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BRIDGING SOLITUDES: PARTNERSHIP CHALLENGES
IN CANADIAN REFUGEE SERVICE DELIVERY

Although it would be wonderful to get
to the point where we would nothave to
consider service provision to refugees,
the reality is that there is a continuous
and escalating need todosoas conflicts
around the world continue to displace
thousands of people.! While the num-
ber of people encountering dislocation
swell, countries seem tobe responding
by restrictive asylum policies and by
limiting services, a phenomenon occur-
ring in the first country of entry and in
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asylum granting countries. (Fora thor-
ough discussion on the legal restric-
tions adopted by Canada, the United
States, and the European Union, see
Cooper, forthcoming; and thearticleby
the same author in this issue). In spite
of these and other obstacles, nonprofit
organizationsstrive todelivera variety
of services to refugees. This challenge
has intensified with the shift from a
welfare state framework toamarketori-
ented state. Thus, nonprofit organiza-

tionshavehad tostep in to fill a void left
by a slashing of government services
(Welsch 1999; Salamon 1994).

In such a setting, key questions
emerge.'How donon-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) deliver much
needed services in a time of shrinking
budgets and restricted policies? What
strategies do NGOs use to meet these
obstacles within an ethic of service? In
other words, what challenges do service
providersencounterindelivering serv-
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ices while trying to ensure organiza-
tional sustainability? These questions
must be explored at both the points of
service level and the interorganiza-
tionallevel. More specifically, weneed
to explore how service providers con-
nectwithorbridge with refugeesas well
as how service organizations bridge
witheachother. (Althoughitisbeyond
the discussion of this essay, it is impor-
tanttoacknowledge that thereisa grow-
ing literature on nonprofit organiza-
tions that considers the relationship of
NGOs with privateand government agen-
cies [Herman and Associates 1994]).

Exploring these questions generates a
thesis: The challenge of the dynamicand
pressure-filled environment in refugee
servicedelivery canonlybeaddressed by
partnerships. Partnerships, though, can
be effectively established and maintained
if, and only if, an ethic of service and a
cultureof cooperationis developedbased
on trust, commitment, and effective cul-
turalmediationat thedirectservicedeliv-
ery as well as the interorganizational
levels. This is particularly critical in dif-
ficulteconomic times.

The contributions in this issue repre-
sent various perspectives from practition-
ers and academics. The practitioners
include cultural interpreters, NGO man-
agers, psychologists,and aschool princi-
pal. This blend of practitioners and
academics also bridge a much needed
connection between research and prac-
tice. Furthermore, the piecesrepresentthe
multidisciplinary approach required in
servingrefugees, thoughnotthefullrange
of services.

Why the Need for Nonprofit
Organizations?
Since the rise of political demand for
downsizing of government and reduc-
tion of public spending, nonprofits
havebeen growing to provide services
traditionally delivered by government
entities. According to Weisbrod,
“Nonprofits perform the kinds of
functions typically identified with
government—helping the disadvan-
taged, providing social services, ...
However, when populations are very
diverse, services that satisfy the ma-
jority may leave many people severely
under-satisfied; nonprofits are thus
understandable as an alternative

mechanism for providing collective
services” (1997, p. 542). Nonprofits per-
formanessential functioninrefugeeserv-
ice delivery, especially when access to
services is restricted by status of the asy-
lum process, orthe unfortunateones who
are referred as “refugees in orbit”
(Gallagher et al. 1990).

The contemporary context in Canada
presents a diversity of people and needs.
It merits a brief analysis with particular
attention to the problems faced by
nonprofit organizations that serve refu-
gees. Recent fiscal and legal constraints
complicate delivery of services. Theout-
side pressures experienced by NGOs af-
fect their operations and their ability to
deliver quality services. The pressures
alsoaffect thehealth of the organizations
and their ability to survive continuing
cutbacks. What has become evidentfrom
research interviewsis that NGOsdeliver-
ing services to refugees are often sus-
tained by the quality of the people that
operatethem.2 However, as Cooper asks,
“At what point is an organization un-
able toperformitsmandates, is it thatlast
2 percent cut?”

Ontheotherhand, as Herman asserts,
“... the future of nonprofit charitable or-
ganization, in the United States and
Canada, islikely tobedetermined lessby
organizationally focused actions than
the extent to which nonprofit organiza-
tionsbuild morecooperativeormorecom-
petitive sectors” (1994, p. 616). But, how
do organizations build and support co-
operative endeavours in a fiscally lean
context, when organizations seem to be
stretched to themaximum? “The organi-
zations that constitute a nonprofit com-
munity [v. an industry] understand that
they arestewards of thelarger communi-
ty’s resources and instruments for meet-
ing the public needs of the larger
community. Fulfilling sucharolerequires
thatmembers of thenonprofitcommunity
often act in cooperative ways” (Herman
1994, p. 617).

Although collaboration and coopera-
tion is desirable, these features may be
imposed from outside the organizations.
Lofty sounding goals like building part-
nerships may create possibilitiesbut they
may also produce less helpful results,
including competition and conflict.
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Whetherthe pressure tocooperatecomes
from outside funding sources, legislative
mandates (Herman 1994) or from the
need forservicedelivery, thequestionstill
remains, how can wealign themission of
the various organizations involved?
More specifically, how do the many po-
tential partner groups build consensus
on what the common mission is to be?
Whichroutecollaborativeefforts takewill
sometimes depend on appropriate cul-
tural mediation of each organization’s
goalsand missionanchored on an ethic
of service. This is what Spigelblatt (in
this issue) refers to as “organizational
cultural mediation.”

Cooperation or Competition Among
Nonprofit Organizations?

Although common sense may dictate
that nonprofit organizations should
embrace a cooperative or collaborative
model over acompetitive one, allmod-
els present their own problems
(Weisbrod 1997, p. 543). The competi-
tion may be due to “fiscal pressures on
both types of organizations,” nonprofit
and government. Fiscal pressures may
lead some NGOs toexpand theiractivi-
ties into areas traditionally the domain
of ‘for-profit enterprises’, e.g. consult-
ing, thus moving away from their origi-
nal, charitable goals. Still others may
suffer changes in management and
therefore in mission. Shifting empha-
sis, evenby degrees, from service to in-
come generating goals in one organ-
ization may weaken or destroy previ-
ously established partnerships.

At the same time, in the area of refu-
geeservicedelivery cooperation (and al-
liances) among numerous NGOs, in
some cases, have been sparked by the
threat of severe cuts in governmentallo-
cations. Creative arrangementsamong
non-profits organizations have also
been developed as a way to provide
necessary services without one organi-
zation carrying the whole financial bur-
den. That was, for example, the case of
the Ottawa Board of Education’s part-
nership with the Ottawa-Carleton Im-
migrant Services Organization (OCISO)
(Vargas 1999).

For cooperation to work, an ethic of
service (Jeavons 1994) by all NGOs in-
volved must be firmly established. As

Thomas (1994) states, NGOs need to
strive to build and sustain a culture of
service. However,even when NGOsare
committed to, and practice an ethic of
service, and though they may seek to
concentrate on collaboration and coop-
eration, other factors may erode their
ability todoso. Onesignificantfactoris
theyearly funding cycle. Grant writing
and contract renewals consume much
needed resources in service delivery,
though they are necessary foraNGO's
sheer survival. Unfortunately, these
tasksalsocompete with organizational
collaborative efforts.

Herman identifies three essential
principles to local intrasector coopera-
tion. However, cooperationis only pos-
sible if NGOs can work and act as a
community (Herman 1994, pp. 623-
624). Among Herman’s principles one
isparticularly significant. “Grant-mak-
ers willneed to commit multiyear fund-
ing to the project and be willing to fund
continuing operating costs for some or-
ganizations (rather than funding only
ormostly innovative projects or start-up
costs)” (Herman 1994, p. 624). Based on
research interviews Professor Cooper
andI have conducted, thisisrarely done
in Canada or elsewhere.? Instead, a
yearly funding cycle seems to be the
norm, especially for resettlement funds.
Ongoing competition for these funds
tends to pull NGOs in different direc-
tions.

Beyond that, there is a long overdue
and pervasive need for organizational
renewal. Organizational renewal is a
set of techniques organizations employ
to help their people and the group asa
whole to recover from stresses, avoid
burnout, and reenergize for renewed
effort. For the past ten years, when we
have posed the question, “How doyou
deal with organizational renewal?”
The response is blank faces looking at
eachother, followed by, “Thereisnone.
[long silence!] We just support each
other.”* Thesilence seems to come from
the surprise of such aquestion, because
the issue had never been considered:
“Whatanovelidea!” Clearly, the sup-
port comes from individuals, and not
from the organizations. In fact, none of
the organizations where Professor

Cooper and I have conducted inter-
views had any allocation for organiza-
tionalrenewal. Instead, burnoutringsa
common tune.

What, then, keeps refugee service pro-
viders going in such an environment?
The articles submitted by the contribu-
tors of thisissue suggest twoalternative
routes towards fostering a “community
of nonprofit organizations.” Partner-
ships are explored at various levels: 1)
partnerships among nonprofit organi-
zations and 2) partnerships at thedirect
servicelevel. First, partnershipsamong
organizations may include partner-
ships with either government agencies
orservice providers from other sectors.
Second, partnerships at the point of
service may be with a client in a thera-
peutic context, with a family or with
students in a school setting, or with
colleagues from other fields in deliver-
ing services to children with disabili-
ties. Before embarking on this
discussion, it is important to acknowl-
edge that a multidisciplinary, holistic
approachisnecessary inrefugee service
delivery because, given their experi-
ences, refugees have a multitude of
needs, including housing, employ-
ment, education, health, mental health,
and occupational training or retrain-
ing, among others.

There are two other critical factors to
consider in delivery of services to refu-
gees, theneed tobuild trustand therole
of cultural diversity. Because refugees
have frequently been betrayed by the
state in their homelands, trust is a real
issue. The cultural diversity they repre-
sent complicates interactions. In deal-
ing withhealth care providers, refugees
may experience disbelief about why a
doctor orapsychologist would wantto
help them; “there must be a hidden
agenda.” In 20 percent of survivors of
torture, a physician participated in the
torture (U.S. Committee for Refugees
1999). Therefore itisnotsurprising that
refugees naturally respond with fear
and mistrust in the asylum country.

The issue of trust is equally impor-
tant at the interorganizational level
among refugee service organizations.
Sincemany of these NGOs are staffed by
former refugees orimmigrants, because
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they embrace an advocacy role, and
operate within a rising anti-immigrant
sentiment, trust is an essential ingredi-
ent. Furthermore, in terms of organiza-
tional behaviour when building
partnerships ornetworks, stakeholders
from the organizationsinvolved need to
know that all are entering the endeav-
our in which survival depends on
putting all the cards on the table. The
strength of the partnerships is contin-
gent upon sharing a mission and hav-
ing no hidden agenda. However, we
need to ask, are partnerships enough
during resource shrinking periods? Are
there other approaches that we need to
consider to sustain nonprofit organiza-
tions? Let us consider the concepts of
partnerships and networks in this es-
say.
Interorganizational Partnerships
or Networks

Among the contributors, two address
theissue of interorganizational partner-
ships and networks. The partnership
created between OCISOand the Ottawa-
Carleton School Districts, analyzed by
Lucila Spigelblatt focuses on the crea-
tion of a specific and particularly effec-
tive programme, the Multicultural
Liaison Programme (MLP). Althougha
success by all accounts—testimony
from students, parents, community
members, teachers and principals—it
merits exploration of what constituted
themostdifficultareas in the embryonic
stages of this partnership. Spigelblatt
demonstrates that it was not the mis-
sion thatcreated challenges, but the sub-
tleties in communication and the
diverse meanings allocated to the same
words by the programme’s clients and
its other stakeholders. Spigelblatt art-
fully illustrates another dimension of
cultural mediation: organizational cul-
tural mediation. This is required to
align meanings and therefore goals for
both of the organizations involved,
none of which would have been possi-
blewithoutafoundationbased on trust.
Whatis alsointeresting is that the direct
service experience informed or con-
firmed the dynamics occurring
interorganizationally. Heressay draws
aparallel between the direct service ex-

perience and the interorganizational
workings, both of which depend on
cultural interpretation. ,

Phillip J. Cooper explains that the
interorganizational relationships
among refugeeservice providers arein
reality even more complex than simply
anumber of two-way partnerships. The
political, fiscal, and legal pressures on
contemporary Canadian refugee serv-
ices have forced both government and
non-for-profit organizations into com-
plex service networks. These sets of re-
lationships among federal and
provincial ministries, city govern-
ments, schoolboards, health care organ-
izations, housing agencies, counselling
services, full service refugee and immi-
grant settlement organizations, and
more specialized NGOs seeking to ad-
dress particular requirements of bat-
tered women, survivors of torture, or
others with special needs are mecha-
nismsthathelp us tomeettheneed todo
more with less. However, these net-
works create complex inter-dependen-
cies. The networks themselves mustbe
managed. Organizations that must
operate within these networks must
learnhow todo so, including theneed to
recognize theimpact of network opera-
tions on the internal workings of their
ownorganization. Afterexplaining the
contextual forces thathave increasingly
forced refugee service providers into
networks, Cooper outlines the critical
characteristics and coping skills for
networkservice delivery and highlights
some of the internal challenges about
which NGO participants need to be
aware.

Partnerships: Multiple and
Diverse in Direct Service
A very popular concept in education
parlance but not an easy one to
implement, PatriciaIrving and Claudia
Maria Vargas explore what it takes to
create “a community of learners.” In
order to promote and sustain a
community of learners at the school
level, an organization requires a
principal whose leadership styleisbold
enough to reculture a school by
expanding its horizons far enough to
include other stakeholders but also a
principal who adoptsanethic of service

and equality. Inclusion of all
stakeholders depends on appropriate
cultural interpretation to engage
parents, community members, teachers
and multidisciplinary professionals
from other agencies in the learning
enterprise. As other contributors have
pointed out, partnerships can be
created if trust is crystallized. Itis then
that all stakeholders participate and
contribute, benefiting from each other’s
cultural wealth, knowledge, and
expertise to support educational
endeavours. In synthesis, for the
concept of a community of learners to
work in a diverse setting, cultural
interpretation is necessary to tap the
potential of the plurality represented
(Genesee 1994, Coelho 1994; Richman
1998). For principals, the crux of the
matter is how to balance so many
competing demands.

Theneed for culturalinterpretationis
further substantiated by the article by
Sherman Chan, Hardeep Thind, and
Lesley Lim. Through the Community
Youth Outreach Programme of the Sur-
rey Delta Immigrant Services Society,
Community Youth Outreach Workers
provide cultural interpretation and ex-
tra-curricular activities as a bridge to
immigrant and refugee youth and their
families. What is evident is that Cana-
dian students and teachers benefit as
much as the newcomers from the cul-
tural wealth the new arrivals bring.
Immigrant parents and community
members who want to join the school
community, doso through the Outreach
Workers. In fact, parents demonstrate
their gratitude and appreciation of Ca-
nadian teachers by organizing Teacher
Appreciation celebrations or Chinese
New Year’s festivities. The various
strategies developed by the programme
indicateaclear attempt to preclude cul-
tural discontinuity or cultural conflicts
while enhancing the contributions of
immigrants to the Canadian society.
The success of the programme has de-
pended on thebridging or partnering of
school efforts with those of the ethno-
cultural communities in the British Co-
lumbia area.

The last three contributions are fo-
cused on serving refugees with special
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needs, children and adults, filling a
void in the literature, especially in the
area of disabilities. Ester Cole discusses
the “Building Bridges Programme,” im-
plemented in Canada as well as over-
seas (Bosniaand Herzegovina, Croatia,
Albania, and Kosovo) as an alternative
toservingchildren whohavebeen trau-
matized by war. Because the histories of
these children are unknown, it is diffi-
cult for schools to assess who isin need
of mental health interventions. The
“Building Bridges Programmes”
renders a series of age-appropriate,
classroom- based activities while af-
fording an opportunity for healing to
those who are scarred, whether close to
thebattlefield orin the host country. Its
goalsare to enhanceresilience and bol-
ster coping skills in children through
art, drama, games, storytelling, and
buddy teams. The Programme resulted
fromapartnership between the Interna-
tional Children’s Institute,a NGO, other
cross-sectional organizations, schools
and mental health professionals. Pro-
gramme goals include building home-
school partnerships by engaging the
parents in panel discussion to ally cul-
tural expectations with school expecta-
tions. The effectiveness of the Prog-
ramme hasbeen documented by quali-
tative and quantitative analysis of data
gathered from participating schools in
Toronto. Resultsindicate a positiveim-
pacton children’s self-esteem and cop-
ing skills, social integration, and
academic outcomes through a holistic
approach.

The article by Huong Thai and
Afarin Beglari focuses on addressing
the needs of children who are refugees
and whohavedisabilities. The need for
cultural interpretation is more intense
in an area in which so many factors in-
teract: diverse cultural perceptions of
disability, complex multidisciplinary
teams, home visits, special schools, and
different and often challenging peer
perceptions, among others. In circum-

. stances in which parents may be over-
whelmed by language and cultural
differences, accentuated when interact-
ing with professional from diverse dis-
ciplines each speaking a specialized
jargon, cultural interpreters play an

importantrole in mediating for the stu-
dent, the parents, and the professionals.
Even when the best professional prac-
tice is in place, cultural subtleties can
undermine thebest plans. Parents who
may be struggling with other issues as-
sociated with their situation, may be
bombarded by the demands of a child
with a disability compounded with the
need to follow a different set of instruc-
tions from each professional involved.
All of these dynamics are mediated by
cultural symbols, values and attitudes.
Cultural interpreters often find them-
selves embracing an advocacy role as
they give voice to the voiceless, the chil-
dren and the parents as they synchro-
nize the goals of the professionals with
those of the parents for the well being of
the child. This kind of cultural media-
tion illustrates maturity, sophistica-
tion, and experiencebuilt overanumber
of years that tested the foundation of
trustand empathy. Cultural interpret-
ers of this caliber promote partnerships
between families having children with
disabilities and multidisciplinary
teams. The quality and diversity of in-
teractions discussed in this piece in-
clude and surpass the suggestions for
interpreters in the literature (Struwe
1994; Kayser 1998; Richman 1998).
The Vancouver Association for Sur-
vivorsof Torture (VAST) presentsavalu-
able perspective in the article by
Mahshid Esfandiari and Frances
McQueen. Survivors of torture, chil-
dren and adults, face a more dramatic
adjustment process as they struggle
with even more intense and chronic
painand injuries than othernewcomers
(Marsella et al.1994; Leavitt and Fox
1993;Kinzie etal. 1998; Lockeetal. 1996;
McCloskey and Southwick 1996;
Cunningham and Cunnin- gham 1997;
Sacketal. 1995,1996,1997,1998; among
others). Therefore, working with survi-
vorsrequiresembracinga particular set
of standards grounded on common
therapeutic principles. The authors
share VAST Therapeutic Principles for
Care complemented with a discussion
of some of the critical ones. The authors
use case studies to illustrate the func-
tioning of these principles while stress-

ing the importance of using a variety of
therapeutic strategies, including body-
work. Given thattorture rapes thebody
as well as the psyche, a holistic ap-
proach is particularly underscored.
Culturally appropriate therapies, psy-
chological and bodywork, are comple-
mented with social interactions with
other refugees or staff members. Central
to all of this is being respectful to the
refugee’s wishes in thehealing process.
Cultural interpreters who are carefully
screened and selected—Dbeing attentive
to gender compatibility regarding
ethnocultural background, political
standing, religion, and belief system,
among others—support these ap-
proaches (Richman 1998). Thus, VAST
staff allows the survivor ownership of
the process ashe or shebegins torecog-
nize and to meet personal needs. Ad-
hering to these principles facilitates a
partnership or bridge between the sur-
vivor and the therapist(s).

Conclusion

The contributions for this issue afford
various perspectivesinservicedelivery
concerns, those of practitioners and aca-
demics. Together they offer a deeper
understanding of the challenges en-
countered by nonprofit organizations,
asthe work of researchers canbecomea
bridge connecting the lonely struggles
of service providers. Atthe sametime,
practitioners enrich the work of aca-
demics by connecting theory and prac-
tice. Regardless of the perspective, what
is evident is that partnerships are cre-
ated between client and service
provider,among organizations, gov-
ernmentaland nonprofit.The common-
ality among these relationships is:
embracing an ethic of service that cre-
ates a space for cooperation. But, these
partnerships need to be sustained by
pillars of trust, commitment, cultural
mediation and fiscal stability. Sustain-
ability of the programmes discussed is
contingent upon funding, a vulnerabil-
ity indicated by all contributors. One
last word on cultural mediation is its
pervasiveness at multiple levels, the
interpersonal, interdisciplinary as well
as the interorganizational level, espe-
cially at the intersectoral level.
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A common thread among all thearti-
cles in this issue is the significance of
cultural understanding, trust, commit-
ment, an ethic of service, and a willing-
ness to build partnerships in spite of a
number of risks. Therefore,any onewho
embarks in this field of service delivery
needs also to be attentive to the com-
plexities posed by partnerships and
networks. ®
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captured the role that Prof. Cooper and I
play for service providersas “breaking the
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ers. As they are immersed in taxing de-
mands for services, service providers
experienceasolitude orisolation fromeach
other, or from colleagues who may be ex-
periencing similar challenges in otherlocali-
ties.

2 Interviews [and conversations] conducted in
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3.Interviews conducted in Ottawa and the
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