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     One of my favourite tasks as the CEO 

of the YWCA of Calgary is being able to 

show my appreciation for our wonderful 

donors. This newsletter is one way of 

doing that, and I would like to kick off this 

edition by thanking the new supporters 

who have chosen to become involved 

with the YWCA. Your donations have a 

profound impact on the lives of women 

and their families, who struggle with 

poverty, family violence, homelessness 

and social exclusion.

     The last six months have been both 

productive and eventful at the YWCA. Our 

Winter Emergency Response program 

has been busy and has sheltered up to 54 

homeless women each night in a portion 

of our former gymnasium. 

     You will read shortly about Sara*, a 

woman from one of Calgary’s diverse 

communities who came to our shelter 

door one cold winter night. She could not 

speak English and was confused, afraid 

and alone. Through the collaborative 

efforts of YWCA teams from housing, 

English language services and our 

counselling programs, we were able 

to understand her struggles and 

communicate effectively with her.  

     Helping women like Sara would not 

happen without our donors, volunteers 

and community partners. An example of 

this is the story about a great partnership 

between the Vermilion Energy/YWCA 

Employment Resource Centre and the 

Calgary Public Library. The workshops 

offered through this partnership provide 

women who struggle with technology 

the skills they need to gain sustainable 

employment. 

     YWCA alumnae are another 

demonstration of working together to 

see women thrive. Gwen Thorssen, who 

passed away in December 2013, served 

on our board of directors beginning in 

1969, was instrumental in raising funds for 

a new building and started the first YWCA 

alumnae association in Canada. She was 

truly a community leader and has left a 

lasting impact on our organization.  

     Along with alumnae and partners, 

volunteers are also an important part of 

the YWCA. The story you will find on page 

5 is about a volunteer-driven program in 

the YWCA Mary Dover House supportive 

housing program that provides basic 

needs items for clients.  

I hope you enjoy this edition of The 
Advocate. Among the articles you will 
also find upcoming events at the YWCA 
and ideas for future engagement. I look 
forward to sharing more of the successes 
your continued support provides to 
vulnerable women in Calgary.  

Thank you!

Sue Tomney
Chief Executive Officer
YWCA of Calgary

*name has been changed 

Better together: a message from the CEO
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Imagine being homeless and struggling 

with health and language barriers.

You’re speaking but no one 

understands you. You’re in desperate 

need of medical attention but no one is 

aware and able to help you. 

Your community hasn’t been able to 

help you with housing or health concerns. 

You have nowhere to go.

You try to find a safe place to sleep 

during the cold nights in Calgary when the 

temperature dips down so low you feel 

the chill spreading through your bones. 

Your gloves are full of holes. The people 

who pass by ignore you.

All you want is a warm place to sleep 

so you do not freeze. Your passions, 

goals and dreams have been reduced to 

immediate survival.

This is the story of Sara*, a woman who 

found herself at the doors of our Winter 

Emergency Response program (WERP) in 

November 2013. The YWCA opened this 

seasonal shelter, supported by the Calgary 

Homeless Foundation and Alberta Human 

Services, in a portion of our former 

gymnasium, so women like Sara would 

have a warm, safe place to sleep these 

cold winter months when shelters are at 

capacity.

When Sara arrived at WERP, she could 

not speak English. She was confused, 

afraid and alone.

The WERP team connected with the 

YWCA language programs staff to find 

someone who could speak with her. Soon 

the shelter staff were able to understand 

that she was struggling with health issues. 

It wasn’t long before Sara was able to 

settle into the YWCA Mary Dover House 

supportive housing program.

Today she has a roof over her head, as 

well as access to language training and 

counselling supports that are helping 

her break through 

the isolation she has 

struggled with. All of 

these supports have 

enabled her to feel 

confident enough to 

reconnect with her 

community, who were 

thrilled to know she was 

beginning to thrive.

Women become 

homeless for many 

reasons. Some have lost 

their homes due to the 

flood; others are fleeing 

violent, unhealthy 

relationships or have 

health or employment breakdowns. Many 

women also struggle with substance 

abuse or mental health issues. All have 

one thing in common; they are vulnerable 

and need a safe, warm and compassionate 

place to land.

Since November, the YWCA WERP 

program has not only been able to provide 

shelter for an average of 32 women per 

night, but have also rehoused several 

women into the YWCA Mary Dover House 

supportive housing or Community-based 

housing programs.

WERP, now in its second winter, 

operates nightly from November to April.

With your support, we can continue 

helping women like Sara. By removing 

barriers that keep women struggling, we 

can provide hope-filled opportunities that 

bring safer futures. 

*Name has been changed.

Secure winter shelter saves lives  

WERP STATS
In 81 nights:

• 2,929 bed nights for women

• 398 unique women

• one woman stayed 75 nights

• 65 women stayed two nights

• 10 women housed in 

YWCA Mary Dover House 

supportive housing
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In our technologically advanced world, 

many of us might be surprised to discover 

some women have never turned on a 

computer. Perhaps they weren’t allowed 

to; perhaps no one taught them how or 

perhaps they were struggling to simply 

survive.

Regardless of the reasons, in a society 

highly dependent on technology, we all 

need basic computer skills in order to 

find a place to live, gain employment and 

connect with the community. The YWCA 

provides skill development programs for 

women, and is thrilled to connect with a 

community partner who wishes to bring 

some of their expertise to the clients we 

support.

Last fall, the Vermilion Energy/YWCA 

Employment Resource Centre (ERC) began 

offering Digital Literacy in the Community 

(DLIC) classes through a new partnership 

with the Calgary Public Library. The 

library’s DLIC program, partly funded by 

Calgary Learns, began in the fall of 2010, 

with three objectives: 

1. Increase financially-barriered                       
learners’ confidence in, and 
understanding of computer programs and 
improve technology skill levels;

2. Enhance learners’ awareness of 
other technology training programs;

3. Enhance adult learning 
collaborations with partner agencies.

DLIC offers 39 different learning 

modules throughout Calgary, which 

include training in Microsoft Office, social 

media, keyboarding skills and more. 

Small, learner-centered classes create an 

inclusive environment that is supportive 

and responsive to individual needs. All 

are free and include a library 

membership for those who do 

not have one. 

The partnership between 

DLIC and the YWCA is a 

natural fit; both organizations 

share a common goal of 

providing women, who are 

struggling with poverty, the 

essential skills needed to 

improve their knowledge, 

confidence and employability. 

The innovative partnership 

clearly champions the 

Library’s mission of “Inspiring 

Life Stories” and their vision 

to be “The vibrant heart of a 

great city” while connecting 

with the YWCA’s efforts to see 

women thrive.

Imagine the confidence and sense 

of pride a woman experiences as she 

discovers an entirely new skill set and 

begins to see hope in her future.

“I attended 10 workshops. 
There were so many benefits 
for me. I not only learned 
communication skills, but also 
Microsoft Word, budgeting and 
social media. The instructors were 
keen to help every student. The 
workshops gave me confidence 
on the computer and in my daily 
life.”  

-ERC client 

DLIC is now piloting a new format at 

the YWCA, where women will attend five 

consecutive classes, in several different 

series, taught by the same instructor. Each 

series will focus on either beginners or 

women who have mastered the basics 

and are looking to take intermediate 

classes. This new approach will provide 

women with an opportunity to select 

the modules they are most interested in 

learning about and build skills that will 

move them one step closer to sustainable 

employment.

The DLIC classes offered at the YWCA 

are a wonderful testament to what can 

be accomplished when community works 

together.

One DLIC instructor commented, “I 

love teaching at YWCA, the women I 

meet there are some of the most eager 

and interested learners I’ve encountered. 

The staff is very welcoming, helpful and 

invested in their clients’ learning.”

Calgary Public Library partnership a perfect fit 
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The YWCA of Calgary would like to 

honour the life of Gwen Thorssen, one 

of the organization’s most dedicated and 

committed alumnae. Gwen passed away 

on December 19, 2013, at the age of 96. 

A crusader for community development 

throughout her life, Gwen never wavered 

in her support of the YWCA. Her history 

with the YWCA spanned much of her life; 

she even learned to swim as a little girl at 

the former YWCA building in the Beltline.

In 1969, Gwen joined the YWCA Board 

of Directors. Her leadership, support and 

service helped guide the organization’s 

work in a variety of areas. During that 

time, she was a member of the new 

building committee, which raised the 

money to build the current YWCA 

downtown facility on 5th Avenue. As part 

of that process, she successfully 

lobbied the City of Calgary to 

donate the 12th Avenue building to 

community groups.

During the 1970s, in addition to 

being a dedicated mother to five 

children with husband L.A. (Chick) 

Thorssen, Gwen quickly established 

herself as a tireless advocate for 

women’s rights. She advocated 

for improvements in matrimonial 

property law, daycare, equal pay for 

work of equal value, employment 

equity and protection from family 

violence. She was an inspiration to 

younger generations of women, 

who would not have the freedom 

and ability to pursue their dreams 

without the efforts of women like 

Gwen.

In 1983, Gwen founded the first YWCA 

alumnae association in Canada, bringing 

together former staff, board members 

and volunteers who wanted to offer 

continuing support as ambassadors 

for the YWCA of Calgary in the larger 

community. Over the years the alumnae 

have assisted the YWCA with several 

key projects, including the collection of 

furniture donations for YWCA Mary Dover 

House supportive housing program and 

YWCA Sheriff King Home emergency 

shelter, fundraising for the building 

improvement fund and a bursary for 

single mothers to attend university. Gwen 

paved the way for future alumnae and 

staff of the YWCA to help vulnerable 

women lead healthier and happier lives.

“I have known Gwen for many 
years and worked with her at the 
YWCA of Calgary. Gwen loved 
the YWCA and one of her most 
important accomplishments 
was the initiation of the YWCA 
alumnae. She was the one who 
got that off the ground and 
kept it going. To me, she was an 
inspiration and a mentor. She was 
passionate about the YWCA and 
its mission.” 

-Doreen Orman

Past President  (1969-1972)
YWCA of Calgary Board of Directors

Her contributions to the YWCA and the 

advancement of women were enormous. 

In 2003, she was awarded the Agnes 

Amelia Blizzard Award by YWCA 

Canada in recognition of being a 

YWCA of Calgary volunteer who has 

shown personal commitment and 

demonstrated leadership to the 

YWCA movement in Canada. She 

was also a recipient of the Alberta 

Centennial Medal and the national 

Thérèse Casgrain Volunteer Award. 

     Gwen’s commitment and 

support of the YWCA of Calgary 

lasted a lifetime. Donations 

continue to arrive at the YWCA in 

her memory and Gwen’s legacy 

continues with the growing 

empowerment of women and girls 

in the community.

Alumnae leave a lasting impact 

Gwen Thorssen (1917 - 2013) 
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What happens when 20 volunteers 

are invited to participate in the evolution 

of a critical service within the YWCA 

Mary Dover House supportive housing 

program? A brilliant new approach to 

running the YWCA basic needs client store  

that is equitable, clearly thought out and 

provides clients what they need while 

building their budgeting and planning 

skills.

The store offers hygiene products and 

non-perishable food items for YWCA 

housing clients. When the program was 

first implemented over a year ago, women 

at the YWCA were allowed to pick five 

items each month. This often constituted 

an unequal distribution of products 

among the clients.

This dedicated group of volunteers, 

who contributed more than 800 hours 

of their personal time to the YWCA in 

2013, are supported by Trish Jasiewicz, 

YWCA Volunteer Coordinator and Sheri 

Berkshire, YWCA Program Support 

Worker. Working together they ensure 

the store is well stocked and the newly 

developed process is maintained.

“We wanted to find a way to do equal 

distribution for clients,” Sheri said. “We 

came up with the idea of doing ‘Mary 

Dover dollars.’ Since then it’s evolved into 

something really amazing.”

The new approach, which includes the 

use of a mock ‘credit’ card representing 

a value of $20 per month, ensures that 

not only are women supplied with basic 

needs, but they are also practicing crucial 

budgeting skills.

“Since the new process began on 

November 1, 2013 we’re finding women 

are treating the card as if it was actual 

money,” Sheri said. “They are given the 

opportunity to decide for themselves 

what they should purchase. For example, 

should you purchase a bag of Bits and 

Bites or should you get some rice?”

In addition to the group of community 

volunteers, the store is supported by 

YWCA client volunteers. 

The clients who take on 

this role thrive with the 

new responsibilities and 

sense of accomplishment. 

Staff will often write 

reference letters for 

clients, who are seeking 

paid employment that 

demonstrates the number 

of hours they volunteered 

in the store.

In 2013 clients 

contributed more than 150 

hours of volunteer time to 

assist with the store and 

support the community 

volunteers. The two groups 

working together are a 

magical team that is making a difference 

in the lives of women and incorporating 

one more part of a client’s journey toward 

a healthier and happier life.

     “The incentive for me is 
getting the chance to work in 
an environment that is totally 
different from my day job. 
Volunteering uses skills that I 
don’t often need to use in my 
job, so it is a great experience 
for me. I hope that the work 
we volunteers do frees up case 
workers and other staff at the 
YWCA to concentrate on the work 
where their skills are most in 
need.” 

-YWCA basic needs client store volunteer

Volunteers key to program success
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Family Violence Prevention 
Month

The YWCA and several closely-aligned 

community agencies, all part of the 

Calgary Domestic Violence Collective 

(CDVC), launched Family Violence 

Prevention Month on November 1, 2013. 

Calgarians gathered at Banker’s Hall to 

hear speeches from Associate Minister 

of Family and Community Safety Sandra 

Jansen and Calgary Police Chief Rick 

Hanson, among others.

Awareness and prevention are key as 

the Calgary Police Service responds to 

more than 16,000 domestic conflict calls 

each year.

3rd annual YWCA 
WHYWHISPER Fundraising 
Gala

The YWCA fundraising gala on 

November 14, 2013 welcomed more than 

450 guests and raised $425,000.

Special guest speaker Naomi Judd 

charmed the crowd with her unexpected 

sense of humour and powerful message 

of resilience, optimism and the 

importance of having a support system for 

vulnerable women.

All Our Sisters National Forum 
banner project

To unite voices of vulnerable women 

in the city and across the country, the 

YWCA welcomed the All Our Sisters 2014 

National Forum banner on December 

11, 2013. Women with lived experiences 

related to homelessness, and supporters, 

were invited to sign the banner and add 

their voices. The banner is making several 

stops across the country on its way to the 

May 2014 Forum in London, Ontario. 

YWCA Today Campaign
In January, the YWCA launched a four 

week Facebook photo campaign where 

participants could “give up something 

today to help vulnerable women and 

children tomorrow.” Submitting a photo 

to the YWCA Facebook page entered 

participants into a draw for some 

wonderful donated prizes.

Engage with us at facebook.com/

ywcaofcalgary where you can keep an 

eye out for the next exciting campaign, as 

well as interesting tidbits we share!

Flash news around the YWCA

YWCA CELEBRATE 
In the lead up to International Women’s 

Day you are invited to join the YWCA 

for a cocktail event to celebrate women 

everywhere!

When: Mar 6, from 5 p.m. to 8 p.m. 

Where: Belgo Brasserie

Details & ticket purchase: 

ywcaofcalgary.com/celebrate 

International Women’s Day  
Take part in International Women’s Day 

at local community events!

When:  Mar 6, from 10 a.m. to 3 p.m.       

              Mar 8, from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.

Where: Jack Singer Hall &               
Calgary public libraries

Details: 

iwd-calgary.com

YWCA KEEP A ROOF OVER 
THEIR HEADS®

See one night through her eyes. Join 
the YWCA to raise awareness and funds 

to help end homelessness in Calgary.

When: May 1 

Where: YWCA downtown location

Details: 

ywcakeeparoof.com

Upcoming events in 2014

Save the date
YWCA Annual General Meeting: June 18              YWCA WALK A MILE IN HER SHOES®: Sept 18

www.ywcaofcalgary.com/celebrate
www.iwd-calgary.com
www.ywcakeeparoof.com
www.facebook.com/ywcaofcalgary
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Did you know that in addition to the 

powerful difference you are making in the 

lives of fellow Calgarians, there are also 

health and financial benefits to embracing 

philanthropy at the YWCA?  Several 

studies have shown that over and above 

the tax benefits associated with making 

a donation or planning to leave a legacy 

gift, those who are socially generous 

experience less stress, greater physical 

health and longer lives.

As you plan for the year ahead, we at 

the YWCA want to share the many ways 

you can give.  In doing so, we hope you 

will find the most meaningful option for 

you and your family.

Gifts to the YWCA can be made in the 

following ways:

• Donate in person, by mail, 
telephone or online

• Employer gift match

• Wills, trusts, gifts of 
annuities

• Gifts of securities

• Gifts in memory or tribute 
gifts

• YWCA event attendance or 
participation

• Community fundraising

• Volunteering

Whether you give your time, talent or 

treasure, as a donor to the YWCA you are 

not only the lifeblood of our organization; 

you reach out to Calgary women living 

with poverty, you tell women and children 

seeking safe shelter that you are there for 

them, you welcome new Canadians to our 

great city and you do so with a generosity 

that inspires.  Thank you.

To learn more about the philanthropic 

opportunities listed above, please visit our 

website at ywcaofcalgary.com or call us 

at 403.263.1550.

The many ways you can give 

The YWCA of Calgary is one of the longest serving social service organizations in Calgary. Throughout its more than 100 year history, the organization has 
touched tens of thousands of lives and evolved its programs to meet the changing needs of women in the community. The YWCA offers more than 30 programs 
that create a continuum of service for women, and their families, who are struggling with poverty, homelessness, family violence and isolation.

With their focus on empowering women to move from a place of vulnerability to one of resilience, the YWCA represents one of the largest social agencies in the 
city, serving more than 8700 Calgarians in 2012 alone.

www.ywcaofcalgary.com
www.ywcaofcalgary.com/donate

