Presentation of ISSA’s First Ihsan Award:
Remarks by Richard Frost on April 3, 2009
I want to begin by expressing my sincere “thank you” to the Islamic Social Services Association for this most flattering and generous honour.  In my line of work, I see many deserving people – and knowing the impact of their work, I’m not sure how my name even came to your attention.   However, it is always very special when one’s efforts are recognized—and for that, again I say “thank you”—it is most appreciated!!

This is a very timely event for me because it is 20 years almost to the day since my arrival in Winnipeg.   I am sure there are many others in this room who know the feeling of moving to a new City where you don’t know anyone.  In April 1989, Winnipeg was a completely “foreign land” to me.  Certainly, it was very exciting to take on the challenges of a new career opportunity at City Hall.  But I know that making this move would not have been possible without the steadfast support of my wife Nancy and our three children, Matthew, Jonathan and Carolyn.  I am forever grateful for the strength and love within our family circle and I’m pleased that Carolyn’s husband Jeff and Jon’s girlfriend Vinni are with us for this special occasion which we all share together.
Many of us in this room have experienced the excitement of moving to Winnipeg from elsewhere and we quickly learned that this is a very tight knit community.   It seems everyone who grew up here knows everyone else—sometimes, it even seems like everyone is related in some way or another.  
At one point soon after we arrived, someone told me you will never be a “true Winnipegger” until there are 3 generations of your family living in the city.  And that is another reason why tonight is special for me because exactly 3 months ago today, Carolyn and Jeff presented us with our first grandchild—a beautiful girl named Heidi.  And so, after 20 years as a mere resident, I stand before you proudly as a “true Winnipegger”.  
I am also pleased that tonight there are representatives here from The Winnipeg Foundation:  

Richard Bracken and Sister Lesley Sacouman from our Board – 

Rick Lussier, Cathy Auld, and Marie Bouchard from our staff.  

Each of us feel very privileged to work on behalf of The Foundation and while I am the one at the podium, it needs to be emphasized that whatever has been accomplished is the result of a team effort.   And the team is not just The Foundation—it includes the agencies we serve and the donors who have entrusted us with their gifts.
In reflecting on my time in Winnipeg over the last 2 decades, I see two very distinct periods:

During my early years in the city, there was a growing sense of decline—accentuated by the recession of the early 1990’s.   Business and government alike were cutting programs where ever they could—the population of the city was falling as people moved to other parts of Canada.  For many, the biggest symbol of Winnipeg’s decline was the sale of the Winnipeg Jets—our national hockey league team.  I well remember their final game in 1996.
And then, the second part of my 20 years in the city began.  
In the spring of 1997, there was a massive community effort when everyone pitched in to fight “the flood of the century”.   In 1999, Winnipeg hosted the Pan Am Games – a 3 week international sporting event which proved to be a wonderful success.  Some of you might remember a public campaign the following year called Winnipeg 2000 – we could all buy glasses or cups that explained 100 reasons to love Winnipeg---#53—The Forks  or # 94—Kelekis Restaurant.  

So gradually, things started to turn for our city.  Despite lots of challenges, there were new developments in the downtown.  When you looked at the unemployment rates….there was Manitoba, second only to Alberta.  
As our productivity grew beyond national averages, there were growing signs of prosperity.  The population of the city stopped falling and started to increase.  New housing…A new arena…a landmark bridge….a new drive along the river….
…………and now the first National Museum outside of Ottawa to celebrate our country’s accomplishments in the area of human rights and educate on the need to be diligent in our efforts to create a fairer society for all.  
There is no question that the confidence in our city is more positive today than it was back in the early 1990’s.  Even in the face of this new recession, people are increasingly aware of how fortunate we all are to live here -- in Winnipeg, Manitoba.  
But as we all know, the relative prosperity that our City is enjoying today is not shared by everyone.  Unfortunately, there are many who go to school hungry, who live in houses without books, who can not afford to play organized sports or go to the theatre and who go to bed with a sense of fear.   When you look at the statistics, Manitobans are by far the most generous people in all of Canada.  And yet, the good will that we obviously share for our fellow citizens has not yet translated into public policy that assures everyone in our city gets the basic necessities.  Social justice and equity remain a challenge in our community.  

And that is why organizations like the Islamic Social Services Association are so important to the future quality of life that we want for our children and our grandchildren.   The Winnipeg Muslim community is growing -- especially in the inner city where there is the highest concentration of immigrants and refugees.  It is generally true to say that inner city residents are the most vulnerable to conditions of poverty, crime, isolation and marginalization.  
There is need in our city for an organization that effectively addresses the social service concerns of Muslims and at the same time provides support to other social service providers through education, training and advocacy.  In these ways, your Association clearly strengthens our community and its residents.
And speaking for the Foundation, we are impressed that you are taking concrete pro-active steps to build capacity.  The best example is your work in establishing the Canadian Muslim Women’s Institute to address the needs of women and their families—to help them successfully integrate into Canadian society while respecting traditional Islamic values.  An impressive accomplishment in a few short years!! 

I have already said that when I look back over the past 20 years, I see two distinct periods—a time of relative decline and a time when we are clearly rising to meet the new challenges with a sense of growing confidence.

It is encouraging to realize that once we changed direction, the momentum provided by newcomers to our city will continue to drive us forward.  New people who arrive in Winnipeg are generally less willing to accept the status quo—they bring new energy, 
ambition and dreams of a better future. 
Here again, I think the example provided by the Islamic Social Service Association is instructive to us all.  It is established as a national organization, headquartered in Winnipeg, and now having chapters in Calgary, Edmonton and Toronto.  We have to be inspired by an organization that does not see our City on the periphery –but rather at the very centre of Canadian society. 
So here is an organization that not only lifts up the people of Winnipeg through its work aimed at improved social services and social equity but also places Winnipeg in a national leadership role.  Sometimes all of us can become complacent—willing to accept what is today -- as if that is what must be tomorrow.  And all of us benefit when that view is challenged by people and organizations that say –NO…we can do better.  We will do better.
I am reminded of the words of a favourite song which say:


I am strong when I am on your shoulders

You raise me up to more than I can be.
And so again, I want to say a sincere “thank you” for the honour of being the first recipient of this wonderful award.

But most all I want to say “congratulations” to the Islamic Social Services Association for 10 years of remarkable community service.  There are many in our city who are strong because they stand on your shoulders and I have every confidence that your work will continue to make our City “more than we can be”.  

