Growing together in their new home
Yazidi newcomers growing vegetables on donated fields in SFX
Andrea Geary

Hey there, time traveller! This article was published 29/5/2019 (286 days ago), so
information in it may no longer be current.
Rows of tiny seedlings recently planted in the RM of St. Francois Xavier represent more
than food for Yazidi refugees.
As these plants take root and grow, so too will the hopes and dreams of the recent
newcomers to Winnipeg from Iraq.
Operation Ezra volunteer co-ordinator Michel Aziza is shown helping plant vegetable
seedlings as part of a community farming project in the RM of St. Francois Xavier.
The community farming project is a
partnership between Operation Ezra and
Charleswood United Church (4820 Roblin
Blvd.) to help feed 54 government-sponsored
newcomer families.
Operation Ezra is a Jewish-led coalition of
multi-faith organizations that has sponsored
Yazidi refugees to come to Winnipeg since
2015. The Yazidi people predominantly come
from the Mosul region in northern Iraq and
have faced centuries of persecution.
Beginning in August 2014, the Yazidis were
violently targeted by the Islamic State of Iraq
and the Levant.

"They want to be productive and provide for themselves and their families," said
Operation Ezra volunteer co-ordinator Michel Aziza, who estimates that about 250
people will be helped directly through this farming project.
On May 28, the final rows of seedlings were being planted on about six acres of land
situated near the Assiniboine River. The land is being donated by Charleswood United
Church members Gloria and Bo Wohlers and was formerly Shelmerdine’s tree nursery
until severe flooding in 2011 destroyed most of the trees on the site.
Bo said he read an article about Operation Ezra’s potato project, in which potatoes were
grown on donated land near
Portage la Prairie last year. In the
article, Aziza expressed the wish
to find land close to Winnipeg for
a farming project this year to help
provide Yazidi newcomers with
food.
"Last year we grew about 700
pounds of potatoes and it will be
10,000 to 12,000 pounds this
year," Aziza said. "Whatever is
excess will be sold."
He is very thankful for the support
of the Charleswood United Church and the Wohlers. Having the farming project located
within a short drive of Winnipeg will make it easier for the Yazidi families to tend and
harvest the vegetable plots. They are growing a wide variety of vegetables including
cucumbers, tomatoes, corn and herbs such as mint and cilantro.

The Wohlers’ involvement in the project goes farther than donating the land as they
also gave project participants room in a Shelmerdine greenhouse to start the seedlings
in March.
These women were among the approximately 50 people who planted vegetable
seedlings in the last section of approximately six acres of donated land in the
RM of St. Francois Xavier.
"We have the land here," Bo said. "These immigrants had almost nothing."
Aziza said that many of the Yazidi families are experienced farmers as was shown by the
way they quickly planted seedlings.
Charleswood United Church minister Michael Wilson joked that they worked much
faster than he could.
He and his congregation conducted a food drive last fall through Operation Ezra to
support Yazidi newcomers in Winnipeg.
"We became more aware of Operation Ezra and the Yazidi community," Wilson said.
He’s pleased that his church members are able to support the farming project. They are
also working with nearby Charleswood Mennonite Church and Gloria Dei Lutheran
Church to sponsor a Yazidi family to come to Winnipeg.
For more information on Operation Ezra,
see https://www.jewishwinnipeg.org/community-relations/operation-ezra

