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    PRESIDENT AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE 

What a challenging year it has been. 

By early 2020, the world was struck by a global pandemic that has im-
pacted every aspect of our lives, including how AWO delivers its services. 

As a result of the guidelines released by government and public health 

Ontario, we had to deliver all of our in-person services remotely. This was 
challenging for newcomers since in-person services are very important 
for them. They missed having one-on-one interactions with us. Lack of 
experience in virtual settings and lack of access to devices were other 
challenges that our clients faced. 

Moreover, the unemployment rate increased among AWO’s client base. 
Most newcomers, women, and youth employed in restaurants, retail, and 
manufacturing industries, lost their jobs. 

Although the COVID pandemic brought many challenges, AWO was able 
to successfully navigate the unprecedented conditions and respond with 

safety of vaccines, we invited doctors and nurses who were able to provide 
information on COVID and vaccinations in the native languages of our cli-
ents. In partnership with the City of Toronto and service providers, AWO 
vaccination ambassadors provided a vaccine clinic and assisted hundreds 
of community members in receiving their vaccines.  

The pandemic also presented unique social and mental health challenges 
that led to the isolation of the youth, single parents, and seniors in the 
community. The AWO, with support from donors, delivered food and 
other essential items to single mothers and seniors who have been unable 
to leave their homes.  

struggle to learn new skills and learn to provide virtual services. Although 

was reduced due to the shift to virtual services, the demand for services 
picked up by the end of the year and the AWO exceeded its targets.
AWO was able to serve 16,301 clients. 
2020-2021 demonstrated the AWO’s resilience to rise to a challenge, par-
ticularly its commitment to provide seamless services that help to support 
and integrate refugees and newcomers.
 

and volunteers has been a constant. For that, we thank them all. We also 
thank our valued, funders, partners and community connections for their 
support and collaboration during this year and throughout the uncertainty 
of the pandemic and for their steadfast commitment to our mission and 
vision.
 

members, volunteers, community partners and funders to ensure that the 
needs of these and other refugees are met and that they are able to integrate 
successfully into Canadian society.
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   ABOUT AWO  
Founded in 1990, AWO provides settlement and integration services to 
newly arrived refugee and immigrant communities all over the Greater 

and their families, many of whom have escaped war and persecution and 
who experience multiple socioeconomic, race and gender-based barriers.   
Annually, we provide upwards of 90,000 direct services through our trau-
ma- informed, client focused programs, which go beyond settlement needs 

mental health and wellness supports and encouraging active participation 
and connection with broader communities. 

Our unique contribution is the provision of gender sensitive, culturally 
competent and linguistically appropriate services that help foster safety 
and a sense belonging for refugees and immigrants during a crucial time in 
their settlement journey.  We serve all newcomers, with 90% of our clients 
coming from the following regional backgrounds: Afghans, South Asians, 
Central Asians, and from North African and the Middle East (mainly Irani-

   OUR VISION
Refugees and immigrants, especially those who have experienced wars 

   OUR MISSION
AWO works with refugees and immigrants, particularly those who have 
experienced wars and persecution and those who are most marginalized, 
with a special focus on women and their families. Our mission is to im-
prove their quality of life, to promote their social and economic inclusion, 
and empower them to become contributing members of society and live 
in dignity.

   OUR VALUES
Gender equality; access and equity; dignity and respect; social inclusion; 
and economic empowerment

   OUR STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

seniors; empower marginalized and isolated women and their families; en-
hance mental health services; strengthen partnerships and collaborations; 
and enhance organizational capacity and sustainability



PANDEMIC EMERGENCY SERVICES 

Isolation, illness, income loss, and insecurity. Refugee and newcomer communities especially 
those who were newly arrived, on their own, elderly, or at risk of domestic violence experienced 

with the timely, essential resources from funders to meet the needs of our communities. 

We could not have served as many community members without the generous support of commu-
nity-based funders such as, United Way of Greater Toronto, Canadian Women’s Foundation, New 

reach and serve the most vulnerable populations, including seniors and women who have experi-

   WELLNESS LINE PEER-LED PROGRAMMING
Our Wellness Line programming was critical to enabling AWO to reach  women who are experi-
encing or are survivors of domestic violence and to isolated seniors. Funding from the Canadian 
Women’s Foundation gave much needed support to isolated newcomer women. The Wellness Line 
provided an outlet for those in distress to receive friendly, calming reassurance from trained peer 
leaders, and connections to available support and resources that can help ensure that the situation 
does not reach crisis level. The focus of the project was on racialized newcomer and immigrant 
women/girls and their families from Afghanistan, Iran, Arabic-speaking countries, and South Asia. 

had been harder hit by the pandemic due to their pre-existing poverty, and/or had weaker support 
networks. 



T
-

comers and immigrants with English lower than LINC Level 2. One-on-one connections were carried out over the phone and anyone with a phone 
line could access to Wellness Line peer leaders. The AWO could expand its reach through Wellness Line and supported over 400 individuals either by 
provision of emotional support, connecting with food banks, mental health services, language classes, employment services, and vaccine registration. 

in COVID pandemic. 

newcomer women how to use the technology e.g., writing emails, sending consent forms, how to use Zoom.

“My name is Maryam. I arrived in Canada with my husband and my 8-year-old son in 2019. A couple of months 
after our arrival, my husband and I got separated (during COVID). I was left with a lot of problems, confusion, and 
uncertainty. On top of it, I did not speak English very well. I joined a Telegram group and heard about Wellness Line 
from one of the volunteers who is a part of that Telegram group. She introduced me to the Wellness Line peer leader 

a new place to live. Pirouz also picked up groceries for me one day! I was not in the best place mentally. Wellness Line 
and the peer leaders helped me feel connected. The group Zoom sessions were really good. I found some friends in our 
community and I do not feel lonely anymore. The help and support to my son and me impacted our mental well-being 

and stability a lot. I feel more relaxed now and I know I have  support here now”



Wellness Activities Calendar was designed and distributed to women who are clients of the Wellness Line



WELLNESS LINE FOR SENIORS 

The Wellness Line’s check-in calls provided low-barrier connections 
to support vulnerable seniors in East Toronto during the COVID; and 
to provide seniors with emotional peer support, and connect them with 

senior-related information, and connect them with other resources and 
services when/if needed.

This was a collaborative project between AWO as the lead organization, 
Access Alliance, Applegrove Community Complex, Ralph Thornton 
Community Centre, and Toronto Community Housing . The collaboration 
provided the opportunity to reach out to a diverse group of seniors in-

that contributed to a low barrier connection for those seniors with lower 
English skills.

Wellness Line Seniors Experience: 

Two seniors had been quite agitated about getting their second dose 
of vaccine. There was a pop-up clinic near their home but due to their 
age and health conditions, they were not able to go to the pop-up clinic 
on their own. One of the peer leaders arranged to pick them up at their 
requested time and drove them to the clinic. She talked to the vaccine 
clinic organizers to ensure the two seniors could get priority access. 
Once the two seniors had their shots, they were driven back to their 

home. One of them said: I feel liberated now. I was so scared of going 
out without having my two doses.”

United Way of Greater Toronto Emergency Fund and New Horizons for 
-

ster supports for isolated newcomer seniors through a dedicated Wellness 
Line, increased programming to reduce social isolation, and assistance for 
seniors to meet their basic needs. The Wellness Line connected vulnerable, 
lonely, and /or distressed seniors with peer leaders via phone or digital 

device to access one-on-one or group peer support, information sessions, 
and referrals to appropriate services and resources from collaborative 
partner agencies. The AWO was the lead organization in a collaborative 
with Access Alliance, Applegrove Community Complex, Ralph Thornton 
Community Centre, and Toronto Community Housing. The collaboration 
provided the opportunity to reach out to a diverse group of seniors in-

that contributed to a low barrier connection for those seniors with lower 
English skills.

assistance in meeting their basic needs in terms of access to groceries, 
personal care items, and connecting with medical and other professional 
appointments. Virtual sessions for seniors focused on health, facts and 
myths about COVID-19, games to strengthen mental capacity, gentle 

helped AWO pivot to provide a one-time purchase and delivery of urgently 

Scarborough, and Mississauga. The funding helped us to coordinate our 
seniors’ programs across our organization and to extend beyond to vulnera-
ble seniors who were not newcomers but experiencing extreme isolation in 
Toronto Housing buildings that were not easily accessible. Some seniors, 
many with mobility issues and disabilities, had not left their apartment in 
months. These seniors are at risk of diminishing social and interpersonal 
capabilities and are now on our list for check-ins and services. 



The seniors and vcolunteers worked together on producing a calendar and a planner, with the support of funding from by NHSP 



THE COMMUNITY FOOD HUT
Food insecurity increased exponentially in our communities during the pandemic. From April 
2020 to March 2021 the demand for food bank support increased seven-fold, causing an enormous 

Emergency funding was given to AWO for the one-time distribution of food items. The Salam 
Foundation donated Halal food items on a monthly basis and in December we had a turkey drive.

4649 INDIVIDUAL VISITS (REPEAT) OVER THE FISCAL YEAR



The Community Food Hut, with funding from Second Harvest, served 150 households weekly in 2020-2021



Food delivery to AWO clients by UoT students & volunteers 



SETTLEMENT SERVICES
Our frontline settlement team was quick to make the transition from in-person to virtual service 
delivery. The periods of lockdown and expanded personal safety requirements were coupled with 
the increased needs of our refugee and newcomer communities who were experiencing food inse-
curity, unemployment, isolation, and escalating incidences of family and gender-based violence. 

important information about services. Within two days, the next step of moving to online pro-

platforms, including WhatsApp, to keep clients active and engaged. Many of the clients already 
communicated with loved ones in other countries via WhatsApp making it a good starting point 
for online programming with smaller groups. Larger groups were brought together on Zoom which 
required additional time for digital literacy and tech support during sessions. Our frontline workers 

mitigate the stressful circumstances.

newly-arrived families, and clients living alone. Frontline workers were supported by communi-

seven days a week to take calls from newcomer community members in need of extra support. 

safe during an emergency; developing an emergency contacts list; and how to build and maintain 

Despite the relatively smooth transition to virtual service, our sector also faced some big chal-
lenges. Frontline workers spent additional, sometimes excessive, time assisting clients who had 
limited English language skills and needed support with English correspondence. There was a 
steep learning curve for and at times a lack of access to tools and equipment for virtual services 

-

and lack of safe employment was an enormous concern for our clients, as was gaining access to 



Prior to the pandemic, food security was a concern among newcomer 
families. After the pandemic, the need for AWO’s food hub at our Don 
Mills and Scarborough locations increased. Our settlement managers, 

newcomers who had little food left in their cupboards. Through University 

AWO was able to provide groceries to increasing numbers of newcomers. 
Seniors, single parents, and newcomers living on their own were at espe-
cially at risk for food insecurity. 

and knowledge needed to serve vulnerable clients during the pandemic. 
Especially helpful were the trainings on trauma- and violence-informed 

-

physical and mental wellness during the COVID-19 crisis. 

    EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMMING
The AWO’s employment program is designed to assist newcomers with 
preparing resumes, cover letters, submitting job applications and develop-
ing networking strategies. The employment counselling sessions assisting 
the clients with building their skills and knowledge of the employer per-
spective and workplace culture this year were well above our predicted 
targets. 
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the unemployment rate has increased 
within our client base. Most newcomers, women, and youth who are em-

understand their eligibility and the application process for government 

applications and completing the biweekly reports as well as with their 

sessions over the phone. Information sessions included workers’ rights, 
employment scams, and looking for work.  

keep track of service requests, services delivered, and general worker-cli-
ent communication.  These steps have proven to be user friendly and have 
created a smoother transition in delivering remote services.

With the gradual reopening of the economy, AWO’s employment program 

the new demand. Our goal is for as many clients as possible to secure 
viable, safe employment.  

Settlement (Toronto & Mississauga) Statistics 2020-2021



AWO received donation from Canada Confederation of Fujian Association



   YOUTH PROGRAMS

In 2020-2021 , the COVID-19 pandemic presented unique social and 
mental health challenges that lead to social isolation of the youth in the 
community. In response, our Youth Connection program provided assis-
tance through a one-on-one youth mentorship program Youth received 

phone call conversations focusing on personal resilience and physical/
emotional well-being.  

Sessions provided further opportunities for youth to stay connected with 

due to the health regulations. We adapted the program to provide 

youth transitioned to becoming volunteers providing essential services 
to seniors. Youth volunteers assisted seniors by teaching them basic 
computer skills and internet navigation; delivered food to seniors; accom-
panied them to appointments; and provided interpretation. We are proud 
of the way that our youth stepped up to help others in the community and 
hope that this will be a path for further intergenerational programming in 
upcoming years.

   VOLUNTEER PROGRAM

I would like to thank you for everything you have taught me through 
this year, I was able to learn a lot from you and thanks to the AWO for 

having a placement student there.

 Student PS. 





LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION FOR NEWCOMERS TO CANADA 

(LINC)
A -

pandemic were under 80% but attendance picked up throughout the rest of the year as learners 
became more accustomed to the online learning platform. The program has been successful not 
only meeting its goals of much-needed language training but it also has provided essential mental 

worked hard to get surmount the obstacles and managed to be fully operational on the virtual 

of communication and to attend the virtual LINC Classes. Our assessment centre remained closed 
for in-person assessments. By the end of the year, we still had a waitlist of clients who prefer to 
have an in-person assessment instead of online because they are Literacy students with little to no 
English language skills and / or they are newly arrived with no access to laptops nor digital tech 
knowledge. 

“My name is Y.S. and I am from Afghanistan and I live in Toronto.  I came to Canada in 
2017. I also go to school called “AWO” that’s where I learned English.  When I came to Cana-
da, I didn’t know English. I am married and I have four kids. My kids go to a great school and 
will get the best education. I am also working.  My husband just graduated from program. We 

feel really safe in Canada and hopefully my kids will have a bright future.”

Y.S. (Level 2/3 student)  



During the training period, LINC has worked closely with our settlement 
program, and other AWO projects/ programs such as mental health and 
wellness. We have been providing important information and covered 

environments: at home, at schools, and while in public places such as gro-

and Federal Governments. We provided information sessions on vaccines 
and the importance of keeping up with vaccinations and booked vaccine 
appointments for LINC learners and their families.
In-house professional development sessions for both LINC instructors and 
CNC workers were provided. The instructors completed several trainings 
to equip them with the skills and tools for providing online instruction. The 

online trainings. We completed a comprehensive program evaluation focus-
ing the on LINC and Settlement programming delivery during pandemic 
year.

“I am very grateful for this online school. This online class was a great 
opportunity to keep learning and also it kept us motivated throughout this 
pandemic. I really got used to virtual school and I have learned a lot. It is 
a really good experience since I can get a lot of housework done as well 
as my homework and spend time with my family. I like learning online, I 
got to learn more about how to use a laptop. It was also a good distraction 
from all the stress. Getting used to this online world and learning new 
things/continue learning English was almost impossible for me. But since 
I had one of the best teachers, these things were easy and fun for me. I 
am always going to be grateful for having a teacher like E. who taught as 
in the best way possible to learn and I really appreciate it that AWO has 

made this great program for all women like me.”

S.A. (Level 4/5 student)

LINC Learner Numbers for Toronto, Scarborough, and Peel 
Locations:

LINC Learner Numbers for Toronto, Scarborough, and Peel 
Country Of Origin



CARE FOR NEWCOMER CHILDREN (CNC)

During these tough times the CNC teams became even more united, helping each other with 

areas of focus. The CNC teams completed intensive training with CMAS, including how to 

carried out on Zoom, Facebook, via one-to-one programming, and through monthly check-ins 
with families not attending Zoom sessions. 

commenced, children who were not enrolled in the Monday to Thursday Zoom sessions could 
access videos for infant, toddler, and pre-school levels posted daily on Facebook to keep up with 
early learning activities.

Initial fears and concerns about conducting early learning sessions online were eventually dis-

have been pleased with the quality of early learning online programming despite it being a huge 



LET’S TALK NOT HIDE
AWO’s Let’s Talk Not Hide’s neighbourhood campaign to destigmatize conversations 

-
ing program priority is to establish a space where newcomer women and men are willing to 
openly take part in discussions about domestic violence, and to become active bystanders. 

Despite the COVID-19 restrictions, lack of technology, and digital literacy, the program 
was able to achieve a great deal of its goals for bringing newcomer participants together 
to discuss this important and potentially life-saving topic. Direct participation in online or 
in-person sessions increased from the previous year, as has their willingness to share life 

and community members’ preferred online and digital platforms. An increasing demand 
from newcomers in some target communities pushed the team to organize weekly instead 
of biweekly sessions, which led to the program exceeding its target number. Meeting with 
stakeholders and partners became easier and faster because of the shift to virtual program-
ming.



COMMITTEES    JOINT HEALTH AND 
SAFETY COMMITTEE

AWO’s Joint Health and Safety Committee 

our organization has some of the most resilient 

a global pandemic or had experience with the 
daunting challenge of addressing the multiple 
levels of Health and Safety issues that were 

-
munity. 

about the pandemic right alongside everyone 
else in the world. Staying on top of changing 
public health recommendations was not always 
smooth sailing, however, we developed a work-

that covered all aspects of AWO’s work envi-
ronment and programming to share with the 

disinfecting, gaging physical distance, infection 
tracking, screening procedures, and clear sig-
nage that was translated into the main languag-
es of our clients. When limited in-person was 
allowed, we implemented rotating schedules 
for each location. JHSC representatives from 

and plexiglass needs. As we move into a new 

better prepared for the worst, but are hoping for 
the best.

   SOCIAL MEDIA AND 
WEBSITE COMMITTEE

AWO’s Board and senior management saw 
the provision of active, up-to-date communi-
cation platforms crucial during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The committee was struck in early 

of substantial skill sets that could accelerate the 
operation. The work on preparing a policy doc-
ument to guide the organization’s website and 
social media commenced early on and included 
internal and external consultations, as well 
as professional advice from individuals with 

committee work and an AWO comprehensive 
policy was developed and shared with manage-

The committee creates regular content to 
promote AWO’s services and activities and to 
observe support and acknowledgement of days 
and events that are of interest and value in the 
lives of communities we serve or work with. Up-
grading and maintaining the website is a work 
in progress. The committee works to ensure the 

the exceptional work of the organization, its 

This committee takes its directions from AWO’s 
mission, vision and objectives and is guided by 
the organization’s strategic plan. We strongly 
encourage input and participation from of all 
members of the AWO family. 



   SUCCESS STORY: ZAHIDA PARVEEN

I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude and thanks 
to Fauzia Khan from the Afghan Women’s Organization Refugee and 

received over the past 4 years since I moved to Canada.

the Canadian job market. While I had my family here, I wanted to gain 

of people in Toronto and job opportunities were hard to come by. 

-
coming a full-time housewife and running my own business from home. 

wanted to help my family as much as possible. Sitting at home, without a 
source of income, I was beginning to feel anxious and stressed.

I was given the opportunity at Flemingdon Health Centre in Toronto to 

centres in and around Toronto. This was one of the best experiences of my 
life. 

While this was a huge success for me, I wanted to continue to learn more. I 
was given the opportunity to enroll into a Senior Fitness Instructor Course 
at Canadian Centre for Activity and Aging. 

“I received constant support from AWO”

After completing the course, I started to lead Low Impact Exercise classes 
at Flemingdon Health Centre in Toronto and at AWO in Mississauga. In 

-

like I was contributing to the wellness of others. Whenever I faced any 

As an active member of AWO Mississauga, I was able to enroll in Kitchen 

basic computing classes as well English Conversation Classes to help 
improve my computer and English language skills. AWO Mississauga 
also organized bazaars which gave me the opportunity to showcase my 
culture through setting up a small clothing shop of my own. I used to 

Fauzia Khan was and remains my biggest supporter. She is family for 
me now and I can’t thank her and AWO for the incredible work they are 
doing.

“I’ve been inspired to continue to work hard and
 accomplish the impossible things in life. 

Thank you for everything!”



FINANCE



     FUNDERS 

I -
vide settlement services to newcomers, with a special focus on women, their families, refugees and people who have experienced war and persecution.
The following project and program partners have supported access to specialized services, including domestic violence counselling services, health and 
mental health education, legal education, seniors’ programming, emergency services, food security, and youth mentorship.



PARTNERS AND FRIENDS
A positive trend that came out of the pandemic conditions was the 

groups. AWO partnered with a wide range of other agencies and other or-
ganizations to share resources, supplies, ideas, and funding opportunities 
for refugees and newcomers.  

Our work successfully settling new refugees was greatly assisted by 
AWO’s new partnerships with a variety of organizations, including the 
Arab Community Centre, Lifeline Syria, Madison Community Centre, 
and many private group sponsors.

Our AWO team is deeply thankful to all our partners and friends who 
assist us in serving refugees and newcomers.

Absolute Health Centre
Access Alliance Multicultural Health and Community Services
Across Boundaries - An Ethnoracial Mental Health Centre
Afghan Canadian Islamic Community
Agincourt Community Services Association

Arab Community Centre
Bangkok Garden Restaurants
Canada Revenue Agency – Tax Centre
Canadian Confederation of Fujiian Associations
Canadian Mental Health Association - Toronto Branch
Catholic Cross-cultural Services 
CCVT
Cedarbrae Collegiate Institute
Centennial College
Centre for Education & Training
Children’s Aid Society of Toronto
Collège Boréal
Community Engagement Workers
COSTI Immigration Services
Credit Valley Conservation

East Scarborough Storefront

Employment & Social Services
First Book Canada 
Flemingdon Community Legal Services
Flemingdon Health Centre
George Brown College
Global Experience Ontario
Green Standards
Greenwood Secondary School
Heart House Hospice
Jane Alliance Neighbourhood Services
Kids Up front
Labour Education Centre
Le Centre Francophone de Toronto
Lifeline Syria
Madison Community Centre
MCIS
MIAG
Micro Skills West Brampton
Mobile Health Clinic Coordinator
Mothercraft College
Muslim Families Outreach & Awareness Committee
Nabawi Mosque
New Circles Clothing Donation

OCASI

Salam Foundation
Seneca College of Applied Arts & Technology
Sheridan College
Skills International



The Scarborough East Storefront

Toronto Employment and Social Services
Tropicana Community Services
Uma Nabawi Mosque
University of Guelph-Humber 

Victoria Village Action for Neighbourhood Change
Working Women Community Centre
YWCA 

AWO OFFICE LOCATIONS

 AWO HEAD OFFICE:
 

AWO DON MILLS:

 
AWO SCARBOROUGH:

 AWO MISSISSAUGA:
 



EMAIL: receptionhd@afghanwomen.org
WEBSITE: afghanwomen.org

FACEBOOK: https://www.facebook.com/afghanwomengreatertoronto/
INSTAGRAM: @afghanwomensorg

TWITTER: @afghanwomensorg


