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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

President of Canadian Polish Congress British Columbia Accused of Harassment, Homophobia,
Censorship

VANCOUVER / TORONTO – August 25, 2021. Last month, Polish-Canadian human rights advocacy group
Polonia Inclusive lodged a formal complaint against the President of the BC chapter of the Canadian
Polish Congress, Michael Dembek. The complaint letter accuses Dembek of making harassing phone calls
and homophobic statements towards Polish-Canadian human rights activists and LGBTQIA2S+ individuals
on the basis of sexuality. The complaint also accuses the Congress of censoring its community members.

“The conversation with Mr. Dembek left me in a state of shock,” says Kasia Okienska, who lives in Toronto,
and received a phone call and a number of online messages from Dembek. “His words, especially with
reference to my sexuality, which he called ‘a fetish,’ made me very uncomfortable. I feel truly traumatized. I
can’t believe this man claims to represent me as a member of the Polish community in Canada.”

“I do not feel safe or welcome in my community," says Mirella Russell, who received an unsolicited phone
call from Dembek on May 4th that she says left her feeling threatened for her and her family's safety. “The
president of Canadian Polish Congress BC called me a ‘sinner.’ He told me that if I were to show up at any
Polish event wearing a rainbow flag, I would be treated the same way as if I wore a Nazi swastika."

Dembek is also accused of censoring content on the BC Congress’ social media pages. “It’s incredibly
disappointing that Mr. Dembek deletes comments and posts when they do not align with his personal and
religious beliefs. The Canadian Polish Congress does not seem to be an organization that is welcoming of
diversity, especially with this recent discrimination against Polish LGBTQIA2S+ community members. Not
only is Congress staying silent about human rights violations in Poland and in Canada, they are now
actively censoring members of our community while receiving funding and incentives from the government
and claiming to represent us,” says Julianna Zwierciadlowska, who lives in Winnipeg.

“It is not appropriate for the President of a Canadian non-profit organization to actively censor, attack,
intimidate, and deride human rights advocates and members of the LGBTQIA2S+ community. All members
of the Polish and Polish-Canadian community should feel welcome and safe, regardless of their gender,
sexuality or political beliefs” said Karolina Hanula, Interim Director of Polonia Inclusive, an organization
that supports culture, diversity and advocacy in Canada, Poland and around the world.

“This is especially true as the situation in Poland becomes more critical, and as hundreds of thousands are
protesting in the streets, demanding that the Polish government respect their fundamental human rights
and reform its policies, including the controversial abortion ban, attacks on free media and free speech,
erosion of judiciary independence, blatant racism that pervades government rhetoric, and
government-sanctioned ‘LGBT-Free’ zones. We cannot be silent as similar behaviours and rhetoric are
demonstrated by our community leaders in Canada,” continues Hanula.

“The Canadian Polish Congress claims to represent Polish and Polish-Canadian community interests
before the government of Canada. The harmful actions of President Dembek and the silence from the
larger organization show that this is not the case. We are urging the Congress to hold its leadership
accountable, issue an apology, and develop policies that combat bigotry in the organization and
community,” says Hanula.

The formal complaint was sent on July 16th to John Tomczak, President of Canadian Polish Congress, and
can be viewed at www.poloniainclusive.ca/OpenLetterKPK. The Canadian Polish Congress has not issued
a response.

Media Contact: For media inquiries/additional information, please contact Polonia Inclusive,
poloniainclusive@gmail.com.
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