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In 2014, the Latin American Working Group began a project to review and document its history.  

Thanks to major contributions of time and energy by a volunteer project advisory committee, the 

enthusiastic support of many participants, and the generous financial contributions by several 

individuals and organizations, the project has been highly successful in meeting its goals. While 

the project officially ended December 31, 2018, it has begun the vital process of documenting 

and archiving an important era of solidarity work. Through its various initiatives, the Project 

leaves open a number of portals for future work by other researchers, activists, academics, and 

historians.  

 

This is the Final Report of the “Si Hay Camino”: LAWG History Project. A copy of “LAWG’s 

Solidarity Story: a Summary of LAWG’s History” is attached.  

  

Background to Project 

 

For more than 30 years, the Latin American Working Group (LAWG) was a prominent Canadian 

participant in the Latin American solidarity movement (1966-1997). Its achievements were 

remarkable, considering it was never more than a small collective, and that it functioned in the 

pre-internet, Cold War era.  

 

Based in Toronto and with roots in the youth movements of Canadian churches and global 

ecumenical organizations, LAWG followed the threads that connected Canada and Latin 

America and helped to develop strong bonds of solidarity between Canadians and Latin 

Americans struggles for social justice. In addition to carrying out research and publications, 

LAWG initiated a wide range of educational and advocacy initiatives with labour, churches and 

NGOs in Canada and Latin America. LAWG facilitated and supported a number of tours north 

and south as a way of deepening Canadians’ understanding of the reality of those living in Latin 

America.  

 

LAWG was instrumental in launching important policy advocacy initiatives such as Central 

American Policy Alternatives (CAPA), the Roundtable for Peace, Mission for Peace, Canada-

Chile Solidarity and Linking Ontario and Central America in Labour Solidarity (LOCALS), as 

well as contributing to Tools for Peace, Common Frontiers and others. LAWG made important 

contributions to the Taskforce on Churches and Corporate Responsibility and the Inter-Church 

Committee on Human Rights in Latin America. It also worked in close coordination with many 

other Latin American solidarity organizations based in different regions of Canada. 

 

Goals, Process and Activities 

 

Following a 2010 reunion in Toronto of former members of the Latin American Working Group, 

a History Advisory Group was created in April 2014 to compile some of LAWG’s 30-year 

history as a Canada-Latin America research and solidarity organization. The goal of the project 

was to explore what LAWG did, how it worked, the strategies it used, and how it built trust – 

with the hope that these learnings could have relevance and use today. While the historical 



context and our tools in the age of the internet have greatly changed, it was felt there was much 

that could be learned by reflecting on LAWG’s unique blend of activism, research and advocacy.  

The focus of the initiative was oral history and enhancing the archival collection, already housed 

at York University.  

 

Original members of the project planning included Bob Carty, Sheila Katz, John W. Foster, 

Suzanne Dudziak, Betsy Anderson, Louise Casselman, and Janice Acton, as our initial part-time 

coordinator.  Following the death of Bob Carty in 2014 and Sheila Katz in 2016, our team was 

joined by Chris Rosene.  Caese Levo, LAWG’s longtime librarian and archivist, was a key 

partner in the ongoing project although not a regular participant in Advisory Group meetings.  

 

The pragmatic aspects of the initiative were greatly facilitated by former LAWG member, Jenny 

Cafiso, currently Director of Canadian Jesuits International (CJI) who was able to offer financial 

administrative support. Thanks to Jenny, Kenneth Vaz and the other CJI staff for their hospitable 

assistance along the way. 

 

In terms of financial support, the project was launched with the aid of seed funds remaining from 

the closure several years earlier of LAWG/Counterpoint. The Project Advisory Committee was 

greatly encouraged by the positive response to funding requests made to the United Church of 

Canada, the Ursuline Religious of the Diocese of London, Ontario, the Carrot Common Social 

Justice Fund in Toronto, as well as numerous individual donations from former LAWG members 

and contributions made in memory of Sheila Katz. Over $17,000 was raised and together with 

the existing $8,000 seed funds, the project was able to cover expenses for meetings, travel, 

gatherings of the wider community to provide input into the analysis and conclusions, as well as 

a modest honorarium to the Project Coordinator. 

 

It was determined that an important element of the project would be conducting interviews with 

those who had participated in LAWG. Over the course of the project 27 oral history interviews 

were conducted. As well as conducting history interviews, the project took on the organizing of 

several LAWG people’s files in preparation for appropriate disposal and long-term storage in 

various archives. The archives of John Foster, Frances Arbour and Robert Carty were 

incorporated into the archives at Carleton University, the United Church of Canada, CBC and the 

LAWG Archives at York.   

 

One of the main focuses of the project was to identify and preserve important historical 

documents and publications related to LAWG’s work. Recognizing the complexity and extent of 

historical data required to thoroughly analyze and understand this important period of Canada-

Latin American relations, the History Project has reached-out to numerous academics and 

universities to share information and resources from this Project. While not exclusively focused 

on academics, the Project recognized that the task of culling through and analyzing much of this 

material would be dependent upon a new generation of students and researchers continuing the 

task. 

 

York University is the primary site of LAWG’s archived papers and documentation. Documents 

from the LAWG History Project and the transcribed interviews have been added to the existing 



LAWG Archives at York University. Other universities with whom the Project has partnered 

over the past 4 years include St. Thomas University, Carleton and McMaster Universities. 

 

The availability of materials generated by the LAWG History Project, along with the wealth of 

materials already housed in the archives and at CERLAC, has been met with much enthusiasm 

by students and professors. The immense contributions of Caese Levo in organizing LAWG’s 

archives over the past 20 years, thereby laying the groundwork for the inclusion of additional 

materials, along with the efforts of Margrit Gahlinger and other volunteers who have assisted 

along the way, have made the LAWG Resource Centre materials and the LAWG Collective 

archives a virtual treasure-trove for researchers.  

 

Website     www.lawghistoryproject.wixsite.com/lawghaycaminohistory 

  

Early in the project it was recognized that a website rather than a formal book or written 

document would be the best way to share the findings of the project. The flexibility and 

accessibility of a website seemed most appropriate, both because of the scrapbook nature of our 

materials and the potential for adding new materials in future. The LAWG history website 

contains excerpts of the transcribed interviews and original documents, as well as an overview of 

LAWG’s History, written by Janice Acton and Betsy Anderson in October 2016.  The Website 

also includes Reports on the History Project shared with funders and a wider network of former 

LAWG members as well as photos.   

 

The resources available through CERLAC and the LAWG Archives are outlined in the LAWG 

website along with links to other archival and history-gathering initiatives, including NACLA 

and the Canadian Network on Humanitarian History, Aidhistory.ca.  The honouring of several 

former LAWG members, along with others, by the Chilean Embassy in the Fall of 2016 is also 

documented on the Website. 

 

At a Conference, March 27-28, 2017 John Foster gave a presentation at the Workshop on 

Canada’s Past and Future in the Americas at Carleton University, and has been asked to 

contribute a chapter to the book growing out of that Conference. On October 12-14, 2017, Louise 

Casselman presented at the Confronting Global Capital | Affronter le capital mondialisé: 

Strengthening Labour Internationalism and Transnationalism in Canada Today Conference, at 

McMaster University. Her chapter is included in a book growing out of that Conference. While 

not the byproducts of the LAWG History Project per se, these presentations are examples of how 

the Project has been motivating and generative of important new analysis on past solidarity 

efforts in which LAWG played some part. 

 

2015 LAWG Gathering 

 

One of the key moments in the project was a gathering of LAWG people in Toronto from June 

12-14, 2015. An invitation was sent to past members of LAWG to participate in a weekend 

workshop to hear and offer feedback on the project’s activities and initial analysis. The gathering 

was an important touchstone for the continuing work of the Project. The gathering brought 

together 18 former LAWG members. John Foster, an original LAWG founder and major 

protagonist throughout its history, kicked off the session with a Power Point presentation on the 

http://www.lawghistoryproject.wixsite.com/lawghaycaminohistory


origins and early years of LAWG. This presentation based upon John’s meticulously researched 

paper, “Life Beyond Death: The Story of the Latin American Working Group”, has evolved and 

expanded into other iterations which John has continued to share within various academic and 

other fora. 

 

Those present at the workshop were asked to place themselves on a timeline or path (“camino”) 

of when they had joined or been part of LAWG’s work.  Small groups reviewed the themes 

which were emerging from the oral interviews, and added their own. These collective reflections 

were distilled into “Seven Top Takeaways” that characterized LAWG’s working style and were 

factors in its positive impact:  

 Sustained collective commitment; 

 Trusting relationships in LAWG and with others; 

 Action-oriented research 

 Experiential learning 

 Support to movement-building 

 Conjunctural analysis 

 Multilateral, collaborative, convoking.  

It was hoped these learnings would be of interest and use to current activists. The Report of this 

gathering was prepared and shared with all who attended as well as funders and posted on the 

Website along with draft materials such as the Power Point Presentation of LAWG’s early years.   

 

During the course of the weekend gathering, recognizing the limits that aging imposes despite 

the level of passion involved, it was proposed that the timeline for the project be limited to two 

years. However, given the desire to complete certain tasks, the Advisory Committee decided, 

when it met in Ottawa in June 2017, to extend the project until the end of 2018.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The LAWG History project has been an energizing opportunity for stepping back and reflecting 

together on the significance and impact of the work of LAWG, which continues in many new 

forms. Its timeliness has been brought home to us regularly over these four years as we have 

mourned the deaths of seven of our companions on the journey – Presente! There is also a large 

part of the LAWG story waiting to be told, notably LAWG’s work with trade unions in Canada 

and Latin America. Some of this story can be found in a 65-page transcription of a June 15, 2015 

gathering of some of the key people involved in this area over the years.  

 

We are confident that the documents and memories collected and saved through this Project will 

be a rich resource for future activists and academics, both Canadian and Latin American. As 

University of Regina Professor Simon Granovsky-Larsen said in a July 19, 2016 letter of 

appreciation to CERLAC about the LAWG Collection:  

 

I believe strongly that the LAWG archives housed at CERLAC are of international importance, 

and should be recognized as standing alongside other major collections maintained in the 

United States, such as those of Princeton University and the University of Texas at Austin.  They 

hold an additional importance as well, as the only archive that I know of which collects not only 

Latin American material, but also material produced by Canadian solidarity groups working 



with the region.  Canadians played an important role in supporting grassroots political actors 

during the repression that plagued the region during the 1960s-90s, and the LAWG collection 

documents that role. Important research to synthesize the work of Canadian solidarity groups 

would have no better archival grounding than in this collection. 

  

We are pleased that this project has ensured there is ample, concrete and historic evidence that 

witnesses to progressive streams in Canadian history, including the story of Canadians active in 

lobbying government, corporations and other Canadian institutions to influence policy and 

actions toward justice in Canada and Latin America and we celebrate the many successes 

achieved along the way. We hope this small piece of preserved history will encourage and 

support the continuing struggle.  


