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K
rIpA SEKhAr is

executive director

of the South Asian

Women's Centre (SAWC)

and co-chair for the Metro-

politan Action Committee on

Violence Against Women

and Children (METRAC).

Kripa has been a long-time

activist in the women's

movement and an advocate

against sexist racist oppres-

sion. She has made a signifi-

cant contribution to address

issues related to women par-

ticularly marginalized

women, and has worked

closely with the Aboriginal

community in Saskatchewan.

In a conversation with Gen-

eration Next, Kripa relates

her struggle and her journey

to success in Canada.

1. Tell us something

about your journey to

Canada. How did you land

in community services for

women?

I came to Canada along

with my husband and two

daughters in 1990. We came

to join my husband’s family

and were very positive that

we would have no major hur-

dles in finding suitable em-

ployment.

I was an English lecturer

for almost 17 years at a

women’s college, before

coming to Canada. I also vol-

unteered actively to help

women and children with lit-

eracy skills from a very

young age. I grew up in a

working class family that

was very strict and my par-

ents always taught me and

my siblings that we must

care and share with others.

So I was always involved

with the community and

women’s issues even before

my journey began in Canada.

2. Being a woman and a

highly accomplished indi-

vidual, how do you relate

yourself to the needs of

women who visit your cen-

tre? 

My own lived struggles

and challenges have in-

formed me, so I can relate to

the needs of others. The work

of the centre is to ensure that

anyone who comes to the

centre and needs help can get

it. If individual women are

empowered then the commu-

nity is strong. Client needs

are a priority and SAWC has

a very small but very com-

mitted staff team, and they

stay informed through regu-

lar client feedback about

client needs. SAWC does not

compromise on meeting our

client’s needs and many

clients return with others.

3. Tell us something

about your initial days in

Canada? Was it a

smooth/bumpy ride? What

effort went into the position

you are in today?

Of course it was not a

smooth ride; it was tough,

full of challenges. Like many

immigrants I faced many dif-

ficult situations like exclu-

sion, finding a job, trying to

manage work and home

stresses, to name a few. I

lived and worked in

Saskatchewan for around 14

years, some of that time I

spent in the North working

with Aboriginal women, and

learned so much from this

work. My work in

Saskatchewan as the Provin-

cial Coordinator of the

Saskatchewan Action Com-

mittee on the Status of

Women provided me a great

opportunity to interact with

women from all back-

grounds. It immersed me in

women’s equality work and

in 2004 I left Saskatchewan

to join SAWC, because I

wanted to give back to my

community, a community of

newcomers and immigrant

women, more directly. 

4. What kind of issues do

you face when you meet

your clients?

SAWC has a very dedi-

cated staff team and the cen-

tre uses a client-focused

model. It is very important

that I learn about client needs

and am able to identify the

gaps in services based on

their feedback. SAWC uses a

team approach to problem

solving, and has been one of

the primary agencies to iden-

tify the unique needs of

South Asian women to the

different stakeholders. There

are many issues facing south

Asian women and their fam-

ilies that are intersected in

gender, race and class. Some

issues are unemployment,

underemployment, credential

recognition, violence and

abuse, housing, legal sup-

port, immigration status,

childcare support, care for

senior south Asians, financial

support for seniors, suitable

health care support are some

of the few.

5. What advice would

you give to new immigrant

women who come to

Canada with dreams in their

eyes but feel let down with

the initial struggle?

Every immigrant

woman’s struggle is differ-

ent, but the issues are the

same, so we can help by en-

couraging each other on this

journey. So much depends on

financial and family situa-

tions, on survival, on fulfill-

ing family needs and there is

a sense of shame attached to

talking about these issues be-

cause they are so personal. It

is important for all of us to

stand together in this struggle

and challenge the inequities

that create these challenges.

Many immigrant women

come into this country with

skills and qualifications and

are not able to participate

fully because they have not

been provided suitable op-

portunities. 

6. Any issues -

legal/non-legal- that new

immigrants should keep in

mind?

The recent changes, both

proposed and enacted, to

immigration are a real con-

cern at this time.  It is not

fair that employers may pay

temporary foreign workers

fifteen percent less than the

average wage for a job. The

proposed change to create a

“conditional” permanent

residence period of two

years or more for certain

sponsored spouses and part-

ners is very troubling. The

proposed change, published

in the Canada Gazette, 26

March 2011, states that if

the sponsored spouse/part-

ner does not remain in a

bona fide relationship with

their sponsor during the con-

ditional period, their perma-

nent residence could be re-

voked. Both these changes

increase the vulnerability of

newcomer women tremen-

dously.

7. Do you call yourself a

feminist? What's your defi-

nition of feminism?

I am a strong advocate

for women’s rights as human

rights and therefore have al-

ways identified as a feminist.

To me feminism means

many things, particularly

when it is contextualized in a

global framework. As a

racialised Canadian woman

whose struggles have been

intersected between race,

gender and class facing iden-

tity challenges in different

spaces. Feminism has also

been given a negative profile

by those who oppose

women’s rights as equal

rights.  

8. How have you seen

SAWC growing in your

tenure?

SAWC has been through

a long history of achieve-

ments and challenges. Al-

though the federal cuts in

2010  were a setback  to

SAWC, looking back it actu-

ally served as an opportunity

for growth. It is amazing to

see how many individuals

and networks support

SAWC. SAWC has intro-

duced new projects to assist

women move forward in

their lives, an example of this

is the computer literacy train-

ing for isolated women 55+.

The Canadian Women’s

Foundation  has provided

support for a Violence Pre-

vention Counsellor so

SAWC can provide en-

hanced services. SAWC is

one of the few agencies pro-

viding a year round tax

clinic. One of the highlights

of the year was the launch of

the Training Module which

focuses on the issue of

Forced Marriage as a form of

Human Trafficking.

The work and reputation

of the agency to serve clients

have increased and SAWC

has served a little over

10,000 clients mostly women

and children in the past year. 

9. Your vision for fu-

ture...

SAWC has embarked on

an ambitious forward look-

ing strategy and is encourag-

ing the south Asian

community to come on

board to support women and

community agencies .

SAWC has a satellite office

in Malvern and our hope is

to serve women in their own

neighbourhoods by creating

safe spaces for service

through  strong networking

connections. 
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‘Let’s stand together to

challenge inequities…’

IntervIew

“Every immigrant woman’s strug-

gle is different, but the issues are the

same, so we can help by encouraging

each other on this journey. So much

depends on financial and family situa-

tions, on survival, on fulfilling family

needs and there is a sense of shame at-

tached to talking about these issues

because they are so personal. It is im-

portant for all of us to stand together

in this struggle and challenge the in-

equities that create these challenges.”


