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Opportunities Mississauga for 21 Plus

Who Are We?
Opportunities Mississauga for 21 Plus is a grassroots, family organization representing 150 families anxious to improve the range and quality of programs and services available to adults with developmental disabilities.

Our organization began life eight years ago, as the “925421+ Family Network.”  As the original name suggests, the single focus of an initially very small group was the establishment of “9 to 5” day activity programs for young adults with intellectual disabilities.  When our children reached the age of 21, we found literally no Mississauga programs that would allow them to move from the school settings that had been central to their lives for so long to community-based activities that offered social and educational opportunities beyond the realm of  “one-on-one” support workers.  The “one-on-one” supports were valuable, to be sure, but they were both quantitatively constrained (with common maximums of 3-4 hours per week) and qualitatively limited (being especially short on real “social” opportunities beyond a “hired friend” pattern).

Working with a consultant funded by the Social Planning Council of Peel, our small group organized an outreach campaign designed to draw together the many Mississauga families facing similar problems.  A seed grant from the Trillium Foundation was used to conduct a survey – and meetings were organized to both design the study and then analyze its results.  These meetings served as a crucial tool for the development of our organization.  By 2000, we went from three families to 60; by 2008, we grew to represent 150 families.  

The combination of our large numbers and grassroots vision allowed us to reach major program milestones.  Particularly important examples include:  a.  an expanded, multi-year Trillium Foundation grant for “community capacity building” efforts aimed at meeting the “day activity” program needs of Mississauga on a sustainable basis (with the grant administered with the assistance of Family Services of Peel);  b. working with Community Living Mississauga to develop a successful joint application to the Ministry of Community and Social Services – an application that the Ministry approved precisely because it combined the efforts of an established agency and a family organization.  Ministry funding was used to organize two “day activity programs” that now serve more than 110 adults with intellectual disabilities on a five-day-a-week basis; c. formal incorporation as a charitable organization, with the holding of our first “Annual General Meeting” in June 2004.  We were especially pleased to have the Honourable Sandra Pupatello, Minister of Community and Social Services, as the “keynote speaker” at our first Annual General Meeting.

As we achieved success on the “day activity program” front, our members might have chosen to retreat from time-consuming efforts.  Instead, an increasing sense of community with each other and our sense of conviction concerning the value of what our family-based organization was doing have led us to expand our efforts.  A series of “visioning” meetings made it abundantly clear that other issues are of great concern – with the most significant by far being “residential” needs.  Virtually every one of our families has identified this as the key “next” problem requiring attention. 

As Opportunities Mississauga for 21 Plus has begun grappling with this problem, we have identified a few key principles.  We believe, for example, that it is important to develop a greater variety of residential opportunities and programs -- with the aim being to provide meaningful options that match the diverse needs and wishes of our members.  As well, we want to place special emphasis on the importance of community:  we want adults with developmental disabilities to have residential options that will allow them to lead active lives in the wider community – and we want to bring the community into an active relationship with these residential programs by encouraging the involvement of faith communities, service clubs, social and recreational organizations, and businesses.

Since Minister Sandra Pupatello’s address to our June 2004 Annual General Meeting, we have continued to emphasize interaction.  Opportunities Mississauga for 21 Plus’s concern for residential and other issues led us to be particularly attentive to the efforts of the Ministry of Community and Social Services to “transform” services for Ontario residents with developmental disabilities: we participated in all of the “Forums” organized by the Ministry, brought Parliamentary Assistant Ernie Parsons to speak at two of our large-group meetings, and had members of our Board of Directors meet with the Honourable Madeleine Meilleur to consider issues like “funding options” and “family support.”  We also submitted an expansive response to the study effort’s preliminary report in June 2006 and have been following that up with the preparation of various plans and “concept papers” proposing creative approaches to long-neglected problems.  (Among other things we have designed a transitional respite/residential program that would use a traditional funding model to provide meaningful support to three times as many individuals and families.)  

An important current activity (undertaken with Trillium Foundation support) is an extensive new survey of community needs and views concerning services for adults with developmental disabilities.  A final report on the survey is currently being drafted.

For further information, visit our website:  www.om21.ca

