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NEW CENTRE WITH LIBERAL CONNECTIONS GOT FUNDING: MPP
An organization that helps new Canadians settle into the community has been forced shut its doors. 

My Canada! Integration and Settlement Services closed its small Richmond Hill office yesterday after running out of money to cover utilities and rent. 

Hashim Ali, the group's executive director, looked sullen as he stood outside the classroom, where English as a Second Language classes had been offered. 

"It is really sad. It's really disappointing," Mr. Ali said. "As a Canadian, I'm very worried." 

The organization has offered immigrants ESL programs and citizenship test preparation courses since 2001, mainly through the efforts of volunteers. 

From students working to earn community hours, to new Canadians who faced the same challenges when they arrived, community members have kept the agency running. 

The centre served 250 newcomers last year, 120 of whom were ESL students, but Mr. Ali admitted keeping the centre going has been a constant struggle. 

He applied for provincial funding last year, by was turned down by the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration. 

It would take $36,000 to pay their bills. 

"We've written hundreds of letters to the ministry. This is not the first letter we wrote," Mr. Ali said, adding the Ontario Trillium Foundation has also rejected funding applications. 

The office is jammed with hundreds of brochures on everything from employment services to legal aid. Tucked away on the second floor of an industrial building, the organization shut its doors 20 minutes after the building's landlord showed up for the rent. 

Oak Ridges MPP Frank Klees used the centre's closure to take aim at the McGuinty government over how it doles out grants. 

It's familiar ground for Klees, who has been critical of a $200,000 grant to the Richmond Hill-based Iranian-Canadian Community Centre, which he says received the money because of the group's connection to the Liberal party. 

"(Citizenship and Immigration Minister Mike Colle) talks about the small organizations that need help," he said. 

"How did he decide that an organization that has no track record of providing services ends up with $200,000 in a bank account? It's scandalous." 

While the government would like to help everyone, not everybody can always get money, Thornhill Liberal MPP Mario Racco said. 

"There's hundreds of thousands of organizations. Not all of them will get money," he said, adding the organization has not approached him for help with a funding. 

The bickering between opposition parties and the Liberals has continued in the provincial legislature this week. 

Opposition leaders continue to question Mr. Colle over what they call a Liberal slush fund that doled out millions of dollars to dozens of multicultural groups with Liberal ties. 

Yesterday, Mr. Klees questioned Mr. Colle about the closure of My Canada! 

While not specifically referring to the local group, Mr. Colle said more funding is flowing from the federal government for settlement agencies. 

Richmond Hill Councillor Lynn Foster said new Canadians will suffer because the agency closed. 

"This is the kind of group that should be getting help from the provincial government," she said. 

Mr. Ali attended a January roundtable session with Mr. Colle when he came to Markham to meet with 14 York settlement agencies during the byelection. 

At the time, Mr. Ali asked that smaller groups such as My Canada! Integration and Settlement Services be considered for funding.

