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Andrea [00:00:08] Welcome to Tenfold, the podcast about community engagement and public health. I am your host, Andrea Bodkin. I identify as a white, CIS gendered woman of settler heritage. I'm educated, I'm employed, I'm safely housed. And these experiences shape how I see the world. Today, I'm recording from my home in Toronto beside the Don Valley in the Don River, which has a rich seven thousand year history of First Nations people. These include the Wendat, the Haudenosaune and most recently, the Mississaugas of the Credit, which are still a vibrant first nation today in Ontario. This episode is part of a mini-series on vaccination and community engagement while we're recording in times of COVID-19 and the COVID -19 vaccination rollout. We really hope that the information and the context that we're going to talk about today are going to help you and your organizations in your vaccination efforts, whether that's COVID-19 or any other vaccination. Today, I'm here with Uzma Ahsanullah and Navneet Dhillon from Indus Community Services in Peel Region. Welcome to Tenfold 

Navneet [00:01:16] Thank you so much for having us today. 

Andrea [00:01:18] It's great to have you both here. So one of the reasons I'm excited to have you here is that I listened to CBC Radio and the local Toronto morning show features Indus Community Services on a regular basis. So I've been hearing about your work for a really long time, and I'm really excited to hear about some of the work that you've been doing around COVID-19 and vaccines. So so tell us a little bit about yourselves and about Peel region for folks who are from outside of this part of Ontario and about the work that you do at industry for sure. 

Navneet [00:01:51] We're very excited to be here and share that information. My name is Navneet Dhillon and I'm the director of Health Services and Community Services and also helping to lead the work across our high priority community strategy project. So Indus Community Services is an accredited, not for profit community benefit organization that has served the local communities for over thirty five years. The agency is a registered charity supported by its donors and by all three levels of government. In this, through its professional staff of one hundred and forty plus personnel, are leaders in providing culturally appropriate services to newcomers families, including youth and children, women and seniors. 

Uzma [00:02:33] Thank you, Andrea, and Tenfold. My name is Uzma Ahsanullah. I'm the manager of the High Priorities Community Strategy at Indus Community Services, and I have been part of this project from the beginning and we helped implement this project into the community. I just want to talk a little bit about the region of Peel. It's located west of Toronto and York region. It includes the city of Mississauga, the city of Brampton, and the town of Caledon. Peel region has a higher proportion of adults aged twenty five to forty four years old and children aged a newborn to 14 years old. And this might explain why Peel region has a high number of new immigrants and younger families within this age range. I would also like to share that Peel  region has a higher proportion of immigrants, visible minorities and those who don't speak neither of the official languages. 

Andrea [00:03:24] So one of the things that I think we're all learning about Peel region is that it is a hotspot as as you mentioned. And a lot of the times, folks who maybe aren't familiar with Peel Region, we can often jump to conclusions about why COVID-19 rates are higher. We might think that it's because folks from a certain cultural background lived there or because of multigenerational housing. But that's not really why rates are so high Peel, is it? 

Uzma [00:03:55] Well, the rates are really high in is because we do have a higher population of newcomers who are who don't speak the language. There's also international students and those who work in the essential services, such as the transportation service, the distribution services, the food industries, which are also located in the region of Peel. 

Andrea [00:04:18] And those are all industries that had to keep going during COVID. Those weren't things that could be shut down. So all of the folks who work in those places are taking busses and multiple busses and trying to get to work. And that's one of the things that we're seeing is that a lot of the outbreaks in Peel are happening in workplaces. 

Uzma [00:04:37] Yes, that is correct. These were services that were essential. And we also needed them to continue during the pandemic when the rest of the province was in lockdown. 

Andrea [00:04:47] So you are one of six funded hotspots and I'm putting air quotes around the term hotspots. So how are you supporting as as Indus Community Services? How are you supporting the community through this time of COVID-19 and COVID-19 vaccinations? 

Navneet [00:05:03] So as a part of the government of Ontario's fall preparedness plan, to address the challenges of COVID-19, funded was provided to 15 communities across Ontario, where high, high rates of COVID were documented. So six agencies within Peel, including Indus Community Services, were assigned to provide support. We have been assigned to the areas of L5W and L5V but we are happily supporting all residents and people as needed. So this project has three pillars to it, which include community outreach and education, access to testing and vaccines, as well as wraparound supports. So we have our community health ambassadors who are doing a variety of outreach, whether that be at a testing site or at a vaccine vaccination clinic, helping individuals book their COVID-19 vaccine or helping them look for getting access to a testing site. And as well as providing wraparound supports, maybe that's help with getting access to food services while they isolate or as well as financial support for those who are not eligible for some of the government assistance programs 

Andrea [00:06:19] and who are your community health ambassadors? 

Uzma [00:06:23] So our community health ambassadors are paid staff who represent the people that live in the community. They speak the languages that are most prominent in this region, which includes Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, Tamil and Bengali. They include youth and adults. And so they are someone who is connected to the community. They know how this community rolls. They know what kind of services we provide, and they are someone who represents the community. Some of the roles that they have been doing, as Navneet has mentioned, is to provide information about vaccine and for vaccine appointments. They go out and find community members who needs their vaccine appointments to the appointments, as well as provide access to testing sites. They can book transportation to the testing sites to support the community, also support seniors in the community, the youths in the community. So we're also having they be part of our youth focused campaign where they really connect with their grandparents or those seniors that are isolating due to COVID. So our health ambassadors are basically individuals who have grown up in the community to work or live in the community. 

Andrea [00:07:39] So what's been really key to the success of the work that you're doing is the community ambassadors themselves, that they represent the community, the communities in Peel, not just the cultural and language communities, but they actually live and work and play in the same spots that the folks who live in Peel do. 

Navneet [00:07:59] Yes, for sure. I mean, that's been huge for us with our community health ambassadors, that they are a part of the community. When they are doing the outreach, they're doing it at places that they might attend themselves. For example, we've done outreach at a bunch of different religious institutions like temples. We've been able to have our ambassadors on site there to connect and get support at the temple in relation to COVID-19 supports. And just providing that support in the various languages has been key, especially when it comes to things like myth busting for the vaccine and being able to share the information that we're seeing shared on major media. But that's in English, on TV or the radio. So being able to get our ethnic language information shared on the ethnic media channels as well with our community health ambassadors, they've all taken turns going and speaking with different agencies or outlets, newspapers to share that information because we know that's what the people in the community are reading. It's not just solely the English speaking community that would be looking for that information. So we've really been able to expand our reach by having a team that's able to be representative of the entire community. 

Andrea [00:09:20] So tell us about a couple of key successes. I mean, we've we've talked already about the community health ambassadors and and representation and why that's been so important. But what else has been really key for the work that you've been doing? 

Uzma [00:09:34] So we noticed there has been a lot of international students who have been stuck during this pandemic. So what happened is they most of them have arrived to Canada early February of 2020 or 2021. And they have been working sorry. They have been doing their online classes, but unable to find jobs to support them while they're here. So for example, to pay their rent or pay bills or even do groceries, they had to decide what they're going to do with a little bit of money they had, whether they would buy food or they would pay their rent. They were also not eligible for any of the government funding, such as Ontario works. So so a big group of international students reached out to us and we reached out to them as well on how we can support them with groceries or financial assistance or even giving them information about the vaccines. There has been a lot of misinformation about the vaccines with the different variants of the vaccines and the side effects. So that's something that we're trying to spread to the community about the safety of the vaccines and helping them get their vaccines. There was a lot of misunderstanding of if they had to pay for the vaccines, things like that, among the international students. So that's something we are supporting them with, to understand that their rights and that that it's free and then they're eligible and how important it is for them to go get the vaccines. The senior population in Peel Region who were also not not eligible for some government support because maybe they haven't been here for 10 years or longer or they have been sponsored here by their children who lost jobs. So that was another big group, along with international students who needed, like hot meals delivered or transportation or any sort of financial assistance. So these were our two highest demographics that we we tried to reach out to during the pandemic. 

Andrea [00:11:36] So I'm listening to your stories and the incredible successes that you've had. And I know we kind of reference this when we talked about community health ambassadors being representative of of the communities in Peel. But I'm really wondering what is behind the success of what Indus is doing. You know, is it that you're really connected to your community? Is that you as an organization or representative culturally and historically, like, you know, there are so many agencies may be coming from kind of the outside in quotation marks that don't have the kinds of successes that you have. What what does that come down to? Or is it so many things you can't even talk about them? 

Navneet [00:12:20] I think it's about taking that person centered approach and just really being inclusive and all of the services that we provide, that's been very key for us and just making it a very comfortable environment for anyone who does reach out to us, whether that's through our website. We do have a website that we created for this project, which was ApnaHealth.org, where we have information in five different languages, as well as a hotline that we run out of our site that's available Monday to Friday from nine a.m. to seven PM, where we have staff on site to make sure they are there. So there's not a long wait time. If someone calls us in and they do need support, whether that be something related to COVID or for making a referral to one of our other programs, perhaps they need information on newcomers services or youth, children, families and women. So we're just really trying to make sure that we are there to support our clients. And if for some reason we're not able to, that we can refer them to another safe environment.

Andrea [00:13:24] You're making me think that one of the the primary differences here in folks who work in public health agencies, in public health, we tend to look at the population. So we use population health approaches. And of course, we might be looking at specific communities, but we're really looking at an entire group of people. And I think one of the things that we're learning in the course of this pandemic is that that person centered approach that you talked about Navneet is really important because everyone is affected by this pandemic in a slightly different way. And maybe in the case of the work that you're doing, you can't look at the population level. You really need to look at individuals and families and what it is that they need. 

Navneet [00:14:08] Absolutely. The the requests are so different based on who the individual connecting with us is, as Uzma shared, we might have an international student who's connected with us. We might have a senior who is struggling to meet their basic needs. And they have a new need, which is technology. We're having to connect in a way we never had to connect before. They were coming on site in person to various seniors programs and now their expenses have changed. The cost of living has gone up significantly. So there's a lot of different considerations our team has to make when we are providing that support to anyone who does seek help. 

Andrea [00:14:46] This has been a really interesting conversation and I think a lot of folks working at the population health level are going to find this really interesting. Thank you so much for being here. Before you go, please tell us where people can find out more about you. And we'll also put all this connection information and the episode notes. But tell us where people can find out more about you and the work you do. 

Uzma [00:15:07] Our Twitter and Instagram accounts Indus_helps. And our website is IndusCS.ca and we also have one specific to the COVID relief called ApnaHealth.org You can also reach us at our hotline number and from nine a.m. to seven pm at 905-366-1010.

Andrea [00:15:38] Thank you so much for being here and for telling us all that's going on in Peel Region. It's been amazing talking with you both. 

Navneet [00:15:44] Thank you so much for having us. 

Uzma [00:15:46] Thank you so much, Andrea, for having us. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Andrea [00:15:48] It's been a great conversation. Thank you, everyone, for listening and a huge thank you, as always, to our sound engineer and editor Obediah George. Reminder to check out the episode notes. And this season we are also having transcripts. So if you would like to follow along, using the written transcript as you listen. Feel free to do that as well. Thanks for listening. We'll see you at the next episode. Tenfold is a project of the Public Health Equitable Systems Courses Project, generously produced by the Dala Lana School of Public Health at the University of Toronto. You can find all of our episodes as well as the notes for each episode on our website at PHESC.ca/podcast, that's p, h, e, s, dot c, ca slash podcast. 

