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"We are not weak, we are strong, and sometimes we don?t know this fact. 
You need to bring the strong out of you. I did this and I am proud. Coming to 
the centre helped me to know more about myself and what I can do. I didn?t 
know that I can stand in front of governmental institutes and demand for 

things I need in my life for my community and for my children's sake.  Now I 
say my rights are not just about me but they are also about my community."

 

Volunteer from the Women's Committee 
in Kufr Aqab, East Jerusalem    

The International Community Action Network (ICAN) at McGill University's School of Social Work is headed by 
Founder Director Dr. Jim Torczyner and Executive Director Amal Elsana

Dr. Jim Torczyner founded the Montreal Consortium for Human Rights Advocacy Training (MCHRAT) which 
extends multi-disciplinary expertise to groups that have traditionally lacked access to such knowledge. In 1994, 
Dr. Torczyner refocused his attention primarily on the Middle East and founded ICAN with a belief that the 
reduction of inequality and the promotion of civil society are intricately related to peace building. Dr. Torczyner 
has been a lecturing faculty member at McGill University's School of Social Work for over 20 years. 

Amal is one of the key shapers of public opinion regarding the status of women and the Arab minority in Israel. A 
former ICAN Fellow, her tremendous contributions bringing greater equality to Israeli society include economic 
empowerment programs for Bedouin-Arab women, establishing bilingual schools, and leading the Arab-Jewish 
Centre for Equality, Empowerment and Cooperation (AJEEC). Amal is currently pursuing her PhD in Social 
Work at McGill University.  

DR. JIM TORCZYNER, FOUNDER DIRECTOR

AMAL ELSANA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR



When an ICAN Fellow leaves our program, they leave with a deep commitment to universal human values as 
outlined in the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights that ?everyone is entitled to all the rights and 
freedoms? without distinction of any kind.? While these Fellows benefit from ICAN's 20 years of expertise in 
community advocacy, they also benefit from spending their theoretical year at McGill, a proudly Canadian 
institution, that shares Canada?s internationally recognized commitment to protecting human rights at home and 
abroad.  

Thanks to our generous donors, 9 Fellows from Palestine, Israel, Jordan, and for the first time, Syria have returned 
to our rights-based community practice centres in Nablus (Palestine), Kufr Aqab (Palestine), Lod (Israel), Sderot 
(Israel), Beer Sheva (Israel), and East Amman (Jordan). Their work focuses on empowering some of the most 
marginalized communities in the region to access fundamental human rights such as adequate housing, health 
services, legal representation, education, and more. As they focus on creating change from within their 
communities, these inspiring Fellows not only provide much needed services and advocacy but, more importantly, 
they sow the seeds of coexistence by imparting the lesson that access to human rights extends beyond all 
boundaries, as demonstrated by their own transformation: these Fellow arrived in Montreal in 2014 wary and 
fragmented and left, one year later, in complete solidarity with one another, driven to end the cycle of victimization 
in favour of personal empowerment and communal resilience.  

The following pages outline significant achievements from this past year including:

- Opening two centres in Lod and Beersheva where diverse communities of Jewish, Palestinian, Ethiopian, 
and Bedouin Israelis struggle to find common ground

- Founding the first women?s committee in Kufr Aqab whose mandate includes advocating for property 
rights and ensuring the welfare of the elderly and of children with disabilities

- Record training of 1500 volunteers per semester at our flagship centre in Nablus in partnership with An 
Najah University, expansion of our network with like-minded organizations in the region, as well as the 
extension of our mobile centre to 8 surrounding cities

- Implementing workshops and programs that seek to integrate and ease the tensions between Syrian 
refugees and Jordanian citizens living in close quarters in East Amman

Furthermore, as the Syrian crisis takes its toll, we are seeking to bring more Syrians into our program as well as to 
establish the first school of social work by and for Syrian professionals. In doing so, we will provide relief for Syrian 
refugees in Jordan as well as set the groundwork for Syrians to rebuild their country once the dust has settled. ICAN 
has also been committed to establishing programs in Montreal in partnership with other organizations to ease the 
transition for recently arrived refugees.

As we prepare for our the year ahead, we are seeking support for our next cohort that will advance our current 
projects, and open more centres in the region. Two of our priorities include establishing a new rights-based 
community practice centre in partnership with the Arab-Jewish Centre for Equality, Empowerment and 
Cooperation (AJEEC) to serve the Bedouin community in Israel?s South Negev region, and for funds to establish a 
mobile centre based in East Amman that will provide services for Syrian refugees in the Al Zataari Refugee camp.

Please join us as we advance ICAN?s mission for a Middle East where all communities have access to the same 
rights. 

Warm regards,

M ESSAGE FROM  THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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Amal Elsana, 
Executive Director

The International Community Action Network (ICAN) at McGill University's School of Social Work is headed by 
Founder Director Dr. Jim Torczyner and Executive Director Amal Elsana



7 Key Concepts of ICAN's Rights-Based Community 
Practice Centres:  

Located in the most disadvantaged and the most 
ethnically diverse communities in their respective 
cities

Walk-in services to address personal experiences of 
disentitlement.  The service is offered primarily by 
volunteers from the community, many of whom have 
themselves experienced disentitlement and been 
assisted by the centres 

Volunteer-based. Community volunteers participate 
in decision making processes that impact on the 
policies of the practice centres, allowing for civilian 
oversight at different levels of policy and 
programming

Employ social workers and lawyers, allowing 
non-state actors to take legal ownership and enhance 
civilian oversight of the legal system

Outreach work to identify common legal and social 
issues of disentitlement and recruit the community 
and volunteers to organize around them

Counter disentitlement through community 
organization, legal action and empowerment

Academically linked providing community residents 
with academic and institutional resources, and 
universities with progressive learning environments 
for community practice, research and volunteering

The International Community Action Network 
(ICAN), is committed to creating a world in 
which all people share the same rights. 

We believe that social justice is the most reliable 
foundation for strong, healthy, and tolerant 
communities. Since 1997, ICAN has established 11 
academically linked and volunteer-driven rights-based 
community practice centres in some of the most 
disadvantaged areas of Israel, Palestine, and Jordan. 
These centres empower over 120,000 people per year to 
access institutions, to work together to improve 
neighbourhood conditions, and to influence policy 
regarding housing, the legal system, healthcare, and 
education.
 

ICAN is committed to the belief that the reduction of 
inequality and the promotion of civil society and social 
justice are intricately related to peace building and 
security. We use an approach called Rights-Based 
Community Practice in which Social Work and Law 
work together to promote the rule of law among people 
of diversity both within and between different social 
groups

ICAN's 11 centres have been developed in cooperation 
with Palestinian, Israeli, and Jordanian partners. 
Established in some of the most disadvantaged areas of 
the three countries, the centres are autonomous while 
they share 7 key concepts.

THINK GLOBAL
ACT LOCAL
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THE FIELD



Kifah Banioweda provided continued support for the centre?s current work that includes capacity building programs such 
as Hebrew language courses for Kufr Aqab?s primarily Palestinian residents and legal counsel regarding the city?s unique 
governance situation. Technically under Israeli  jurisdiction, Kufr Aqab is the last city on the Palestinian side of the 
separation wall where Palestinians who have their Jerusalem ID cards can afford to live in and still legally work in 
Jerusalem. Situated between Jerusalem and Ramallah? and Israeli and Palestinian municipal authority? there is often 
confusion about which jurisdiction is responsible for providing basic services. Kifah organized committees of residents 
who sought clarification on these issues and brought this knowledge to the attention of the general community.

In addition, Kifah facilitated the establishment of the first, self-titled ?Women?s Empowerment Committee? of Kufr Aqab. 
These women are mothers within the community who have been kept out of public life because their children have 
mental and physical disabilities--a situation poorly understood within the Palestinian community in Kufr Aqab. Kifah 
facilitated their transformation from isolation to action, from marginalized voices to outspoken leaders of social change. In 
line with this transformation, these women approached the municipality to provide them with a space in which to 
organize their activities? which they received? as well as approached other organizations to train them in personal 
empowerment, public speaking, community advocacy, and other coaching skills. 

PALESTINE
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ICAN's main institutional partner in Palestine is An Najah National University in Nablus. ICAN has 5 
affiliated centres including its main centre in Nablus, 3 centres in East Jerusalem (Sur Baher, Al-Tur, and 
Kufr Aqab), and the mobile centre which serves surrounding communities. 

This year, two of our Fellows Kifah Banioweda (Palestine) and Baheej Nasassra (Palestine) completed 
their second year in Nablus and in Kufr Aqab, respectively.  Their projects focused on volunteer 
empowerment, community support, and increased participation of women. 

From social isolation to community action

Integrating social work into the community

Locale: JCAN center in Kufr Aqab, East Jerusalem

Target:  Women who are stigmatized and isolated from the community beceause 
their children have mental and physical disabilities

Project: Empower these women to organize support groups to share their experience

Impact: Growing the group from 4 women who would meeet for support to 12 women 
who formed a committee that now coordinates and organizes social development 
projects within the community



Baheej Nasassra expanded the work at the Community Service Centre in Nablus by creating ties with relevant NGOs 
in Palestine. He surveyed their programs to pinpoint neglected services within the community and organized a 
workshop attended by over 20 organizations to share best practices. This centre, jointly run with An Najah University, 
currently employs 10 full-time staff members and trains 1500 student volunteers every semester and then places them 
in relevant organizations.  
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The centre?s recent achievements include:

  

- Opening a new centre in the Old City of Nablus

- Renovating dilapidated homes for impoverished families

- Providing supportive education for children with learning disabilities

- Providing elderly support through community care programs

- Nablus also has a Mobile Centre that visits surrounding villages for 6 months at a time to build 
community-rights focused committees that meet every 3 months at the main centre. This year, these 
committees have expanded to 8 villages surrounding Nablus including Tulkarem, Jenin, and Qalqilia.

- In response to tuition hikes and concerns about affordable schooling for children, Baheej rallied together 
a group of retired teachers to provide free tutoring for students in need

From social isolation to community action

Integrating social work into the community
Locale: The Community Service Centre (CSC) in Nablus, Palestine

Target:  Cooperating NGOs and institutions receiving CSC Volunteers
The disadvantaged residents in the Old City of Nablus 

Project: Strengthening and professionalizing relations with partner organizations
Operating the storefront in the CSC's new office in the Old City

Impact: Better utilization of CSC's volunteers in partner organizations
Providing services to marginalized residents in Nablus and its surrounding 
neighbourhoods 

The Mobile Rights Center now serves over 
8 cities around Nablus in the West Bank. 



ISRAEL
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ICAN's institutional partners in Israel are the Arab-Jewish Centre for Equality, Empowerment, and 
Cooperation (AJEEC), Ben Gurion University, Sapir Academic College, and SHATIL (of the New 
Israel Fund). The main centres include  Sderot, Ofakim, Beer Sheva, and Lod each serving mixed 
communities of Jewish Israelis, Palestinian Israelis, Russian immigrats, East African asylum seekers, 
Bedouins, and other groups. 

This year, three of our Fellows Shirly Karavani (Israel), Ir it Ben Porat (Israel), and Amit Kitain 
(Israel) completed their second year in Beer Sheva, Lod, Sderot, and Ofakim. 

Shirly Karavani re-opened a dormant centre in a disadvantaged neighbourhood of Beer Sheva, one of Israel?s 
cosmopolitan hubs. Agreements have been made between our academic partner Sapir College to adopt the center as a 
practicum opportunity for its social work graduates. Shirly established relationships with former volunteers and 
re-engaged them in community practice, she built partnerships with local NGOs, and brought the centre to the 
attention of the municipal government by winning a city-wide prize for grassroots community projects.
 

In addition, this centre is currently facilitating negotiations between the tenants of a dilapidated apartment and the public 
housing company that is neglecting to manage the building?s waste and sewage. Until the issue is resolved, the centre has 
galvanized surrounding community groups to clean up the area as much as they can while talks between the residents and 
the public housing company are underway.

Breathing life into community advocacy

Uniting a fragmented community through action

Empowering grassroots to impact government
Locale: ICAN centre in Beer Sheva, Israel

Target:  Disadvantaged residents, tenants of dilapidated housing 

Project: Re-establish the ICAN centre and its presence in the community

Impact: Successfully re-opened the ICAN centre in Beer Sheva and re-engaged former 
volunteers
Organized tenants to take action regarding waste management issues  
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Ir it Ben Porat (Israel) resuscitated ICAN?s centre in Lod, a diverse neighborhood where Jewish, Arab, Ethiopian, West 
Bank Palestinian, and Bedouin Israelis struggle to live alongside one another. Lod faces rampant violence within and 
among these community groups, a result of scarce resources and few job opportunities. Re-establishing the Lod centre 
was crucial to igniting a sense of unity and inspiring hope in the neighbourhood. Irit spent the year: 

Amit Kitain (Israel) began his field work in Sederot, one of our most stable centres, as it is fueled by social work 
students from our academic partner Sapir College. This centre is now a staple of the community. It is one of the few 
places in Sderot that manages to bring together a society that often segregates itself by ethnicity. At this centre, 
Ethiopian asylum-seekers volunteer alongside newly arrived Russian immigrants and societal gaps are bridged in the 
most constructive way as members of the society recognize their need to work together. 

Amit opened a new centre in Ofakim, a neighbourhood bordering the Gaza strip in the Negev. His campaigns have 
opened discussions with local ministers and members of the Israeli parliament, leading to several positive social change 
developments including: 

Breathing life into community advocacy

Uniting a fragmented community through action

Empowering grassroots to impact government

Locale: ICAN centre Lod, Israel

Target:  Diverse group of disadvantaged residents and women without official documentation 

Project: Re-establish ICAN's centre in Lod to serve community needs

Impact: Restored the Lod centre which now handles over 100 cases each month
Organized undocumented women to present their case to members of the Knesset

Locale: ICAN centres in Sederot and Ofakim, Israel

Target:  Mixed residents living in the marginalized community of Sederot and Ofakim

Project: Continue social change projects in Sederot and open a new centre in Ofakim 

Impact: Furthered sustainability and community advocacy projects in Sederot
Successfully opened a new centre in Ofakim

- Recruiting and training volunteers from all identity groups

- Establishing new organizational partners

- Renovating the storefront advocacy centre

A few months after opening, this centre now handles over 100 cases per month, a testament to the will of the people 
to improve their situation. Irit?s main work has focused on helping women resolve debts, obtain income support, and 
challenge exclusionary employment legislation. Most prominently, Irit organized a group of women without official 
recognition to present their case to members of the Knesset and demand legislative amendments to make it possible 
for unrecognized women to obtain employment benefits.

- Reinforced psychiatric and social work staff at public mental health clinics
 

- Subsidized housing renovations for low-income residents in Sederot

- Jumpstarted discussions with the Minister of Transportation regarding public transportation issues 



JORDAN
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ICAN's institutional partners in Jordan is the University of Jordan and its main centre Waqe3 is located in 
Ashrafiyeh, where Jordanians, Yemenis, Libyans, Palestinians, and now over 30,000 Syrian refugees live side 
by side amid scarce services and resources. 

This year, Ibtisam Khasawneh (Jordan) completed her entire second year in Waqe3 and ICAN's first 
Syrian Fellow, Adanan Almhamied (Syria), completed part of his field work in Montreal and part of his 
field work at the centre. The centre's main activities include: daily literacy courses, workshops on violence 
against women funded by the EU, and integration programs. 

Facilitating women to take the lead
Locale: Waqe3 in Ashrafiyeh, East Amman, Jordan

Target: Women from all backgrounds in the diverse and impoverished neighbourhood of 
Ashrafiyeh

Project: Facilitate cooperation between the women in the community to improve their living 
conditions

Impact: Founding of  a women's committee that undertook several projects including lobbying  
municipality for more green space, improving waste management practices in the 
community, and supporting small scale economic development projects 

Ibitisam Khasawneh has been over-seeing the centre's activities since arriving there last September. Among other 
projects, Ibtisam facilitated the establishment of a women's committee consisting of residents from all backgrounds 
that have been bringing positive social change to the neighbourhood of Ashrafiyeh. Improved waste management 
practices, more green space from the municipality to serve as a playground for children, and an overall greater sense of 
unity between these two communities have been established. 

When Adnan Almhamied arrived, he recognized the need for more men to be involved so he initiated the Let's Talk 
program to engage Syrian and Jordanian men in constructively discussing personal, political, and social issues. One 
month's efforts resulted in 17 new Syrian men joining the centre. 



JORDAN
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Transforming refugees' needs into rights

Facilitating women to take the lead

Waqe3?s major projects include:

- A task force of university volunteers help children with their homework each week and plans for building a 
children's library are currently underway.

- Dream a World Child-Friend Space: every week local artists are invited to the centre to engage with children 
through the arts, offering emotional, personal, and social support. 

- The centre offers daily literacy programs and workshops on gender-based violence and women's rights funded by 
the EU. Women have the opportunity to learn about their rights regarding issues such as divorce, property 
ownership, and child custody. 

- The women's committee has established peer lending projects to fund personal needs, family expenses, and other 
small projects. One such program helped a group of Syrian women establish a small kitchen to run a catering 
business.  

Locale: Montreal and Waqe3 in Ashrafiyeh, East Amman, Jordan

Target:  Marginalized community living in East Amman with a particular focus on Syrian 
refuguees 

Project: Spread awareness in Montreal
Bring Syrian refugees to the ICAN centre 

Impact: Development of the Let's Talk program that brought nearly 20 Syrian men to the 
centre and established  partnerships with Syrian community leaders

A group of children play in 
the child-fr iendly space at 
the Waqe3 centre in East 
Amman, Jordan
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Anwar Alhjooj spent the past year working with The Montreal City 
Mission to facilitate the integration of Syrian refugees through the 
development of front line services. He has been acting as an intermediary 
between refugees and community and government agencies with a special 
focus on children and young adults. Some of his achievements include: 

FELLOW S IN M ONTREAL I CAN  
Al u m n i  
r et u r n  t o  
M cGi l l

Professor Sami Al-Kilani is 
joining McGill as VIsiting 
professor...a human rights 
activist and advocate of 
nonviolence, dialogue, and 
peace who teaches in the 
faculties of Sociology and 
Social Work at the An-Najah 
National University in 
Nablus, Palestine. He 
currently supervises ICAN 
Fellows in Jordan and 
Palestine and is the former 
Director of the Community 
Service Center at An-Najah 
National University. Besides 
his work in civic education 
training, community 
development, and municipal 
strategic planning, Sami is an 
acclaimed writer and poet 
with over six published 
poetry works and children?s 
books

Tareq Hardan is currently 
pursuing his PhD at McGill's 
School of Social Work with a 
focus on higher education, 
community organizing, 
refugees, and social and 
economic policy. Tareq has 
been teaching in the 
Department of Social Work 
at Al-Quds University in East 
Jerusalem since 2009 and has 
spearheaded efforts to foster 
links between the university 
and the community. He 
founded the Kufr Aqab 
Community Advocacy Center 
in 2013, one of ICAN's 
Rights-Based Community 
Practice centres. This centre 
organizes the community 
around issues such as quality 
of education in poor 
neighbourhoods, residency 
rights, welfare benefits and 
other social services.
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Introducing indigenous 
models of social work

Finding common ground for 
interfaith action

Tahany Okby spent the past year researching Israeli and Canadian 
government responses to abuse against women. Her research findings led 
her to search for more culturally competent ways for mainstream 
institutions to appraoch minority groups. In response to this issue, she is 
setting the groundwork for a learning exchange between Canada's 
Mowhawk community and the indigenous Bedouins of South Israel. 

The project seeks to create a space for social workers from each community 
to share their own challenges and experiences in the hopes of exchanging 
models of practice. The exchange program aims to take place in the 
summer of 2017.

Two of our Fellows, Tahany Okby (Israel) and Anwar Alhjooj (Israel) 
spent their second year in Montreal working with First Nations communities 
and aiding the resettlement of the recently arrived Syrian refugees. 

- Networking with local organizations to locate transition housing 
for Syrian refugees and their families 

- Facilitating grief and loss workshops for adults and children 
through talk, art, and play programs

- Developing and coordinating Syrian Kids at Camp Cosmos, a 6 
week inter-cultural, environmentally-friendly day camp for Syrian 
and other refugee families 

- Organizing Montreal's first public inter-faith Ramadan Iftar   

- Providing opportunities to showcase Syrian culture to the 
Montreal community by participating at various festivals including 
The Blue Metropolis Literary Festival and Montreal's Restaurant 
Day 
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Ou t r each  an d  i n t er f ai t h  
co l l ab or at i on  i n  M on t r eal

ICAN organized an inter-faith Ramadan fundraising gala 
attended by over 120 guests to bring a Syrian Fellow to our 
program in 2017.  We were joined by Father John Walsh,  
Imam Dr. Zijad Delic, and Rabbi Michael Whitman who spoke 
about inter-faith in Montreal, community building, and ways in 
which Christian, Islamic, and Jewish institutions must set the 
example of Canada's commitment to inclusion and diversity. 

Living Together, one of ICAN's local initiatives, headed by 
Montreal artist Amanda Tetrault, brings together Muslim and 
Jewish youth through digital arts. During this three-month 
program, these students meet each week to discuss their 
perspectives about the learn through inter-media. They 
showcased their works at an exhibit in June. Learn more at 
www.vivreensemble.ca 

ICAN M IDEAST 
EXPERIENCE

Join us for a 10-day adventure through Jordan, 
Palestine, and Israel to discover the work that 
ICAN does, empowering marginalized people to 
access their rights and entitlements. This will not 
be your usual tourist trip to the Middle East. 
Together, ICAN's leaders Dr. Jim Torczyner and 
Amal Elsana will show you the region's real 
political, social, and cultural landscape.

Visit our www.mcgill.ca/ ICAN or contact 
marisa.samek@mcgill.ca for more information. 

10 DAYS
3 LANDS

COUNTLESS PERSPECTIVES

M AY 18TH - 28TH 2017



ICAN M OVE FORW ARD
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Ou t r each  an d  i n t er f ai t h  
co l l ab or at i on  i n  M on t r eal

For the next five years, ICAN plans to focus on advancing 
resilience training and empowerment with the following 
initiatives:  

1. Maintain and develop the programs taking place at our 11 
centres in Ashrafiyeh (Jordan), Nablus (Palestine), East 
Jerusalem (Palestine), Sderot (Israel), Lod (Israel), and Beer 
Sheva (Israel) by building relationships with Institutional 
partners and recruiting the next cohort of ICAN MSW Fellows 
for 2017

2. Assist An Najah University in Nablus, Palestine to establish 
an internationally accredited academic Social Work 
program. In line with this goal, ICAN's planned expansion of 
rights-based community centres into the Negev and the Galilee 
will be directly linked to the An Najah academic program, 
providing students the opportunity to put their theoretical 
learning into practice to service marginalized communities in 
the region

3. ICAN knows first-hand the key role social workers play in 
facilitating the integration and resettlement of traumatized 
communities. As the Syrian crises rages on, ICAN is committed 
to 1) assisting the Jordanian government to integrate Syrian 
refugees into Jordanian economic, social, and institutional life 
and 2) to laying the groundwork to introduce the profession of 
social work in Syria and to train future generations of Syrian 
professionals dedicated to the democratic rebuilding of their 
country. 

These goals entail further developing our programs at Waqe3, 
our centre operating in East Amman that provides many Syrian 
refugee families with workshops on gender-based violence, 
information about their rights, and is in the process of 
establishing a children's library and art centre. 

We are finding the resources to establish a mobile rights centre 
to serve in the Zaatari Refugee camp, and are recruiting more 
Syrian social justice leaders to join our International MSW 
program at McGill. 
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