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2020 has definitely been a year of change and transition. In 
preparing this Annual Report, it’s been valuable to reflect on 
both the challenges we’ve faced and what we’ve accomplished 
with the dedicated work of our staff & volunteer teams alongside 
the amazing support and generosity of our donors. 

Initially, the arrival of COVID-19 brought us into a place of deep 
uncertainty. I experienced more than a few sleepless nights as I 
wondered about our future. One question loomed particularly 
large: How would we sustain and create community without the 
capacity to be together in person? 

The isolating restrictions and heightened anxiety connected to 
the pandemic have brought unprecedented layers of challenge 
for people who are grieving. I cannot imagine a time in our 
world when it has been more important to offer what the Camp 
Kerry Society is best known for: giving people a compassionate 
community in which they can freely share and find support for 
their grief and loss.   

Grounded in this mission, we shifted gears and began the 
process of re-imagining our programs and building virtual 
formats that would continue to offer our participants an 
experience of connection, healing and hope. 

It is with both personal humility and great pride that I can share 
that we have had huge success in all areas of our organization 
this year. Every day we are reaching more people in different 
locations across Canada through our virtual support programs. 
The positive feedback has been overwhelming. In these groups, 
people are finding a shelter where they can share their broken 
hearts and their deepest fears. Children are making puppets, 
drawing pictures and writing songs that express their grief. 
Families and youth are learning to help themselves and those 
they love find new ways to cope with loss and grief. 

As you read through some of the highlights of Camp Kerry’s 
2020 year in this Annual Report, you will see that the threads 
of community and creativity are still woven strongly through 

all that we do. Even in the midst of 
extraordinary circumstances, our mission 
has not wavered. And while I absolutely 
look forward to the time when we can 
gather together again in person, and to 
the day when our hugs will no longer 
be virtual, my initial uncertainty and 
worry has given way to a hopeful and 
expanded vision of what the Camp Kerry 
community can accomplish. 

Thank you for helping us to create and 
sustain this deeply needed, beautiful and 
meaningful work for so many people.

Dr. Heather Mohan 
Executive Director,  Camp Kerry Society

Heather 

A Message from Heather

Staff meetings looked a little different this year!



A Message from our Board Chair
“Resilience is a key attribute of those associated with Camp Kerry. It begins with 
the Camp Kerry families who inspire us with their remarkable strength in the face 
of extremely challenging circumstances. It then extends to the volunteers and staff 
who have often been touched by and work with those that are facing grief-related 
challenges. This year, we had to draw on the resilience of everyone as we quickly 
pivoted our programs due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This accomplishment was made 
possible due in large part to the support of our remarkable community of volunteers, 
donors and staff, as well as the Camp Kerry families who took part in the discussions 
and content of the program. With your encouragement, Camp Kerry continued 
building a creative, compassionate community that embraces and supports those who 
are grieving, even amid extraordinary circumstances. Thank you.” 

— Steve Kirstiuk, Board Chair

“The curtain of anxiety pulled across the country due to the pandemic is having an exponentially damaging 
effect on grieving kids, youth and adults—and families of all configurations. The weight of grief has become 
suddenly and infinitely heavier. At the same time, there are far fewer hands available to help lift it. “  
- Shelley Hermer, Regional Program Manager: Canada East

On the nightly news or on our computer screens, many of us see a daily “death count” of lives lost in Canada to COVID-19. That 
number now stands at over 20,000. In addition, families continue to lose loved ones to car accidents, cancer diagnoses, heart disease, 
overdoses and other tragedies—amounting to nearly 400,000 deaths in 2020. For each one of those lives lost, we know that at least 
five people are significantly impacted. 

The pandemic has caused a dramatic increase in isolation, anxiety and mental health challenges. People are grieving 
alone, often without the comfort of family, friends, traditional rituals, gatherings, and ceremonies. We know that these 
unfortunate circumstances are creating the “perfect storm” for long-term, complicated grief. 

Nationwide, the reality of death, grief and loss have been at the forefront. Our organization has engaged in conversations and joined 
forces with First Nations groups and other agencies (Canadian Alliance for Grieving Children & Youth, Canadian Grief Alliance) across 
the country to highlight the urgent need for sustainable government funding for bereavement care alongside the development of a 
National Grief Strategy.
 
Camp Kerry’s work is more important than ever. Thank you for being part of the Camp Kerry community, and helping us meet 
people in the midst of their grief with creativity, compassion and connection. 
 

Grief in a Pandemic



Kaleidoscope 2020
“The experience was unforgettable for my family and me. We felt supported and understood. We were 
able to bond with so many families that have gone through loss like we did, and it left a very positive 
impact on our lives.” – Kaleidoscope 2020 participant

It was with a huge sense of disappointment that Camp Kerry did not host Family 
Retreats this year. Our team quickly realized the need to pivot and create a virtual 
space where we could still offer our support for grieving families as well as the health 
care workers and grief and loss professionals dedicated to caring for them.   

We called this event “Kaleidoscope,” and it was Canada’s first-ever national grief 
conference. It was a huge success!

Over a four-day period, we hosted speakers and participants from nearly every 
province and some from the United States. 70 different sessions were offered 
including grief support groups; music and art therapy sessions; inspiring talks 
from internationally-recognized keynote speakers Dr. Lorraine Hedtke, Ann 
Douglas, and Dr. Patch Adams; and workshops with notable experts in the fields of 
health and wellness, grief psychology/counselling, parenting and education. Also 
featured were some of our more traditional “camp” activities such as a campfire, a 
community memory service, morning and evening meditation, and relaxation and 
self-care sessions. 

98%  of participants said 
Kaleidoscope was a positive 
experience for their family.



“I was doubtful that I would feel the same 
level of love and connection in an online 
format. I was wrong!!”

“Nothing beats the actual Camp experience; 
however, having this virtual experience 
during COVID was definitely helpful.”

“The sense of community from longtime 
Camp Kerry participants and staff came 
through. Their willingness to share was a 
reminder that it is possible to cope with 
grief and that our family is not the only one 
trying to figure out how to do it in these 
isolating and crazy times.”

Helping More Families Navigate Loss

Despite deeply missing our powerful, healing retreats, in-person counselling groups, and more, one of the major silver linings 
of hosting a virtual conference and pivoting our other programming online was the opportunity to further expand our reach 
across Canada and make our specialized grief support programs available to families regardless of where they live. 

Kaleidoscope Participant 
Feedback
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Journeying together, infusing creativity, pursuing hope as a community. These 
are the three pillars that hold up every Camp Kerry program—a commitment 
that held fast even in the face of the pandemic. 

Tens of thousands of people visited the Camp Kerry Society website this past year 
seeking information, resources and support. While some programs were conducted 
in-person in early 2020, everything pivoted to virtual formats after the pandemic 
was declared. Our incredible volunteers continued to support our participants in 
many different ways by phone and in our online groups and workshops.

Synergy Community Choirs: Facilitated by accredited music therapists, our choirs 
allowed grieving youth and adults to come together to connect with others, express 
their feelings through music, and learn positive tools for coping and self-care.  
 
Grief Support Groups: These sessions, facilitated by experienced therapists, 
provided regular opportunities for people to connect and share their 
experiences in a supportive peer group setting.  

Pursuing Hope—Together
“What has stood out to me the most over the last eight months is that there is a great need for the 
connection and healing that art therapy offers. And as the opportunity to participate virtually has 
completely removed geographic barriers from the equation, I’ve seen how extensive the need really is.” 
- Sophie, Art Therapist

Interlude: A Holiday Grief Gathering allowed Camp Kerry families to 
connect virutally during one of the most difficult times of year to grieve. 

In 2020, our team delivered more than: 

• 100 workshops to 1,500+ people 

• 200 grief counselling sessions 

• 80 expressive arts therapy family-

centred support programs 

• 65 grief support groups to 

children, youth and adults 

• 40 frontline support groups 



“He was already gone at that point,” she said. He’d died of congestive heart failure, 
brought on by alcoholism. He was only 44. His son, Joe, was 4 at the time. 

Soon after, Joe’s mom also left the picture, leaving the young boy with his 
grandparents and his aunt, Leanne, who stepped in to do the day-to-day parenting. 

It was a huge transition for the small family. 

A Healing Experience
When Magda first heard about the Camp Kerry family retreat in Ontario, it sounded 
like an ideal place for her and, in particular, for her young grandson to find some 
healing. But they had missed the deadline for that year’s retreat.

“Just apply,” Joe’s grief counselor told her. “You never know.”

Three days before the 2019 retreat began, Magda got a call. A spot had opened up 
last minute.  

Magda’s Story: A Place to be Me
One Saturday morning, at the end of 2018, Magda went downstairs to ask her son, Sean, if he wanted to 
go out for breakfast. Instead, she found him lying on the floor. 

Sean and Joe

Family Art Therapy: These groups gave space for children, youth and adults 
to activate their creativity, to learn new ways to communicate and to connect 
as a family through artistic expression. 
 
Workshops: Workshops were varied and included sessions on parenting in 
a pandemic, supporting children and youth through expressive arts therapy, 
mindful photography, songwriting, drumming and much more.  
 
Grief Counselling Services: Delivered by our remarkable team of 
counsellors, social workers and expressive arts therapists, virtual counselling 
platforms allowed us to provide services for children, youth, adults and 
families all across Canada. 
 
Frontline Workers Support Groups: These drop-in groups gave medical 
staff, teachers and others working on the frontlines a safe space to talk about 
their grief, stress and exhaustion. Many of the participants were Camp Kerry 
volunteers who found themselves in need of the kind of support they have so 
generously provided Camp Kerry families in the past.  
 
Community Memorials: Virtual candle-lighting ceremonies held in September 
and just before Christmas gave participants, staff and volunteers a chance to 
honour and remember loved ones and find hope and strength in community.     

Grief-in-the-Classroom: A recent addition to our website, we’ve provided 
activities, resources and video training modules intended to help teachers 
support grieving children and youth in schools.

Our friendly Community Outreach 
Coordinator, Rob, delivering holiday care 
packages to Camp Kerry families.



Magda was elated. This unique family of 
four piled in the car and drove to their 
first Camp Kerry family retreat, two hours 
north of their Peterborough, Ontario 
home. 

It was an unforgettable—and deeply 
healing—experience. 

After Sean died, Magda had felt alone in 
her grief. The counselling group she tried 
was so big, she never got a chance to 
share what she was going through. And 
few—if any—of the other participants 
had lost an adult child. 

“I didn’t find any benefit,” she said. 
“Nobody there had any encouragement 
for me.”

Camp Kerry was different. The moment the family pulled up to the retreat centre, they felt understood. Volunteers—many 
of whom had also lost loved ones—offered to spend one-on-one time with Joe and provided Magda, Glenn, and Leanne 
emotional support not just in their grief, but as they adjusted to their unexpected new role as Joe’s caregivers.

“I’ve just never, ever met the kind of people that we met at Camp Kerry,” Magda said. 

Finding Community 
As they drove away from the camp, Joe was already asking when they could return. So finding out Camp wasn’t able to go 
ahead in 2020 was “hugely disappointing,” Magda said.

But even without the family retreat, Magda found support and community throughout the year with Camp Kerry’s virtual 
programming. “Interlude: A Holiday Grief Gathering,” a smaller virtual event that Camp Kerry hosted right before the holidays, 
was a lifeline, particularly in a year when new griefs caused by COVID and other losses had compounded her loss of Sean. 

“I was at such a low point with Christmas coming,” she shared. “I’d experienced so many new losses this year, so the timing of 
‘Interlude’ was perfect. I could cry there because these people knew me—because they had been there themselves. They knew 
what it was like to lose someone. That’s what really makes the difference.”

She also stayed connected through Kaleidoscope, Camp Kerry’s virtual grief conference, and smaller, more intimate virtual 
support groups, where she was finally able to connect with others who had also lost adult children.

“I have been so grateful for Camp Kerry, just knowing that there’s always someone there,” Magda said “Being part of the Camp 
Kerry family has been an absolutely amazing experience.”

A Place To Be Me
Magda and her family look forward to returning to a family retreat once it’s safe to do so. She’s already seen the powerful effect 
that connection with other kids who have lost parents has had on her young grandson. 

When the family was driving to their cabin that weekend, Leanne turned to Joe and said, “You know, all the kids here have lost a 
daddy or a mother.” 

“Really?” Joe said. He paused, considering. 

“So,” he finally said, “I can just be me.” 



What first struck you about Camp Kerry? 
After our daughter-in-law Kerry died, we saw the impact that Heather’s community-
based care had on my son, Bob, and in particular, my grandchildren, Avery and 
Hudson. I am so proud of who they have become today—they are young adults now, 
and still volunteer regularly with Camp Kerry. 

What inspires you most about Camp Kerry? 

I’ve gone to the family retreats and had the chance to talk to some of the parents and 
children experiencing bereavement. Camp Kerry has had such an amazing impact on 
a lot of people’s lives. It allows people to be able to share their grief with others who 
are able to understand their challenges.

What I find most amazing, though, are Camp Kerry’s tremendous volunteers. They are 
such a dedicated group who have brought the mission of Camp Kerry into fruition. I 
have seen so many letters and comments from those who have been to Camp Kerry 
expressing its tremendously meaningful contribution to their lives at a time when it 

Donor Spotlight: Julian Kirstiuk
Since Camp Kerry began, Julian and Barbara Kirstiuk, Kerry’s father- and mother-in-law, have been some 
of Camp Kerry’s most faithful supporters. Barbara passed away in August 2020 after a long battle with 
dementia, but her and Julian’s legacy of giving shines brightly through their generosity toward families 
who are grieving. 

was needed most. I am so grateful to be able to assist in my own way to help make this happen, recognizing that we are all, as 
donors, volunteers and staff, working together to help those who have experienced this tremendous challenge.

Why do you continue to give to Camp Kerry?  

In essence, Camp Kerry embodies who Kerry was: a loving, caring, person. There is no end of the things she did to make the 
world a better place. For a long time, Barbara and I wanted the work of Camp Kerry to be available to families nationwide, so we 
are so pleased to see them in Ontario and Atlantic Canada in addition to BC. Camp Kerry is everything that we had hoped it would 
become—and more.
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With thanks to our donors and supporters:

Barbara and Julian Kirstiuk



Financial Report  

Revenue 
$759,132

Expenses
$565,195 

Camp Kerry programs are made possible by generous individual, corporate, foundation and government 
supporters. Participants contribute to programs when they are able, but no one is ever turned away from 
a Camp Kerry program if they are unable to pay. 

Donations  $211,944
Fundraising Events  $197,452
Foundation Grants  $247,400
Government Grants $80,000
Other Income  $22,336

Admin & Fundraising $108,930
Program Investment $454,265

Excludes revenue and expenses for Kerry’s Boutique. This is a brief summary 
of our financial statements from April 2019 - March 2020. A full version of 
Camp Kerry Society’s financial statements are available upon request .

It was an extraordinary year for Camp Kerry and our resilient community. Thank you for giving families like Magda and Joe a 
caring place where they can “just be them.” 

Join our compassionate community of donors at CampKerrySociety.org.

Learn more about our work and how you can get involved by reaching out to info@campkerry.org. 

Thank You

We can’t wait to head back to camp when it’s safe to do so!
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