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A MESSAGE FROM OUR BOARD CHAIR
Our vision, a world in which every refugee has a place to call home, is a global one. With a staggering 
number of people displaced from their homes worldwide due to war, political views, gender, religion, or 
ethnicity, the need could not be greater. 

In Toronto, many refugee claimants find their way to city shelters which are not geared to their unique needs 
and where the refugee is often re-traumatized. Matthew House is able to provide a safe home environment 
along with the support to help these vulnerable newcomers settle as quickly as possible. We continue 
to provide a home-like setting through our main intake shelter, as well as extended support in our three 
transitional homes, two of them designated for vulnerable unaccompanied youth. 

Our mission is simple: to inspire hope, restore dignity and empower independence for refugee claimants; 
people like you and me who are educated, have professions and rewarding jobs, have families and aspirations 
but, through no fault of their own, have had their lives brutally interrupted by war, persecution for religious 
or personal beliefs, gender or ethnicity. We embrace Canada’s long tradition and obligation to accept those 
unable to return to their country of origin because of a well-founded fear of persecution and take our example 
from Jesus in Matthew 25:35. With loving kindness, Matthew House Toronto welcomes the stranger regardless 
of race, religion, sexual orientation or political opinion. 

In 2018, we strengthened our governance, adding eight new directors using a skills-based matrix to ensure 
that we have the talent around the board table to oversee the organization going forward. This new team set 
to work to update the by-laws and the human resources policies as well as putting several basic governance 
fundamentals in place. As we enter our 21st year, in 2019, we will continue to focus on strengthening the 
organization. We look forward to welcoming a new Executive Director and to the development of a new five-
year strategic plan in consultation with our Matthew House Toronto community.

Our achievements would not have been possible without the dedicated support of our generous community of 
donors (individuals, foundations, churches and corporations) who play a vital role in providing the resources 
we need to support refugees. Special thanks goes to the volunteer board of directors who dedicate countless 
hours to providing oversight and effective governance to the organization; to our dedicated staff led by 
Executive Director Karen Francis in 2018, who walk alongside our refugee claimants on a daily basis; and the 
numerous volunteers who work in a variety of capacities from making meals, to serving as house parents, to 
adjudicating mock hearings and planning fundraising events. We thank you for your passion, your generosity 
and for partnering with us on this journey.  

Your contribution matters deeply to the lives of the refugee claimants who pass through our doors. This 
report looks back at the hard work and achievements of 2018. We hope it serves as a tribute to what we are 
accomplishing together and as inspiration for what is possible by continuing to work together in the future. 

Deborah E. Trouten
Board Chair
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A MESSAGE FROM OUR FOUNDING DIRECTOR

As the number of refugees arriving in Canada continued to increase in 2018, we are grateful that 
Matthew House Toronto was in a position to respond effectively to the need. 

This past year saw an unprecedented number of refugee claimants arriving in Canada, and 
Toronto was the preferred destination for many. Matthew House rose to the occasion and 
engaged in various local and national forums and partnerships to help improve the plight of 
refugee claimants arriving here. We were also frequently sought after for media commentary on 
refugee issues.

Not only did we provide safe shelter in our four homes, but also excellent support services 
including orientation to life in Canada, vital support with refugee hearing preparation and 
various forms of after care. Over the course of the year we admitted 53 new refugee claimants 
to our main shelter and transitioned four individuals to our longer-term shelters. We consistently 
maintained almost full occupancy of our 35 beds across four homes and have had to turn away 
countless others. The arrival in August of a claimant from Malawi marked the 100th country from 
which we have welcomed residents.

We also marked many occasions in our community, from small spontaneous events celebrating 
successful refugee hearings, new births and birthdays, to larger gatherings on special dates like 
World Refugee Day and Christmas. A major milestone in our history was our 20th anniversary as 
a refugee home which we celebrated with a special gala event in September.  It was a wonderful 
event commemorating our journey from an initial vision to having four homes in the city and 
inspiring the opening of close to a dozen additional refugee shelters across North America 
based on the Matthew House Toronto model.  

In October, we participated in the Scotiabank Charity Run with our largest-ever team of more 
than 160 participants. We achieved our fundraising goal of $120 000 and once again finished 
in third place overall as a fundraising team in a field of nearly 200 teams. This was a significant 
portion of our total annual income of $883 753. As shown in the attached financial report we 
are thankful to end the year on solid financial ground.

We could not have accomplished any of this without an incredibly supportive team including 
more than 50 volunteers who regularly gave their time practically supporting our refugee guests 
in our shelters as well as more than 100 who assisted with our Refugee Hearing Program. We 
ran a new volunteer orientation session monthly throughout the year and also implemented Better 
Impact software to track volunteer contributions and increase engagement. We are grateful 
for the amazing people who continue to come forward to contribute their time and help make 
Matthew House the wonderful place that it is today. 

I have great confidence that, with wonderful new additions to our team in 2019, we can 
look toward the future with hope and anticipation that we will continue our great legacy of 
influencing, modelling and inspiring excellence in refugee reception in Toronto and beyond.

Anne Woolger
Founding Director
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OUR MISSION

TO INSPIRE HOPE, 
RESTORE DIGNITY 
AND EMPOWER 
INDEPENDENCE 
FOR REFUGEE 
CLAIMANTS
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Twenty Years of Building Communities and Transforming Lives

In 2018, more than 55 000 refugee claimants came to Canada, the highest number ever. Many of 
these people seeking safety made their way to the Toronto area, yet there is no formal system in 
place to receive them. Matthew House has been at the forefront of responding to the need through 
our services and advocacy. Here’s how we welcome refugee claimants with open arms and loving 
support. 

Shelter and Support Services

Our primary goal is to restore refugees’ dignity by providing shelter and support in a welcoming, 
home-like setting. Many refugees arrive with little more than a small bag and need practical support. 
We ensure that their individual needs are met and empower refugees to restart their lives in Canada.

Settlement and Newcomer Programs

Matthew House provides emotional and physical support to help residents heal from their journey 
and establish new lives in Canada. To ease the transition, we offer an orientation to Toronto that 
helps residents with things like opening a bank account, looking for housing, learning English and 
enrolling in school. We establish and maintain new connections through informal meals, community 
gatherings, group sharing sessions and check-ins with past residents. In 2018 we initiated a Wellness 
Program as well as an Employment and Mentoring Program with the support of 
community volunteers and professionals
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Child and Youth Services

Matthew House is continuously expanding our youth program to include houses geared for refugee 
youth, with live-in house parents, to provide long-term support. Currently two of our transitional 
homes, with space for 15 people, are dedicated to youth. We aim to support and mentor youth 
through the entire settlement journey, and set them up to live successfully on their own. 
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Refugee Hearing Program

Our innovative Refugee Hearing Program (RHP) expanded in 2018 to enable more refugee 
claimants in Toronto to prepare for their upcoming hearings. We provide participants with practical 
experience, emotional preparedness and constructive feedback. In 2018, a total of 185 RHP sessions 
helped 420 claimants prepare for their hearings before the Immigration and Refugee Board. These 
claimants came from 36 different countries, with Nigeria, Uganda and Sudan as the most common 
countries of origin. These hearings were facilitated by 118 volunteers acting as adjudicators or 
supervisors. 
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Celebrating The Journey—20 Years of Welcoming Refugees to Toronto

The Journey

On September 27, 2018, we celebrated 20 years of opening the doors of Matthew House to 
welcome refugee claimants from around the world with a special event. More than 250 past and 
present residents, staff, volunteers, donors and the extended Matthew House Community came 
together for the celebration of our 20-year journey. The event and the short film The Journey also 
celebrated the strength, resilience and hope embodied in the journey of every refugee who has 
passed through the doors of our home. We are so grateful to our many sponsors and partners in 
making this evening possible and we look forward to continuing to offer a welcome to all those who 
find their way to our doors.

Home for Christmas

In 2018 our theme reflected the importance of home and family during the festive season. 
We also continued the tradition of partnering with many community members to bring Christmas 
gifts to more than 70 residents, past and present, across our homes. This included providing warm 
clothing and boots for the winter season. In addition to the annual Christmas Eve dinner for our 
residents, we invited our extended community of residents, partners, volunteers and donors to a 
Christmas drop-in at our main reception home.
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MATTHEW HOUSE IN THE COMMUNITY

Throughout the year, we hosted numerous opportunities to bring together various members of our 
community to interact and learn from each other. We screened several documentaries that focused 
on the plight of refugees in the world and celebrated the resilience and diversity of our residents with 
a communal dinner on World Refugee Day. In the summer, we enjoyed several Music in the Garden 
performances in our backyard, yoga in Trinity Bellwoods Park and an outing to Kelso Conservation 
Area.

2018 was our most successful Scotiabank charity run to date with a team of more than 
160 participants who ran and walked in support of Matthew House very early on a chilly October 
morning. This largest-ever team fielded for Matthew House was instrumental in helping us reach our 
ambitious fundraising goal of $120 000. For the third year in a row Matthew House was among the 
top three fundraising teams at the event. We are grateful for the support of this incredible community 
and we look forward to an even larger team and continued success in 2019.
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Biruktawit’s Story

Just a few years ago, Biruktawit was living in Addis Ababa, happily married with two young boys 
when she unexpectedly found herself implicated in a life-threatening situation. Everything happened 
swiftly and within two weeks, she was forced to pack her bags, leave her home and job to flee for 
safety with her two small children in tow.

Upon arriving in Canada with nowhere to go, she learned about Matthew House through an 
Ethiopian friend. She arrived on the doorstep but was told that we were full, as were the other 
refugee-specific shelters in the city. “As I sat in the reception room and learned this news, I literally 
burst into tears. I didn’t know where I would go or what I would do. I was overwhelmed,” recalls 
Biruktawit. Seeing her distress, our staff offered a temporary place on our basement sofa bed for 
her and the boys. We were able to support her refugee claim process and later celebrate her joyous 
reunion with her husband.  

Since moving from Matthew House, their family life has been eventful, with the successful completion 
of their refugee hearing and the birth of a third child. Once her husband found work, Biruktawit 
enrolled in the Social Service Worker program specializing in immigrants and refugees through 
Seneca College and chose to do her placement with us. Her tenacity and courage serve as an 
inspiration to all, that in spite of hardships and huge life changes, she has made the most of her fresh 
start in Canada.



Jesse’s Story

I was first introduced to Matthew House through working at The Local, lululemon’s men’s store 
on Ossington. The Local was just around the corner from Matthew House on Dundas Street. We 
became closely connected as we got to know our surrounding community. Matthew House quickly 
became a community partner at The Local that we loved collaborating with. We fell in love with their 
welcoming, supportive and empowering community of staff, volunteers and residents. 
 
A highlight from partnering with Matthew House was when we put on yoga classes for their residents 
at Trinity Bellwoods park last summer. The park is practically their backyard! It was a fun way to get 
staff, residents and volunteers involved in an activity that got us all moving, but also provided time to 
breathe and relax. 
 
The work that Matthew House provides for refugee claimants in Toronto is impactful work that 
contributes greatly to the city of Toronto’s diverse needs. To me, Matthew House represents home 
and belonging for our city, as there is always a welcome hand at their door.

Paul’s Story

Paul stands out among our many volunteers for his exceptional devotion to the work of Matthew 
House. In his 15 years of volunteering with us he has taken on many roles, including night manager, 
board member, van driver, camp facilitator and, currently, house parent at one of our youth 
transition homes. Paul’s experience as a high school teacher and heart for supporting newcomers 
has made him a trusted friend and mentor to many of our residents. Over the years he has helped 
with homework, accompanied refugees to immigration hearings, hosted meals and coffee visits, 
given driving lessons, made hospital visits, picked up donated furniture and helped move many into 
their first apartments. Paul has become a father figure to so many and in 2013 he welcomed one of 
our young residents into his own home.

Paul’s enthusiasm in introducing newcomers to Canada has led him on some adventures as well. He 
has organized excursions to Niagara Falls and Ottawa, plus led camping trips, canoeing trips and 
hikes on the Bruce Trail. Last summer he travelled with two young men from Afghanistan to Yukon to 
visit former house parents.

Paul has felt honoured to be invited to several weddings of former residents as well as a Canadian 
citizenship ceremony. We were thrilled when CBC recognized Paul with a Community Champions 
award for his dedication to making our community better. 
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THANK YOU TO OUR 
VOLUNTEERS
Thank you to the volunteers who support 
our residents and the work of Matthew 
House in countless ways—we couldn’t do it 
without you! The dedicated support of our 
community of volunteers makes a significant 
impact on the lives of the refugee claimants 
we welcome.

OUR EXECUTIVE TEAM
Anne Woolger
Founding Director

Karen Francis
Executive Director 2018

Carolyn Madonia
Interim Executive Director 2019

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Ulf Bergner
Paul Burns
Simon Meredith, CA, CPA, Treasurer
Emily Pang, CA, CPA, ICD.D, Secretary
Marta Cecilia Pineda Quiroz
Paulin R. Polepole, MD
Tara Talbot
Deborah E. Trouten, ICD.D, Chair
Ene Underwood, ICD.D
Jo Vos

Thank you to the following directors 
who completed their board terms 
and/or resigned in 2018:

Greg Smith & John Winsor, Co-Chairs
Dr. Clement A. Jumbe
Tyler Inkster
Steve Tso
Jonathan Tucker, CA, CPA
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