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To create a more just, welcoming, and supportive envi-
ronment for refugee claimants in our community through 
the provision of orientation and advocacy throughout the 
refugee claim process, settlement support, and through 
the building of a community of mutual support.  

Table of Contents

The Mennonite Coalition for Refugee Support is the leading organization 
in Waterloo Region that serves refugee claimants. We provide orienta-
tion and advocacy to the refugee claim legal process, assist new refugee 
claimants with accessing legal aid, social assistance and housing, and pro-
vide social and emotional support. We walk with families seeking refugee 
protection in Canada through every step of the process.We depend on 
the support of churches, community organizations, dedicated volunteers, 
and generous individuals like you. ▪

Our Mission
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We see how new policies such as Bill C- 11, the so called Refugee Reform bill, and 
other legislation will complicate the lives of the people we meet every day.

It is with mixed feelings that we write about all of the families and individuals who 
have received support from MCRS. While it has been a pleasure to meet and wel-
come so many new families, it is heartbreaking to know and understand their rea-

sons for needing us; to know that the conflict throughout our world continues to force people from their 
homes, families and their livelihoods to seek protection in our community.  While there are still conflicts 
around the world, we will have MCRS!

In our work we have witnessed so many miracles while we helped individuals and families settle into this 
area, navigate the complex refugee claims system, and start a new life here. Our hope is renewed every time 
a family is reunited, every time a refugee receives protected status in Canada, and every time our work 
makes a real difference in a person’s life. Our resolve is strengthened as we see the struggles that people go 
through and we realize it is the kindness of strangers that is often the key to survival in this world. 

One thing has not changed: We continue to work hard to create a supportive and welcoming 
community.

We rejoice as we reflect on our successes and the moments that have made the past year special. I hope you 
will rejoice with us!
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This has been a year of many changes. We experienced 
significant program growth, in response to the increased needs of refugee 

claimants arriving in Waterloo region and seeking assistance with the many legal, 
social, and economic challenges they face in obtaining refugee status in Canada. 
One example of this growth is a new and successful Legal Support Program. We 
also welcomed new staff.  

We have also seen the need to take major steps toward advocacy.  Our work now 
extends far beyond assisting individuals and families throughout the complicated 
refugee claims process; we have been called to be advocates on a much larger scale.  

“Our hope is 
renewed every time 
our work makes a 
real difference in a 
person’s life.” 
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•	We are thankful for the 93 new refugee families that arrived at our doors.
•	We are thankful for our 2 new refugee support programs, the Legal Support 

Clinic and the Social Support Program. 
•	We are especially thankful to all the people who have dedicated their time, 

energy, prayers and financial support to MCRS. 
•	We are thankful for our board members and volunteers whose energy and 

dedication help MCRS to fulfill our ministry.
•	We are thankful that Canada is a peaceful country that is still able to offer 

protection to people in need.

Eunice Valenzuela, Executive Director
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Legal Support

Highlights from the 2010-2011 year: 

The Volunteer Legal Support Program launched in November 2010 to help refugee claimants who have 
been denied Legal Aid to prepare for their hearings, and to complete other applications related to their 
refugee claims. 

Helping refugee claimants navigate the complex 
refugee claim process, access legal aid, and pre-
pare evidence to support their refugee claims con-
tinues to be the primary focus of MCRS’s work. 
93 new families arrived this year, with a total of 
186 individuals. MCRS continues to walk along-
side an additional 300 individuals and families 
who arrived in previous years, but are still going 
through the refugee claim process. 

	
•	 A total of 13 Legal Support volunteers from 6 countries, including Kyrgyzstan, Colombia and 

Cuba, were involved. 
•	The volunteers worked 546 hours supporting refugee claimants with legal aspects of the refugee 

claim process.

“When we received the denial letter from Legal Aid, it affected us strongly.  We didn’t know what we were going 
to do.  The Volunteer Legal Support Program provided critical support to us. Without it we wouldn’t have been 
able to move forward with our case. You know everything about your own story, but organizing it, and making 
sure that the evidence proves the facts was hard. Our Legal Support volunteer is a person who is full of willing-
ness to help.  He gave us everything he could:  his assistance, his experience; all through the  process.  Not having 
legal representation is hard, but now I feel supported.”
	 	  – Refugee Claimant assisted by the Legal Support Program

MCRS recruits volunteers to assist refugee claimants with translating documents for case evidence and gov-
ernment forms. Volunteers also serve as interpreters for meetings and appointments.

• 1,227 pages of documents were translated into languages including Spanish, French, Arabic, Farsi, 
Persian, and Mandarin
• Interpreters speaking Hungarian, Slovakian, Somalian, Arabic, Farsi, Mandarin, Punjabi, French, 
Uyghur, Turkish and Spanish volunteered their time to help in the office, as well as accompanying 
refugee claimants to meetings and appointments in the community.

  “The translations done by MCRS are so important.  We know it costs money and for you guys to do it   
  free of charge is a blessing.  We had a large quantity of documents.  With your help, it was possible…”
			     - Refugee Claimant 
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Settlement Support
In addition to helping refugee claimants navigate the refugee claim process, MCRS assisted families with 
accessing community resources including emergency housing, social assistance, food hampers, and trauma 
counseling services. MCRS also helped refugee claimants fill out the paperwork for work permits so that 
families can support themselves independently. 

Highlights from the 2010-2011 year: 

24 families were paired up with Community Outreach Volunteers this year.
The program has been working well because of its flexibility.  Families call the volunteers when they need 
something, such as help going to the hospital, looking for a new home or accessing recreational activities.  
It seems that the families at first need much support, and then as they get more settled, they only require 
assistance sporadically.

	 A woman from Guatemala was feeling scared and isolated at her residence because her roommates were all 	
	 male and doing drugs.  MCRS connected her with a Community Outreach volunteer who helped her find 	
	 another home, where she is  currently doing much better.

With funding from the Kitchener Waterloo Community Foundation, MCRS launched the new Volunteer 
Social Support Program to involve internationally-trained social work professionals in providing settle-
ment support to refugee claimants. 

Local partners including Generations Thrift Store, Worth A Second Look and the St. Vincent de Paul Society 
helped provide household essentials to newly-arrived refugee claimants. 
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In 2010-2011 the MCRS Youth Program had 
14 youth participate regularly. Youth were in-
volved in events such as the Rally for Refugees, 
K-W Multicultural Festival, gym nights, movie 
nights, volunteering at Generations Thrift Shop, 
volunteering at the play OPEN?, putting on a 
Colombian Party fundraiser and more. Some 
youth were also able to attend the Canadian 
Council for Refugees youth meetings. The youth 
contributed 359 volunteer hours to MCRS.

“When I read your e-mail I recalled how much I en-
joyed attending gym nights. This group is just an 
example, among many, of the people who are always 
welcoming and ready to offer a helping hand. Thanks 
to this program I met such amazing people and had 
the opportunity to share time with people that were 
on the same path as I was. Starting from scratch in 
a non-native country isn't always easy but this pro-
gram makes it so much more comforting.”
	  – Former MCRS Youth member

The Speak English Café brought out 30-40 refu-
gees, other newcomers and long-time residents 
of Canada each week at Queen Street Commons 
Café to build community while learning and 
teaching English in an informal non-judgmental 
environment.
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Community-building
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Volunteers from The Meeting House Waterloo 
serve empanadas at the MCRS Summer Pic-
nic, July 2011 in Victoria Park. 

MCRS seeks to build a community of mutual support, bringing together refugee claimants and other com-
munity members to provide social and emotional support to each other and strengthen the social fabric of 
the community.

Highlights from the 2010-2011 year: 

A shared interest in sewing brings the 10 refugee claimant women in the weekly Sewing Group together, 
but the opportunity to learn from and support each other despite different cultural and faith backgrounds 
helps the women transition into new lives in the multicultural Kitchener-Waterloo community. 

	 “I joined because I like sewing and I wanted practice speaking English. Being part of the sewing group is a 	
	 beautiful experience because you meet a lot of people from many cultures.” 
		  – Sewing Group participant

Smiling faces at the annual Christmas Party, 
held at Historic St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 
in December 2010. 
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Advocacy and Public Education
Educating the community on issues affecting refugee claimants, and advocating for just and fair legislation 
is an important part of building a welcoming community. MCRS does this through events, speaking en-
gagements, and the involvement of the Community Action Group. MCRS also participates in the Commu-
nity Coalition on Refugee and Immigrant Concerns, the Local Immigration Partnership Council in Waterloo 
Region, and the Canadian Council for Refugees.

Highlights from the 2010-2011 year: 
MCRS staff and board members spoke about refugee rights and the Canadian refugee claim process at schools, uni-
versity classes and churches across Waterloo Region.

There were 19 people who were part of the Community Action Group in 2010-2011. Topics discussed in-
cluded the negative effects of the proposed Bill C-49, (now Bill C-4) on the human rights of refugee claim-
ants, access to health care for refugee claimants, and the upcoming changes to the refugee claim process in 
Canada. 

The Rally for Refugees took place on November 4th, 2010 at Speaker’s Corner in Kitchener. Approximately 
50 people showed up in support of refugees and to make a statement regarding Bill C-49, a piece of federal 
legislation that if passed would violate the human rights of refugee claimants in Canada. 

OPEN? A Story of Refugee Claimants in Canada premiered on April 1st at the Conrad Centre for the Per-
forming Arts for Refugee Rights Day in Canada. Peace and Conflict Studies students from Conrad Grebel 
University College at the University of Waterloo (Kimberlee Walker, Michelle Van Rassel, Katie Cowie Re-
dekopp and Jessica Reesor Rempel) wrote and performed the play, with Rebecca Steiner as director. The 
show was sold out with close to 400 people in attendance. 

In partnership with The Meeting House Waterloo site, MCRS co-hosted a screening of the documentary 
“Seeking Refuge” at the Princess Twin Cinema, and led a panel discussion about the refugee claim process 
in Canada. 

With funding from the Ontario Trillium Foundation, MCRS launched a digital storytelling project in Au-
gust 2011 to involve refugee claimants in telling their stories of courage and resilience, as well as the chal-
lenges they faced in making a refugee claim in Canada. 
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Mennonite Coalition for Refugee Support
58 Queen St. S.
Kitchener, ON   N2G 1V6

Phone:   519.571.1912

Fax:   519.473.9452

Email:   refugee@mcrs.ca

Website:   www.mcrs.ca

facebook.com/mennonitecoalitionforrefugeesupport twitter.com/refugeesupport
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2010-2011 Overview

Many thanks to our 
financial partners:

Mennonite Central 
Committee Ontario

Thanks also to the 
individual donors and 
churches that make our 
work possible. 
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