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Section I: Narrative 

 
The goals of the project are to create an enhanced resource centre for First Nations, Métis and Inuit 
women and girls to help the partner organization in their efforts to reduce the likelihood that these 
individuals will come in contact or continue with the legal system. The project is designed to mainly 
support communications technologies on-site at the Elizabeth Fry Society of Northern Alberta, and in 
remote locations, as well as to contribute to a safe and welcoming space for all clients and staff. 

 
No other fundraising contributed to the project. 

 
The idea for the project came about because this is one way to contribute to efforts for Reconciliation 
for Indigenous peoples in Canada; we have a long way to go, and this is a very small step in this 
direction. Reconciliation is not only about national level efforts, but small microscopic efforts as well. 
Indigenous peoples in Canada must have dignity and strength in their identity and well-being; they must 
be able to be their own people, confident with the rest of the world, and must be supported and not 
disadvantaged because of their history as colonized peoples. They must be able to live in freedom and 
wellness, as most Canadians do, even with the realities of a legacy of genocide and intergenerational 
trauma. Adding the intersection of being women and also being Indigenous in today’s society places an 
even greater disadvantage, and Indigenous women face undue violence and discrimination. 

 
We believe in honouring and supporting the unique identities and personhood of these most marginalized 
and vulnerable women, to support them accessing resources to build and rebuild strong lives, make a 
living, and reclaim a sense of power and belonging. Indigenous women have traditionally been revered as 
life givers and caregivers; we want to contribute to this growth now. 

 
The issue that this project is addressing exists because Canada is a nation built on colonial history. 
First Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples have been systemically exposed to policies and social practices of 
discrimination and genocide, including Residential Schools, where thousands of children died after being 
taken from their homes and families. Indigenous women today are particularly vulnerable to violence of all 
kinds, including sexual violence and murder. As our contact at Elizabeth Fry says, “82% of women in 
prison are jailed as a result of behaviour related to attempts to cope with poverty, histories of 
abuse/trauma, addiction and mental health issues that commonly arise from these experiences. The time 
for decarceration is now.” 

 
We chose to work with Elizabeth Fry because, firstly, it is a local, community based organization. 
There are other, larger Indigenous organizations nationally, but we wanted to choose an organization that 
was smaller in scale and one that could really put the added resources to effective use. We also really 
resonated with their vision, which is: “We advance the dignity and worth of all women and girls who are or 
may be at risk of becoming criminalized”. 



Working with the Elizabeth Fry Society of Northern Alberta was pleasant and eye opening. It was 
immediately clear that they “walked the walk” of their mandate, even just in the diversity of their staff. 
They were warm and welcoming, and it was obvious that they are committed to helping the women; it was 
impressive to see that they embody what they stand for, and it was obvious that they deliver many high 
quality programs with minimal resources. When we were developing the project, we had an open dialogue 
about what we each needed, and since they offer so many different services, it was easy for us to find a 
place to contribute to that. The whole experience felt very accessible, and so we imagine that it is also a 
very positive experience for their clients. 

 
At various points, we felt that the project was not going to work. We faced many hurdles along the 
way, like delays in the funding transfer, extra risk management protocol, misunderstandings, a change in 
contacts at our host organization, difficulties matching schedules, and most importantly two team 
members eventually had to leave the project before completion, so at different points it seemed like things 
might fall apart. Communication was also challenging because all of our communication was online. It 
was difficult to establish a rhythm or a flow in the project, and to ensure that there was synchronization 
within the team and between the team and the partner organization. It took until the very last moments of 
the project for it all to come together in the end. 

 
My definition of peace is shaped by my experiences in high school at the Mahindra United World 
College of India. The UWC mission statement is “UWC makes education a force to unite people, nations 
and cultures for peace and a sustainable future.” Our project aims to make educational and support 
resources accessible even in remote locations. So, in the context of this project, peace is very active: 
peace is our efforts at Reconciliation. Peace is an effort to contribute to easing the intergenerational 
trauma that Indigenous communities continue to face, and easing the disparity between the rest of 
Canadian society and Indigenous communities - that disparity that brings so much conflict and pain. 
Peace is the work of bridging that gap. 

 
Our project contributes to peace immediately by offering tools of access and dignity to women and girls 
in a way that shows trust and support. 

 
During the summer, we ordered high quality laptop computers that will be sent to women in remote 
areas and given to those who otherwise would not have access to online programming and resources for 
applying for jobs and learning opportunities. We purchased traditional smudge kits to provide gifts of 
comfort and spiritual strength from Indigenous artists. We purchased high quality easy-to-use sewing 
machines that will be used to make traditional ribbon skirts. We purchased beautiful artwork by 
Indigenous women artists, featuring women in strength together, and art cards that will be sent with the 
computer resource kits to those unable to access the resources on-site (part of the proceeds of the cards 
go to Residential School Survivors). And, we ordered a round, soft, rainbow rug, as well as comfortable 
floor chairs to offer a new area in the centre for meetings and workshops where it is more appropriate 
and effective to be sitting on the floor together in a circle. We purchased books, laptop computers and a 
printer for both on-site and remote learning access. In addition, we forged warm relationships between 
the Elizabeth Fry Society and International House at the University of Alberta. 

 
As a result of the project, more women will continue to have access to resources and opportunities. The 
atmosphere of the offices and workshop spaces at Elizabeth Fry will have an elevated sense of warmth 
and beauty, raising the spirits of those involved. Our hope is that these supplies, along with the little 
touches of the cards and smudge kits, will not only provide tools, but help to foster a sense that there are 
strong allies and people who care - people who want these women to succeed. In the future, we also 
hope that this project may lead to further collaboration. For example, we had imagined helping to organize 



webinars or workshops along with helping to furnish the resource centre. We will be actively recruiting 
volunteers from International House to support Elizabeth Fry’s programs. We also imagine that women 
who are using the resources will return to help other women who are in their place - to create a cycle of 
support and power. Our hope is that this project will create ripples for years to come. 

 
This project has changed me and the way I think about the world. Being involved in this project made 
me realise the position of privilege that I hold. Even as a visible minority in Canada, and as an 
international student, I still hold a privileged position that the people I am trying to help, do not hold. It has 
made me more cognizant of how I can use my own privilege to benefit others. In Canada, there are a lot 
of hate crimes that continue to take place against my community. However ,I, as an individual, a student, 
a person of color, am still lucky to have this privilege. There are so many reasons that these women are at 
risk of being incarcerated just by virtue of their indigenous identity. They are vulnerable members of 
society and are stuck in a vicious cycle of vulnerability and discrimination. They can only get out of that 
cycle when they have access and knowledge of how to do that - the “how-tos” of making a living, and 
having those educational opportunities. I now see that a lot of communities, just by virtue of their identity 
and cultural identities are at a significant disadvantage - in terms of health, ability to participate in society 
or make a living for themselves - basically to grow their social mobility. I know that society in general is 
“unfair”, but only if people with privilege make efforts to bridge that gap, something new can happen. 

 
Our project was greatly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, even in how we designed it. Given 
safety restrictions, our project was conducted entirely online. This presented its own challenges, as I 
mentioned, in terms of communication and relationship and team dynamics. COVID also made it difficult 
to visualize how it would all come together and if it could actually work. Normally, we would have focused 
most of our resources on-site. In this case, we wanted to help increase access to online resources in 
remote places. We wondered - Will it work to send expensive equipment to remote communities? Will 
people have the support to access the resources they need? If we send laptops, will they have access to 
stable internet? Everything being remote, we had to figure out these innovative ways to help clients who 
may or may not have access to such resources or not know how to access them. 

 
COVID also created an extra layer of work, stress, and pressure on everyone involved. Our host 
University had to create a whole new risk management plan, and our partner organization was dealing 
with much more complexity than norma and lots of internal adjustment to deal with the pandemic, and our 
team was under much more stress and handling many more unknowns than usual as well. 

 
Despite these challenges, we all worked on reconnecting again and again, after schedules were 
conflicting and part of the team had to leave the project. We worked on trying to stay connected and 
focused on how to see the project through, given the time, energy, and resources we had. 

 
My advice to future teams is, most importantly, never give up! Keep your teammates close,and at the 
same time, keep in mind that peoples’ lives are changing all the time - everything is unpredictable, so you 
can’t always rely on circumstances and other people. Do your best to establish a strong foundation for 
your project at the beginning. Everything can present obstacles in different ways, so just reach out for 
help, stay patient, communicate as much as you can, adapt when things shift, and never give up! 

 
Personal Statement: With the position of privilege comes great responsibility. It is up to the privileged to 
decide if they bridge the gap between them and the rest of society, or widen it further. 
~ Prabhjyot Arora 
prabhjyo@ualberta.ca 
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