Children’s Advocate speaks at Oasis Centre meeting
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The work done by the Nipawin Oasis Community Centre Co-operative to promote the well-being of individuals and families received a nod of approval from Saskatchewan's Children's Advocate.

Bob Pringle, who was appointed as the province's third Children's Advocate last year, was the guest speaker at the 19th annual meeting of the Oasis Centre on Thursday afternoon, June 23.

"The kinds of priorities and values and programs that you have here is close to my heart," he told the large group of people who attended the event. "I sense a key part of this community centre is that people feel they belong here."

He spoke about the recommendations that were made by the independent Child Welfare Review Panel and the role of communities to implement changes to the province's child welfare system.

"Strong communities know what's required," he said. "They respond with compassion so that all citizens can experience a better life and live in dignity and feel valued. Everyone has a right to participate in their community in a way that's meaningful for them."

Pringle, who is a former Minister of Social Services, was the chairperson of the panel. He presented the panel's final report - called "For the good of our children and youth" – to the government in December 2010. As a result the provincial government has created a Cabinet Committee on Children and Youth to implement the various recommendations from the report.

As part of this initial response to the 12 recommendations and some 50 action steps in the report, the government's 2011-12 budget included $34 million in funding for a new Saskatchewan Children and Youth Agenda. Pringle described it as providing the groundwork for better outcomes, but he emphasized it is only a start. 

He is anticipating another government announcement in a few weeks to address other recommendations in the report. He said government's efforts to address the recommendations in the report will present opportunities to community organizations such as the Oasis Centre.

"You'll be called upon to contribute your experience and knowledge in developing community resources to support families."

He also committed the office of the Children's Advocate to working with the Oasis.

"I think you're on the right track here by understanding the social determinates of health and community wellbeing."

Pringle got an overview of the challenges facing the Oasis during the presentation of the president's and CEO reports to the meeting.

Board President Garry Schenstead said the lack of core funding from the provincial government makes it difficult for staff to maintain quality programming and to do long-term planning.

But CEO Chris Hudyma said the past year was a success despite these challenges. They established new partnerships with the business sector to support their education work and workforce development.

"The Oasis is different, it's not a text book," Hudyma said. "When we get the participants come to us we try and shape and design programs to meet the needs of the participants."

The centre has five primary areas of operation – child, youth and family services, food security, health and well-being, workforce and community development. About 200 families in the Nipawin area benefit from these programs.

The meeting also elected the 2011/12 board of directors. They are Michael Botterill, Mary Boschman, Joy Hanson, Myrtie Rempel, Ron Saretzky, Garry Schenstead and Helmer Umpherville.

