
leaving violent situations are able to access shelter and
other support services. Nellie’s will be part of a pilot project
and will have access to attendant care services for one
designated bed for a year at our Shelter. Nellie’s will also
participate with other community partners in providing
training to a specialized team of women outreach
attendants. They will be educated on issues of woman
abuse, shelter and community support services. The long
terms aim of this project is to document the needs in the
community and seek to address and change the systemic
issues around access for abused women with physical
disabilities.  

We are also very happy to announce that we received
funding from the Ministry of Community and Social Services
for a new position under the Transitional Support Worker
Program. This program helps women live free from violence
by helping them connect with necessary community
supports. The position will be targeted specifically to meet
underserved or unmet needs in the community, so there
will be a special focus on women with disabilities. 

This issue of Nellie’s newsletter is dedicated to the issue of
women within the prison system and to the voices of
women who have been in the criminal justice system.
Women are criminalized as a result of poverty, oppression
and social inequality. As we mark Women’s History Month
and International Women’s Day we remember our sisters
within the justice system and fight to change the
conditions that contribute to their incarceration.

"No woman can become or remain degraded without all
women suffering." Emily Murphy

Justice and Peace,

Cindy Cowan

Nellie’s Mission
Our Mission is to operate programs and services for women and children who have and are

experiencing oppressions such as violence, poverty and homelessness.  Nellie’s is a community

based feminist organization which operates within an anti-racist, anti-oppression

framework.  We are committed to social change through education and advocacy, to achieve

social justice for all women and children.

Nellie’s   NewsletterNellie’s   Newsletter

Message from Executive Director
February 2005 ,  Issue #15

This year began on a very sad note with the tsunami
disaster in the Indian Ocean. Many communities were
affected, and we wish for 2005 to be a time of healing and
rebuilding for them and their families. Our local community
centre, Ralph Thornton Centre, organized a community
relief effort to raise funds and Nellie’s participated by
assisting in the collecting donations. 

I want to say a very special thank you to all of the
community supporters who provided donations to make
the holiday season special for the women and children at
our Shelter and in our Community Support and Outreach
Program. I also want to thank the staff and volunteers who
for, the National Day of Remembrance and Action on
Violence against women and children, sold buttons at the
subway for the Dec. 6 Fund.

It’s the year of
the Rooster in
the Chinese New
Year, so we want
to send best
wishes to all our
friends in the
community. 

Nellie’s will mark
February with
celebrations for

African Heritage /Black History Month and on March 8 we
will celebrate International Women’s Day. This year, March
1 to 8 is the Global Week of Action for Women’s Rights –
Beijing and Beyond. Nellie’s will be having an information
table at the IWD Rally and carrying our banner in the
march. Nellie’s will also be holding our second Annual
International Women’s Day Dance on Friday March 11, in
partnership with the Assaulted Women’s Helpline. So come,
party and celebrate with us. For more information visit our
website. 

One of the community projects we have been involved with
is the Access to Shelter Project. This project works to
ensure that women with physical disabilities who are
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Incarcerated Women Face Injustice

Everyday, women face discrimination at the hands of the Canadian justice system. Women who complain of

sexual assault, abuse or harassment are re-victimized in both criminal and civil courts. Women who suffer

domestic violence fear the loss of their children in family court, and witness first-hand the ineffectiveness of

the police or restraining orders in protecting them.

However, advocates rarely focus on the systemic discrimination faced by women
convicted of crimes. These women are mostly ignored by the women’s movement
and demonized by the public because they do not fit the model of women in
society (i.e. as caregivers and nurturers). Incarcerated women remain powerless to
secure their basic rights because of systemic discrimination in the prison system
(on the basis of gender, race, class and sexuality); the administrative complexity
of launching complaints; the lack of family and social supports in jail; and the
lack of access to resources. While these factors affect the rights of all prisoners,
they especially compromise the rights of women serving sentences in federal
penitentiaries.

Women in federal penitentiaries are disproportionately First Nations, first-time
offenders, under the age of thirty, survivors of physical and sexual abuse, and
suffering from significant substance abuse problems (Canadian Human Rights
Commission Report, p. 5). It is their marginal status on the "outside" that
contributes to their criminal behaviour and leads to eventual incarceration.

Women account for less than five per cent of the federal prison population and, as such, there are only seven prisons for
women in Canada compared to 46 for men. However, the small number of prisons has a disproportionately negative impact
on women. It means that most women are housed in "multi-level" prisons rather than in "maximum", "medium" or
"minimum" security ones. In effect, women who are classified as minimum security often live under similar conditions to
those classified as maximum security (i.e. with more restrictions on freedom), despite their lesser security classification.
Moreover, because there are so few prisons, women are more often housed in facilities far away from their loved ones
leading to isolation from social supports and children. 

By Renu Mandhane, Co-Chair of Nellie’s Board of Directors and a Criminal Defence Lawyer

The security classification of women determines where they
are incarcerated and their access to programming within the
institution. Unfortunately, the security classification system
is discriminatory: the tools used were created to assess the
risks posed by men. While it is widely acknowledged that
women commit crimes for different reasons from men, there
is no assessment tool created specifically for women.
The current assessment tool does not take into account
past victimization and deems a person to be a higher risk
if she belongs to a non-dominant religion and ethnic group.
In the end, the risk assessment tool results in discrimination
by classifying too many women as medium and maximum
security, even though they do not pose a significant risk to
other prisoners and staff, or of escape.

Finally, as a result of their small numbers, not only is there
less prison programming for women, the programs offered
are designed for Caucasian men and are, therefore, of little
benefit to women, especially Native women. So while we
hear of the many rehabilitative programs available in
prison, it turns out that few of these programs are either
offered to women or of benefit to them. This, of course,
affects a woman’s chances of successful reintegration upon
completion of her sentence.

More women must get involved to advocate for the
rights of incarcerated women and to end discrimination
against them. For more information, contact the Canadian
Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies (www.elizabethfry.ca).
Thank you to Elizabeth Fry Societies for letting us using
their poster.
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Voices of Women

Rayanne’s Story*

I went to live a youth treatment centre after many years of
being in and out of the care of a child welfare society. My
mom had problems; her boyfriends had hurt her and also
me. It was not her fault. She had stuff done to her too
when she was little, and I think that that was why
she drank. Drinking helps numb pain,
memories – it’s medicine for forgetting, she
would say.

The last time I was moved from my foster
home, it was because they said they
couldn’t take me anymore. I was
drinking a lot and cutting my arms.
Cutting my arms made me feel real and
alive. It helped and so I did it, because if I
didn’t, I thought that I might kill someone or
myself. I explained this to them, but they just
said I was crazy and sent me to this treatment
place with other kids who were even worse than me. 

I ran away a lot, but I always came back. Sometimes the
police would bring me and sometimes I came back on my

own. It’s hard to run
when you have no
place to really go. I
tried to go back to
my mom, but that
didn’t work out.

In the center, I met a
girl and we agreed
we would leave

together and go to the city. I was now old enough that they
couldn’t make me come back. I remember the day we left:
we ended up at some shelter in the city where we’d sleep,
and during the day, we’d hang out at a local drop-in centre. 

This was where I met Sam. He was older, and he would
give money to my friend and me.  He had an apartment,
so we didn’t have to stay in the shelter. We had to work
for him, though, having sex with his
friends to help pay the rent. He used to
beat me and call me racist names. I
started using hard drugs, which he gave
me. Sam said he loved me, but he was
crazy. He also had a gun. My girlfriend
finally left, but I stayed. I still don’t know why. One night
after a really bad beating, I waited until he was asleep and
then I stabbed him seven times. He didn’t die and I went
to jail, charged with aggravated assault. 

Kym’s Story*

Rayanne came to Nellie’s Shelter in 1999 and stayed at our
Shelter off and on for a year and a half. She was just 35.
Rayanne was a trans woman who had experienced much

violence and discrimination in her life, both early on and
in later, working on the streets.

Rayanne grew up in a small Canadian town as
Ray. Like many young people who are
struggling with a lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgendered identity, she faced extreme
discrimination and threats of violence. At
any early age she left home, changed her
name from Ray to Rayanne and began
taking hormones. Rayanne survived by

working on the streets of Toronto. Like many
women in the community, Rayanne became

addicted to alcohol and drugs to try to numb
past violence, including sexual abuse.

Rayanne was frequently in and out of jail due to
prostitution charges and was always placed in the men’s
jail system. Over the years, Rayanne had tried
unsuccessfully to make contact with her family and gain
their acceptance and support. 

Late in 2000, Rayanne discovered that she was HIV
positive and the strain of her health issues and depression
led to increased drug use that landed her in serious
trouble.  Rayanne was once again incarcerated at the city
jail, and then transferred to a federal men’s prison out of
the city to serve a five-year prison sentence. Rayanne
spoke about her experiences in jail and the impact on her
emotional and physical health. She spoke about the
extreme isolation in the men’s jail system, the harassment
and abuse by guards because she was a transgendered
woman, and the lack of health services and supports for
her medical condition.  

Rayanne would also often talk about her feelings of shame
and her fear of having to be in a men’s facility. Rayanne
would write infrequently, and as her health grew worse, she
was able to call once from prison through the help of a
social worker. She talked at length about her memories of
Nellie’s and about how when she was released from the
prison that she wanted to be discharged back to Nellie’s.
She talked about the shelter as her home and the women
at Nellie’s as her family. Shortly after this last call, Rayanne
passed away in prison from HIV/AIDS. She was just 37.
Little has changed for trans women, and the level of
violence and humiliation faced by these women in the
men’s prison system is unacceptable. We remember
Rayanne, her bright spirit, generosity, sense of fun and her
courage to survive.   

* not real names

“I was drinking a lot and
cutting my arms. Cutting my
arms made me feel real and
alive. It helped and so I did it,
because if I didn’t, I thought that
I might kill someone or myself.”
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Eid was enjoyed with a celebration of food, music

and discussion. Hawa and Khadija, both

counselors at the shelter, discussed with

women the meaning of Ramadan and Eid,

and Abida, another counselor, helped

decorate the shelter with posters on the holy

month of fasting.

Sunday evenings this fall saw beautiful jewelry being

made. Counselors Jiin and Angeles met with women

in our dining room and created beautiful beadwork –

necklaces, earrings and bracelets. The creativity was

kept up with some knitting in order to keep us all

warm in what was becoming a chilly season!

In memory of women killed on Dec. 6, 1989 in

Montreal we committed to working for an end to

violence against women. The spirit of sisterhood and

solidarity was captured in a beautiful canvas painted

collectively by the women and children. Everyone

painted an image honouring safety, solidarity, life

and hope.

We ended 2004 with a holiday feast in December,

presents for all our women and children, and on New

Year’s Eve we toasted the start of 2005. We all wish

you a year of hope and change.

Each year, many generous United Way donors participate in
the Days of Caring, where they offer their help to United
Way member agencies. This year, we were lucky to have
Days of Caring volunteers paint our dining room, front
hall, staircase and three of our bedrooms! The paint job

really spruced the shelter up, which was great because we
had some parties to plan.

Karen Chau,
Counsellor from

Immigrant Women’s
Health Centre gave

a workshop on
Cancer, Pap Test,

Breast Examination
and S.T.D. at the cso

Allison Alexander
from Interval House

gave a workshop on
Building Economic

Self-sufficiency at the cso

Voices of WomenProgram Update - The Shelter, by Irene Jaakson, Program Manager
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Note: For security reasons, we can’t show pictures of women and children from the Shelter Program.

“ Do you like my painting
job in the dining room?”
(United Way Volunteer)

Enma, Shelter House
Coordinator, decorating the

tree for holiday season
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It has been quite a busy season at the Community Support

Program. We had our annual holiday party, which marked

all of the season’s many different

cultural celebrations. Over 80

women and children enjoyed

festive steel pan music by

Suzette Vidale and friend, and a

delicious feast generously

donated by Riverside Café.

CSO Update - by Asha Harris, Child/Youth Advocate of CSO program

Let’s dance!

Asha, Child/Youth Advocate,
running the Home Work Club

Program at the cso

Sorry I’m so shy but I’d
like to introduce you
the next song is…

Suzette and friend played
the steel pan music for

the holiday party

Over the next few months, we are looking forward to the

smells and sounds of Lavender Stew, our weekly

community kitchen program. Speakers from the

community will join our women’s group,

Hershare, on Thursday mornings to discuss

topics such as landlord and tenants issues,

healthcare and safety. Children have been

having tremendous fun in the homework club and

after school program, and over the next few

months, we will be collaborating with Mooreland’s

Community Services to conduct anti-oppression,

bullying, and safety workshops for over 150 children and

youth in community schools.

Welcome back Jiin Yiong to the Community Support

Program in her new role as Transitional Support Worker

for abused women. Jiin’s focus will be to assist women

with disabilities to leave abusive situations, and connect

them to resources that will help them reestablish lives

free from violence. You can reach Jiin at 416-461-0980 or

TTY at 416-461-0625.

We’d like to send a big thank you on behalf of the

women and children to Siobhan Dempsey, File Bank,

Riverside Café, and UNITE HERE Ontario Council, who

generously donated to our program over the holiday

season. Your gifts were most appreciated. 

"May I try the steel
pan please?"
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Croda Canada Ltd.
Bennett Family Foundation
W. Brown 
The Brumara Foundation
The Carol Sheriff Family Foundation
The Catherine and Maxwell Meighen Foundation
The Chastell Foundation
CHUM Charitable Foundation
The George Lunan Foundation
The Great Atlantic & Pacific Co. of Canada
Greater Toronto Apartment Association
Hudson’s Bay Company
The Hylcan Foundation
IBM Employees Charitable Fund
J. P. Bickell Foundation

Come on dance with me!

Special Thanks…
We appreciate every donation we receive. Due to

limited space, the list below represents some major
financial donors from July to December 2004. We
extend a special thanks to our many donors who

prefer to remain anonymous.

Voices of Children from the Holidays...

Donors from Nellie’s Community of Hope 
July – December 2004

NNeelllliiee’’ss  hhaass  cchhoosseenn  ttoo  ddeeffeerr  oouurr  aannnnuuaall  FFeebbrruuaarryy  ddiirreecctt  mmaaiill  aappppeeaall  ttoo  aallll  oouurr  ddoonnoorrss  iinn  rreessppeecctt  aanndd

sseennssiittiivviittyy  ttoo  ffuunnddrraaiissiinngg  eeffffoorrttss  ffoorr  ttssuunnaammii  rreelliieeff  iinn  AAssiiaa  aanndd  AAffrriiccaa..  OOuurr  nneexxtt  aappppeeaall  wwiillll  bbee  mmaaiilleedd

iinn  AApprriill,,  ssoo  pplleeaassee  ggiivvee  ggeenneerroouussllyy  tthheenn..  TThhaannkk  yyoouu..

Steel Pan is fun!

"Fun faces"

I want to
dance too…

Kraft Canada Ltd
LCBO Summerhill
The Manchee Foundation
Mazon Canada
Nevada Learning Series
M. Pitman 
S. Pridham
Renters’ News 
E. Richardson
C. Simon
Senang Investments Ltd
St Clement’s School
Sysco Food Services
Toshiba of Canada Ltd
Canadian Press/Broadcast News
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IWD Dance

Celebrate International Women's Day – Nellie's Style.

On Friday March 11 at 9 p.m. at the Toronto Heliconican

Club, at 35 Hazelton Avenue in Yorkville, join Nellie's

and the Assaulted Women's Helpline with a hip mix of

fabulous women DJs and Go Go Dancers. Tickets $10 in

advance and $12 at the door. Food and drinks are

available as well as 50/50 raffle tickets. For tickets and

info contact wendy@nellies.org or 416-461-0769.

Nellie’s newsletter will be issued in February,
May and October in year 2005.  Thank you for
all your support in the past and we will
continue to do our best in the future.  If you
are interested in writing, please feel free to
e-mail us at community@nellies.org.

My Dome, My Home
By Joanna Shawana (Jawana)

The felicity I felt within, 
As I left the life of the big city.
The excitement with knowing I am heading home,
To the dome of my growing years.
Hoping to re-energize myself, 
hoping to re-kindle my flame within, 
which is slowly fading away.

As I enter to the borderline of my homeland, 
I am wondering what will take place,
As I spend the days in this dome I call home.

As I wander off walking on memory lane, 
I closed my eyes.
Shut off my worries; shut off what I left behind,
And tuned into what is around me.
Hoping to hear the birds sing, the trees whistling, 
And listening to the wind as it passes me by.

As I close my eyes again,
I can’t hear what my heart desires.
I only hear the kids’ laughter,
Cars passing by from one direction to another,
Dogs barking chasing the cars as they pass.

Invitation to Nellie’s friends…

Daisy of Hope
May is Daisy of Hope Campaign Month. We will be

selling daisy lapel pins for a donation of $2 each. Get

involved, help us sell daisies to your family, friends and

colleagues. Show that you care about ending violence

against women. For a daisy package, please contact

wendy@nellies.org or 416-461-0769.

I realized in this dome of mine,
The reality of not fitting in 
My homeland that I call home.
The reality of not feeling 
At home and not being myself,
And the reality of not being able to 
re-energize myself.

Back in my mind
I cannot find myself here;
I do not exist in this world.
Thoughts of "take me back to 
the life of the big city",
Take me back to my dome, home of a fast life.

Joanna’s new book "Voice of an Eagle" is coming in
Summer 2005.  Please visit www.rainpublishinginc.4t.com
for an update.

Notice from the Editor



Thanks to the women who joined the Curves
Community Challenge to support local charities

Mailing Address:
970 Queen Street East, PO Box 98118
Toronto, ON M4M 1J0

Shelter Community Support
Tel: 416-461-1084 Tel: 416-461-3404, 416-461-2052
TTY: 416-461-7561 Fax: 416-461-0970
Fax: 416-461-0976 E-mail: outreach@nellies.org
E-mail: programs@nellies.org

Administration
Tel: 416-461-8903 Fax: 416-461-0970
E-mail: community@nellies.org
Website: www.nellies.org
Program, Volunteers, Students: 416-461-0739
Financial Donations: 416-461-0769
In Kind Donations: 416-461-0521
Charitable No.: 11930-2727-RR0001

Nellie’s Contact Information
Thank you to our friends from United Way, Days of
Caring, who brightened up the shelter by painting

our dining room, front hall, staircase and 
three of our bedrooms

Thank you to BMO Fountain of Hope, who gave 
a generous donation

Thank you to Gail and Patrick of Riverside Café
for their great efforts to organize the toy drive for

over 80 children during the holiday season

Note: Please visit our website at www.nellies.org for

all community and cultural celebrations for 2005

Cindy our Executive Director receiving a generous
donation from Renters’ News

Nellie’s Calendar of Events

February Black History Month

March National Women’s History Month

Mar 8 International Women’s Day

Theme: "No to Violence, No War, Yes to

Justice, Equality for All"

Mar 11 Awakenings 2005 - Nellie’s Annual 

Fundraising Womens’ Dance

The Toronto Heliconian Club, 35 Hazelton

Ave ($10 advance $12 at door)

Mar. 21 International Day for Elimination of 

Racial Discrimination

Apr 7 World Health Day - UN

May Daisy of Hope Campaign, 

Order your daisy lapel pin & show your

support in ending violence against 

women and children

May 1 Mayday International Labour Day

May 8 Mother’s Day

May 15 International Day of Families – UN


