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Abilities Manitoba is
leading a campaign to
improve wages for disability support workers.
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Kristin Knockaert (left) and Kristen Woloszyn-Chin will soon begin providing Mental Health
First Aid training to all Epic Opportunities staff.

Providing Needed Aid
Lindsay hopes to start
up a coffee club where
people can share a cup
of joe and conversation.
Page 4

1644 Dublin Ave.,
Winnipeg, MB
R3H 0X5

204-982-4673
www.epicmb.ca

By Jim Timlick

T

hroughout its history, Epic
Opportunities has focused
on providing employees with
the tools they need to provide holistic, person-centred support
to people living with an intellectual
disability.
Beginning in the new year, the
agency will begin providing employees with Mental Health First Aid
(MHFA) training. Human Resource
Director Kristin Knockaert and Coordi-

nator Kristen Woloszyn-Chin, who
recently completed an intense fiveday instructor certification course
offered through the Mental Health
Commission of Canada, will provide
the training.
Mental Health First Aid – Basic is a
12-hour training course that equips
participants with tools to help others
get support or resources using five
basic actions.
Continued on page 3
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Campaign Seeks To Highlight Wage Issue
By Jim Timlick

to see this change. In fact, it’s
critical to the men and women
we serve.”

D

isability support staff
working in the community living sector
provide an invaluable
service to the people they serve,
but too often the wages they receive don’t reflect the value of
the work they do.
A campaign being coordinated
by Abilities Manitoba and its 74
member agencies, including Epic
Opportunities, along with the
Family Advocacy Network and
the Alliance of Direct Support
Professionals of Manitoba, is
looking to change that.
The Show Us A Sign campaign
is aimed at convincing the provincial government to deliver the
funding necessary for agencies to
provide Disability Support Workers with a living wage. It was officially launched the second week
of September to coincide with
Direct Support Professionals
Week in Manitoba.
Abilities Manitoba Executive
Director Margo Powell says the
purpose of the campaign is twofold: to boost wages for DSWs
and to reduce the high turnover
rates and staff shortages that
continue to plague many agencies in the community living sector.
“Ultimately, our hope is that
we’ll be able to raise wages so
that people can receive a fair living wage and are able to continue working in the field,” Powell
www.epicmb.ca

Abilities Manitoba’s Margo Powell.

says.
“Right now, (disability support
work) is often a stepping stone to
a career. We see people who absolutely love to provide direct
support but simply can’t afford to
stay doing that work. That’s one
of the contributors to the turnover rate: a lot of really valuable
Direct Support Professionals
leave simply because they can’t
afford to put food on the table or
pay their bills.”
Ruby Reimer, Executive Director of Epic Opportunities, wholeheartedly agrees and says it’s
critical that something be done
to address the situation immediately.
“We believe that our disability
support staff play an incredibly
valuable and critical role in our
organization and more importantly in our province,” says
Reimer, who also serves as President of Abilities Manitoba.
“Despite this, the wages funded by our province do not allow
our employees to make a living
wage or to make this work a career. Many of our employees are
required to work multiple jobs to
make ends meet. We would love

It’s estimated that the average
person in Manitoba living with an
intellectual disability can expect
to have more than 770 different
staff provide personal support to
them between the ages of 18 to
65.
That’s why Abilities Manitoba
determined this past spring that
it was time for the group to invest significant efforts into a coordinated campaign to raise the
issue and put pressure on the
government to address it.
As part of Show Us A Sign,
members of the public are being
asked to sign an online petition
(www.abilitiesmanitoba.org) calling for improved wages for disability support professionals. Abilities Manitoba has also distributed 15,000 postcards across the
province asking people to indicate their support for improved
wages, which will be delivered to
provincial government when the
campaign wraps up later this
month.

What Abilities Manitoba and
its partner agencies would like to
see happen is provincial funding
for support staff wages to increase by between 50 and 60 per
cent over Manitoba’s current
minimum wage rate over the
next three years.
Continued on next page
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Program Aims To Build Understanding
Continued from front page
While the course covers basic information about
several mental health related problems, it doesn’t
teach people to be therapists. Instead, it educates
them about what actions to take in the event of a
mental health crisis and how early intervention can
help reduce the trauma and stigma that can result
from such a crisis.
“The main aim of the program is to build community understanding of what mental health issues and
problems are, how to help and provide support to
people who are experiencing mental health issues
and problems and to remove the stigma surrounding mental health issues in our community,” Knockaert says.
According to the Canadian Mental Health Association, it’s estimated that one in five Canadians experience some type of mental health problem in any
given year. Knockaert says based on those numbers
it only makes sense that Epic Opportunities provide
employees with the knowledge they need to make
an informed decision in the event they or someone
they know experiences a mental health crisis.

zation. With the support of a Canada-Manitoba Job
Grant provided by the federal and provincial governments, Knockaert and Woloszyn-Chin were able
to become certified instructors and can now deliver
the training in-house.
Woloszyn-Chin was eager to lend her support to
the initiative. She has lived with mental health issues herself, including anxiety, and says its important to let others who may be dealing with their
own problems know they aren’t alone and there’s
no shame in talking about it.
“I feel it will benefit everybody,” she says. “Being
open and talking about mental health is so important. I want people to talk about it the same way
they would any medical condition.”
Although Epic Opportunities will begin offering
the Mental Health First Aid training exclusively to
Epic Opportunities staff first, Knockaert says it could
eventually offer it to families it serves as well as employees of other community living agencies who
don’t have the resources to offer it themselves.

“If one in five Canadians are affected…we can
assume that in any given year a number of our employees and people we serve are going to go
through a mental health problem or know someone
who is,” she adds.

Knockaert adds that the Mental Health First Aid
training is another example of Epic Opportunities’
commitment to addressing holistic wellbeing as part
of the body, mind and spirit approach that is part of
the organization’s five-year strategic plan. She emphasizes that mental health training will be an ongoing focus as Epic Opportunities moves forward.

Until now, Epic Opportunities employees would
have had to receive this training outside the organi-

“It won’t stop when the current strategic plan is
done. It can’t stop.”

Reason For Optimism
Continued from page 2
That would help bring salaries
in line with the $16.45 an hour
Make Poverty History Manitoba
says represents a living wage for
a single parent, Powell says.
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As of mid-November, the
campaign had already collected
more than 5,400 online signatures. Powell is optimistic that
there is an opportunity for
change.
“The government has been
very consistent in their messaging that there is no more money

for wages,” she says. “We know
our government is focused on
reducing the deficit, so it’s critical that we keep reminding them
of areas that require action. It’s
more important than ever to
keep this issue forefront as the
province is making budget decisions for next year.”
www.epicmb.ca
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A Cup Of Joe And Some Conversation
By Jim Timlick

T

here are few things Lindsay enjoys more than
grabbing a good cup of
coffee or sharing stories
with friends and family.

So, when he retired last year it
made sense to those who knew
him that he might be interested
in combining his two interests. He
was so interested, in fact, he
started mulling over the idea of
starting a coffee club for himself
and other retirees so they could
meet up regularly for a cup of joe
and a little conversation.
Lindsay and his Disability Support Worker, Shaun, recently visited a local restaurant to test
drive the concept and see how it
might work. Preliminary results
were encouraging to say the
least.
“In no time at all he was making friends with the people
around him,” says Sarah
Hauptkorn, a Senior Manager
with Epic Opportunities’ Epic at
Home residential service.
The idea of forming a coffee
club was born out of a conversation earlier this year between
Lindsay and his former roommate, Tom, with whom he remains in contact with.
While the club is still very
much in its infancy, the hope is
that it will start small with a few
people and grow as others join in.
No location has been chosen yet,
but Lindsay would like to see it
December 2018

Lindsay hopes to start a coffee club that will allow him and others to share conversation and cups of their favourite beverage.

based somewhere close to his
home in northwest Winnipeg.
Lindsay, who is also known to
friends as Willis, retired this past
February due to health reasons.
For five years prior to that he
worked at a Tim Hortons location
in the Garden City area, where he
cleaned tables in the dining area
and also helped out in the kitchen.
His outgoing personality and
sense of humour made him a favourite of many of his co-workers
and the regulars who visited the
restaurant. He was often the first
staff member to greet customers
as they walked in with a “Hello,
welcome back.”
“They liked me there. Oh yeah,
that made me feel good,” he
says. “It was a good job for me.”

Now that he’s retired, Lindsay
has more time to devote to his
other interests. He participates in
an Out and About activity club
through the City of Winnipeg.
He’s also quite an athlete. He enjoys lifting weights at a local fitness facility and bowls regularly
with a group of friends.
The additional free time has
also allowed Lindsay to reconnect
with his family’s Ukrainian heritage. He recently began collecting
vinyl records of Ukrainian polka
music and rarely misses an opportunity to watch TV programs
and movies devoted to Ukrainian
culture and history.
“I like the music and it’s very
good food,” he says, smiling. “I’m
proud of my Ukrainian heritage
and I like everything about it.”
www.epicmb.ca

