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Unlikely friendships
Caribbean migrant workers talk about
connecting with Southridge volunteers
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The sacri!ces and the
gains

LINCOLN—It was an unexpected phone call
on Christmas Day.

As the family sat around that morning, Steve
Jones watched his wife pick up the phone.

A smile spread across her face.

It
was
Elvis
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Teacher and student rewarded for ring
work

Joel Krause, Kylie Krause, 6, Roland Carr and Greg

McCandless all attended the MIgrant Workers Welcome

Concert at Southridge in Vineland. - Alexandra Heck/
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HECK: Female migrant
workers are actually
heroes

Samuels, a 58-year-old migrant worker from
Jamaica who they’d befriended last summer
through Southridge’s outreach program in
Vineland.

He was calling from back home to wish them
a merry Christmas.

Samuels and his wife Plum spoke to Steve
and his wife Carrie. Samuels has been
working in Canada for the past 30 years, and
has managed to put his daughters through
school as a result.

“He’s made a huge difference especially in
his daughters’ lives,” said Steve.

Over the past four years, volunteers at
Southridge have welcomed workers into their
houses, visited their farms and have even
travelled back to Jamaica on off-seasons.

When the workers are in Canada over the
summer, they hold backyard barbecues. It
was one day while Steve was watching the
workers play with the kids, that he realized
just what they sacri!ced to be here.
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“Some of these guys have kids back home,”
he said. “What they’re willing to sacri!ce is
very admirable.”

The Southridge program consists of more
than 250 volunteers, broken off into small
teams. Each group works with a different
farm in the area to build connections, help
out with healthcare issues and provide
spiritual and emotional support.

“Our starting point in reaching out hasn’t
been speci!c elements of advocacy,” said
Tim Arnold, the director of outreach at the
church. “It’s actually started with building
friendships.”

Arnold says that the role of Southridge’s
program is to help integrate migrant workers
in the community and engage residents in
connecting with them.

“Friendship, I believe is the best starting point
between advocacy and justice,” said Arnold.

When he began speaking with workers,
Arnold says they told him that for decades
the only Canadians they interacted with were
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the farmers.

Without connections, workers dealing with
health and mental health issues have
nowhere to turn, no casual outlet to mention
their concerns to.

“When you’re feeling like you’re not seen,
never heard…that’s just not the way that
we’re supposed to live,” said Arnold.

Now, workers like Roland Carr, who has been
coming to Niagara from St. Mary’s in
Jamaica, have more to look forward to when
they land.

“There’s family there to greet you,” said Carr,
who has been connected with Joel Krause,
his wife Rachel and their six-year-old
daughter Kylie.

“They give me the same family bond that I
feel at home,” he said, adding that it helps to
battle the pangs of loneliness that workers
feel when they’re here.

He says at !rst, some of the children were
scared of the workers.

“But now they run to us just like they’re our
own kids,” said Carr. “Their kids will grow up
and realize it’s not about skin colour.”

Every year, Carr leaves his wife and six
children at home to come and work on a fruit
farm in Niagara.

“This is how I provide for my family,” he said,
noting that his father was a farmer, he felt like
he was destined to become one as well. “I’ve
been working in the !eld since I was a tot.”



He says he remembers going to school
without shoes as a child, but doesn’t want
that to be the reality for his own kids.

It’s his dream to one day live in Canada as a
citizen.

That’s what advocates like Dr. Janet
McLaughlin at Wilfrid Laurier University say
is a fundamental "aw in the Temporary
foreign worker program in Canada.

While programs like the Southridge Church’s
outreach program work at an arm’s length
from advocacy, academics like McLaughlin
are calling on the government to make some
signi!cant amendments to the program,
which is undergoing a federal review.

“Continually, migrant workers’ contributions
are overlooked,” said McLaughlin, speaking
at a health forum on migrant workers at
Brock University on April 21. “They deserve
all of the rights that the rest of us enjoy.”

Currently, migrant workers under the
Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program, or
SAWP, cannot apply for residency unless an
employer sponsors them and are excluded
from the Employment Standards Act.

They are not entitled to unionize and they
cannot move jobs, as their visas are directly
tied to their employer.

McLaughlin says that the root of many issues
with the SAWP program reside in the inability
for workers to ever become citizens.

McLaughlin and members of the Migrant
Workers Alliance for Change are asking the
government to provide workers with status



upon landing, and to end the practice of
closed work permits, so that workers are free
to seek work on other farms if they are
unsatis!ed with their working conditions.

Regardless of policies in Canada, Southridge
will continue to work with migrant workers in
the region.

Steve hopes that in coming years, he can visit
Samuels in Jamaica.

When Steve was building a front deck last
summer, Samuels told him about his own
porch, up on a hill overlooking the ocean.

“His view is a little bit better than mine,” says
Steve, adding that he can’t wait for the day
when he gets to sit on Samuels’ front porch.
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