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Legal Clinics: Successes Beyond Casework
Community legal clinics have long recognized that casework alone cannot bring about social change.  Below is a snapshot of successful initiatives that legal clinics have been involved in.  For additional campaigns and law reform activities supported by legal clinics, visit www.opicco.org/?q=campaigns
This document is part of an on-going initiative to record the community development work of legal clinics. Please visit the OPICCO website for the most recent version available: http://www.opicco.org/?q=Legal_clinic_materials#attachments.
Workers’ / Speakers School 

Injured Workers’ Consultants (IWC) Community Legal Clinic 

IWC has led an injured workers’/speaker school aimed at increasing the knowledge, involvement and activism of injured workers in community development and law reform.  Participants are clients / activists of IWC and other legal clinics as well as activists from other injured workers groups.  The course content includes: history and principles of workers’ compensation, history of and accomplishments of injured workers’ activism, how workers overcome isolation and become positive activists in the community, and speaking and organisational skill development.  At the February 2008 graduation ceremony, graduates each gave a speech to a panel of invited guests (the local MPP, a trade unionist, an academic) who were given an opportunity to ask questions.  This was a “real” speaking and lobbying effort, while being at the same time a great day of achievement for the graduates.  A manual is being developed, so that this course can be given across Ontario.  This tool is intended to encourage activism and participation from a much oppressed and silenced community.

With regard to the "Injured Workers' Speakers School, I would say that, from my perspective, it is an unqualified success. It is a course that has evolved from formerly separate entities: a 12 week speakers' school and a shorter course on the history of workers' compensation in Ontario. Bringing them together has resulted in the creation of a dynamic and interactive teaching/learning format where participants move from being tentative and uncertain to where they feel more confident about themselves and their understandings of how the workers' compensation has impacted not only on them, but on a great many other injured workers as well. In short, they translate their private troubles into public/political issues. These are very important and necessary steps on the roads to personal empowerment and political activism. 




   

Professor Robert Storey, MacMaster University

Hands off! Campaign
 







             Income Security Advocacy Centre (ISAC)
The Hands off! Campaign to end the clawback of the National Child Benefit Supplement (NCBS) was initiated by ISAC in 2004 and supported widely by neighbourhood legal clinics, community agencies, labour, and anti-poverty groups across Ontario.  The campaign was part of a response to repeated complaints that clinics heard from community agencies and people on social assistance who were enraged that the NCBS was being clawed back from social assistance recipients, even though it had been introduced by the federal government to reduce child poverty. 

When Liberal leader Dalton McGuinty promised to end the clawback during the 2003 election, ISAC launched a legal challenge and a campaign to pressure McGuinty after the Liberals were elected.  During the two years of the campaign, more than 80,000 postcards were delivered to the Premier from supporters across the province, including many people on social assistance. Legal clinics were also instrumental in building widespread media and public support for ending the clawback. The clear grassroots support for the campaign helped build ISAC's credibility in meetings with key Cabinet ministers and ministry staff.  In 2004, the Liberal Government agreed to stop clawing back any future federal increases to the NCBS.  And in March, 2007, the provincial government announced a new Ontario Child Benefit that would extend to all low-income families in Ontario, further reducing the amount of money being clawed back from families on social assistance and extending much needed relief to working families.  Although families on social assistance didn't make huge gains under the restructuring, Hands off Campaign supporters and legal clinics can be credited for challenging widespread perceptions about welfare and forcing the provincial government to acknowledge the inadequacy of existing social assistance rates and other kinds of supports. Although the campaign ended in June, 2007, legal clinics continue to play a leading role in community organizing efforts around social assistance issues. For more information, visit www.incomesecurity.org 
Voting Campaign
Rexdale Community Legal Clinic
In 2003, the Rexdale Community Legal Clinic led an initiative of community partners to encourage the residents of Rexdale to vote in the 2003 provincial and municipal elections and in the 2004 federal election.  This electoral district had registered a very low voter turnout, one of the lowest in the city. A series of community meetings were planned to help educate residents on such basic information as levels of government in Canada, the election process and how to actively participate in and influence the city government in its decision-making process. The objectives of these initiatives were to make local residents more involved in their community, increase voter turnout at the next elections and encourage participation in our democracy.  

There have been elections in each of the years since the launch of this voting campaign.  In 2006, Rexdale Community Legal Clinic held a candidates’ forum and voter education session for the federal election.  One poll in particular was targeted where only 18% of eligible voters turned out. That poll’s turnout increased to 40% in the 2006 federal election.  The poll and our community efforts were featured in a series of articles in the Toronto Star.  That fall, during the municipal election , the clinic held two candidates’ forums These were also very well attended and, in the case of Ward 2, the forum was the only candidates’ meeting arranged.

Justice for Migrant Farm Workers (J4MW)

Industrial Accident Victims Group of Ontario (IAVGO)

In 2006, IAVGO began working with a community group called Justice for Migrant Farm Workers (J4MW) a volunteer-run, not-for-profit collective.  IAVGO, along with Toronto Health & Safety Clinic and the Centre for Spanish Speaking People, began traveling to communities such as Leamington, Niagara-on-the Lake and Simcoe, to assist migrant workers with issues related to Workplace Safety and Insurance Board (WSIB), Employment Insurance (EI), and Occupational Health & Safety.  

Since that time, IAVGO has had ongoing discussions with WSIB officials about how migrant workers who become injured are repatriated back home often without proper medical attention and no benefits.  There is a commitment from the WSIB to tackle some of these issues.  In addition, J4MW has met with the Mexican Consulate and they agreed to increase information provided to migrant workers about workplace accidents.  At the same time, IAVGO has opened several migrant workers WSIB claims in order to pursue these issues through the appeal system.  

“She overcame the fear many workers have of the consulate and employers and now sees her life and migration experience in a completely different light.  She is an example to all her cumpas [a Spanish word meaning people of the same political ideology] that there are alternatives when tragedy strikes and that they have a right to say no to unjust repatriations and to fight for what is right.”





- Evelyn, talking about her friend Ana, a migrant injured worker.

Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) Action Coalition

Scarborough Community Legal Services 
The ODSP Action Coalition is a province-wide coalition of community disability agencies, provincial organizations, anti-poverty groups, legal clinics and people with disabilities that push for improvements to ODSP so that people with disabilities can live with justice and dignity. The coalition was initiated by Scarborough Community Legal Services in 2002 and continues to be supported by several specialty and neighbourhood legal clinics. It uses a combination of law reform, public education and community organizing strategies to win improvements for people on ODSP. 
An example of the coalition's work was the encouragement of ODSP recipients to apply for the special diet allowance, which could mean up to an extra $250/month. When the provincial government revised the special diet rules in November, 2005, making it more difficult for recipients to access the allowance, the coalition organized a lobby kit for its members to use and organized meetings with key ministers and parliamentary assistants.  As a result of the public attention brought to this issue by the coalition and others, the government agreed to appoint an independent committee of medical professionals to review the new rules and recommend changes. The coalition made its own submissions to this committee and also encouraged medical professionals to make submissions arguing for the new forms to include more medical conditions and increase the amounts allocated for special diets. The coalition also urged legal clinics to develop a legal strategy to assist recipients who were cut off or received significantly less money under the new rules. As a result of their efforts, legal clinics are now collaborating on special diet test cases at both the Social Benefits Tribunal and the Human Rights Tribunal. 
The coalition continues to use a combination of law reform and community organizing strategies to push for increases to social assistance rates, better access to ODSP, improvements to the way income is calculated, better ODSP employment supports, and improvements in the way recipients are treated by local welfare offices. ODSP recipients play a leading role in the coalition. For more information: www.odspaction.ca 
Chinese Head Tax Redress

Metro Toronto Asian and Southeast Asian Legal Clinic (MTASALC)

MTASALC became fully involved in the Redress Campaign in 2000 when it became counsel in a class action suit against the Canadian Government for its failure to redress members of the Chinese Canadian community for the racist Head Tax (1885-1923) and Chinese Exclusion Act (1923-1947) that the Government imposed on all (and only) Chinese immigrants.  The law suit was dismissed even though the courts agreed that the legislation was “reprehensible” and “racist”.  MTASALC continued to lobby the Government in support of other community organizations seeking redress.  MTASALC launched the “Last Spike’ Campaign in 2003 and then the “Redress Express’ in 2006, which eventually led to an official apology and symbolic redress by the Canadian Government to the surviving head tax payers and widows. 
Northumberland Coalition Against Poverty (NCAP)

Northumberland Community Legal Centre

NCAP is a group of low income residents in Northumberland County who work together primarily in two ways: to educate and lobby politicians and the public on social justice issues, and to share moral support and practical problem solving strategies together.  In 2002, activists and legal clinics all over Ontario were gearing up to challenge the systemic issues that made negotiating the ODSP application process, and then living on the miserly pension amount, a nightmare.  In Northumberland, NCAP and the Legal Centre partnered to host one of the first ODSP Forums. Out of that event two groups were formed; one a committee of service providers and the second of activists.

The service provider’s committee, led by the Legal Centre, achieved both their goals over the next few months: they created a network of agencies to assist clients in the application process in a co-ordinated manner; and they developed plain language materials for ODSP applicants to help them understand the application process and guide them to the agencies that would help.

Meanwhile the activist committee, led by NCAP, took the recommendations from the forum to Northumberland County Council and asked them to endorse all of them, including the recommendation to raise the ODSP rates. Council passed a unanimous resolution endorsing all of the recommendations, and forwarded them on to the current Minister of Community and Social Services.

This project was a success for both NCAP, which gained new members as a result of their work, and for the Legal Centre, which enhanced relationships with other service providers, increased agencies’ knowledge of the legal process governing ODSP and improved service for clients.

Being part of NCAP has helped me to achieve a stronger perception of social justice and less of a willingness to accept social injustice.  Through our collaboration with the Legal Clinic, NCAP members are more aware of systemic issues and of our rights as the recipients of government benefits.  Further, we are given opportunities to use our voices within our community and beyond to help erase the myths and stigmas around living in poverty.  I don't know what people do who are not part of an organization such as ours when they are bombarded with misguided communications from OW or ODSP and living under the constant threat of being denied a less than basic subsistence.  Just this week I received a letter enquiring if I had received any money from the estate of my late mother.  Since my mother was alive and well as far as I knew, I called them to correct their error.  Apparently since I had once asked for a gas voucher to attend my father's funeral, they thought they were on the scent of exposing some kind of fraud on my part.  Although it deeply hurt to be on the receiving end of this kind of treatment and to be reminded of my dad's death, I was able to cope with their enquiry far better by having an understanding of the way they do things and by being able to advocate for myself.  I am extremely grateful to the Legal Centre for their support and assistance and for the opportunities that this relationship engenders. - Lori Pearson

Advocacy to Eliminate the Physical Punishment of Children

Justice for Children and Youth (JFCY)

Section 43 of the Criminal Code of Canada provides parents and teachers who use corporal punishment on children with a defense against charges of assault.  Through policy briefs and casework, JFCY sought to put an end to the physical punishment of children.  In 1998, JFCY received funding through the Court Challenges program to meet this purpose.  This challenge involved experts, research, material development, plus a widespread media strategy, including media training for youth, staff and board members.  News releases and news conferences were held.  Youth, staff and board members were interviewed.  

In 2004, the Supreme Court of Canada affirmed the constitutionality of the section but limited its application.  Though this process, JFCY continues to be part of a broad network of advocates, researchers and other experts, both nationally and internationally, seeking the same goal.  JFCY activities include organizing a Canadian-wide strategizing symposium in Toronto, participating in a similar symposium in Winnipeg, providing briefs to the Senate, testifying at hearings before various committees, continued education to broad audiences, consultations, involvement in research studies and a case impact study, and much more.  For further details, visit www.jfcy.org. For an international perspective, visit www.violencestudy.org.     
Safer Schools Campaign

Community and Legal Aid Services Programme (CLASP)

In response to community concerns about the negative impact of the Safe Schools Act on local youth, CLASP initiated the "Safer Schools Campaign" to call for a repeal of the legislation. The launch of the campaign occurred on February 26, 2007 to coincide with the Minister's attendance at an inaccessible Conference hosted by the “Canadian Safe Schools Network” near the Toronto airport. More than 100 youth, parents and community members attended to hear speeches from Rosario Marchese, youth who had been impacted by the Act and activists. The attendees shared their experiences and those stories were published in a report following the event.  
Shortly after the launch, several youth living in the Jane and Finch community in the northwest part of Toronto delivered a "report card" to the Minister of Education noting the Ministry’s failing grade in responding to the crisis in education.  The campaign was successful in providing education, advocacy and, ultimately a voice to youth.  The campaign was supported by CLASP, Justice for Children and Youth and a number of other youth initiatives.
Mental Health Police Records Coalition
Community and Legal Aid Services Programme (CLASP)

CLASP chairs this Coalition in association with the Psychiatric Patient Advocate Office, the Canadian Mental Health Association - Ontario, and the Ontario Coalition of Patient Councils.  The primary goal of the coalition is to stop the police practice of including private mental health information for the purposes of employment or background checks. 
Several years ago, CLASP received a number of calls from clients who reported losing the opportunity for employment or volunteer positions as the result of criminal record checks that disclosed non-criminal behaviour, specifically, their involvement with the mental health system.  While CLASP is representing a number of clients on this issue (in complaints to the Privacy Commissioner, the Toronto Police and/ or the Ontario Human Rights Tribunal), more systemic efforts have been made to move this issue forward and tackle the underlying discrimination against persons labelled "mentally ill".  As part of this Coalition, CLASP leads the political action group, participates in education activities for the public and employers, conducts research and strategizes for law reform.  
 

 

Security Guards and the Jane Finch Community Youth
Community and Legal Aid Services Programme (CLASP)

Immediately before Christmas 2007, a number of security guards accosted a black youth in the Jane Finch Mall, claiming he was "banned" from the premises.  As reported by a number of community members who were present, the security guards escalated the confrontation, attempting to physically remove the youth and his mother from the waiting room of the dentist's office. When community members intervened, some were injured.  Police arrived on the scene, one carrying a shotgun, and the dentist's reception office was pepper-sprayed.  This is only the most recent incident in a long history of community reported security guard misconduct.  
While CLASP has been providing individual advice and representation for some time, in response to the above event, CLASP worked with community organizations, individuals, politicians and citizen's groups to convene a public session on the Jane Finch Mall incident. Held in the library, community members could speak directly to the CEO of the security company and mall management. Following the meeting, CLASP ssisted the grassroots group to draft demands for change and establish mechanisms for accountability.  CLASP continues their public legal education activities and direct representation on this issue.
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