains unfunded by any regular contract.

cades have been characterized by growth,
relationship building, perseverance through

Beyond continuing to support women through

We are once again participating in the

tragedies, and the continued empowerment of

the provision of services, programs, referrals,

Scotiabank Charity Challenge and the Eastside

women in the face of pervasive and systemic

clothing, toiletries, hot showers, and nutritious

10K this year, and also have plans for our third

forms of oppression.

meals to over 400 women at the drop-in

annual celebration gala, Herstory in Focus,

centre and to over 140 women each night at

which will be taking place at the Vancouver Art

our emergency night shelter, staff, Elders, and

Gallery on October 18, 2018 (save the date!).

In the midst of constant crisis,
we trace our herstory with
gratitude and see the evidence
that safe space and sustained
support mean women moving
from survival to endless
possibilities.
The Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre

member volunteers have worked especially
hard this year on several fronts. As the

It is a testament to the strength and

housing and fentanyl crises continue to take

generosity of our community, including

a toll on the city’s most marginalized, women

members, staff, and volunteers, that the drop-

demonstrate continual resilience in the face

in centre remains a safe and compassionate

of overwhelming odds. At times like these,

haven for women, and due to the commitment

the sanctuary provided by DEWC – a place to

and contributions of donors and supporters

gather, access resources, connect, mourn, and

that we can welcome hundreds of women

celebrate – is truly irreplaceable.

every day: open arms, no questions asked.
On behalf of the Board of Directors and all

is the only organization in the Downtown
Eastside that provide services and support to

For our part, the Board and countless out-of-

of us at DEWC, we thank you for all you do

all women regardless of their circumstances.

area volunteers have continued to focus on

to make our work of safety, support, and

Older women, women with children, women

fundraising to keep up with rising costs for

empowerment possible.

who engage in sex work, homeless women,

food and utilities and a growing demand for

women with addictions, transgender women,

our programs and services. While we have

Genevieve Fuji-Johnson

women with mental health issues or physical

secured funding for our shelter renovations as

Co-chair, Board of Directors

Board Spotlight: Priscillia Tait
I first came to the Downtown Eastside Wom-

I’ve been where some of the

en’s Centre in 1997 with my son when we

women are now: homeless

were homeless. Back then, the Centre was

and facing discrimination,

located at 44 East Cordova. They served lunch
and I could bring my son, who was a year and

facing high rent. Being

a half old. Later, when I couldn’t find work and

on the Board, I want to

was on assistance, I started coming to the

represent the women.

Centre regularly. The Power of Women group
empowered me to speak out and helped me

1

find my voice. One year, they told me to run

The Centre means refuge and a safe haven

for the Board of Directors, and I did! I’ve been

for women. My dreams for the future of this

on the Board since 2011.

community are big. I want more housing for
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MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
I first started working at
the Downtown Eastside
Women’s Centre as an
advocate, more than twenty
years ago.

environment where severe marginalization
compounds the endemic violence against
women, the security of a place like DEWC is
absolutely paramount.
One of the gifts of working long-term with this
community is seeing women reach a place
of empowerment through the relationships

I first started working at the Downtown

and resources they find here, and flourish

Eastside Women’s Centre as an advocate,

despite all odds. Amidst the endless losses

more than twenty years ago. DEWC was

that we mourn, these stories are so much of

located at 44 E Cordova, a much smaller

the lifeblood of our community: women like

space but one we were quickly outgrowing,

Elaine, warmly welcoming women at the front

with around a hundred and fifty women

desk because she sees herself in all of them,

accessing the space daily. At that time we

or Larissa, who came in years ago hungry

were open Monday to Friday, serving soup

and with her head down, now leading regalia

Alice with Board Member Andrea Glickman at

and sandwiches three times a week, and

workshops with youth and Elders, her laughter

2016’s Herstory in Focus event

having conversations about staying open later

lighting up the place. There are the Chinese

to accommodate the needs of women in the

seniors, facing growing isolation and gentrifi-

community. Women were disappearing at

cation in their neighbourhood, who treasure

Now, we serve hundreds

alarming rates from the Downtown Eastside,

their lunch time gathering and socializing

and the sense of danger was particularly

together. I’m reminded every day when I walk

of lunches every day, and,

pervasive. When no one else was paying

into the centre how much this work matters.

attention to these disappearances, the women

by the end of 2018, will
have safe, women-only

of the Downtown Eastside were. The Centre,

Women of DEWC have always spoken up here.

in all its incarnations over the years, was and

Whether sitting at the lunch tables to sitting

space open and available

is a cornerstone for women including the many

on the Board of Directors (or both), they are

to women in the Downtown

Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women:

unafraid of raising concerns. Our services,

whether for sharing crucial information with

including the emergency shelter and the Wom-

Eastside—at any time of the

others, accessing essential resources, and

en’s Market, developed in response to wom-

building lasting sisterhood that anchors life

en’s needs identified by them. This collective

lived in the precarity of poverty and violence.

ownership is important. It demonstrates trust,

Your contributions are invaluable for this work

and trust builds capacity for healing, leader-

to occur. On behalf of all of us at DEWC, we

ship and empowerment.

thank you for your support.

This year, we’re celebrating forty years of

day or night.

the Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre.
Since the 1970s, women have come through

Over the past forty years, both our fundraising

the doors seeking safety and refuge, a place

efforts and donor base have grown signifi-

Alice Kendall

where they can be welcomed as they are,

cantly, and subsequently, we have been able

Executive Director

find the help that they need, and avenues

to extend hours and develop a continuum of

to self-sufficiency and positive change. In an

services.

women, with a rooftop garden, industrial
washer and dryer, shelter and lunch room,
sewing room, art room, and music room.
Women can be safe, creative, supportive,
and find avenues to flourish. They can seek
assistance, get clean, and pursue other
things. I can totally see the women doing
rooftop gardening, they can frolic all they
want! That’s my dream for a new Women’s
Centre.

Meet the rest of the Board
at www.dewc.ca/board-ofdirectors.
Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre

Alice and Carol at the opening celebration after the Centre’s move to 302 Columbia St in 2001.
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NEWS & UPDATES

Shelter undergoes renovations for 24-hour operation
The Downtown Eastside Women’s Shelter
has moved to a transitional building at 342
Alexander Street as renovations continue in

“Many of the women who

Many of the women at the shelter are

earnest at 412 East Cordova, the permanent

access the emergency

housed through the work of the housing

shelter location. These renovations will

team at the Centre. Some come back to

implement beds, an upgrade from the fold-

shelter are homeless

out cots previously employed; a commercial

or have housing that is

hired and join the team. It goes to show

kitchen, allowing for meal service; improved

uncertain and unsafe,

you how this place builds a sense of home

that maximizes women’s comfort, privacy and

like SROs, living with exploitative land-

who have nowhere else to go can come in

safety.

lords, or abusive partners. This is one

with no questions asked, get a bed, food,

of the reasons that women are so un-

and a shower.

washrooms and showers, and an open layout

volunteer, or drop-off donations. Some get

and assured safety for all of us. Women

The Downtown Eastside Women’s Shelter

der-counted in the homeless count: their

remains one of two low-barrier drop-in

unstable or unsafe housing is not as visible

women-only shelters in the Downtown

to the public eye. Addictions and mental

Eastside. The shelter grew out of persistent

health issues make it extremely difficult to

difference to make

advocacy by members and staff after a series

access and retain stabling housing. Even

of assaults in co-ed shelters in 2011. Over

when women do secure housing, they

someone feel human.”

140 women access the 50 shelter beds every

often stay at the shelter when they’re in

night, with about 80% living with addiction or

transition, because they know the shelter

mental illness and 70% of women who use the

as a familiar place with familiar faces.

It makes such a huge

—Vanessa Smith, Shelter Manager

shelter identifying as Indigenous.

Saa-ust (“lift up”) support centre at 44 East
Cordova, the former location of the Downtown
Eastside Women’s Centre.
DEWC has long been a site of shelter where
many of the missing and murdered, and their
families, found refuge, care, and space to
mourn. At the Healing Circle, led by Victim
Services worker Carol Martin, women continue
to share stories and find safety, solace, and
healing in the face of continual violence.

Left: women heading to the National Inquiry
Bottom: one of the cheerful vendors at last year’s
Women’s Summer Market

Women and Elders from DEWC
participate in the National Inquiry
hearings into Missing and Murdered
Indigenous Women & Girls
In April, hearings took place in Vancouver for

activists and family members for many years,

the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered

responding to the disproportionate murders

Indigenous Women and Girls, with more than

and disappearances of Indigenous women

a hundred registered speakers sharing stories

across the country; in British Columbia particu-

of grief, loss, and survival. The long-awaited

larly, the Downtown Eastside and the Highway

hearing has been fought for by community

of Tears. During hearings, the city opened
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The Women’s Summer
Market returns!
Join us at our third annual summer market
with all women vendors, hosted outdoors in
close proximity to the Downtown Eastside
Women’s Centre. The Downtown Eastside
Women’s Market is a conflict free and safe
space to celebrate women exploring innovation and creativity, providing skills development, income generation, and neighbourhood
engagement. Find secondhand treasures,
recycled goods, arts and crafts, and jewelry,
along with enjoying music, food and performances. Most of all, come to connect with our
community of women!

June 30 - Sept 1, 2018
Every Saturday
Email marketcoordinator@dewc.ca for more
information.

Women’s Coalition re-forming to strategize

DTES to continue this conversation, with the

change, call for 40% of resources allocated

change.

in the Downtown Eastside

intention of developing a strategy to effect

Broadly, goals include: addressing and
decreasing violence against women in the

In 2014, a coalition of women’s
organizations in the Downtown
Eastside (DTES) released a
community safety audit, entitled
“Getting to the Roots: Exploring
Systemic Violence Against
Women in the Downtown
Eastside of Vancouver.”

community, including within housing and

Four years later, there has yet to be a con-

resources to mirror the percentage of women

certed effort by policy makers to prioritize

in the DTES).

other spaces; increase women-only services
and spaces in the DTES; improve women’s
access to safe, appropriate co-ed services and
housing particularly for the most marginalized
women including Indigenous women, women
with addictions, women with mental and/or
physical health conditions, trans women, and
women who do sex work; and better balance
of resources allocation (i.e. 40% of the

women’s spaces, services and safety. DEWC is
working on reconvening with women’s orga-

Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre

nizations who provide services and supports

You can read the full “Getting to the Roots” report

to [cisgender and transgender] women in the

on our website at www.dewc.ca/resources.
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MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

“It feels like a family here:” a conversation with Mrs. Lo
Mrs. Lo is one of the many Chinese senior
women who frequents the Downtown Eastside
Women’s Centre. Many of the seniors live in
Chinatown, which is located in close proximity
to the Downtown Eastside, and face isolation,
language barriers and housing uncertainty due
to gentrification. Lunchtime at the DEWC is
where the seniors connect with one another: a
rare place to socialize freely, eat together, and
access the resources they need.

When did you arrive here, and how did
you find the Centre?
I came to Vancouver around 1970 from a town
near Guangzhou, with my husband and three
children. My sister-in-law was able to sponsor us and pay the immigration fee. When I
arrived, three blankets were the only things
I had. I couldn’t speak any English. I walked
everywhere, but when my shoes broke, I
couldn’t afford to buy new ones. I worked in
kitchens and car washes to support myself and
my family.

Mrs. Lo with one of the many friends she meets regularly with at the Centre

I met the Chinese Seniors Worker [at that
time] at the community kitchen she ran in the
neighbourhood. She was very kind and gentle.
She told us about the Women’s Centre.

Did you know this part of our herstory?

What does the Centre mean to you?

Chinese women were instrumental in forming community in the early days of the Down-

I come here everyday. It’s

town Eastside Women’s Centre, with translation and outreach part of the DEWC mandate.

a place to gather, a happy
place. We can meet and
speak [in our own language],
and it feels like a family.

Many of the women were immigrants to the area or their descendents, working class
labourers burdened by racist and exclusionary policies, poverty, and cultural alienation.
DEWC became a place of aid and assistance, as well as kinship – not only with other
Chinese women, but a place to form friendships across cultural and racial lines. Today, the
legacy of intercultural sisterhood is still visible in the Centre: the hand-stitched sign hanging on the wall, made by one of the Indigenous Elders, includes Chinese characters.

I really appreciate the food and resources. I
don’t work anymore and get OAS (Old Age Assistance), but it’s not enough to live on. Here,
we have food, and can get what we need, as
well for other seniors who can’t come to the
Centre. I have a friend who I’m supporting
who is older than I am, and who is no longer
mobile. She fell down the stairs in her apartment, and because of her age, still has not
recovered. I help her buy groceries and run
errands, make sure she has the necessities.
We take care of each other.
I’ve been coming here for more than six years.
I have seven grandchildren now, and they’re
all happy that I have a place like this!
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In the heart of Hastings
block, when the death toll is
astronomical, this program
is vital - it’s about staying
open to others, about finding
ways to learn and heal
together.
“I’m bringing the best version of me out,” she
says, “sharing these skills with others.”
In a 2014 community safety audit, “Getting to
the Roots,” women of the Downtown Eastside
spoke to the need for places of safety, with

Culture and community as medicine: Larissa crafts
cross-cultural, intergenerational regalia with Elders

more than half of them naming DEWC as the
place they felt safest. One often-overlooked
element of safety is that of cultural safety,
which accounts for the effects of colonization

Larissa has been part of DEWC for years, first

Elders, exchanging knowledge and experi-

and intergenerational trauma. Cultural safety

coming through our doors hungry and strug-

ence, opening up important conversations like

goes beyond cultural competence to priori-

gling with addiction. She gradually found her

the Sixties Scoop [and residential schools],

tize Indigenous-led initiatives, re-connecting

footing through various supports and caring

teaching, learning and storytelling,” she says,

women with traditional practices, Elders, and

staff, volunteers regularly in the clothing room,

“creating contemporary dialogue for the next

knowledge keepers on the long road to com-

and has previously graced the runway at Her-

generation.”

munity-led healing.

the Vancouver Art Gallery. Her regalia, sourced

“This is a multicultural project, with East to

Cultural safety doesn’t exclusively affect those

from salvaged materials and clothing room

West Coast Indigenous styles, and incorpo-

who are Indigenous. Developing a culturally

donations, both reflects and reinterprets her

rating Japanese and Chinese designs. These

safe space means Chinese seniors watching

Anishinaabe identity. She is also an acclaimed

are new designs that have never been seen:

Larissa measure and cut fabric, delight and

graffiti artist and painter whose work has been

expressing compassion and understanding.”

curiosity transcending language barriers, and

story in Focus, our annual fundraising event at

the scent of sage permeating the centre,

displayed in the National Gallery of Canada
as well as in various community murals in the
Downtown Eastside.
In a special intergenerational program this
year, Larissa is leading a workshop on crafting
regalia for Elders and youth, designing patterns, sewing, and personalizing shawls for

One of the Elders told me, if
it wasn’t for programs like
this, we wouldn’t have these
opportunities, we’d be a

where hundreds of women from various
backgrounds and nations will enter, eat, and
access resources like the clothing room the
next day. As Larissa calls it, healing comes
from “a place of sanctuary.”

step away from the streets.

each participant. “Young Elders are helping

Larissa dances in her regalia in the fashion show at last year’s Herstory in Focus

Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre
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DONOR & FUNDER CORNER

Join Team DEWC in the Scotiabank Charity Challenge
and help us centre the women of the Downtown Eastside!
We’re a few weeks from the Scotiabank Charity Challenge, part of the Scotiabank Half-Marathon
& 5K, and still short of our goal of $30,000 going towards our drop-in centre. Funds raised
cover the cost of our meal program, which serves hot, nutritious meals to hundreds of women
every day. Just $5 covers the cost of a meal and access to the centre, so every dollar counts.

“When I run, I think

You can sponsor a runner from our team or give to our fundraising total at bit.ly/team-dewc, or,

about the women

send a donation by mail using the enclosed insert.

who really need a

$5

shower. I think about

gives a woman a meal and
access to the Centre

$25

gives 5 meals and
access to the Centre

$100
gives 20 meals and
access to the Centre

If you’re a runner passionate about supporting our work, we welcome your participation! The
Scotiabank Charity Challenge is coming up fast on June 24, but you can still participate in the

the women who need
these basic things.
It’s my way of giving
back.”
—Priscillia Tait, Board Member

Eastside 10K on September 15. Email engagement@dewc.ca to get involved.

Thanks to all our fundraising friends,
event organizers, and collaborators:
your support means the world!
A huge and heartfelt thank-you to all our

(pictured left), collected donations for his

fundraising friends who put on various

fourth birthday. From the most high-profile

events these past months, raising support

project to the grassroots, your help raising

and awareness for DEWC. Crofton House

funds matters! Fundraising ensures we widen

School hosted their annual International

our network of support, spreads awareness of

Women’s Day concert, SFU students organized

our organization, and contributes significantly

painting classes, IATSE 891 hosted their

to our community.

third annual Women in Entertainment gala,
Armature Collective organized a dinner and

Are you interested in running your own event

film screening, the BC Centre for Improved

or initiative for DEWC?

Cardiovascular Health threw an extravagant

Get in touch: engagement@dewc.ca.

bake sale, and Nico, our littlest donor

Save the date for
Herstory in Focus
2018!
October 18, 2018 - 6.30 pm
at the Vancouver Art Gallery
Mark your calendars for this year’s Herstory
in Focus, our third annual fundraising event
and celebration of forty years of DEWC,
including stories, speakers, and women
performing in a fashion show!
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THANK YOU!

The Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre
recognizes the generous support of the
following donors and funders (2017-18)
Centre Sponsors ($50,000+)
Service Canada - Homelessness
Partnering Strategy
Employment and Social
Development Canada
BC Ministry of Public Safety and
Solicitor General
BC Housing
Vancouver Coastal Health
City of Vancouver
BC Gaming

Community Supporters ($25,000+)
Service Canada - New Horizons for
Seniors Program
Vancity Community Foundation
Sipco Formulations Inc.
Central City Foundation

Sustaining Helpers ($10,000+)

Generous Givers ($5,000+)

G&F Financial Group

Department of Justice Canada

Compassion in Action Fund

Ben and Hilda Katz Charitable Foundation

Djavad Mowafaghian Foundation

Dig Media Inc.

BC Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation

Disney

Catherine Donnelly Foundation

A special thank you to BCGEU for sponsoring
this mail-out!

J.W. McConnell Foundation
Newman’s Own Foundation
Moffat Family Fund
Anglican Church of Canada
Hockey Helps the Homeless
Face the World Foundation
Insurance Institute

Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre
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PROGRAM SPOTLIGHT

A Gift That Keeps Giving:
Stories of the Drop-in Centre with Tammy, Centre Supervisor

How did you get connected to the
Centre? Can you tell a little bit of your
own story?

my role to ensure women feel safe when they

It’s a gift when they learn they can trust you. I

come into the Centre. I know that they need

never take that gift for granted.

and deserve a place where they can come,
relax, feel themselves, ask for support when

I’m Algonquin, born in Toronto and grew up

they need it, and have someone to vent to.

in Winnipeg. Coming from a home of severe

They know they won’t get judgement from

sexual, physical and emotional abuse, I fled

me.

from home at age 12, was put in foster care,

Tell me some of your favourite
moments in the Centre that you’ve
experienced.
One time, a woman walked in who I didn’t

and became addicted to cocaine when I was

My goal when women walk to the centre is

recognize, until her voice sounded familiar.

around 16. I was homeless for a while before

provide what the centre is meant to do. You’ll

The last time I saw her, she was skin and

moving to Vancouver, where I became unex-

always find me at the line serving because I

bones, now she was healthy and well. She

pectedly pregnant. It was my son that turned

was once a very hungry and homeless person

burst into tears and said she would not have

my life around: the second he left my body,

and it fills me with joy to give them food.

made it for the help and beautiful love that

my life changed drastically, and I knew in that
moment I would never touch that drug again.
And I’ve kept that promise.
I heard about the Centre when I was working
in the area, doing harm reduction outreach.
It means a lot to me to be here and welcome

the Centre has provided her all these months.

Women need safety, and the
empowerment of growing
strong relationships with
other women, and they

other women who are really struggling, know-

get to have that here. A

ing how important a place like this is.

simple thing like knowing

What does the Drop-In Centre mean
to you and to the women who access
the space?

their name makes such a

She said, I threw coffee at you and called you
every name in the book, and you still opened
your arms to me. I was so entrenched in my
own addiction that it appeared that I didn’t
care. Without the support of DEWC, I would
never have been clean, or had clothing. I
would have been starving, and I wouldn’t have
been able to get help with housing and an
advocate when landlords treated me like garbage. This touched me beyond belief and I will

difference - women have

never forget it. And this is just one of so many

cried because they were so

women who come in to say thank you.

When we read the guidelines every day,

touched when I remembered

On a daily basis, women who are struggling

they state that this is a place of safety for all

their name.

desperately will come up to me just to say

women. I don’t take those words lightly. It is

9
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important that is to them. For me, this fills my
tank. It makes me happy to come into work
every day.

Other programs hosted at the drop-in centre include
skills development, housing, HIV case management,
Power of Women, and Chinese seniors outreach.

Another time, an Indigenous woman that had

Other community groups also use the drop-in as a meeting space, including women’s support

previously used racial slurs and been asked

groups and the February 14th Women’s Memorial March.

to leave, saw that one of the Chinese seniors
was being mistreated verbally and immediately

Below: Liza pictured with other DEWC volunteers and staff in 2006

came to her defense. Very kindly and intelligently, she spoke to the other person and told
her why this behaviour was not acceptable that she’s an elder and can’t understand the
language, and to please not have a cold heart.
It was a beautiful sight to see. The woman
apologized afterwards to the senior. This kind
of stuff happens all the time.

The women who
access DEWC may be
socioeconomically low, but
they are the most generous
and giving people.
They have each other’s back. I’ve seen women

Advocacy for women, at DEWC and beyond
By Liza, Advocate

take their own shoes off to give to other women. They’re tough cookies, and I feel really

The role of advocacy, at the Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre and beyond, has

honoured to be working with them.

grown from a political and grassroots history. Advocates fight for women: they take
their side, and assist them in defending, safeguarding, and exercising their rights.
Advocates ensure women’s voices are heard, whether in issues pertaining to their
health, housing, safety, or other concerns.

The drop-in centre is
a shared living room, a
first response for women
in crisis, a haven and
resource hub, accessed by
more than 400 women
every day.

Examples of advocating for women can be anything from taking up their case with the
associated Ministries when they are subject to unjust policies or disproportionate child
apprehension, arguing an illegal eviction or other mistreatment by landlords, or helping
women access income supplements, Old Age Security, disability, and welfare. Processes
are often unwieldy, with multiple barriers for women in poverty, which compounds the
stress of day-to-day survival.
Over the years that I’ve been here, advocacy has changed to become more bureaucratic. Literacy rates are quite low for women in the DTES due to many factors, so even
simple forms are intimidating - and forms are rarely simple.

Women access basic needs such as showers
and washrooms, phone and computer use,
toiletries, and clothing, as well as various
support services. The drop-in centre is
where it all began, more than 40 years ago,

Advocacy remains absolutely essential because we’re helping
people access benefits, inquiring on their behalf, and fighting
for their right to a livable life.

and remains the heart of our work in the
Downtown Eastside: a primary entry point for

It’s really important that the Centre is able to support advocacy because it’s a crucial

women to a continuum of care and support,

resource for women in crisis. Often these women face multiple challenges including

where food is served hot, and women are

mental illness, history of trauma, lack of confidence in the system, and chronic home-

given sanctuary and welcome.

lessness. There’s no special magic that the advocate has, but they have to know the
legislation extensively so they can “go up to bat” for women. The advocacy we do

The drop-in centre hosts all the other pro-

at DEWC reflects our organizational advocacy for women in the Downtown Eastside:

grams we offer, including our kitchen program,

bringing attention to the myriad of ways that women are affected by violence, poverty,

which serves over 500 meals daily between

and other systemic ills, and making their voices heard.

the centre’s open hours, evening groups, and
emergency shelter.

Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre
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Creating a Circle of
Healing: Violence
Against Women and
Victim Services in the
Downtown Eastside
by Carol, Victim Services Worker

I started working as a Stop the Violence counselor at the Downtown Eastside Women’s Centre in 1993, more than twenty-five years ago.
I also ran “Women Surviving Together,” which
eventually became the Healing Circle. It was
rough and tough work; we had concrete walls
and a small space, and dishes would go flying
past us. The women in this area are fighters
– they have to be to survive – and for many
of them their anger and aggression help keep

Carol, top, in her office

them alive. The Centre, as it does now, gave

surrounded by photos of

them a safe place and stable environment. We

women from the community.

built rapport with the women and they shared

Right, Carol in a sit-in at the

their stories.

Centre in 2004 demanding
accountability for, and with,

Back then, more women were coming forward

DEWC members.

to report rape or abuse, and there was
monetary support for women who did. Now,
there seems to be more fear of retaliation.
Violence escalates to the point where it
silences everyone. There is a constant flow
of abuse and disrespect for women within

of us, and respect for each other. This cir-

unteer and work in the community. These are

this community: systemic racism, stereotypes

cle was safe, different than the systems that

just a few of the accounts of how women find

and stigma. When we talk about violence

had failed so many of these women and not

a foundation to stand on here.

against women, we’re talking about an array

listened to their voices. It was all a learning

of different roads. Discussions around violence

process about opening up and creating a safe

against women are flattened and generalized,

environment for them to feel comfort, to have

but if you work down here long enough, you

others to trust and listen. It was place where

who give to the Centre, this

understand the different avenues and layers of

women could speak without interruption, learn

violence, which women deal with all the time:

patience, and honour others.

unique community could

exploitative housing, street level and domestic

Without the support of those

not possibly be what it is

abuse, as well as the police, the justice

Eventually the stories came out, and the

today. That includes those

system, and even organizations.

women started understanding what the feath-

who come to visit, donate,

er meant, and what the medicine meant: it
It takes a lot of time and patience to walk

touched their roots of who they were.

volunteer, and fundraise.
We all create a strong circle.

alongside women and build trust with them.
The Women’s Centre gives us a platform to ac-

There are so many stories of women who have

knowledge women as human beings, say that

been empowered here, and been given a con-

first hello, and build a foundation for other

crete platform to rise, find their roots, identi-

women to be welcomed.

ties, and voice. One woman was isolated in a

Without that, what would
the women have?

group of dealers, and we accompanied her to

The Healing Circle goes beyond providing a

When I started the Healing Circle, I had to get

court, helped her secure volunteer hours and

safe haven to women, and beyond the Centre

creative because women didn’t want to talk at

necessities. She moved on, got off welfare and

itself. We’re all part of this circle.

first. So I formed the group into a circle, and

provides for herself. Many other women who

explained why: to create equality between all

once used the services at the Centre now vol-
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