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Parr Auto Body owner Tom 
Bissonette takes a stroll around 

the construction site of what 
will be Haiti’s collision repair 

school, pondering the future of 
the business in the country.

Haiti Canadian collision 
repairers lend to a 
hand to Haiti Arise’s 
rebuilding efforts.

Sometimes it’s hard to keep life in 
perspective, too soon forgetting 
each day following our morning 
wake ups that we should be 
grateful for all we have, all we’ll 

experience throughout the day, and more-
over the luxuries we enjoy as one of the 
world’s wealthier countries.

 Haiti and her people don’t share those 
luxuries, and while most of us were 
winding down our work days or begin-
ning to have dinner Jan. 12, 2010 in the 
relative comfort of our homes, the lives 
of Haiti’s 10.4 million people were sud-
denly thrown into chaos following a 7.0 
magnitude earthquake that rocked state 
capital Port-au-Prince. Following the 
initial quake and the 52 subsequent after-
shocks, between 150,000 and 159,000 lives 
were lost, with the country’s infrastructure 
left in shambles.

Four years later Haiti transformed. 
Rising from the rubble is country on the 
mend yet surging forward, anchored by 
the efforts of Haiti Arise and its founder, 
native Haitian Marc Honorat and his wife 
Lisa. The program’s focus is to find ways to 
provide children and youth with education 
programs that guide them towards self-suf-
ficiency. Haiti Arise’s programs are tailored 
to students ranging from primary to post 
secondary levels, its technical school 
provides courses on computers, tiling, 
plumbing, electricity and construction. Its 
course offerings are likely to expand over 
the next year to include insuring, welding 
and collision repair. 

With education and training essential 
to Haiti’s infrastructural resurrection, 
Honorat approached Tom Bissonnette, 
owner of Parr Auto Body in Saskatoon, 
CCIF Collision Programs Director Le-
anne Jefferies and Brad Banman, chair of 
the Osler Small Business Loans Cooper-
ative, to tour Haiti and experience Haiti 
Arise’s work first hand and see how Ca-

nadian collision repairers could help the 
country get back on its feet.

“We had seen a presentation by Marc 
so we had an understanding of what he’s 
trying to accomplish, but before we could 
truly commit to Haiti Arise as an industry 
project we needed to experience it,” Jef-
feries says. “I was really impressed with 
what’s happening there. Through all the 
chaos, something special and unique was 

created and their philosophy is one I agree 
with, which is to give people the tools to 
help themselves.”

Jefferies’ objective is to bring trained 
professionals to Haiti to train its people 
how to properly conduct collision re-
pairs. She says with the collision repair 
training and technical facilities being 
put  into place,  Hait i’s  col l is ion re-
pair industry foundation is being laid. 
Guided by volunteer collision repair 
professionals who will teach Haitian 
instructors the skills they need to be 
proficient and self sufficient, so they 
may teach young Haitian repairers and 
make the program sustainable.

“What they’ve done is very impressive,” she 
says. “It’s always shocking to see the condi-
tions in another country when you compare 
them to your own. It’s very moving.”

Bissonnette says that despite the coun-
try’s hardship, the resolve of its people 
and their demeanour in the face of ad-
versity has inspired him to get involved 
with Haiti Arise.

“They’re probably more at peace than we 
are, they just appreciate everything they 
have,” Bissonnette says. “They’re happy to 
have the chance to learn, no matter how 
long it takes them to get to school.”

Jefferies shares Bissonnette’s observa-
tion, seeing first hand the lengths Haitian 
students will go for an education. 

“These students walk miles every day to 
get to school. There’s no bus, so they either 
get a ride on a bicycle or they walk,” she 
says. “For them this is a huge opportunity 

“When they have 
the knoWledge 
and the tools 
they need, they 

can change things 
in theiR lives foR 

the betteR.”

-Leanne Jefferies
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to become educated. They have wonderful 
attitudes and are very keen on learning.” 

Banman has made multiple trips to Haiti 
and prior to their trip knew the devasta-
tion intimately, making him an ideal guide 
for Bissonnette and Jefferies to help them 
further put Haiti’s challenges in perspec-
tive, as well as the challenges of getting 
native Haitians to trust them.

“When we first got there as North 
Americans, we wanted to hit the ground 
running and be present and say ‘I have 
all this knowledge and I want to teach to 
teach you as much as possible.’ But the 
thing is, Haitians are a very proud people 
and they’ve made it for so long without 
our help, we can’t just come in like bulls 
and say ‘you have to do everything a cer-
tain way,’” he says. “What I found though 
is that they were very receptive when I 
worked beside them; I did it my way, and 
they did it their way, and we worked to-
gether and got along.

“Then all of a sudden one student no-
ticed that my way might be a little easier 
and so he himself took the initiative. Ef-
fectively, if we go in there with arrogance, 
they’ll shut us out quickly. But if we go 
there humbly and work with them, it 
makes a difference.”

Banman says they’re coming to un-
derstand what Canadian collision repair 
professionals have to offer and want to 
work with them and Haiti Arise to devise 
a curriculum that is effective, appropriate 
and will have a lasting impact. Banman 
stresses above all that the remarkable 
thing about Haiti’s people is that its 
people possess an inspiring passion and 
drive for education.

“They’re not lazy people, they’re ac-
tually extremely smart and only lack 
knowledge of the basic things to get them 
by,” he says. “Any time you have educa-
tion it creates imagination. They might 
learn something for the rest of their lives 
in auto body that creates imagination for 
how things can be accomplished.”

That imagination walks fairly closely 
in hand with the entrepreneurial spirit, 
something Bissonnette hopes to bring to 
the table when he assumes his place as a 
business instructor, leading a class at Hai-
ti’s soon-to-be-finished collision repair 
facility inside the technical school.

“They’re going to have an opportunity 
to enterprise. At the same time, these 
young people can take the principles I’ll 
show them and use that to start their own 
businesses,” Bissonnette says. “We have 

the knowledge and the money and helping 
them is the right thing to do. They’ve been 
left in the dust and I think it’s time to help 
them where we can.”

He ultimately feels every little bit helps 
affect change. He cites the story of the 
young boy who an older man came across 
on a beach, with the boy throwing beached 
starfish back into the sea. Its moral, punc-
tuated by the man’s oblivious question of 
“why,” illustrates that every little bit of ef-
fort matters to each starfish thrown back. 
He sees parallels with Haiti Arise’s in the 
greater community. 

“That’s how I look at it. Us acting will 
help transform a nation, but you have to 
start somewhere and Haiti Arise is like 
that little glimmer of hope,” he says.

That’s where Bissonnette, Jefferies, 
Banman, CCIF and hopefully a strong colli-
sion repair contingent from Canada comes 
in. With Haiti Arise still building the colli-
sion repair facility, the program still needs 
instructors and equipment to reach its po-
tential. The program is currently looking 
for volunteers and financial contributions, 
while course materials are in demand and 
will be partially delivered by I-CAR Canada 
in both French and English languages. 
Shops can donate new or gently used equip-
ment through Haiti Arise online.

“We decided to do an inventory when 
we were down there and we basically de-
termined that they needed everything,” 
says Jefferies. “So what we’d like to do is 
create a list of all of the needed tools and 
equipment, and then ship what we get in 
a container so they can be used in the 
courses once they launch in early 2015.”

Once at Haiti Arise’s website, donors 

can sponsor a Haitian collision repair 
student for a monthly donation of $120, 
or instructors for $320 a month. Do-
nors may also donate a general monthly 
amount to the program, and once all ma-
terials are compiled Canadian collision 
industry volunteers will take a group 
trip back to Haiti to set up the program 
equipment, train instructors and deliver 
the course curriculum. 

In her heart Jefferies knows what 
they’re doing is positive. She also knows, 
that like dominoes, all it takes is one 
positive action to set an entire line of the 
blocks into motion.

“When you create positive change, it 
spreads. One family. One community. And 
as their quality of life and opportunities in-
crease, it passes along from one person to 
the next,” she says. “Pretty soon, after a pe-
riod of time you’ve made a positive impact 
on the whole country.”

Despite only being there a short time 
the three Canadians feel their trip put 
their own lives into perspective, and be-
cause of that appreciation for what they 
have here in Canada, they’re even more 
apt to chip in and lend a hand, a tool or 
a piece of helpful knowledge if it means 
helping the nation rise.

“It’s literally changing their ability to take 
care of themselves. For example, they’re 
growing crops they’ve never grown before,” 
says Jefferies. “When they have the knowl-
edge and the tools they need, they can 
change things in their lives for the better.”

Bissonnette and Jefferies will next speak 
on behalf of Haiti Arise at the next CCIF 
conference in May. To make a donation 
please visit HaitiArise.org. crm

Jefferies’ experiences in Haiti fuels her, knowing that she’s doing something 
positive in helping establish the collision business in Haiti.


