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This project was the first federally funded project for The African Community Organization of 
Windsor (ACOW) in collaboration with multiple community partners. The purpose of this project 
was to consider how the African community in Windsor-Essex, Ontario can develop partnerships 
with other organizations as well as the mainstream Canadian community, with the overall goal of 
building ACOW’s capacity. Drawing upon the unique strengths of the African community, this 
project aimed to improve understandings of the African community in Windsor-Essex through 
steering committee meetings, community focus groups, and community forums.  

On behalf of ACOW, the University of Windsor research team presented the African community 
focus group findings to service providers and stakeholders and facilitated small group discussions. 
The event was organized by Workforce WindsorEssex, Windsor Essex Local Immigration Partnership 
(WE LIP) and Le Centre communautaire francophone Windsor-Essex-Kent (CCFWEK) in consultation 
with Windsor Essex Children’s Aid Society (WECAS). The community consultation was held at 
Centre d’orientation des adolescents, (395 Tecumseh Rd. W., Windsor, ON, N8X 1G3) on Monday, 
March 9th 2020. 

We are thankful to the participants of this consultation for their commitment. They include 
representatives from Service Canada, Community Legal Aid & Legal Assistance of Windsor, VON 
Immigrant Health Clinic, Association of Francophone Communities of Windsor Essex-Chatham-
Kent, YMCA of Southwestern Ontario, Sierra Leone Association Windsor Ontario, Rapha Christian 
Center, Conseil Scolaire Viamonde, Conseil Scolaire Catholique Providence, CCFWEK, WECAS, 
African Women Association of Windsor, Aids Committee of Windsor, Women’s Enterprise Skills 
Training of Windsor, Association des Ivoiriens de Windsor-Essex, Entité de planification des services 
de santé en français Érié-St. Clair/Sud-Ouest, Réseau-Femmes du Sud-Ouest de l’Ontario, The 
Corporation of the City of Windsor, Unemployed Help Centre, Windsor-Essex County Health Unit, 
the University of Windsor, Workforce WindsorEssex, WE LIP and ACOW.  

We would also like to acknowledge the research team members--Dr. Jane Ku, Dr. Wansoo Park, 
Ayesha Mian Akram, Abiola Mueebah Olatunde, and Kindu Selemani—who contributed to the 
presentation of the African community focus group findings, facilitated the small group discussions, 
and wrote up the discussion findings. 

 

 

                                                             
1 Documented by Ayesha Mian Akram, Abiola Mueebah Olatunde, Dr. Wansoo Park and Kindu Selemani, 
and compiled by Dr. Jane Ku and Dr. Wansoo Park. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. What is your experience of working with the African community in Windsor-Essex? 
2. Partnership building ideas. How can you work with the African Community Organization of 

Windsor (ACOW)? 
3. What kinds of specific projects would you like to develop with the African Community 

Organization of Windsor (ACOW)? 
 

Summary of the Discussion 

1. Observations about and Challenges of Working with African Community Members 

Participants shared their experiences of working with African community members. Because they 
were cued to explore the challenges of working across differences, some of these observations may 
seem critical of the African community, but we can read them as insights into the gaps where 
interventions and partnerships could be developed. 

Ñ There is a visible increase of elementary and secondary school children from Africa in the public 
schools, but African community members are absent in the school board, even during organizing 
around Black History Month. (Note: Many African community members expressed in the focus 
groups that they feel alienated from Black History Month because they do not feel that it is 
representative of their experience). 
 

Ñ African communities often do not take up the help offered. 
o For example, school boards make their spaces available to the community and organize 

public events in the evenings but there is little or no response from the African community. 
o No buy-in after reorganizing meeting times to include African communities. 

 
Ñ There is a lack of trust from African community. 

Non-African service providers say that even when they  try to create a safe space and Africans 
do not feel like they can trust non-African service providers and give the bare minimum so it is 
difficult to help these community members to the best of one’s abilities. (Note: This is partly 
corroborated by African focus group participants talking about disengaging because they do not 
trust that their experiences will be represented). 

Ñ Differences among members of the African community need to be better explored and 
understood. 
o Racism is seen as more pronounced and differently experienced by black girls and women 

including stereotypes of angry black women or black women being seen as aggressive. 
o There also needs to be more research on how racism is experienced differently by different 

age groups, genders, place of birth, etc. 
o Low participation of African women as workers and as service users also needs further 

understanding. 
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o African youth are seen as particularly vulnerable. They tend to be the ones to lose their 
African connection and therefore there is a need for more opportunities to celebrate African 
culture. 

o African community composition is in flux as more newcomers arrive; some agencies note 
these newcomers are coming to their agencies and anticipate the need for more resources 
and understanding. 

 
Ñ Media representations of Africans are missing or distorted. 

 
Ñ Racism is a significant issue for the community. 

 
2. Existing Challenges of Collaborating with ACOW 

Some of the organizational representatives discussed their experience of working with ACOW. 
Again, because they were cued to explain the challenges, the observations here may seem critical 
but should be placed in the context of the larger desire and investment to work in partnership with 
ACOW and with African communities more generally.  

o The only time we hear from ACOW is when they want money.  
o They don’t come to meetings, even when we have adjusted schedules to evenings and 

weekends.  
o It is challenging because of the differences in culture, experiences, communication and 

work habits or practices. 
o ACOW has no resources and rely almost exclusively on volunteers. 

 
3. Building and Consolidating the African Community from the Inside-Out 

One significant idea from the consultation is that African community members need to be much 
more united and take greater initiatives to support their own community. 

Ñ Fostering and building unity among Africans.  
o Unity is seen as the key to creating a robust and strong community with a more powerful 

voice, and the capacity to take care of their own, especially the younger generation. 
o Community members and youth in particular are lost among the different organizations and 

affiliations within the African community. 
 

Ñ Encouraging greater trust, accountability and transparency in how they deal with each other. 
o There is a sense that mutual mistrust can also undermine the possibility of creating a strong 

community, so members should deal with each other with greater accountability and 
transparency in their interactions with each other. 

o Greater partnership and alliances amongst the Africans. 
 

Ñ Respecting and including differences within the African community. 
o Women are not listened to in African community. 
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o There are fifty-four countries represented by ACOW but there is a sense that some 
communities are not represented at all. 

o Include and recognize differences among African Caribbean and Black Canadian 
community members. 

o Build greater trust and mutual respect between Anglophones and Francophones.  
 

Ñ Community members should put more investment in participating in the larger community and 
to learn about the mainstream culture. 
o Parents and grandparents should get involved in school board or in their schools so that 

they can have greater say in what happens to their children. Also, “if you don’t go in the 
schools, how do you learn about the culture?” 

o Representation in diverse spheres is considered important to raising the profile of the 
community. 
 

Ñ “Educate our own people.” 
o To create an African Voice, they must educate themselves and negotiate with each other’s 

differences and find common grounds and shared interests. 
 

Ñ Mentorship and support by more established members to help community members. 
o Facilitating discussions on how to negotiate cultural differences (i.e.  criminalization of 

one’s practices such as the spanking of children, which is considered in one’s community 
as an appropriate way of raising proper children). 

o Welcome newcomers within the community and educate them once you have built a 
relationship with them. 
 

4. Recommendations for Partnership Plan 
Ñ Need to work with agencies that can best represent the African community, not just relying on 

ACOW. 
  

Ñ Partnerships need to focus on breaking down barriers between organizations, overcoming the 
competitiveness, developing common ground and shared interests that are beneficial for the 
African community. 

 
Ñ The community should be involved in sharing their perspectives, ideas, explaining their needs 

and suggestions for projects and initiatives. 
 
Ñ The community should also be encouraged to become self-determining and self-reliant by 

developing initiatives that can develop a business perspective to see what can be done by the 
community.  

 
Ñ African community leadership can be more involved and place greater investment in existing 

organizations and projects that are helping African community.  
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o For example, in an organization where the clientele is 95% African and the services are 
organized with African community in mind; this is the place for more collaboration and 
partnerships. 
 

Ñ Build non-African agency representatives to develop more experience, knowledge, sensitivity 
and confidence to work with Africans. 
o For example, some express their own anxieties and reservations about not being able to 

work with these clients or are afraid of saying or doing the wrong thing. 
 

5. Existing Relationships and Promising Practices 
Ñ A Black African Canadian and Caribbean group meet regularly with the CAS to explore family 

issues in these communities and learn how to partner with mainstream organization.  This is 
done by creating a neutral space through focusing on the common good of welfare of children 
and their families. 
 

Ñ Some organizations have instituted antiracism policies and sensitivity to African communities, 
but they still have to be implemented more effectively in individual cases and service delivery.  
There is still a long way to go.  
o For example, doing black anti-racism training among staff members. 
o Recruiting and relying on culturally sensitive and linguistically appropriate students and 

interns to bring in ideas about anti-racism training and to provide more appropriate services. 
 

Ñ Opening satellite offices is seen as one important way of including African communities as these 
spaces can be more specifically geared towards the community where they feel safe and 
comfortable.   
 

Ñ Inviting African community representatives or staff to work with mainstream organizations such 
as making referrals and providing consultation. 
 

6. Project Ideas and Resources for Sharing 
Ñ Increase the Visibility of ACOW 

o ACOW can make itself more visible by joining organizations and existing partnership 
networks and associated working committees such as WE LIP, The Comité local en 
immigration francophone Windsor-Essex-Chatham-Kent (CLIF-WECK), Health Equity for 
Newcomers/Immigrants, and WE Value. 

o Sharing the findings from the African Community Focus Group report and presenting 
them in various agencies and forums to raise awareness about ACOW and about African 
community experience would be beneficial. 
 

Ñ Increase Knowledge about Existing Services  
o African communities and ACOW more specifically should also learn about the services 

that are available and refer their community members to these services; this is also a 
question of the community not having the knowledge or awareness of existing services. 
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Ñ Cultural Training and Education Program 

o For Mainstream Organizations -- Develop a black African cultural training protocol or 
program that can be used to train and establish a pool of trainers to go to various 
mainstream organizations and educate the staff on antiracism and cultural understanding 
of African communities. 

o For African, Caribbean and Black (ACB) Canadian youth to appreciate their culture as 
young people can lose their African heritage quite easily. 

o For African parents as well as the larger society on how to respect each other’s culture. 
o For Newcomer Service Providers- Since many service providers are newcomers 

themselves, some of them need also be trained in cultural competency to learn about 
Canadian practices. 

o Training interpreters on the appropriate ways to translate and talk back to African 
community. 

o Cross cultural understanding and knowledge between African and non-African people. 
 

Ñ Public Workshops & Education by Professionals and Experts to the African Community  
o Legal clinics can offer their expertise on specific aspects in Canadian law or help African 

communities navigate the legal system. 
 

Ñ Offers from Many Organizations to Support ACOW’s Capacity Building Initiatives 
o Sharing their space with ACOW. 
o Help running workshops. 
o Provide legal expertise and public legal education. 
o Can be mediator and bridge builder. 
o Just ask! 
o There are existing services that are not being utilized by African communities but other 

agencies do not necessarily know therefore more information and dialogue with ACOW 
can help with utilizing existing resources (e.g. LHIN).  Francophone services often not 
utilized (e.g. Unemployment Help Centre offers Francophone services). There are other 
culturally sensitive and Francophone programs not fully utilized (e.g. Ubuntu Family 
Forum, Réseau-Femmes workshops for women and the community). 
 

Ñ Promote Public Awareness of ACOW and African Community’s Experience 
o Posters and flyers about ACOW and report findings to be made available in different 

agencies. 
o Presentations and blitz of information by ACOW about African community’s 

experiences. 
 

Ñ Building the African Community’s Economic Capacity 
o This can be done through recognizing existing social, cultural and economic capital in 

the community and developing community economic development projects, 
professional mentoring, etc. 



The African Community Organization of Windsor  
African-Centered Partnership Project:  

Building Bridges Across Differences  

 

7 
 

 

Key Take-Aways 

Ñ There are existing resources that are not utilized and not commonly known by African 
community members. 

Ñ There is a gap between participants expressing that services are available while others saying 
that there are no or few services available for African communities (particularly, the focus group 
participants from African community expressed this concern.) 

o A facilitator organization/project to facilitate knowledge and coordinate service sharing 
by promoting dialogue and building awareness of existing resources, however scarce 
they may be, and bringing various agencies together. This could be spearheaded by 
ACOW, in collaboration with other organizations such as CLIF-WECK and WE LIP. 

Ñ Partnership is desired by all participants in advancing their services and becoming more relevant 
to the African community. 

Ñ ACOW’s capacity must be increased to take up some of the initiatives suggested and although 
ACOW is a key resource, it cannot be the only agency dealing with these issues. 

Ñ Building and promoting African community’s capacity through fostering unity and dialogue, 
research or information gathering on the specificities of the community, identifying existing 
expertise and strengths within the African communities and helping translate these in the larger 
society. 

 

 


