
Harvesting More Than Vegetables 

Operation Ezra community farming project a success  

Hey there, time traveller! 
This article was published 12/8/2019 (212 days ago), so information in it may no longer 
be current. 

Grasshoppers fly into the air ahead of vehicles travelling along a dirt path to the 
Operation Ezra community farming project’s donated land next to the Assiniboine River 
in the RM of St. François Xavier. 

While this summer’s been dry, the vegetable, fruit and herb seeds and seedlings 
planted on about seven acres in May are growing well, with lettuce, beans, peas and 
mint already being picked earlier in the month by the Yazidi families who also did the 
planting, weeding and watering. 
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"They’re harvesting already and there’s going to be more and more," said Operation 
Ezra volunteer coordinator Michel Aziza. 

The farming project is a partnership between Operation Ezra and Charleswood United 
Church (4820 Roblin Blvd.) to help feed 54 government-sponsored newcomer families. 
The land is donated by Charleswood United Church members Gloria and Bo Wohlers 

and was formerly Shelmerdine’s tree nursery 
until severe flooding in 2011 destroyed most 
trees on the site.  
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 Aziza, 
who estimates that 34 families, comprised of 
about 200 people, will be directly helped 
through this farming project. 

Aziza and the other organizers are impressed with the dedication shown by the Yazidi 
families involved in the project. 

"There is usually someone out here every day," Aziza said. 

A communal picnic attended by about 100 people was held in early August to celebrate 
the first produce harvest of the season. 



"Everything planted here they (the Yazidi families) picked out, with the exception of 
pumpkins because they don’t eat them," Aziza said. He added that some pumpkins 
were planted but they aren’t thriving due to the dry conditions this summer. 

While the men looked after erecting the electric fence needed to keep local deer out 
and operating irrigation equipment, Aziza said it was the women who took the lead on 
tending the growing plants. This allowed them to use agricultural skills they first 
developed in their homeland. 

"I think that’s why the project has worked so well. They knew what to do and they did it 
together." 

Some of the women involved head single-parent families and have experienced severe 
trauma as ISIS captives. Aziza believes having the chance to grow their own food is 
therapeutic. 

"It gives them a chance to work," he added. 

While most of the produce, which is expected to total 20,000 pounds, will be 
distributed to the government-sponsored Yazidi families, Aziza said some is being sold 
at a farmers’ market held at Shelmerdine Garden Centre, 7800 Roblin Blvd. The money 
raised will likely be used to buy seeds for next year’s garden. 

Aziza anticipates expanding the acreage next season as well as continuing to work with 
Charleswood United Church members on future projects to help Yazidi families settle in 
Winnipeg. 


