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Episode: 4 - Grassroots Work within Complex Systems 
Guests: Ismail Afrah, Local Champions Network & Regent Park Neighbourhood Association 

  Sarah Ali, Local Champions Network & B2B Community Engagement 101 
 

 
SARAH  Hello 

 
Welcome to SIGNAL BOOST, a podcast brought to you by the Centre for 
Connected Communities and Ontario Trillium Foundation. 

The Centre for Connected Communities is a community development 
strategy organization that supports people, organizations and institutions 
to unlock the potential of connected communities everywhere! 
 
Communities are the building blocks of cities. But communities can’t exist 
without people. In each episode of SIGNAL BOOST, you’ll hear from 
people on the ground about how grassroots solutions are leading local 
change.  
 
On this episode, Ismail Afrah and Sarah Ali are community and grassroots 
leaders in Regent Park and Kingsview Village, the West Way in Toronto. 
They met digitally to reflect on how to do effective grassroots work while 
still being part of systems change. 

 
ISMAIL Hello neighbours. My name is Ismail Afrah. I'm a passionate community 

member. I love learning and creating change in our city and my 
community in Regent Park specifically. I have a background in philosophy 
and religion, but over the years I've fallen in love with community building. 
I'll be interviewing Sarah Ali. Sarah Ali is a dedicated community 
developer with over six years of experience. She has supported multiple 
neighbourhood projects and is the founder of Back to Back Civic 
Engagement workshops, a highly successful tool for change. Active in the 
Kingsview Village-The Westway Resident Advisory Committee, Sarah is a 
dedicated champion for community  

 
SARAH A. Thank you Ismail. Also, I’m the co founder of the iImpact which is the 

youth violence initiative, around Canada, and I could say that right now 
I’m also a member with the collective group. The biggest thing about me, 



 

it's a community activity but it's also a researcher and policy development 
aspect of it 

 
ISMAIL How has COVID-19 impacted your neighborhood and your work, and also 

the work of everybody else in the neighbourhood? 
 

SARAH A. COVID-19 I call it the equalizer on my end, to be honest with you, 
everything was almost about fear, more than anything else, we all in this 
together we're all struggling, that wasn't the case because when it comes 
to poverty the struggle existed prior to COVID-19. Nothing has changed 
the only difference is now everybody knows it. I just went back to the 
basic, which is the relationship building. So a lot of these residents have 
lost a lot of hope. A lot of trust. They say you know what these are 
meaning that goes on, but it's useless. Many residents will tell me I just 
attend for food or refreshment or just to mingle and see what's going on 
but I know nothing comes out of it. Nobody cares about us. So what I've 
tried to do is all those years is build those relationships with those individual 
by myself. And then later on in the group format and how I built by is that 
one on one listening, and if they need any support and it's simple thing of 
just giving them information to Google, or it's just going up to seniors and 
helping them out with either grocery or just, just the basic of relationship 
building that if you are an agency other entity who don't live in those 
neighborhoods You can build it. You have to be living a resident who 
reside in those communities. So there was the homelessness situation was 
up in the front line, the food security aspect that we knew for the last 
seven, eight years, that there's a food security demand needed that was 
put on it. The emergency funding for money coming in. But one thing that 
has happened is, all these agencies, and all these residents that 
depended on these agencies whether community centers workshop, 
even if it means attending a workshop to get a food and token dam was 
shut. Those residents have nowhere to go. These agencies are considered 
non essential, which means they have to close their offices. 

 
ISMAIL  When I was part of the local champion capacity building workshop, there 

was a distinction that was made there, each organization that's doing this 
type of work, it has to classify itself as either a service delivery or a 
community development. If you're a community development 
organization, you have to learn to give power back. You have to treat 
residents and other leaders in the neighborhood, as people you 



 

collaborate with. And one of the difficulties we've had here in Regent 
Park, we're part of the Toronto Strong Neighborhood Strategy, but we also 
have the Stakeholders Table, we tried to do was to make it into a very 
Community Development like that meant that resident grassroot leaders 
had the same decision making powers as other stakeholders in the table. 
And for a long time. This was a huge discomfort, all these issues existed 
beforehand, for instance, the City has created these new tables called 
the cluster tables to respond to emergency issues, but they've suspended 
all the neighborhood tables and these cluster tables have no residents. 
And then when you read the proposal, it says this tables are meant to 
connect more with vulnerable residents, and you can find no resident at 
grassroot into this process. I remember one time, through C3 we met 
funders and they were asking us questions like what you said. We wanted 
to change, and we told them the trickle down theory doesn’t work, and 
we said get these resources straight to the people who are on the ground 
who are doing the work. The way forward is collaborative, the way 
forward is connected.  
 

SARAH A. One of the biggest dinosaurs I want to call it that haven't changed with 
the system is funders, whether it's government officials, whether it's donors 
private donors, or whether it’s regular funders. They have this concept in 
mind that 40 year old or 30 year organization, somehow, know, and don't 
get me wrong, 30, 40 years ago, might have been fantastic organization. 
Right. But you and me know that every decade it changes. It's not the 
same demographic. And the funny thing is the funders have not changed 
with the system. So to them the word grassroot. What doesn't mean 
grassroots does it mean that they have lived in experience, does it mean 
that they are new members, does it mean that they have no qualification 
right because to them, grassroots can be individuals coming together 
from the community and NIA, who may live in Toronto Housing or who 
may have no education you see what I mean, they don't put in that 
component that grassroots basically what it means is, creativity. They’ve 
done more of research based but in the grassroots level which means the 
lived in experience. They've went deep down underground, right, to 
actually find out what's going on. What works also. It's not only what's 
going on, it's what's working 
 

ISMAIL In terms of the funding that you talked about I remember we faced this 
challenge as well. We were creating a grant policy or ground procedure. 



 

And I remember there was an immediate assumption that individuals and 
grassroot groups, couldn't access these fund. Somehow there's an 
assumption that they're going to run away with the money and spend it 
for selfish reasons. These are people who worked in the neighborhood for 
25, 30 years you have given wholeheartedly, who produced a lot of 
initiatives and a lot of advocacy, but are not trusted with $5,000, and then 
we worked out a system where an organization would trustee, and then 
they said we gotta take 15% of the money. And then we fall back and 
said, well, don’t because it's not worth it. You’re an institution, you already 
have your revenues, you already have your stuff, you already have your 
HR, there's no need to get in the way here, but we did it, I see hope.I 
would classify myself as those people who have hope. The way forward 
has to be connected way, it has to be a collaborative way. What would 
you recommend to address the gaps, how would you and others like 
yourself who are grassroot leaders, get the work done?  

 
SARAH A. You got to change the game, right, and not do the same game this time. 

So when we're doing, when we say collaborative, it might not be the 
same people at the table to do the collaborative work, is it possible? 
Absolutely I'm the witness of it, I can be sitting here today to say that I 
have collaborated with tons of individuals, including from the Toronto 
Police Services, including from some City officials, private donors, you 
name it. It's different when I sit in any table. I want it to be diverse in that 
table which means diverse individuals from different backgrounds, 
different age groups, of different genders, and that kind of flows that 
ideas right flows but at the same time having the lived experience. So the 
hope would be is different way. The alternative. Right. The alternative of 
the usual things of being done. Now, is it possible? Yes. Is it easy? it's not 
gonna be easy, but it takes individuals, and this is where it takes grassroots 
leaders to start being independent. To start, you know, doing things 
without waiting for funding trickle down . 

 
ISMAIL There's a principle, that's called working at different levels, multiple levels 

and sometimes I've experienced here in Regent Park, where in one 
meeting on negotiating and advocating and fighting an organization. 
And then in another meeting that same organization and I are actually on 
the same side, so I've learned that the same people that there's a 
negotiation and advocacy, at different meetings, they are on your side, 
and other meetings, they're on the other side. I'm on board with your 



 

hope that we don't want collaboration, in the old way we need 
collaboration that moves us forward. I know that we're facing huge 
challenges with COVID-19, what could, what would you say to people 
who are hearing us today, when we're hearing this conversation. What 
could they do to support neighborhoods directly without trickle down. 
And what could they do to support grassroots leaders?  

 
SARAH A. So the grassroots leaders who are listening to this, I would say, ask yourself, 

why are you doing what you do. That's the first thing. If you haven't seen 
any results of what you’re doing then ask yourself what's happening here, 
right, what's going on. There are structures in place, which means it comes 
back to you and I say this a lot and I think it's my you like this one it's, it's 
the poverty is business. Until you accept that as a grassroots leader, that 
there's no heroes, here to come to save you or your community or your 
neighborhood. Nor i s anybody here to employ you. So it comes down to 
your work has to be out there. It has to be... you have to know, you have 
to become your own brand as a grassroots leader, and what type of 
brand you want to be will determine how far you're going to get to make 
a change. When you're saying alone, it's not when you’re grassroots 
leader you have the number. And I think that's what the biggest, a lot of 
the grassroots leaders don't understand is, you have the numbers. You are 
that change for everything, that fuels everything. It’s just that you have to 
be creative, how you approach your business or your innovative idea out 
there to the world. That's the only thing and because of COVID-19, as I 
said, the equalizer component. This is the time for grassroot leaders to step 
up and make a difference. And there's a lot of great organization and just 
like Connected Communities, C3, who have always been champion at 
advocating for grassroots leaders. You have to also sometimes fly on your 
own, and but at the same time, showcase that there's a lot of 
organization out there that are willing to work that understand that, but 
they need grassroots leaders to step up. They want something else, they 
want something new, grassroots innovative leaders who are bringing more 
to the table than the usual 
 

ISMAIL Thank you Sarah for having this conversation with me, for thinking out loud 
with me, if we need to move together. I think of that old proverb that said 
if you want to get there fast, go alone. But if you need to get far, go 
together. But if going together means that you're sharing company with 
all these people who are undermining the whole process. It's an 



 

interesting puzzle or a challenge, and I look forward to watching your 
innovation. Any last comments you have? 
 

SARAH A. I would say keep doing what you're doing out there, but make sure this is 
the right thing for you, that this is your calling, I would caution anybody if 
you're doing for money, or if you're doing for recognition. This is not that 
job. But if you're passionate of making a difference in this world, and 
leaving the next legacy for the next generation. This is the work, it's not 
easy, but it's extremely rewarding.  

 
SARAH  Thank you, Ismail and Sarah for a detailed and thorough understanding 

about how grassroots work is positioned within complex systems. Today’s 
guests were Ismail Afrah and Sarah Ali, community and grassroots leaders 
in Regent Park and Kingsview Village-The Westway in Toronto.  
 
This has been SIGNAL BOOST, amplifying the voices of community builders 
on the ground and at the grassroots. SIGNAL BOOST is brought to you by 
the Centre for Connected Communities and Ontario Trillium Foundation. 
 
Signal Boost is written and produced by Sarah Luca. Music is by Kevin 
MacLeod.  
 
You can connect with us at:  
 
PODCASTS@CONNECTEDCOMMUNITIES.CA 
 
Visit the Centre for Connected Communities online at: 
 
connectedcommunities.ca and on Twitter at C3 Connected 
 


