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Roulant Keeps on Rolling!
McGill grad Vanessa Reid and student volunteers

 dish up a healthy diet of food and friendship
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The room on the corner of Saint Urbain and Duluth streets in Montreal is casual chic.  It looks and feels like a student hangout – posters dot the walls and a ping pong table dominates the centre of the room.  It’s the kind of place you can walk into and relax, and indeed, groups of young people are sitting on desks and chatting or reclining on the second-hand couches arranged in a corner near the entrance.  As volunteers for Santropol Roulant, a city-wide meals on wheels program, they’ll soon be busy.  

The mouth-watering smell of fresh cooking means that other Santropol Roulant staff and volunteers have been at work for some time in the kitchen next door, producing the dinners that will shortly be on the road.  Once everything is ready, the meals will be tucked into special insulated backpacks.  Then the growing crowd of young people will strap on the packs and head to their assigned destinations.

Deliveries in nearby neighbourhoods are done by bicycle, public transportation or on foot.  Santropol Roulant also has two cars, since it is considered a regional service and had to reach 25 clients in west-end Notre Dame de Grace, for example.

The smells from the kitchen must have gotten to Vanessa Reid, BA’93, MArch’98.  As a helpful volunteer guides me to her desk, the executive director of Santropol Roulant is munching on take-out from a Styrofoam container and discussing an upcoming meeting on the phone.

Multi-tasking is probably one of Reid’s most important skills.  In the year since she became executive director, she had been responsible for managing the charity’s annual budget of $400,000, as well as keeping track of a constantly changing series of grants and securing donations to keep the organization afloat.  She is also in charge of a small paid staff, a professional kitchen, a “fleet” of cars and bicycles and the dozens of volunteers who drive them.  The job involves a lot of small details, but Reid is not one to lose sight of the forest for the trees.

“We’re engaging a generation of young people to take an active role in the health of their community, and not only that, but to identify and address what the issues are…[so] they’re equipped and inspired to take action,” said Reid.

In Reid’s view, Santropol Roulant is not just about delivering meals.  For her it is an intergenerational outreach, putting university-age volunteers in contact with seniors or people who are housebound.  “Many friendships flourish between the volunteers and clients,” she says.  “Volunteers will often go have a visit on their own time; to play chess, garden, do some shopping for someone who can’t get out, or just talk.”

As the population ages and health care services are cut back, Reid says the Roulant plays a vital role in helping seniors maintain their independence.

“It keeps them out of institutions because they have someone visiting.  There’s some social and emotional stimulation – it keeps them a little bit healthier for a little bit longer.  Breaking social isolation is as much a preventative health measure as providing regular, nutritious meals.”

Clients, who are referred by social work agencies, are charged three dollars a meal.  The fee helps cover the cost of food, but also recognizes that people often aren’t comfortable accepting charity.  

Since 1995, when a pair of Café Santropol employees – Chris Godsall, BA’95, and Concordia grad Keith Fitzpatrick – founded the operation, hundreds of volunteers have helped prepare and deliver more than 150,000 freshly cooked meals.  The service covers seven Montreal areas and operates six days a week, all year round.   The Café Santropol, a popular restaurant which opened 25 years ago to prevent the building it occupies from being demolished, sits across the street from Santropol Roulant.  The owners of the café believe in community service and helped the two young men get the meal delivery program up and running.  The charity keeps the Santropol name, both as a thanks for the support and for its name recognition value.

Santropol Roulant is also an ongoing experiment with youth volunteerism – an experiment with strong McGill connections.  The 2,000 hours of unpaid time required each month to deliver the meals and run other Roulant projects are mostly provided by young people, many of them McGill students.  As well, both the Faculty of Management and the School of Social Work send students to the Roulant to do course work and case studies of the organization.

“It’s a great way of us learning from them and them learning from us,” says Reid.

The Ottawa native comes from a family with a long tradition of public service – a grandfather who worked for Canada’s foreign service in India and Germany, a mother who is a senior civil servant and a lifelong volunteer, and a father who served in the Ontario legislature.  Upon her graduation in 1993, Reid contacted Paddy Torsney, Bcom ’85, then newly elected Liberal Member of Parliament.

“She came to me because she did her research.  She was looking for someone she could identify with, and I was a young McGill grad as well – it was a chance to work for a woman who cared about the same issues she did,” explains Torsney.  

Torsney was – and still is – impressed with Reid’s abilities.  As her assistant, Reid was responsible for dealing with irate constituents (“putty in her hands,” according to Torsney) and drafting committee reports.  

“I hired her because she exuded all this great energy and dedication.  Nothing will stop her; she gets an idea, gets everyone on side, and gets things accomplished, all with a big smile,” says the MP.

How does one go from the halls of power in Ottawa to meal delivery in Montreal?  Well, after returning to McGill to get her Master’s in Architecture, Reid went to Gujarat, India.  In collaboration with international aid agencies, she spent a year working with “untouchables,” the lowest class in the Hindu caste system, to build community organizations which would improve their living conditions.  Reid saw her work in India as a chance to share her knowledge – to gain some.

“I learned far more than I think I gave.  There’s tons to learn from the kind of grassroots community development that’s happening in India that we should be cognizant of in Canada,” says Reid.  “Just by building an organization they’re imagining a whole other way of living.”

On her return to Montreal, Reid wasn’t certain what her next move would be, but a chance meeting with an old friend proved fateful.  Stephanie Garrow, BA’93, was an acquaintance of Reid’s in their undergraduate days, and their paths had crossed again when Reid volunteered at Santropol Roulant before heading to India.  

Garrow had been involved with the charity from the beginning.  She had been a roommate of co-founder Keith Fitzpatrick, and in 1996, she was hired to set up Project GO (Generation Outreach).  This program, originally funded by the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation, saw students from Montreal universities and CEGEPs form clubs to organize volunteers and schedules to deliver meals prepared at Santropol Roulant.  Although Project GO has been scaled back in recent years, McGill’s chapter is still going strong, with dozens of new volunteers each year.

Like Reid, Garrow has an interest in international development and consults with government and non-governmental organizations on international development projects in Africa and Asia.  After spending a year in Ethiopia, Garrow returned to McGill to pursue her PhD in education and to Santropol Roulant as a member of their board.  Soon she was heading up the hiring committee to find a new executive director.

“Vanessa and I sat down one day for coffee and to catch up.  As she talked, I saw she was really committed to Montreal and doing some work in the community sector, and the light bulb went on,” says Garrow.

She urged Reid to apply for the job.  It was a challenging time for the organization, according to Garrow, because both of the founders had gone on to other projects that took them out of Montreal.  Santropol Roulant was entering a new phase in its growth.

“Vanessa had the energy and the vision.  The staff found her the most suited for the job; we really needed the right person with the right combination of skills and leadership to take the organization to the next stage,” says Garrow.

One thing Reid says she took from her time in India and the she is trying to bring to Santropol Roulant is building community connections, to ensure that the organization remains relevant for years to come.

“The long-term durability or sustainability of an organization means you have to build relationships, you have to be really connected to the community you are working with, rather than just having big ideas and lots of money,” she said.

It’s easy to see why both Garrow and Torsney laud Reid for her friendliness.  While we chat in a back room at Santropol Roulant, the hubbub in the main space continues to rise as volunteers arrive to collect the meals they will deliver all over the city.  The phone is constantly ringing, and staff intermittently poke their heads in the door to ask Reid questions or just to say hi.  On the street outside, students on bicycles zip up and down Duluth St. with bright red meal delivery bags strapped to their backs.  Reid sails through it all with an air of approachability and calm.

I ask her what she thinks will be next for her.  She points out that she isn’t an issue-oriented person – she isn’t motivated solely by volunteerism, or health care, or seniors’ issues.  Her interests lie in identifying areas where improvements can be introduced and the world made a little better.

“I feel like I adapt to different situations – in any context, in any community, there are ways of pooling resources and of making something interesting and useful happen,” she says.  “No matter where I am, that’s what I’ll be doing.”
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