
A
lana halfpenny remembers the moment that 
inspired her to start thinking about becoming 
politically active.

It was 2002, and she was a newly minted nurse 
practitioner. One of her first positions was at the 

Middlesex-London health Unit, providing primary care to low 
income families. Just weeks into the job, she remembers talking 
to a single mother in her early twenties about proper nutrition for 
her five-year-old child. The woman, who was on social assistance, 
broke down crying. her son enjoyed munching on grapes, but 
she couldn’t afford to buy them. 

That moment struck a chord with halfpenny. her own mother 
raised five children alone and halfpenny often wore her brother’s 
hand-me-downs. Like the mother in her office, her family  
also relied on social assistance. “I know what it’s like,”  
says the Sarnia NP. halfpenny acknowledges she’s expe-
rienced many similar moments with patients in her 
20-year nursing career. “After a while, you start to (say) 
‘that’s it. I can’t take it anymore. I need to do something 
about it.’” 

It’s no surprise then that halfpenny, who is now an 
NP at West Lambton Community health Centre, is  
passionate about advocating for those who are living in 

poverty. Over the years, she has also nurtured a keen interest in 
economics, employment trends and environmental issues. “I see 
all of these (intersect),” she says, adding that when she decides 
to run as a political candidate, she hopes to influence all of these 
issues as well as health care. 

The 41-year-old admits 10 years ago, the idea of running for city 
council or as MPP for Sarnia-Lambton was just a fleeting thought. 
Fast-forward to November 2012 and halfpenny, who acts as the 
policy and political action executive network officer for the associ-
ation’s Lambton chapter, found herself invited to attend RNAO’s 
Political Candidate Training session, a crash course that provides 
nurses with the skills and knowledge to chase their political aspi-
rations. She says she had reached a tipping point with her political 
work. The session provided that extra nudge. 

halfpenny was one of 13 nurses who participated in the two-
day course, which was patterned after similar programs 

offered by RNAO in 2002 and 2006. The association 
believes nurses can play a critical role in shaping munici-

pal, provincial and federal politics and policies because 
they bring unique insight and knowledge from their 

experiences with patients and the health-care system. 
“Their perspectives are invaluable, which is why the 

association has routinely held training sessions to 
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RNAO workshop offers RNs the knowledge and 
political skills to help them chase their dreams. 
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help encourage members to take the political 
plunge,” says RNAO CEO Doris Grinspun. 

The training couldn’t be timelier, considering 
the current state of Ontario’s political land-
scape. Premier Dalton McGuinty announced 
his resignation in October 2012. he formally 
stepped down with the announcement of his 
successor* in January. Ontario could head to 
the polls as early as this spring if the opposition 
parties fail to accept a provincial budget. 

Many nurses have already added the title of 
‘politician’ to their resume. There are currently 10 nurses serv-
ing Canada in the house of Commons. In Ontario, noteworthy 
nurse-politicians include MPPs Madeleine Meilleur in Ottawa-
Vanier, Laurie Scott in haliburton-Kawartha Lakes-Brock, Soo 
Wong in Scarborough-Agincourt (who was at the training session 
to share some advice), and Carolyn Davies on municipal council 
in Amherstburg. 

These nurses are paving the way for others, and are challenging sta-
tistics that suggest individuals from other professions – mostly men 
– are more likely to pursue a political career. According to the Parlia-
ment of Canada website, businesspeople, lawyers and consultants are 
currently the top three occupations in the house of Commons.  

Gurleen Gill is hoping the tide will 
change. “As nurses, we really have the 
strength and the tools to be strong voices  
for communities,” says the Toronto RN. 
“We just have to stop letting things deter us 
from standing up.” 

Gill attended RNAO’s training as both a 
participant and presenter. The home care 
nurse at Bayshore home health ran for the 
Green Party of Ontario in the 2011 provin-
cial election. She says her leap into politics 

came after years of growing interest in addressing social inequi-
ties. Former Toronto street nurse Cathy Crowe (also a speaker at 
the training session, and a past Ontario NDP candidate) served as 
an “incredible inspiration” Gill says. “She reinforced the idea that 
there are no boundaries (for nurses).” 

After making the decision to run, Gill campaigned for three 
months, recruiting a handful of volunteers and attending dozens 
of all-candidates’ debates, speaking engagements and meetings. 
She knocked on hundreds of constituents’ doors, all the while 
continuing her full-time job at Bayshore.

It was hectic, she admits. “Wake up, work, campaign, sleep” 
was the routine most days, but Gill says she wouldn’t have it  

“as nurses, we really 
have the strength 
and the tools to be 
strong voices for 
communities.”
guRleen gill

Etobicoke-North MPP hopeful 
Gurleen Gill at an all-candidates’ 
debate at humber College on 
Sept. 20, 2011

* At press time, the new provincial Liberal leader had not yet been selected. registered nurse Journal     19     



any other way. In fact, she’s already decided she’ll be running 
again in the next provincial election: “It was a very rewarding 
experience, and it’s empowering to know it’s within your hands to 
create change.” 

her advice to RNs? Don’t let politics and campaigns intimidate 
you. Nurses can truly understand the needs and deficiencies of 
Ontario’s health-care system, communities, and the social deter-
minants that impact peoples’ quality of life, she says. “We have 
the experience, knowledge, and ability to be great advocates for 
our patients, and by extending these skills into politics, we can be 
outspoken leaders.” 

Gill attended RNAO’s candidate training session to learn about 
strategies for recruiting fundraisers for her next campaign. She 
admits this was a challenge, and shared her struggles with col-
leagues during the training in November. 

Many nurses – some of whom travelled from Sudbury, Ottawa, 

Owen Sound and Brockville – wanted to learn about the nuts and 
bolts of running a campaign. They listened to the experiences and 
advice of seasoned politicians such as Wong, Crowe, PC Educa-
tion Critic Lisa MacLeod, and former NDP MPP Shelley Martel. 

Several participants indicated they may not be ready just yet to 
toss their hats into the ring while others were certain they would 
be running for office in the future. A few simply wanted to pick 
up political advocacy skills they could use in their workplace, or 
were looking to throw their support behind another candidate. 

Dot Klein was one such nurse. An RN for almost 50 years, Klein 
says she is passionate about advocacy, particularly as it relates to 
the disadvantaged, children and the elderly. In March 2012, Klein 
attended her first Annual Day at Queen’s Park, RNAO’s signature 
political action event. Every year, nurses travel to the province’s leg-
islative assembly, meeting in small groups with Ontario’s decision 
makers, including cabinet ministers, other MPPs and their staff. 

Since that experience, Klein has thought about taking her politi-
cal action a step further, but wasn’t sure how to do so. When the 

invitation to attend RNAO’s Political Candidate Training session 
landed in her inbox, she couldn’t say no. “As nurses, we’re not 
just part of the system. We can help (change) the system,” she 
says, adding she felt as though she was in a room full of “kindred 
spirits” at the session. 

Following RNAO’s training session, Klein sifted through the 
party platforms, determining which party and provincial candi-
date align with her interests. Since then, she’s chosen to support 
Nickel Belt MPP and NDP health Critic France Gélinas. Klein is 
also considering running for municipal council. She says she is 
“feeling more confident to be…politically active.”

Gananoque RN Denise Wood is also hopeful she’ll be a can-
didate in the 2014 municipal election. The RN and executive 
director of the Leeds and Grenville chapter of the Alzheimer 
Society of Ontario says politicians need to look at the health-care 
dollar, and how it’s being used. “We’re not spending enough on 

prevention,” she says, especially when it comes 
to education about Alzheimer’s and vascu-
lar dementia. This will be a key message she 
hopes to relay when she runs for city council.  

Wood says she left the training feeling invig-
orated. “Nurses don’t usually talk politics,” she 

says. “The fact that we might make a differ-
ence…and to be given a chance to (discuss that) 
was very empowering.” 

RN Esther Gieringer agrees. The training 
has given this Owen Sound RN confidence she 
has “never felt before – it’s quite amazing,” 
she says. Gieringer works at Summit Place,  

a long-term care home, and says she has begun to gather informa-
tion about political parties’ policies and platforms, doing as much 
as she can to educate herself. her motivation to attend the session 
stems from her interest in helping mothers who have not been 
able to protect their children through the family court system. 
“I think this is where my heart is leading me,” she says. “If I can 
help them have a voice, and some accountability and responsibil-
ity, I think there is justice in that.” 

Though she feels pulled in this direction, Gieringer admits she 
has no idea where the training will lead her. Despite the uncer-
tainty, she says “it seems like the puzzle pieces are falling into 
place.” She acknowledges RNAO has afforded her the opportunity 
to see her puzzle take shape. “I’m not sure I would have pur-

sued (politics) if it wasn’t for 
RNAO.” RN

melissa di costanzo is staff 
writer for rnao.

“  as nurses, we’re not  
just part of the system. 
We can help (change)  
the system.” 
Dot Klein

Former Ontario NDP candidate and RN 
Cathy Crowe (left) shares political advice 
with colleagues, including Dot klein (right).

visit www.rnao.ca/policy 
to read about political 
issues of importance for 
Ontario RNs.

20     January/February 2013


