
 1 

Fight to Win 

Inside Poor People’s Organizing 

By AJ Withers 

 

 

UNEDITED EXCERPT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fernwood Publishing 

Earl
y E

xc
erp

t



 11 

 . 262 

 

Earl
y E

xc
erp

t



 12 

CH#1 

CH Fighting to Win: Power and Poor People’s Organizing 

There are thousands and thousands of people in the city who have been influenced by 

OCAP and have some sense that collective action can win things. That might not have 

existed before. 

—John Clarke, OCAP Organizer 

 

“Tracy” is 35 weeks pregnant. She and her partner, “Bill,” sleep on a mattress on the floor of the, 

ironically named, Better Living Centre (BLC) respite site.1 The two of them stay in a large room 

that has the lights on 24 hours a day and up to 200 people in it at any given time. Toronto’s 

Shelter, Support and Housing Administration (SSHA) workers tell Tracy they will find her a 

shelter bed at 24 weeks, but the length of time keeps climbing and now is “37 weeks with a 

hospital stay.” Tracy tells me the Children’s Aid Society “is up our arse” because she was 

pregnant and living in a respite centre. I meet her and Bill around 9 am in the café in City Hall 

before we begin a protest demanding at least 1,000 shelter beds be opened that year. Ontario 

Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP) organizer Gaétan Héroux met the couple during one of his 

trips to the Better Living Centre. He brought them to the action so we can fight for a better place 

for them to stay. 

After disrupting the City Council meeting, the protestors who can stay occupy the space 

outside of the Mayor’s Office. Earlier that morning, the receptionist told me everyone was busy 

and the earliest anyone could get to the matter would be Friday. It is Monday. No one comes to 

meet us; so, we decided to go with ‘plan B’ and attend the not far-away Metro Hall, where SSHA 

 
Chapter 1 Notes 
1 I use quotation marks the first time I use a pseudonym throughout. 
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is headquartered. About ten of us make our way to Metro Hall. After getting in the building, we 

inform security we will not leave until we have a meeting, and Tracy and Bill have somewhere 

safe and quiet to go. We wait. Tracy, Bill, Yogi, an OCAP Organizer, and I go upstairs to meet 

with two Streets to Homes workers. As a result of all this, Tracy and Bill are on their way to 

Family Residence, a family shelter, and we are assured they will move to a motel soon. A 

relatively small group of people when they work collectively and use disruptive tactics can be 

very effective. 

With homelessness at levels unseen in decades, and in the midst of a housing crisis, OCAP 

organized to improve the living conditions of homeless people in the short-term and the social 

relations that produce homelessness in the long-term. This book tells part of the story of the 

Ontario Coalition Against Poverty, through both direct action casework and its political fight to 

protect public space and for more and decent shelter for homeless people. 

The events told here happened primarily in the period between winter 2016 and spring 

2018 with Chapter Seven set in the first fourteen months of the COVID-19 pandemic. A lot has 

happened between now and when this book begins — both globally and on the streets of 

Toronto. The global COVID-19 pandemic superimposed another crisis on the already existing 

housing and shelter and overdose crises in Toronto. A similar scene played out in many cities 

across North America: a rise in both homelessness and its visibility with many people forced to 

take to encampments in public space. The struggle in Toronto intensified. These life and death 

issues became both more acute as a deadly pandemic now interlocked with people’s, 

disproportionately high co-morbidities and shortened life expectancies.2 based on my own 

experiences of organizing and what I have seen in the world at large, this massive COVID-19 

 
2 Public Health Ontario, “Evidence Brief.” 
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pandemic rupture has not fundamentally changed ruling relations. Indeed, in spite of some 

important gains — like around police accountability (which I hope is more than simply a 

discursive change) — existing power relations have become further entrenched. There are some 

easy examples, like how the US Republican Party was able to install a new Supreme Court 

Justice who will likely sit for decades.3 Amazon founder Jeff Bezos profited from COVID-19, 

becoming the first trillionaire in the world; yet, workers at Amazon were fired for agitating for 

protective equipment.4 But, it is also largely the same people (politicians and bureaucrats) who 

are enacting the same government policy today as before the pandemic and it is largely the same 

policies that are being implemented. While there are emergency measures that are put in place 

during the pandemic, it is the parks by-laws and ongoing issues around inadequate income and 

housing that continue to be at the fore. 

 

H2 About OCAP 

Founded in 1990, OCAP is a direct action, anti-poverty organization based in Toronto. The group 

is anti-capitalist and anti-colonial/decolonial and understands itself to be “in solidarity with 

similar movements across the country and around the world.”5 OCAP does not support a specific 

political doctrine (e.g., anarchism or socialism) nor does it support specific political parties. It 

works to bring poor people and their allies together in a united struggle rather than get stuck on 

points of political doctrine. 

OCAP works on a variety of issues. During the time period that I write about, the largest 

campaign was a municipal fight for more homeless shelter beds. Shelter beds are an emergency 

 
3 Liptak, “Barrett’s Record.” 
4 Isser, “Jeff Bezos.” 
5 OCAP, “About.” 
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measure but an inadequate solution; people need housing and money. We were simultaneously 

fighting provincially to raise social assistance rates and nationally for housing. I view these 

campaigns as complementary to and interlocked with but separate from the shelter campaign. 

OCAP was a part of the Raise the Rates Campaign, a group working to raise social assistance and 

the minimum wage in Ontario. We organized together, including protests in October 2017, 

calling on the province for a raise and “an end to the punitive system of surveillance and 

degradation.”6 We were also working with a loose network of groups, initiated by OCAP, to fight 

for social housing nationally. A day of action was called by OCAP, the Front d’action Populaire 

en réaménagement urbain (Popular Action Front in Urban Development) in Québec and the 

Carnegie Community Action Project in Vancouver. Actions took place in multiple cities 

condemning the inadequacy of the federal Liberal government’s National Housing Strategy. 

Unfortunately, to focus on homelessness organizing in as much detail as I wanted to, I 

was unable to capture the ongoing organizational labour that makes campaign labour possible. 

Some of these things include: bookkeeping, mentorship, booking meeting space, new member 

intakes, cleaning the office, emotional labour,7 getting food for meetings, casework, website 

work, answering the phone, email, propaganda design and distribution, fundraising, social media, 

handling requests from researchers/media, printing and photocopying, etc.. There is a lot of 

largely invisible labour that goes into keeping an organization running that remains invisible in 

this book. 

 

 
6 Raise the Rates Campaign, “March to Raise Social Assistance Rates.” 
7 Sometimes this involves checking in with new members or those who haven’t been around much while other times 

it involves dealing with conflict in the organization. 
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H3 The OCAP Organizing Model 

Since its early days, OCAP has maintained two distinct arms or strands: mass mobilizing, and 

casework. The problem of fighting for systemic change around poverty issues is that we are 

calling on people to take on a long-term fight when they are in very real, immediate crises. Poor 

people, especially homeless people, generally struggle to meet their most basic needs. 

Campaigns that we know may take years to win does not address these immediate crises. 

However, exclusively working to help resolve the immediate needs of individual poor people 

would provide an individualistic band-aid solution (if that) and do nothing to change the deep, 

systemic injustices that poor people face daily. Together, casework and mass mobilizing work to 

ensure that we can collectively organize to win immediate needs and use those victories to build 

the larger struggles for fundamental changes in social relations (i.e., the elimination of capitalist, 

colonial, white supremacist, cisheteropatriarchal8 and disablist relations) so that each of us has 

what we need not just to survive but to thrive. 

OCAP casework is divergent from typical social work casework, as social work tends to 

view individual casework as distinct from community work.9 OCAP works with the community to 

win individual cases, conceptualizing individual casework as key for both meeting immediate 

needs and for movement building. The success of direct-action casework relies on the strategy of 

disruption. Poor people’s organizing has limitations because poor people have so few resources 

and so little individual power. Stef Gude, a former OCAP caseworker, asserts: “Bureaucracy relies 

on the fact that things will always go in a particular way.”10 When poor people insist on 

 
8 Cisheteropatriarchy refers to the set of social relations that ensure the continued domination of cis-hetero-men over 

the rest of the population. It includes patriarchy, misogyny, heterosexism, homophobia, cissism, and transphobia. 

It is also interlocked with the upholding of the gender binary. 
9 Campbell and Gregor, Mapping Social Relations; Netting, “Macro Social Work Practice”; Hugman, “But Is It 

Social Work?” 
10 In Lowry and Nyers, “Roundtable Report,” 20. 
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functioning in ways that bureaucrats do not expect, it opens new possibilities. Direct action 

casework bypasses formal legal appeal mechanisms. We refuse to work through the (often 

incredibly slow) official channels that are designed to keep poor people in line. This is different, 

of course, than engaging in the legal application process. For example, with respect to social 

assistance, people have to make applications for benefits but, if denied, we do not follow the 

established legal pathways. Instead, we use collective disruption to force those in power to 

capitulate to us quickly. What seem like rigid and unmovable bureaucratic relations to individual 

poor people can become flexible and accommodating when groups of them collectively demand 

it. 

Like strands of DNA, the two strands of OCAP’s work are connected. As former OCAP 

caseworker, Stefan, writes: 

 

Casework gives OCAP a clear picture of the abuses people face daily. OCAP is 

effective as an anti-poverty Coalition because casework allows us to face the abuse 

that social agencies and organizations dish out, confront that abuse in particular 

cases, and launch campaigns against it in the broader political context of a capitalist 

society. 

The weapons against (poor) people are demoralization, isolation, abandonment, hate, 

prejudice and further impoverishment. When OCAP does casework it tells something 

to people. It gives the people we work with strength and hope, and lets them continue 
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with their lives. It also sends a clear message to our enemies: we are not going to lay 

down and take it.11 

 

Casework also works as a form of what Stefan calls “front line research.”12 Through the calls 

that come into the office, OCAP caseworkers can spot trends and identify problematic policy 

changes or other issues that need a collective response. If OCAP didn’t have that regular contact 

and just analyzed policy the way that left-wing think tanks do, OCAP would be identifying 

theoretical issues rather than responding to those that are tangibly impacting people. This work 

also helps OCAP build evidence against the government, which often says it is working to benefit 

poor people while the reality on the ground is very different. 

OCAP’s casework program builds on a long history of using group protest tactics to help 

meet individual needs. In the 1930s, for instance, in both Canada and the United States, poor 

people came together to fight for welfare benefits for individuals and their families.13 OCAP did 

not invent direct action casework. Nonetheless, what OCAP’s model offers is a disciplined and 

experienced approach that has been successfully applied to the contemporary political and 

economic context. As such, the OCAP model of organizing has been globally influential, with 

groups directly replicating all or part of it in Canada, the US, UK, Australia and New Zealand.14 

A central component of OCAP’s program is not simply the slogan but also the ethos: 

“fight to win” which OCAP adopted in the early 2000s. This framing makes it clear that OCAP 

 
11 Stefan, 1998 Brief OCAP Casework Report, 1. 
12 Stefan, 1998 Brief OCAP Casework Report, 1. 
13 Longmore and Goldberger, “The League of the Physically Handicapped”; Palmer and Héroux, Toronto’s Poor; 

Piven and Cloward, Poor People’s Movements; D.A. Thompson, “Direct Action, Subsidiarity.” 
14 Auckland Action Against Poverty, “AAAP DAC Guide”; Crass, “We Can Do This”; “London Coalition Against 

Poverty”; Libcom.org, “Interview with Seattle Solidarity Network”; OCAP, “OCAP Not Participating”; Khasnabish, 

“Eastern Promises”; Walia, Undoing Border Imperialism. 

Earl
y E

xc
erp

t



 19 

doesn’t understand itself as having a moral calling to register its objection to how things are; 

rather, it has a responsibility to resist with the goal of changing things. Over the years, OCAP has 

shown that it fights back, it fights hard and it fights to win. 

It is also important to note that, no matter how good an organizing model OCAP or any 

anti-poverty organization has, this model will not be a panacea. Many authors have documented 

the difficulties in organizing poor communities. John Clarke says, “oppression never fails to 

leave its mark on its victims.”15 This has implications for organizing. Poor people, especially 

homeless people are also often in crisis. They may face hunger or eviction. There is a high level 

of transience amongst poor people — especially homeless people — that also makes organizing 

difficult because of a lack of consistency. It can also be hard to reach people, in my experience, 

as many people don’t have phones, or the money on their pay-as-you-go accounts runs out. The 

difficulties of organizing poor people are intensified with homeless groups because of the 

desperateness of their circumstances. One of the most tragic of these is the high numbers of 

homeless people who die which has an impact on the people who are close to the deceased and, 

often, the broader community. Also, many poor people lack class solidarity (beyond, perhaps, 

their immediate social circles) and blame themselves for their poverty.16 Organizing can be 

difficult with any group of people, but with poor people, there are particular disadvantages and 

obstacles that intensify the difficulties. 

 

 
15 Clarke, “Social Movements,” 216. 
16 Khasnabish, Zapatismo beyond Borders; Law, “Social Movement Casework”; Newberry, “Poverty, Politics and 

Participation.” 
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H2 About Me 

I got involved in OCAP in 2000. I had been involved in what we now call the global justice 

movement and grown critical of “summit hopping” and the lack of commitment to local 

organizing that was endemic at the time. I was a twenty-year-old over-confident young organizer 

and quickly came to appreciate the intergenerational organizing in OCAP. Folks in OCAP just 

weren’t making the same mistakes that we had been making doing, what we called at the time, 

anti-globalization work (which isn’t to say that no mistakes were being made in OCAP). 

I spent all that time living in poverty until I entered a PhD program in Social Work at 

York University in 2013. Much of that time I received welfare and then disability social 

assistance. I also had relatively brief experiences with homelessness as a youth. My anti-poverty 

work is grounded in my experiences as a poor person. At the same time, I am a white settler 

living on the traditional territories of many nations, including the Anishinabek, the 

Haundenosaunee Confederacy, and the Wendat. The Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation are 

the current treaty holders of the territory that I am grateful to call home. I benefit from settler 

colonial and white supremacist relations which also inform my experiences of poverty and class 

relations. All of these things deeply inform my worldview, my understanding of poverty and of 

OCAP. 

I want to be clear on my use of “we” because I do not want to speak for OCAP but I am 

also writing about things I was directly involved in. I use “we” to refer to OCAP, including 

myself, only in reference to specific things I was involved in (e.g., “we went to the Mayor’s 

office”). I also use “we” to refer to OCAP’s longstanding campaign demands, political positions, 

etc. that arise during but also predate the period I write about (e.g., “we demand housing for 

all”). 
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I went to grad school because it was a job I knew I could do. Grad school offered 

flexibility and the opportunity to primarily work from home — things I needed in a job because 

of my disability — but didn’t seem to exist. I got into grad school, having not completed my 

undergrad, because I had written the book Disability Politics and Theory. I wrote that book 

because I was deeply frustrated by the lack of radical texts that dealt with disability and wanted 

to make something available to activists and people who wanted to be allies. 

This book is a political intervention of sorts too. As someone who has been organizing 

for over 20 years, I felt like I was not being engaged by a lot of the texts that are produced by 

people who are a part of movements. There is a contradiction between what we think we need to 

produce in order to build movements — which is often smoothed over and partial — and what 

people who are in movements can benefit from — which is much more analytical and raw. I 

wanted my work to respond to Bevington and Dixon’s call for “movement-generated” and 

“movement-relevant” theory.17 

OCAP is the longest-standing and most prominent anti-poverty organization in Canada. It 

has been a longstanding frustration of mine that the groups that mirror OCAP, for the most part, 

aren’t being influenced by many of the parts of OCAP that I think are integral to who we are, 

some of which I have captured in this book. I know this is the case because these are the lessons 

we have learned through reflecting on our work, they are how we relate and respond to the 

communities we are rooted in — they aren’t recorded in media articles and one cannot simply 

replicate these things in a cookie-cutter fashion. I was also motivated by the desire to be able to 

think through how to be more effective — how to win more and more effectively and to better 

understand how the government works — how power works. 

17 Bevington and Dixon, “Movement-Relevant Theory,” 186.
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