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PREAMBLE

Wnen's centres in Québec form a large network that reaches thousands of
worren. They wel cone wonen from all wal ks of life. Firmy established in
rural and urban communities, they are well versed in wonen' s needs,
probl ems and demands.

The centres are aware that the political, econom c and social situation of
wonmen continues to pose a problem In Québec, Iike everywhere else, only
a small nminority of women are present on the political scene. Wrse still,
huge nunbers of wonen are anobng the poorest nenbers of society. Their
situation of exclusion and oppression is characterized, anong other
t hi ngs, by:

- violence in all its forns and the aftermath of this viol ence;

- enpl oynment discrimnation and inequity, mani fested by the
concentration of women in particular job sectors or in jobs that
are insecure, underpaid and without fringe benefits;

- problens in access to childcare in terns of avail able places, hours
of service and cost;

- single parenthood: often a passport to poverty and social
excl usi on;

- probl ens obtai ni ng support paynents;

- t he sexi st exploitation of wonen’ s bodi es (por nogr aphy,
prostitution, etc.);

- t he over-nedicalization of wonen;

- inequity in ternms of the sharing of famly responsibilities,
i ncluding the care of children and intinmates.

Wnen’ s poverty stems in part fromthe traditional fermale roles, including
responsibility for children, and the fact that nmpst wonmen do not receive a
decent inconme and own little or no property. Poverty undermines their
physi cal and nental health. Furthernmore, it is exacerbated by current
governnment policies favouring reduced social spending over redistribution
of wealth and permanent job creation. It is also due to the fact that
wonen are absent, or their situation is not taken into account, when
regi onal and | ocal devel opment policies are being drafted.

The extrene difficulty experienced by nunerous wonmen in participating in

political and social life, and their econonmc insecurity, is sonetinmes
aggravated by additional factors of systemic discrinmnation based on
disability, sexual orientation or ethno-cultural background.
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This form of discrimnation is manifested by a range of negative
attitudes, behaviours and practices targeting specific groups that, while
sonmeti mes unconsci ous, are very nuch present in the |abour market, and in
educational, financial and health and social services institutions. It
creates barriers to the social, econom c, political and cultura
acceptance and integration of wonen with disabilities or from mnority
cultural groups, Native wonmen and |esbians, whose needs and rights go
unrecogni zed.

I solation, |oss of self-esteem inpoverishnent and marginalization are the
| ot of many of the wonen who knock at centres’ doors. This is why centres,
while supporting wonen in their quest for autonomy, work with other
wonmen’s and conmunity groups to change |aws, policies, institutions and
attitudes.

This means that centres act on a nunmber of fronts at once: to change | aws
that discrimnate against wonen; to pronote pay equity and freedom of
choi ce concerning sexuality and reproduction; to denounce violence in all
its forms; to facilitate wonen’s access to positions of power; to pronpote
equal relations between wonen and nen; to remnd the public of the social
and economc role of the State to assure the well-being of Québec society
and redistribute wealth; to develop resources to encourage and support
wonen’ s soci o-econom ¢ i ndependence, etc.

The centres also support the demands of wonen of nminority ethnic
backgrounds and Aboriginal wonen. They stand in solidarity with women
around the world who are struggling to end poverty and to win respect for
their integrity and dignity.

Wonen’ s centres contribute to the definition of a new society that takes
fem nist values and aspirations into account. Their actions target
i ndividual attitudes as nuch as the political arena. In doing so, they

chal l enge the sexistl i deol ogy and patriarchal foundation (structures,
institutions and social functioning) that perpetuate unequal relations
bet ween wonen and nen.

1 sexist (patriarchal) ideology refers to a group of ideas and beliefs based on
the notion that wonmen are inferior and exist to serve nmen. Oten, wonen al so take
on these ideas and beliefs, which are internalized through the process of
soci alization




WOMEN S CENTRES: THEI R APPROACH AND FEM NI ST PROGRAM

Wonmen's centres are | ocal or sub-regional resources. They offer wonen in
their conmunity a place that feels |ike home, where they can find
support during a tinme of transition; an alternative to isolation; and an
education and action networKk. The centres’ approach is conprehensive
Rat her than focus their action on a particular problem they address the
status of wonen as a whol e.

Open to diversity, centres aimto be accessible to all wonen in their
comunity. However, sonme centres mmy choose, on a priority basis, but
not exclusively, to work with wonen belonging to groups subjected to
multiple forns of discrimnation: disabled wonen, Aboriginal wonen,
wormen in mnority ethnic comunities and | esbi ans.

The centres are set up and managed by and for wonen exclusively. Wnen
who cone to the centres are considered to be participants rather than
users. The workers, both paid and unpaid, are wonen who are conmtted
to working with and for other wonmen to nmeet the goals of the femnist
program Wonen's centres are characterized by:

1.1 A FEM NI ST APPROACH

By this, we nean:

- raising awareness of sexist stereotypes;

- pointing out the socio-political causes of individual problens, to
relieve wonen’s guilt

- believing in the potential of each wonman, valuing her know edge
and experience;

- demystifying the role of staff workers in order to develop
egalitarian and equitable relationships between workers and
parti ci pants;

- supporting wonen in a process to achieve greater autonony that
gives them nore control over their |lives; respecting their
i ndi vi dual paths and choi ces;

- encouragi ng nutual aid, support and solidarity anong wonen;

- searching for collective solutions to wonen’s needs and interests;

- encouragi ng wonen to participate in denocratic and social life.
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A HOLI STI C AND DE- COVPARTMENTALI ZED APPROACH TO WOVEN S PROBLEMS

Centres refuse to treat wonen’s lives as a thousand isolated
probl enms. Their approach involves action on all aspects of wonen’s
lives, drawing on wonen’s individual and collective understanding
of their situation and past experiences.

A POPULAR EDUCATI ON APPROACH

Through their services, educational activities, collective action
and participatory structure (vie associative), centres encourage a
process of critical thinking and learning that allows wonen to
cone to an individual and collective understanding of their
situation. These processes give wonen the neans to take nore
control over their daily lives and inprove and transform the
enotional, social, economc, political and cultural conditions in
which they live. As a result, the centres enable wonen to see
t henmsel ves as agents for change and active citizens who
participate in the denocratic and social life of their
conmuni ti es.

A STRUGGLE AGAINST PREJUDICE, WHETHER BASED ON SEX, ETHNIC
BACKGROUND, SEXUAL ORI ENTATI ON OR SOCI AL STATUS, ETC.

Through their practices, wonen's centres pronpte attitudes and
behavi our to conbat sexism exclusion and discrimnation.

BUI LDI NG GENUI NE SOLI DARI TY
BASED ON COMMON PROBLEMS OR COLLECTI VE ENDEAVOURS

Agents of solidarity, wonmen’s centres work with wonmen’s and ot her
groups to inprove and transformthe living conditions of wonen and
their communities.



2. THE MANDATES OF WOVEN S CENTRES

The centres have set thenselves three nmandates: services, educationa
activities and collective action. Services and activities are offered
free of charge or for a mniml cost.

2.1 SERVI CES

Services may include individual and group assistance (listening and
support, acconpani nent, references, self-help groups), drop-in day care,
an information centre, etc. They are meant to support wonmen in their
efforts to devel op greater autonomny.

2.1.1 In the centres, wonen are fully fledged participants rather than
consumers of services.

2.1.2 Individual assistance

The centres do not diagnose wonen, nor do they keep files or proffer
t her apy.

Troubl ed wonmen arriving at the centres are greeted by wonen who |isten
and support them provide references and acconpani nent—and a guarantee
of complete confidentiality. Individual support is offered when needed
and not as part of a formal process of individual intervention. This
nmeans t hat

- wonen are free to arrive without an appointnment and naintain their
anonynty when they feel the need to do so;

-it is not the job of the workers to assess the nature of the problem
or problenms of wonen who reveal their difficulties and anxieties
They are there to support wonmen in expressing their experiences and
affirmng their needs and desires; they acconpany them in searching
for solutions to problens that wonen thensel ves have naned.

Consequently, the individual assistance that centres provide does not

require the openi ng of files2 and the keepi ng of information on wonen.

In addition, while offering wonen individual support, workers also
encourage them to participate in the centre’'s activities. |ndeed,
centres favour group intervention because they see it as the best way to

2Here we are referring to files containing: judgerments and comments about the
feelings, desires and problenms expressed by a wonen; an assessnment of her
situation; a diagnosis of her state of nental or physical health; etc
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break down wonen’s isolation and reinforce self-esteem and autonony. By
hel pi ng wonen participate in group activities, the centres enable them
interact with other participants who have simlar problens or who are in
simlar situations. Often this sharing generates solidarity that breeds
the support and nutual aid wonen need to nmke personal changes and
collectively inprove their living conditions.

2.2 EDUCATI ONAL ACTI VI TI ES

By educational activities we nean: awareness raising, information and

training activities on different topics; cul tural i ntervention3
trai ning through action; participation in centre life and deci sions.

2.2.1 Al educational activities enphasize the sharing and valuing of
wonen’ s know edge and experience. Participants are the actors of
their own devel opnment. They use what they |learn to nake decisions
and conme up wth individual and collective solutions to the
barriers and problens facing them

2.2.2 Educational activities allow wonmen to express their needs and
strengthen their self-esteem and capacity for self-affirmation
with the overall aimof devel opi ng greater autonony.

2.2.3 Educational activities are geared toward action, because through
collective action wonen can address the socio-political, economc
and cultural roots of injustice

2.2.4 The centres are representative of wonen’s situations, whether in
ternms of ethno-cultural background, social status or sexua
ori entation.

2.2.5 Centres conmit to raising wonen's awareness of the political
social and econonic factors influencing the status of wonen here
and el sewhere in the world in order to forge bonds of solidarity
based on comon probl ens.

2.2.6 Activities are facilitated by wonmen who share wonen’s centres’
fem ni st approach

SBcultural intervention facilitates the consciousness-raisi ng process through the
use of cultural tools such as witing and publishing a newsletter, group
creativity workshops, video production, participation in a choir, etc. These are
all ways for wonen to make their voices heard. Through a collective articulation
of their experience, wonen critically distance thenselves from their situation
which allows themto see the possibility of change.



2.3. COLLECTI VE ACTI ON

By collective action, we nmean any action strategy ai med at defendi ng and
promoting wonmen’s rights and interests in a perspective of social
change. The actions organized and supported by centres my be |ocal
regi onal, national or international in scope.

2.3.1 The centres see collective action as a neans of achieving greater
autonony, on an individual and collective |evel

2.3.2 Actions are diverse in nature and are born out of wonen' s needs.
Toget her, wonen decide on the goals, strategies and neans.

2.3.3 The principles underpinning centres’ actions are equity, |ega
equality for wonen and social justice

2.3.4 Participation in collective action allows wonen to take an active
role in their conmunities as citizens with questions and demands
and who are concerned with building solidarity.

2.3.5 Through collective action, the centres play an active role in the
social and political transformation required to defeat injustice
and di scrimn nation.



3. A PARTI Cl PATORY STRUCTURE

Wonen's centres are built on a denpbcratic participatory structure. It
fosters power sharing anobng participants, volunteer and paid workers.
Together, they form a team conmitted to inplenenting the centre’'s
fem ni st program

Col l ective nmanagenent is based on wonen’'s participation in the
denocratic process: general assenbly, board of directors or collective,
work or action committees, etc. These structures are flexible and

accessi ble so that all wonen can easily becone invol ved.

Centres | ook for new organi zational and nmanagenent nodels that reflect
their fenm nist approach and educational program and incorporate nore
egalitarian practices.

3.1 Participants, volunteer and paid workers take part in the different
deci si on-maki ng structures of the centre: general assenbly, board
of directors or «collective, work or action conmttees, etc.
according to terns deternined by each centre.

3.2 Al paid workers, including wonmen hired for projects, take part in
decisions concerning their work and delegate at | east one
representative of their choice to the board or collective.

3.3 Centres define enployees’ conditions in an enploynent contract.
This contract incorporates fem nist demands concerning working
condi tions. Workers participate in drafting the enploynent
contract. It specifies all working conditions, including hiring,
job description, salary policy, evaluation and disnm ssal process,
recourse to nediation in case of conflict, etc.



4. MEMBERSHI P IN L'R

The Regroupenent provincial des centres de femres, known as L'R, was
founded in 1985. Centres set the follow ng goals for their coalition:

- Devel op and support the network of wonmen’s centres ;

- Assure the consistency and renewal of centres’ practices based on
the basis of unity ;

- Support the actions of groups, associations and coalitions
fighting for autonony, legal equality and equity for wonmen, and
pronmoti ng wonmen’s interests and social justice ;

- Devel op coordi nated acti on anbng wonen’s centres ;

- Represent women’s centres in fighting for their common demands.

4.1 These goals are still relevant and centres reaffirm the inportance
of having a dynamic and representative provincial coalition. In a
time of regionalization, centres wish to continue acting together on
a provincial level to further develop solidarity and work together
for substantial changes in wonen’s conditions. In this regard, L'R
is an essential nucleus of support for the centres and of socio-
political action.

4.2 As a consequence of the above, centres recognize the inportance of
active involvenent in the provincial coalition, whether as nenbers
of regional steering commttees (tables régionales), work groups, or
the Coordinating Comnmittee. Centres also participate in the annual
general assenmbly of L'R and give their opinions on the coalition's
direction and anticipated work plan.

4.3 The Coordinating Committee of L'R is charged with representing
centres’ needs, interests and opinions. To this end, it consults
them about any issues deened inportant and which involve centres’
col | aborati on.

4.41n the case of current events requiring a rapid response, however,
the executive comrittee of L'R may adopt a position based on a
fem ni st perspective and analysis. The executive conmttee and the
coordinating conmttee nust then consult the centres in order to
draft a long-term action plan.
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5. ADHESION TO THE BASIS OF UNITY

A basis of unity is sinply all the principles that bring women’s centres
t oget her. It is the mrror in which each centre sees its reflection
at the sane tine it is the ideological basis of a noverment in which the
centre participates, acts in solidarity and nobili zes.

A basis of unity is dynamic. The manner in which it is used can evolve
over tine. Still, each centre commits to observing the principles in
all of its activities.

5.1 Each nenber centre of L'R adheres in principle and practice to the
goal s of the Regroupenent and its basis of unity. Consequently, the
general by-laws of each centre nust reflect the basis of unity.
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