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   THE BIRTH OF EWAG
  BY KASIA SEYDEGART, FOUNDING PRESIDENT OF EWAG

HOW WAS EWAG CONCEIVED?
The East Wellington Advisory Group for Family Services (EWAG) was founded in 1984
by a group of residents who were concerned about the accessibility and availability of
services for children and youth in one small corner of rural Ontario. Our community of
10,000 residents lived in several small villages and in homes and farms in the country.
Everyone in East Wellington was a long-distance telephone call from any social services
and many people lived 50 kilometres away from health, psycho-social and recreational
services.

EWAG grew out of a serious concern for the welfare of children and teens, but developed
to embrace the entire family. We had a vision of a one-stop, community-run centre that
which served the multiple and diverse needs of the whole family. The founding principle
was a multi-service centre that served families and had a special focus on persons with
disabilities, women, the frail elderly, and children and teens.

Within a period of one and a half years EWAG, made up of a volunteer Board of
Directors and one staff person, launched a rural multi-service centre in Erin, Ontario.

OUR VISION
We believed that a one-stop centre was urgently needed in our small community. We felt
that our community had fallen between the cracks of the service delivery system and that
it needed something of its own. We conceived the East Wellington multi-service centre as
a flexible, organic entity. We tailored it to fit our specific population with its own unique
needs. We worked with very slim financial resources. From the first, we envisaged a
centre that would coordinate a variety of information, social and health, and employment
services where a citizen could get all relevant information through one central telephone
number.

HOW DID WE GET STARTED?
How did we get started? Where did we get our vision, our ideas, our pillars? How did we
build the case? Where did we find the necessary support? Where did we get the money?
Would it fly? These are the questions that marked the very tentative beginnings of
EWAG.



ONE COMPELLING ISSUE
We identified one compelling issue. It became the rallying point that mobilized our
community. The pivotal issue in our community was lack of resources for children and
teens.

Issues that can mobilize a rural community range from the expansion of gravel pits, the
imminent arrival of massive hydro lines, inadequate childcare services for, poor resources
for teenagers, visible problems such as vandalism, drinking-driving offences, drug use in
the schools, increased awareness of battered women and their children, isolation and the
precarious health of older citizens.

A handful of residents responded to a newspaper article about the needs of children and
youth and asked for volunteers to respond to a 1982 provincial government white paper.
Concern amongst leaders in the community centred on what seemed to be increased
unplanned pregnancies, suicide attempts, and drug and alcohol use – issues that
dominated many communities in the 1980's and continue today.

A meeting was held in a local school and those of us who responded to the newspaper
article sat on elementary school chairs and talked about our concerns. Most of us had
never met each other.

The first discussion centred around the lack of access by kids to appropriate services.
Since every service was a long distance call away, and since there was no public
transportation, some kids felt isolated, unsupported and even desperate. Even at the initial
meeting we became aware that it was not just children and teens but people of all ages
had encountered serious barriers to getting service.

In sum, we identified the serious lack of information and services for the whole family.
The founding group believed that EWAG had to bring the services to the people rather
than bring the people to the services.

DID WE REALLY HAVE A PROBLEM?
In order to discover if there really was a problem, we decided to undertake a community
needs assessment. We wanted to be certain that these problems were not simply a figment
in the minds of a few do-gooders.

As its first major undertaking, EWAG conducted a community-wide needs assessment
held in the Royal Canadian Legion in Erin. This assessment consisted of a one-day
symposium. EWAG invited professional service provides working in the area (e.g. social
workers, occupational therapists, police, medical practitioners), community leaders (e.g.
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people who are instrumental in organizing local projects), representatives of local
associations (such as, agricultural associations, guiding and scouting movement,
Women’s Institutes, Business Improvement Association, Lions, Optimists), business
leaders, elected politicians, and representatives of local institutions such as libraries,
religious organizations, schools as well as parent-teacher associations.

The day-long assessment was divided into two parts. The morning session was devoted to
identifying needs and the afternoon session to developing solutions. EWAG carefully
constructed a program and activities using questionnaires, structured focus groups and
plenary sessions.

It was a landmark occasion: there was a buzz in the room. Something new was
happening. Over 60 individuals participated bringing diverse perspectives and
experiences. The forum clearly established that the priority problems facing East
Wellington were:

1. Lack of information about services

2. Difficulty in accessing services

3. Inadequate services for teens, women, persons with physical and mental
disabilities, and the elderly frail.

EWAG: THE LINK THAT SERVES
A concrete and dynamic strategy for resolving the area’s information and human service
needs emerged from the forum. The majority of symposium participants endorsed
EWAG’s planning and coordinating role. They agreed that EWAG should do everything
possible to locate its activities under one roof, in one location. EWAG’S motto and logo
became EWAG: THE LINK THAT SERVES.

We moved quickly on three main strategic components endorsed by the symposium.

1. We printed the first EWAG Information Directory in 1994 and distributed it free to
all 10,000 residents. The directory listed over 350 key social, health, educational,
religious, governmental organizations, service organizations. For each organization a
telephone number was provided; toll free numbers and names of contact people were
listed wherever possible.

2. We established a free, confidential telephone information and referral service and one
central telephone number that enabled residents to easily access services and
information.



3. We established a multi-service centre on main street which had a walk-in information
and resource centre, a private office space for visiting counselors and therapists, and
a meeting space for community groups.

EWAG became fully incorporated as a non-profit organization in 1984. It was then in a
position to receive charitable donations and to secure insurance coverage for its clients,
premises, staff and volunteers. An additional benefit was that our charitable status
contributed to community confidence and further consolidated EWAG's credibility in the
eyes of government and other funders. EWAG was perceived as a serious enterprise
committed to a clear vision and to sustainability.

WE BELIEVED ‘SMALL IS BEAUTIFUL’
As we were a small group of volunteers we set a modest goal, with realistic activities for
a limited time frame. We agreed that if nothing were accomplished within six months, we
would disband.

Initial expenses included long-distance telephone costs, postage, photocopying, and
office supplies. For EWAG’s first mailing for the symposium, one Board member loaned
the group $25.00. We reached out to the community for in kind resources such as use of
office space, use of a photocopier, paper, a desk, chairs, etc. We held garage and food
sales, car washes, raffles, to etc. We use the expertise of Board members in community
development, research, fund raising and writing.

We gave public recognition to all those who made contributions whether they were
monetary or services in kind.

WE GENERATED MOMENTUM AND EXCITEMENT
We headlined EWAG’s achievements in the local media “Council Endorses Community
Plan”, “Over 60 Businesses Co-Sponsor Information Directory” and “Volunteers Make
EWAG’s First Year a Stunning Success”, “Federal Government Minister Perrin Beatty
opens EWAG Centre”.

From its inception, EWAG depended heavily on the supportive coverage by local media
(The Advocate, in particular) to build acceptance for the idea of the multi-service centre,
to recruit volunteers, to thank specific individuals, groups and businesses for their support
and contributions, and to advertise the availability of new programs at EWAG.

From the time the centre opened in 1984, EWAG leaders wrote a regular column, called
"EWAG News", in The Advocate, a weekly community newspaper. The column
highlighted important achievements, discussed new opportunities, made requests for help,
and actively acknowledged contributors.
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FROM VISION TO RESPONSE
EWAG had done its homework and its groundwork. The only thing EWAG needed to
become a reality was to find real funding. We made submissions to governments and
other funding bodies but met with considerable resistance. In a word, the various levels of
government considered our project an add-on, an extra. In fact, they considered the multi-
service concept with considerable skepticism.

It was not until another tragedy occurred in our small community that we got the
response we had been looking for. This tragedy may well have been averted with
precisely the kind of social and mental health services that we had been talking about.

This situation involved an unplanned birth and involved a tragic death.

At that point in the evolution of EWAG, the founding President called the potential
funders and pleaded with them to recognize the severity of our communities needs. In
response to the tragedy, we immediately received our first seed money from the
provincial government.

The lesson learned is that sometimes a concrete event brings home the needed
understanding and response.

WE CREATED A NETWORK AND SUPPORT SYSTEM
EWAG !!’s leaders realized early that if a new idea such as a multi-service centre were to
gain credibility and acceptance, it would need support locally from the residents,
businesses and service clubs in the community as well as from all three levels of
government-municipal, provincial and federal. A multi-service centre needs friends, those
who will support it philosophically and those who will support it financially.

EWAG established strong working relationships and its own members participated on the
boards of other organizations such as The United Way Social Planning Council (a strong
supporter from the very beginning), the Regional Health Council, Children and Family
Services, and a group of Regional Executive Directors. By sitting on such as boards, we
gained the ability to network with other providers, to have input into policy and
programming, and to avoid service duplication.

We worked closely with the Association of Community Information Centres of Ontario.
They helped us prevent the problem of reinventing the wheel and to get up to speed
efficiently on delivering useful accurate information to our community.

We established and maintained good relationships with government in order to gain,
resources in the form of seed money, operational funding and specific program dollars.



As governments' priorities shift, it was extremely important to EWAG to continuously
maintain an open and cooperative relationship with governments.

WOVEN INTO THE FABRIC OF THE COMMUNITY
We also believed that it was vital that EWAG as a new organization become part of the
larger community quickly, effectively. We contributed our time and ideas, and we
actually delivered services to community events such as the annual Erin Agricultural
Fair, the Christmas parade, local celebrations or openings, and local committees or
boards.

We also felt it was important to invite members from all sectors of our community to
participate in our projects. From its inception, EWAG needed volunteer help. People
from all corners of the community were approached. Many came forward and
volunteered on the board, helped raise funds, staffed the information centre and
employment service, help set up and run the second-hand bookstore and clothing stores
and a myriad of ways, often giving countless hours of their time and their creativity.

THE FOUR PILLARS OF EWAG
The founders believed that there were four pillars of the EWAG Multi-Service Centre:

1. EASY ACCESS. The EWAG Centre had to be highly accessible, both from a physical
and a psychological and social standpoint. The centre was therefore located in the centre
of town along a high traffic route, and close to essential services such as the post office,
food shopping, the bank, and the pharmacy.

It had to offer a one-stop service where people could be free from stigma. In other words,
people using the centre would be perceived by others as volunteers or clients or staff or
students or board members or some combination and not stereotyped as "needy" or
"desperate" or "poor".

2. COORDINATED SERVICE. The Centre needed to take a strong coordinating role.
Hence, it brought together a set of previously unconnected, desperate services under one
roof in order to serve a broad cross-section of people. In outlying rural communities,
social and health workers often operate like “ships passing in the night”. Our Multi-
Service Centre therefore strived to provide a safe harbour where local and visiting
professionals could help local residents in their home communities.

3. LOCAL MANAGEMENT. We wanted to have a certain degree of local control. We
determined such matters as board structure and terms of reference, staffing roles and
responsibilities, and local membership. We designed and negotiated the services to be



7

provided by the community as it evolved; we carved out the identity and role of the
multi-service centre.

4. DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES. We built EWAG in order to give people
learning opportunities, opportunities to give to the community and opportunities to grow
personally and gain new skills and knowledge. We envisaged that students, adults,
seniors, tradespeople, professionals – people from all walks of life had something to offer
as volunteers but also that EWAG could offer people avenues for self actualization and
development and a way of making a real difference.

OUR DREAM BECAME REALITY
Twenty years later, EWAG is a defining feature of the East Wellington community. It is a
visible part of the landscape. It occupies a building on Main Street and produces a weekly
column in two newspapers. It is also part of the psychological and social fabric of the
community. People say, EWAG has this, EWAG does that, you can get it at EWAG . . .

Many people have participated in its development and success by acting as volunteers, by
donating money, by offering goods and services, by being trainees or clients, by acting as
a resource persons. As well, many people have benefited from its services.

In its first 25 years approximately 2,500 different individuals, businesses and service
clubs, religious and recreational organizations and others have contributed their time,
skill or money to EWAG. EWAG puts energy into people but also these same people put
incredible energy back into the community and into EWAG.

Some years after the birth of EWAG, a new bank manager arrived in the Village of Erin.
I approached him to ask for a donation from the bank for an EWAG silent auction. I
asked him, “Do you know what EWAG is?” He said, “Oh yes”, he answered, “EWAG is
the heart of the community.” Our dream had become reality!
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