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Hard past, bright future

Paulette Senior, the new CEO of
the YWCA of Canada, agpiresto
become one of the country's
sronges and  best-known
advocatesfor women.

Ashead of the nation'slargest
multi-service organization for
women — providing daycare,
housing, emergency shelter,
training and support for hun-
dreds of thousands of Canadi-
ans — Senior swith both
the authority of therole and a
passion born of persond experi-
ence.

On the eve of International
Women's Day, the YWCA re-
mains "akey player and astrong
voice for women across the
countgfl" after 125 years in bus-
ness, she saysin an interview in
her Toronto office. "My partic-
ular roleisabout advocacy.

Jugt six weeksinto thejob, Se-
nior has already stepped front
and centre a news conferences
and in face-to-face lobbying,
urging the new Conservative
government not only to live up
to the day-care agreements the
previousgovernmentigned
with the provinces, but dso to
retain the federal gun regist;}/ —
both issues, she says, that affect
thelivesof women.

The 44-year-old single mother
says her life not only exemplifies
the hurdles women face today
but also demonstrates the im-
portance of programs and sup-
port networks that help women
meet their potentid.

"l have asense of how to help
peopleand what itislike to bein
their shoes" says Senior.

Her parentswere Jamaican

immigrants who brought their
six children to Toronto in dribs
and drabs as the family's for-
tunes wgoved. After she ar-
rived in Canedaat theage of 11,
her %rladesshpped.' Sheredlized
teachers here didn't expect
much of her.

"l logt my senge of seif-esteem,

my confidence”
A lacklustre high school stint
was followed by earl ma'nage
ababy by the time she was 22,
and then adivorce,

"| had no sense of direction.”
Which was a shame, she ad-
mits, after al the sacrifices her
family had made so the children
could survive and thrive. She
and her five sblings lived with
their grandmother on her farm
in Jamaica while their parents
worked in the capital city of
Kingston and then In Toronto.

Senior'smother, Lilieth, ar-
rived here first, taki n(g a,_iob a
the Roya York hotel. Father
Charles came two years later
and gotajob asaTTC mechanic.
Assoon asthey could, they sent
for the children and bought a
firs homein the Wychwood-S.
Clair areabefore moving to
Scarborough.

But getting ahead didn't turn
out to be easy for the next gener-
ation. "l was doing jobs that
didn't lead anywhere. My
grandmother and parents had
secrificed so we could have that

Paulette Senior, new CEO of the YWCA, isfamiliar with the life of the young

disillusioned single mom and the importance of support, writes Trish Crawford
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Paulette Senior, 44, who hopes to become one of the country's strongest and best-known advocates for women as the new national head of
the YWCA, says this sculpture, titled Circle of Love by artist Kim Lawrence, embodies "strength and love" and gives her inspiration.

better life, and | wasn't fulfilli
that," Senior recdls. "When
yvasachilgh&haq drmrnedB ned of be-
ing a psychologist. Being sepa-
rated and having a child to care
for — thiswas an awakeni nig. |
found the reasonto go after
what | wanted in life."

With her mother's support,
she moved back home, found
daycare, g)ﬁlied for socid assis
tance and headed off to York
University to study psychology.
A careerin social agencies
Ihel %lg youth and women fol-

Shefdt astrong bond with the
young women she encountered
who were strggglmg to raise
children and find jobs.

"| realizedthat without my
family, | would be right there
myself," Senior says. "What's
needed for singlé mothers,
women and anyone who's gone
off the path is support. It isre-
dly important"

As an outreach worker, she
ventured into public housing

projectsto talk to women isolal-  Senior_has been a candidate for the Senior moved out of her moth-
edn their apartments:| letNew Democras three times — er'shome only afew years ago,
them know someonecared.”  municipaly, provincialé?/ and federdly grateful for the supportsthat
Most of her 20 years in com- — but has not been elected. It's no |v(ijrég in an extended family pro-
munity service have been spent fun to run and lose, but Senior vided for her and her son.
with fee Toronto YWCA. She believes itsimportant for women to "She was cooking with cheese,”
ran the access and equity pro- participatein politics. Senior sayswith alaugh, alud-
gram, set up to ensure that pro-  "If we arenot at the table," she says, ing to the TV commercias sug-
rams were broadly based and "the decisions being made will n(ss%e gesting that some adult children
the peoplehired representepostivefor us" refuse to leave the nest because
thecity'sdiversity. For Senior, it's always been essential the parentsmake tasty dinners.
Today, women of colour make to getinvolved. Dianne Barham met Senior 15
up 49 per cent of the YWCA's She began volunteering  at yearsago when they attended a
workforce, largely thanks to Se- community agencies while still agouth rdly on Yonge St. Later,
nior's leadership, says Heather student at “York, including her son'sboth single parents of young
McGregor, executive director of schools, where she helped arange boe/s,they found themselve:
the Toronto YWCA. "It doesn't cultural events such asablack history volunteering together on the
happen by accident.” celebration. Scarborough Black Education
Most recently, Senior was ex- She was determined that son Committee and struck up a
ecutive director of Yellow Brick Jrmayne Williams now 22 and friendship. Says Barham, are-
House, an Aurora shelter for studying health promotion at cruiter: "We do consider it a
women and children. Ddhouse Universty in  Halifa, treat to go to community events
In her new national post, would not lose his' confidence intogether.”
McGregor says, Senior will un- school theway she hed. Tomorrow, Senior will cele-
doubtedly makewaves. "I knew things were different when brate International Women's
"ltsvery clear sheisreally go- he was in Grade 6 and said of his Day with the Toronto YWCA &
ing to make achange and be a tegcher: 'Sheinspired meto learn.” it announces this year's recipi-
role mode for others ... She's ents of its Women of Digtinction
not afraid to spesak up." awards



