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DESTA remains dedicated to changing the paths of 

disenfranchised youth, who, through a series of events, 

often beyond their control, have found themselves 

standing on the sidelines of life.   We continue to answer to 

the pressing and varied needs of these youth in the most 

compassionate, most expedient and most enduring way 

possible. 

As always, our challenges include education for students 

who have been out of the system for years, in a way that is 

effective, palatable and inspiring. The goal is to assure their 

success and to see the desire for continuing education 

germinate and grow.  At the same time, we strive to instill 

healthy lifestyle values in our youth and offer them useful 

skills to alter the path to their future.  

Despite our current administrative challenge to find core 

funding to support our program, we remain positive and 

continue to forge on in our efforts.  We know that without 

an organization like DESTA, many of the youth we serve will 

fall between the cracks.  

I would like to thank our committed staff and our army of 

some 80 dedicated volunteers, without whom DESTA could 

not survive.   

I will be forever touched by the resilience of our youth, who 

face innumerable hurdles in their lives, but show us a proud 

determination to improve. DESTA youth are changing the 

outcome of their lives, slowly but assuredly. 

Sincerely, 

 

Linda Leus 

President 

DESTA Black Youth Network 

Letter from the President  
 

DESTA’S 2014  

Board of Directors 

 

Linda Leus (President) 

Nick Schnitzer (Treasurer) 

Scott Simons (Secretary) 

Victor Paris 

Giulia Collins 

Brenda Paris 

Imaan Browne 

Barkley Cineus 

Lisa Hall 
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DESTA is a not-for-profit, community-based, organization serving at-risk and 

marginalized youth between the ages of 18 and 25 in the Greater Montreal 

Area. Since DESTA’s inception in 2007, we have worked with hundreds of young 

adults, providing comprehensive support in the areas of education, health and 

personal development, and employability. Our mission continues to be daring 

every soul that crosses our doorstep to achieve their goals. 

 

 

 

 

DESTA’s youth represent a segment of the population with myriad challenges. Of 

the 73 registered members in 2014… 

 23% are parents (69% are young mothers; 31% are young fathers) 

 77% have an annual income of less than $10,000 

 60% are unemployed 

 27% are receiving social assistance (welfare) 

 30% have no income 

 52% entered DESTA without a high school diploma 

 29% of our participants have been diagnosed with mental health issues 

(i.e. anxiety, depression, OCD, borderline personality disorder, 

schizophrenia) or a learning disability (e.g. ADHD, Dyslexia)  

Who we are 

The DESTA Team: (from left to right) Chantal (Youth Counselor), Frances (Executive Director), 

Shanna (Youth Worker), and Rachelle (Coordinator of Continued Learning). 

Who we serve 
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During this academic year, 39 

students were enrolled in DESTA’s 

Lion Wolf School, investing a total of 

1,887 hours to their education.  

Seventy-nine volunteer tutors spent 

1,786 hours working alongside 

students to support them as they 

work towards completing their high 

school courses. When provided with 

this type of individualized support, 

DESTA’s students succeed. This year, 

students passed 29 of the 34 ministry 

exams they took, and 3 students graduated! 

 

Expansion of Lion Wolf School 

To broaden the reach and increase the sustainability of our 

Continued Learning program, DESTA is partnering with the 

Cote-des-Neiges Black Community Association (CDN BCA) and 

the English Montreal School Board (EMSB) to launch the DESTA 

High School Leaving Certificate Program. This program will offer 

small classes taught by EMSB teachers in the areas of Math, 

French, History, English, and basic literacy. Classes are set to start in fall 2015.   

 

Educational Programs and Events  

Ensemble en Français: To improve participants’ French conversation skills, 8 

sessions of Ensemble en Francais were held from February to March. During 

these interactive workshops, 10 youth practiced speaking French in a warm, 

accepting, and engaging environment. As a result, students expressed having 

greater confidence when conversing in French, and an increased interest in 

learning the language. 

Continued Learning  

Tonya working with her tutor to complete her 

math course.  
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Digital Arts: As part of our on-going 

partnership with Concordia University’s 

Department of Design and Computation 

Arts, 15 DESTA participants were provided 

with individualized support by Concordia 

students while working on personal projects 

involving the use of design software, 

woodworking, filming and video editing, as 

well as audio recording. In April, participants 

got the opportunity to present their work at the year-end exhibition. 

 

Recognition Night: In celebration of the amazing 

achievements of DESTA participants, we held our 

2nd Annual Recognition Night in February. 

Award recipients included recent Lion-Wolf 

graduates, resident artists, and those 

exemplifying DESTA spirit. 

 

The Little Extras that Make the 

Difference 

For youth living in poverty, access to healthy food is often limited. To help DESTA 

participants gain the fuel they need to achieve their goals, we have continued 

to provide nutritious snacks and meals daily, and at all of our events. We also 

make sure to provide childcare to young parents attending tutoring sessions and 

our special events.                                                                                                                                                                                                             
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Our Health & Personal Development department provides essential services to 

youth who would otherwise be left on their own to manage the daunting 

challenges of living on the margins of society. Programming and services in this 

department aim to promote personal growth within participants and foster a 

healthy connection to their community. We do this by providing individual 

support, running informative workshops, and hosting discussions and community 

events.  

Individual Support 

At DESTA, we offer informal individual counseling, information and referral, 

accompaniment and advocacy to young adults seeking support.   

This year, 21 youth received informal counseling to address the following 

challenges: 

 Interpersonal relationships (12) 

 Precarious housing (5) 

 Immigration (3) 

 Legal issues (4) 

 Mental health (7) 

 Physical health (2)

 

Activities and Workshops 

To promote physical and mental well-being 

among marginalized youth, we offer free, 

weekly yoga classes on site. This year, 24 youth 

attended our yoga sessions, including young 

moms, an expectant mother, and young adults 

dealing with mental health issues. After each 

class, participants shared how relaxed and at 

ease they felt, both physically and emotionally.    

As part of our long-standing partnership with 

Concordia University, DESTA participants also 

have access to the EV Fitness Centre to 

maintain an active lifestyle. 

Health & Personal Development 

“Yoga at DESTA really helps me clear my 

mind and feel relaxed.”- Fiaz (center)  
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Nina, Theo, and Fiaz presenting the fruits of 

their labor during our Collective Kitchen. 

In 2014, DESTA hosted a number of workshops, discussions, and events related to 

health and personal develop, which include the following: 

3 nutrition workshops provided courtesy 

of the Montreal Diet Dispensary. During 

this series, 8 youth learned how to 

prepare healthy, delicious and 

affordable meals that are easy to 

make. Not only were participants proud 

of their culinary creations, but they 

gained skills necessary to eat healthily 

on a fixed budget. l 

 

 

 

 

 

11 Real Talk discussions were held with a 

total of over 100 people in attendance. 

Topics included “Knowing Your Rights”, 

“Food Security”, “Privilege”, and “The 

Representation of Black People in 

Quebec Media”. These open discussions  

 

 

 

Map Collab: Youth from DESTA and the neighborhood of Little Burgundy 

participated in an interactive research project called Map Collab. Participants 

created audio guides of different locations in their neighborhood, providing 

personalized descriptions of meaningful locales. These audio guides include 

poetry, interviews, and personal experiences that paint a more nuanced portrait 

of their neighborhood.  

A visual arts workshop and 3 spoken word 

workshops were provided by local artist 

Karriem Shabazz and poet Katalyst to 

promote the use of the arts as a means of 

self-expression and healing. A total of 20 

youth attended these workshops.  

 

Imaan learning the fundamentals of drawing 

the human figure.  

brought youth and community members together in to engage in meaningful 

conversations on issues impacting their lives. Many who attend Real Talk have 

expressed a great appreciation for the existence of a safe space in which they 

can share their experiences without judgment.  
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Health & Wellness Day: Focused on meeting their immediate needs, engaging in 

healthy lifestyle practices is often an afterthought in the minds of at-risk youth.  

Through our 3rd Health & Wellness Day, we continued our mission of raising 

awareness on the importance of healthy living. With a whopping 109 people in 

attendance, this year’s Health & Wellness Day was our most successful to date! 

Kiosks provided information on nutrition, sexual health, mental health, substance 

abuse, and environmental health. Hypertension testing and yoga 

demonstrations were also provided. 

Community Events & Cultural Outings 

At DESTA, we see how culturally-sensitive programing 

can help build confidence and a sense of pride in 

youth who have internalized the negative 

stereotypes associated with being part of a visible 

minority. This year, we continued to organize outings 

and events that promote cultural pride and 

community engagement.  

 

Groups of DESTA youth attended the following outings: 

 3 documentary screenings; one exploring the struggle for African 

liberation, another on South African Apartheid, and a third on 

homophobia in Jamaica.  

 The Montreal International Jazz Festival 

 The Freedom Tribute Fireworks in honour of Nelson Mandela 

We also hosted events that provided youth with a safe space to have fun and 

connect with their peers and the community. These included:  

 Games night  

 A summer BBQ 

 Dance sessions where local youth came to practice hip hop dance styles 

 Book Nomad:  A travelling library with culturally diverse reading material, 

provided courtesy of QPIRG Concordia. 

 DESTA’s Library: In partnership with the Fraser Hickson Library, DESTA has 

opened its very own, on-site library with a wide selection of books for 

children and adults. Notably, DESTA’s library houses a number of Afro-

centric literature for those who are interested in exploring culturally diverse 

books. 
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In 2014, a staggering 60% of youth registered at DESTA were unemployed when 

they first crossed our doors. To support youth who are struggling to enter the job 

market we provide employment support in areas such as CV and cover-letter 

writing, job search strategies, and tips on how to ace an interview. We also link 

youth to employment opportunities, and provide entrepreneurial workshops.  

This year has proven to be particularly successful for youth who, with DESTA’s 

support, have secured employment and made significant strides in their career 

development. Of the 22 youth who received individualized support in their 

employment pursuits, 11 got jobs! 

 

Below are a few of our Employability Success Stories: 

One of our resident artists and first participants, Tyson 

Hampton, has turned his passion for graffiti into a full-

fledged business. Providing clients with customized murals, 

paintings, and art workshops, Tyson is using the skills he 

learned from attending DESTA’s entrepreneurship training 

workshops, and a 6-month business course at Shadd 

Business Centre. A notable highlight of Tyson’s career is 

when his artwork was showcased at the Montreal Museum 

of Fine Arts this February. 

 

Originally a participant in DESTA’s 2010-2011 Skill Link 

Employability program participants, Imaan Browne has 

transformed his artistic skills and passion for fashion into a 

clothing company, called Pure Luck X. Pure Luck X’s 

apparel promotes Montreal pride and is now being sold at 

City Styles. Never forgetting his DESTA roots, Imaan is a youth 

member of DESTA’s Board of Directors. 

 

 

 

Employability 

Tyson Hampton 

Imaan Browne 
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Jouvence Retreat: To evaluate the effectiveness of DESTA’s programing and 

learn how to better serve our participants, we took 10 youth on a weekend 

retreat in the Eastern Townships. This experience also provided youth with an 

opportunity to engage in personal reflection while connecting with nature. 

 

 

For the span of DESTA’s 7 –year existence, we’ve 

worked closely with disenfranchised youth who 

have endeavored to improve their life situations. 

Yet, despite their best efforts and successes, we 

have seen them continue to struggle in a number 

of areas. Unemployment, poverty, and 

incarceration rates among Black youth in 

Canada are disproportionately high compared to 

those of non-Black youth, and are on the rise; 

proving that this is more than just the experience 

of a few individuals, but is indicative of a systemic 

problem. 

To raise awareness about these issues, we launched the “Speak Up Project”. This 

youth-led initiative involves the use of the arts and peaceful social actions to 

promote social change. These social actions included… 

 Flash mobs in downtown Montreal, where participants recited shocking 

statistics about the alarming state of Black youth in Montreal 

 The production of a dance video to raise awareness of racial profiling by 

police 

 A panel discussion at McGill University’s School of Social Work, where DESTA 

youth shared their personal stories, enabling students to understand the links 

between broader social issues and individual "problems" 

 Two radio broadcasts during which two DESTA participants spoke up about 

the social issues affecting Black youth in Montreal (on CBC radio and CKUT). 

In addition to spreading the word on this important issue, this initiative is helping 

youth hone their leadership skills.  

New Initiative: Speak Up!  

Program Evaluation & Development  
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Strong partnerships with local organizations, universities, and governmental 

institutions have been vital to DESTA’s success. They support our programing and 

provide resources that go beyond our scope of service.  The following is a list of 

our partners, for whom we are extremely grateful: 

 Eastern Townships School 

Board 

 Concordia University 

 Cote-des-Neiges Black 

Community Association 

 Carrefour Jeunesse Emploi 

Sud-Ouest 

 Carrefour Jeunesse Emploi 

NDG   

 Carrefour Jeunesse Emploi 

Cote-des- Neiges 

 McGill University  

 Youth Employment Services 

Montreal  

 Community University Talks 

 Head & Hands 

 Black Community Resource 

Centre 

 IBIS 

 Montreal Diet Dispensary  

 CLSC St-Henri 

 CLSC Cavendish 

 Little Burgundy Coalition 

 Head & Hands 

 Portage 

 

Changes and Transitions 

This year, due to financial challenges, DESTA was 

forced to engage in some organizational 

restructuring, resulting in a reduction of staff. In 

order to continue providing our quality of services, 

we have tapped into the various skills and 

resources of existing staff members to fill the gaps. 

We also welcomed a new member to our team to 

coordinate our Continued Learning department, 

Rachelle Rose. Rachelle first came to DESTA as a 

social work intern in 2012 from McGill University.  

 

 

Our Partners 


