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Managing the unknown

Filmmakers celebrated here

‘Strong and resilient’ LGBTQ+ immigrants 
help create a more welcoming Halifax

Lessons in resiliency and optimism

From seasonal agricultural worker to 
Canadian citizen





The new normal

 It’s a phrase you hear a lot lately, usually with some 
sense of regret. The new normal. As if somehow we have 
lost something precious we used to have and now must 
make do with something less. 

I reject this position utterly. Was there something so 
great about the old normal that it’s worth lamenting? Does 
anything we “lost” really outweigh what we’ve gained? I 
don’t believe so. 

Think about it. We have a greater appreciation for 
life and society now than we did 1.5 years ago because we 
now know what we have to lose. We appreciate friends 
and family more because we know what it’s like to be 
without them.  

We proved we can pull together when the chips are 
down and work toward a single goal.  

We proved to our neighbours and communities that 
yes, we care about you as much as we care about ourselves. 
By wearing masks and observing personal distance, we 
prevented spreading anything we might have to others. 

Our politicians supported us and largely avoided 
petty partisanship at the height of the crisis so we as 
Canadians could focus on staying healthy. This is already 
disappearing as we emerge from the pandemic and as 
both national and provincial elections loom, but at least 
they showed it was possible. 

Do  I mourn the old normal? Not one little bit. 
I’m hopeful and grateful for all the benefits the  new 
normal represents. 

I’m positive about the future. It feels good to see 
businesses open their doors again, to see people outside 
and able to connect with family.  

So what if we had to get a couple of needles? Why not 
keep wearing a mask? Did you see how low instances of 

the flu and common cold fell during the pandemic? 
That can save lives even after COVID-19 becomes 

a memory. 
One of the lessons the pandemic taught me personally 

is to look inwards and be grateful for the things we have 
and to have a positive outlook about the future. It feels 
good to be back to sharing stories and working on projects.  

Some of those projects include the opening of our new 
co-working venture the Creative Hub, which resumed 
construction after lockdown delays. Our new date for the 
official opening is Sept. 1. 

We’re also hard at work planning our Mosaic festivals, 
both the music and film version, and hope to have both of 
them in-person and online this year. 

Our international student’s bursary program is back. We 
selected four international student winners this summer and 
will be announcing their names and printing their essays soon. 

We have expanded the Most Inspiring Immigrants 
initiative to include Newfoundland and Labrador this year. 
Nominations are still ongoing, and we have assembled 
a new advisory board of highly esteemed individuals to 
work with us to pick the next honourees. 

We urge everyone to support local businesses. They 
are the engine of the economy, and this is how we can 
jumpstart the economy.  

We want to thank all the health care workers for 
their work on the frontlines, many of whom were new 
Canadians and immigrants. It’s their example that makes 
me hopefully for a bright and positive future.

IFEANYI EMESIH 
Founder and CEO
My East Coast Experience

@iemesih
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‘A place where we 
could be happy’

Olabisi and Esther Akinkugbe with their two children, Pearl and 
Jasper.

The Akinkugbe family’s journey from
Nigeria to Nova Scotia

By Kristen Lipscombe

Although Olabisi and Esther Akinkugbe are originally 
from Nigeria, a country that is an ocean and 7,700 
kilometres away from Nova Scotia, when the married 
couple first visited Halifax five years ago, the friendly port 
city “felt familiar.” 

“It felt like some place where we could be really happy,” 
Esther says from the married couple’s Halifax-area home. 
“We didn’t know we would end up here.” 

At the time, the Akinkugbes were living in Fredericton, 
where Olabisi worked as an assistant professor at the 
University of New Brunswick and Esther worked at a local 
law firm. Both are lawyers by trade, and yes, they met at 
work back in Lagos.  

“Our first visit to Halifax was in 2016,” described Olabisi, 
who goes by Bisi. “We drove around and stayed downtown, 
and also drove to the university at that time, and I just 
expressed hope that I could work there some day.” 

By spring 2017, Bisi had applied for an assistant 
professor position, specific to his particular legal expertise, 
that happened to pop up at Dalhousie University’s Schulich 
School of Law and before long, “the call came in; it was a 
902 number and I was like, ‘this is a Halifax call!’ ” 

It didn’t take them long to settle right in, either. They 
have a lovely house in a popular suburban neighbourhood, 
where they’re raising their two children, 10-year-old Pearl 
and seven-year-old Jasper, along with two-and-a-half-
year-old family dog Milo. 

Bisi secured a tenure track position, while Esther was 
also successfully hired on at Dalhousie as a legal advisor in 
the Research Services office.  

“I’m a small-town girl,” Esther says. “This is a place 
where my kids can grow and where we can feel safe.” 

As assistant professor at Dalhousie, Bisi specializes in 

international economic law; international investment law; 
international law and development; international human 
rights law; and more. 

Although working from home while juggling two small 
kids has been no easy feat for any family through the pandemic, 
Bisi is a recent recipient of a 2021 Belong Research Fellowship 
Award for his research on illicit financial flows, illicit trading 
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Africa.  

Bisi is also proud of his work with Afronomics Law, a 
blog project he co-founded with James T. Gathii of the 
Loyola University School of Law,  in association with the 
African International Economic Law Network back in fall 
2018 to “focus on international economic law and public 
international law themes as they relate to Africa and the 
Global South.” Afronomics Law “aims to amplify the voices 
and issues that are not often part of the conversation in the 
scholarship and practice in these areas”.  

“We spoke a lot about what we could do and we thought, 
‘let’s create a space where we can write,’ ” Bisi says of building 
an online community to help educate the public freely about                 
African international trade and investment law. Before too
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 long, other scholars started sharing their work to the 
website, which now has hundreds of authors globally. You 
can check it out at www.afronomicslaw.org. 

Although Esther is a little more private about her 
professional life, she shares the story of first encountering 
Bisi back in that Lagos law firm. The moment Esther walked 
through the office doors, Bisi knew they’d end up together. 

“The first day I saw her, I told her I wanted to marry her.” 
“I thought that was weird,” Esther says. “So he got put 

in the friend zone.” 
“I had to wait a couple of months to get my chance,” 

Bisi says. 
Esther admitts that “after a couple of months, I 

realized,  ‘I kinda like this guy,’ ” so she gave him a window 
of opportunity to ask her out properly. He almost missed 
his chance, but Bisi secured that first date back in fall 
2006. Three years later, they married, tying the knot with 
a legal wedding, a traditional Nigerian ceremony and “a 
white wedding in the church.” 

“He’s the more adventurous one of the two of us,” 
Esther says, “I am more cautious and must weigh all the 
risks … it’s a nice balance.” 

Although she earned her Masters of Law at Cornell 
University in Ithaca, N.Y., Esther didn’t necessarily picture 
herself settling down outside of Nigeria. However, Bisi was 
spending his post-graduate North American studies at the 
University of Toronto, where he received his Masters of Law, 
and the University of Ottawa, where he completed his PhD. 

But it wasn’t until they visited Halifax that first time 
that they finally felt like they had arrived home.  

“Halifax is a city we saw as a place that would keep 
growing,” Bisi says. “If we are going to live in eastern 
Canada, in the Maritimes, then Halifax is the ideal city.” 

There is a growing Nigerian community within Nova 
Scotia, the Akinkugbes say, which has been a comfort to 
them. In return, Esther says, “whenever we are able to give 
back, we do, like when we come across couples or young 
families that have just moved.” 

“I like to …bring them into my home, give them the 
tips and share my experiences; sort of help them settle.” 

“We found a lot of love in Nova Scotia and that is 
something we can draw on moving forward,” Bisi says. “To 
sow a seed of love in everyone within the community so 
that people are not shy to reach out for help.”





 What Nova Scotia is doing to vaccinate 
newcomers against COVID-19

As Nova Scotia continues its COVID-19 vaccination 
rollout, the province is encouraging the newcomer 
population to get vaccinated and is undertaking several 
initiatives to make that happen. 

“We are in discussion with groups that support 
newcomers to understand their concerns and identify how 
best to support their vaccine confidence,” the province 
says in a statement. 

Based on these discussions, it’s ensuring English 
materials are written using plain language and/or 
with pictorial descriptions and it has been translating 
materials into other languages. 

One of the groups helping with these efforts is the 
Immigrant Services Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS). 
CEO Jennifer Watts says the organization is working 
with public health to better understand the vaccination 
program and is in turn working with newcomers to provide 
information about vaccines and how to get vaccinated.  

She says one common question they’ve received is what 
is the best vaccine to get, especially given the changes that 
have taken place with the use of the AstraZeneca vaccine. 

“[We’re] being very proactive and making sure people 
receive information, understand how they can act on it, 
ask if they need support and problem solving around 
making sure they can make that appointment and get the 
vaccine,” Watts says. 

For people lacking digital literacy skills, ISANS is 
doing a phone campaign using interpreters to reach people, 
provide them with information and book appointments 
for them if they need assistance. 

Vaccines are available to anyone with or without a 
health card. Online appointments require a health card, 
while telephone bookings do not. 

“I think people are very appreciative of the vaccines and 
it’s just a matter of understanding the system because it can 
be somewhat complex if you don’t have the digital skills or 

strong language skills to navigate the system,” Watts says. 
“I think with the efforts on the part of our staff team and 
supports that public health is offering that we’ll be able to 
address those issues.” 

One of ISANS’ projects has been to create a sort of 
Vaccine 101 video for newcomers.  

“As of now, our FAQ videos will be translated into Arabic, Farsi, 
Swahili, Spanish, and Mandarin,” spokesperson Clancy Waite says 
via email. “We are working with clients in our bridging programs 
— internationally educated nurses, doctors, pharmacists, etc. — 
to create the videos in the different languages. 

Once we have more volunteers identified, we hope to 
have the videos made in Somali, Tigrinya, and Oromo.” 

Besides ISANS, it’s unclear what other organizations 
the province is working with to get information out to 
newcomers. As well, the province didn’t provide any 
vaccination statistics amongst the newcomer population. 

“We are staying in close contact with these groups to 
identify any issues with the rollout,” the province says. 
“If it is determined that newcomers are not booking 
appointments, we will continue to explore new ways to 
increase their access to the vaccine.” 

Chief Medical Officer of Health Dr. Robert Strang 
has said the province needs to have 75 per cent of its 
population vaccinated before it can roll back public 
health restrictions. 

ISANS playing key role in assisting province get the right vaccination message 
out to immigrant community

By Richard Woodbury
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Indiegraf offers BIPOC Media Growth Program 
to increase diversity in media landscape 

Whether your outlook on traditional 
news media is optimistic or pessimistic, it’s 
hard to dispute it’s been a challenging time 
for the media. 

Every year, newsrooms downsize, 
reporters are laid off, and legacy publications 
either crumble or downsize. Sometimes, 
large populations can find themselves 
lacking reliable local news coverage. 

While most would see these events as 
the death knell of the industry, Erin Millar, co-
founder and CEO of Indiegraf, sees opportunity 
to change the industry for the better. 

“Indiegraf is a platform for independent 
journalists and publications,” Miller says. 
“That narrative (of the indutry dieing) sort 
of overlooks the opportunity we have for 
independent, small additional players to fill 
a lot of these local community news gaps.” 

Indiegraf recently launched, in 
association with the Facebook Journalism 
Project,  its BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and 
Persons of Colour) Media Growth Program. 
It’s a series of $25,000 grants offered to small 
media productions with the specific goal of 
building back a media landscape that offers 
more diverse voices and perspectives. 

“We see this opportunity in the space 
right now, where more and more journalists 
are striking out on their own to found outlets,” 
Millar says. “Our mission is to give those 
independent digital outlets the advantages of 
being part of a larger chain. Cheaper access to 
technology, access to revenue opportunities …
while continuing to maintain local ownership, 
and obviously, editorial autonomy. 

“People of colour, and immigrant 
communities as well, are among the under-

represented and underserved 
communities in Canada, and the 
traditional, established media has really 
not kept up,” Millar says. “There’s a long 
history of problems around diversity. 
When you actually look at who owns 
these organizations, it’s still lagging behind 
the general workforce on representation. 

“Our fear was that, if we just continue 
on this track, we’re just going to replicate 
the diversity problems of the previous 
media ecosystem. The disruption 
that’s happening right now is really an 
opportunity to change media ownership.” 

Wafa Alamm and her husband both 
had years of experience as journalists 
under their belts when they moved to 
Halifax from Lebanon in 2019. 

“For me, it was a decision that I 
wanted to continue my career …I don’t 
want to start from zero. I want to give 
this experience to the province, to the 
media industry here.” 

Alamm chose to launch her own 
media company, One Frame Production. 
Currently, One Frame offers media 

marketing to businesses and non-profits, 
and media services for the film and 
television industry in Halifax. 

Alamm didn’t apply for the 
BIPOC Media Growth Program before 
applications for the first round closed, 
but she says a grant like that would 
provide a lot of wind beneath her 
fledgling media wings. 

“I’m renting some cameras, mics, 
from here and there; I don’t have my own 
equipment,” Alamm says. “I still need to 
buy many [pieces of] equipment, which 
would help me to work independently.” 

Millar says someone like Alamm is an 
ideal candidate for future BIPOC grants, 
and she expects there to be future BIPOC 
grants for Alamm to apply for. Millar says 
67 per cent of the 34 publications they’ve 
supported or worked with in the last year 
have been owned by BIPOC owners. 

Sign up for future updates on 
Indiegraf ’s BIPOC Media Growth 
Program on its website, indiegraf.com/
news/applications-open-bipoc-media-
growthprogram/. 

Wafa Alamm (left) launched her own media company, One Frame 
Production, to offer media marketing to businesses and non-profits, and 
media services for the film and television industry in Halifax.

By Chris Muise
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THE PITCH

Giving back to the land 

Veith House, located in the North end of Halifax, 
has served as a pillar of support for children and adults 
during the past 50 years. Our vision is a healthy, vibrant 
community that supports and empowers children and 
adults to achieve greater wellbeing and mental health.  

We work toward this goal by providing a welcoming 
neighbourhood hub. Our offering is broad: social 
work services, supervised access and exchange for the 
Department of Justice, children’s activities before and after 
school, and summer camps. We give out healthy snacks to 
kids going to and from school, host community meals for 
folks in the neighbourhood, and run a busy newcomers 
program for young and old.  

But what I’d really like to tell you about is our expanding 
Urban Farm. For the past few years, Veith House has 
been growing food and offering folks the opportunity 
to volunteer along side our urban farmer, learning 
about preparing the ground, sowing seeds, tending the 

plants, and harvesting. Our children’s and newcomers’ 
programming is often focused around this space.  

But it’s more than that; our gardens are a place to find 
quiet, to reconnect with the soil, to return to practices you 
may have left in your old country, or to find ingredients 
for a delicious meal. Our gardens share their bounty as we 
give out produce to those in need. 

And we have exciting news! Our urban farm is 
expanding this year. We’re building a larger, heated 
greenhouse and will expand our food growing and 
nutrition-focused programming, and addressing food 
insecurity. We’re also getting seeds and supplies out to 
people in the community so they can grow food at home.  

There are lots of ways to get involved. Follow us on 
social media. We’re looking for donations, supplies and 
volunteers. Follow us on Instagram @veithhouse, Twitter 
@VeithHouse, and Facebook https://www.facebook.com/
VeithHouse. Our main number is: 902-453-4320. 

Veith House’s gardens are a place to find quiet, to return to practices left in your old country, or to find ingredients for a delicious meal.

Veith House uses urban farm to give back to community and help 
newcomers find their place in the community

By Lisa Harrison, Executive Director
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Festivals finding 
ways to adapt to 

new normal 

It was to be a momentous 
occasion. The Halifax Lebanese 
Festival was set to be held for the 20th 
time, but just like for a lot of other 
cultural festivals, COVID-19 got in 
the way, forcing the cancellation.  

“It was disappointing for all of 
us. We have many volunteers and 
many people get engaged in this. This 
event was almost like a celebration 
for everybody,” says Eli Hage, chair of 
the board at Saint Antonios Church 
in Halifax, which puts on the festival. 

One year later, COVID-19 
remains. With a vaccination 
campaign underway that aims to 
soon return society to pre-COVID 
life, cultural festivals have adapted 
by offering activities online, serving 
up take-out, and holding in-person 
gatherings that adhere to public 
health guidelines. These changes are 
a short-term bridge to the day people 
will gather once again. 

Unfortunately for the Halifax 
Lebanese Festival, in part due to 
timing, it was also cancelled for 2021. 
Hage says planning for the July event 
usually begins in January or February, 
and things were just too uncertain at 
the time to have the festival resume. 
However, Hage is optimistic about 
the festival’s future.  

“We’d like to have some normalcy 
in our life again for the festival—and 
everything else—and I think we see 
light at the end of this tunnel,” he says. 

One cultural festival that managed 
to hold its 2020 event in the COVID 
world is Francofest, a celebration of 
Acadian, francophone, and francophile 
groups in the Halifax Regional 
Municipality. Camille Lucas, the festival’s 
administrative services co-ordinator, 
says it was lucky to offer limited in-
person activities, virtual activities, and 
hybrid ones for the 2020 festival.  

“COVID definitely changed our 
programming a lot of times, and we were 
still not sure of the final program until a 
few weeks before the festival,” she wrote 
in an email to My Halifax Experience. 

The 2020 festival was held in 
November, as opposed to its usual 
October date. 

One positive is because of 
COVID-related travel restrictions, 
Francofest became more local. “We 
had to stay very flexible, and one of 
the advantages is that we were able 
to work with local artists/businesses, 
while we usually work with artists 
from all over Canada,” Lucas says. 

The plans for the 2021 event are 
to return to an October date, Lucas 
says. As well, Francofest is aiming 

“Not being 
able to interact 

and have the 
human contact 

with patrons 
is very hard to 

accept”

Traditional Greek dancing.

Traditional Greek baklava.

Pandemic restrictions cancelled or postponed 
many planned events but the organizations 

behind them are emerging stronger
By Richard Woodbury
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to offer three options for events: in-person, virtual, and 
hybrid. Even with the modified programming, Lucas says 
it’s not the same experience.  

“Even if we have the chance to offer in-person events, 
we miss the networking, meeting, experience-sharing that 
we usually have with our participants,” Lucas says. 

Similarly, the Italian Weekend festival in Halifax 
managed to put on a 2020 edition, but in a modified 
format. Where past events showcased culture, art, cuisine, 
language, music, history, and travel, the September 2020 
incarnation had one focus: food.  

“Because of COVID, we could not open the facility to 
all our supporters and guests,” Roberto Sani, president of 
the Italian Canadian Cultural Association of Nova Scotia, 
wrote in an email. “The only activity we could carry out 
was preparing and serving food in a take-away format.”  

He says the plan for the Sept. 10-12, 2021 event is 
much the same. However, if public health restrictions 
are eased, Sani envisions opening up part of the exterior 
courtyard so a limited number of people can enjoy their 
meals outdoors. 

“Not being able to interact and have the human 
contact with patrons is very hard to accept, especially for 
Italians that are notoriously gregarious and always ready 
for a party,” he says. 

It’s a similar situation for Halifax’s Greek Fest. 
Traditionally held during the second weekend in June, the 

festival is famous for its food, dancing, live music, church 
tours, market, and activities for kids. While an in-person 
gathering was out of the question for 2020, the festival 
adapted with Greek Fest To-Go!, offering Greek food for 
take-out over three weekends last August.  

“We’ve had Greek Fest patrons asking us for take-
out for 30 years,” says Bessy Nikolaou, chair of Greek 
Fest’s organizing committee. Another Greek Fest To-Go! 
was held in December and focused on Greek desserts, 
including Christmas specialities such as kourambiedes 
and melomakarona. 

Nikolaou says Greek Fest is an important community 
fundraiser and helps pay for some of the utility costs at 
the St. George’s Greek Orthodox Church and Community 
Centre, and some of the operational costs for the Saint 
George’s Greek School, which provides language and 
culture education to Greek kids in Grades 1 to 6. 

Nikolaou says before the third wave of the pandemic 
hit Nova Scotia, there was hope a hybrid gathering would 
be doable for June 2021. However, the third wave of the 
pandemic scuttled plans for a hybrid gathering, so the 
fourth Greek Fest To-Go! was held June 25-27.  

“I hope we can inspire other communities to find ways 
to showcase their culture and their food in these times as 
well,” Nikolaou says. “I think Haligonians in general love 
it, I think we love the cultural diversity of this city and the 
opportunity to be part of it.” 

L to R: Food, such as these pork skewers, is a huge part of almost all the local cultural festivals; Greek Fest is an important 
community fundraiser and helps pay for some of the utility costs at the St. George’s Greek Orthodox Church and Community 
Centre; Le Winston Band performs during the 2018 Francofest.
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Not everyone finds their dream 
job right out of school 

When local artist Duane Jones speaks about 
his nomination as one of the most inspiring 
immigrants of 2021, he uses a humbled tone, 
almost like he finds it hard to believe himself. 

“Somehow, I got nominated as one of the most 
inspiring immigrants in the Maritimes,” Jones 
says. “And I actually won the award, or was one of 
the winners. I was just deeply honoured.” 

Jones is the founder of the Art Pays Me 
brand, which has grown over the years to 
become Jones’ personal art firm, as 
well as a podcast where he features 
fellow artists from around the 
Halifax region.   

“Art Pays Me initially 
started off as a t-shirt brand,” Jones 
explains. “Basically, the idea 
behind it is celebrating 
artists, but in the 
broadest definition; 
people who use their 
creativity to make the 
world a better place, to 
make a living for themselves, to 
speak out on social justice issues, or 
whatever the case may be.” 

Jones says Art Pays Me is 
far from where he envisioned 
his future would take him, 
even though back in high school in 
Bermuda he was told he had the talent to pursue 
a career in graphic design.  

“My high school art teacher told me my art style 
kind of looked graphic in nature, and that I might be a 

good graphic designer,” Jones says. “I didn’t know what 
graphic design was, but I went for it because I didn’t 
really have any other options.”

If you, like the young Jones, aren’t familiar with 
graphic design, is a broad term describing taking 

information and knowing how to present it in a 
visual way. That means becoming familiar 

with the semiotics of shapes, colours, 
fonts, and other elements to impart a 
message without so many words. 

That’s what brought the then-19-
year-old Jones to Halifax in 2000. He 
was advised the Nova Scotia College of 
Art and Design, or NSCAD, was one 
of the best art schools in the country. 

However, once he graduated, Jones 
discovered the curriculum was lacking 

in at least one department: preparing 
grads for the job hunt. 

“I found this is a common thing at most art 
schools, so this isn’t a knock at NSCAD, but we really 

didn’t have those big career conversations,” Jones says. 
“Or at least, I didn’t. My assumption from day one was 
that I was going to graduate and get a job at a creative 
agency, like a design agency or an ad agency, and that 

would be the end of it. But the reality is you graduate, 
and it’s not that simple. 

Duane Jones recalls his struggle to find his place in the workforce and the 
need for more career education at the university level

By Chris Muise
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Some people get jobs right away, some people don’t.” 
Jones was one of the unlucky ones who didn’t find their 

dream job straight away. He did spend some time as the art 
director at NXET Magazine, but the publication was short-
lived and opportunities both in Toronto and back home in 
Bermuda were not forthcoming. 

It was around this time that Jones started the Art Pays 
Me apparel brand and the name of the brand was more 
aspirational than factual at that point. But the venture was 
also an experiment, to see what an artist could do when you 
trim out the middle-man. 

 “I had to start a business, because there was no other 
option,” Jones says. “I started to feel like, what happens when 
you take the client out of the process? When artists decide 
to lead themselves? Those ideas that wind up on the cutting-
room floor, what if I put them into my own products?” 

Jones says he was partially inspired to try venturing out 
on his own thanks to his time at NXET. 

“With that magazine, when I was hired, there literally 
weren’t any employees. It was just this dude, who was also 
an immigrant, actually,” Jones says. “Watching him, he let 
me sit in on some sales meetings, and I saw him broker 
partnerships with night clubs and bars and all those kind of 
things. I realized, this guy was flying by the seat of his pants, 
making things up as he went along.  

“You just assume, when you hear about business people 
and entrepreneurs, that they’re these superheroes that have 
everything figured out. But the reality is a lot of them just 
don’t know what they’re doing. They just… figure it out. They 
have this ability to not worry about [the small stuff]. They 
just have this confidence that they will be able to figure it out. 

“It definitely gave me a little more confidence.” 
As Jones did more and more work of his own, he 

began catering to clients that sought him out for his style, 
rather than himself seeking clients for a living. While 
Jones still works his day job in information management 
at Dalhousie Medical School, the name of his brand is a lot 
less aspirational than it once was. 

Jones also serves on the Board of Governors at 
NSCAD, and between that role and his podcast, he’s hoping 
to provide the career guidance and vote of confidence he 
wishes he had been given as a recent grad. 

“The podcast has been a way to sort of do that 
indirectly,” Jones says. “I recently did feature some students 
on the show.” 

Those students are Kris Rippas, 21, and Emily 
Sheppard, 24. Both recent Fine Art grads from NSCAD, 
they’re working together on a project inspired by the green 
burial movement. 

Young Jones in the studio at NSCAD University.

An example of the burial shrouds being produced by 
Kris Rippas and Emily Sheppard.
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“We’re doing custom burial shrouds,” Sheppard tells 
MECE. “They’re kind of a really old idea of wrapping up a 
body, before coffins and all the modern ways of preserving 
bodies was a thing. The alternative death movement is a 
big thing right now.” 

“So far, it’s mostly just been on the side,” Rippas says. 
“It’s more of, like, an art practice, as opposed to a business. 
We’re in the early stages of our art career, so there’s still 
room to grow.” 

Graduating on the cusp of COVID, Rippas and 
Sheppard have the benefit of knowing their expected post-
grad career paths are going to look a lot different in reality 
and they’ll need to find a lot of their own opportunities. 
But having someone like Jones is a great boon not only by 
helping them get their names out there, but just for setting 
an example by showing that an artist can build their own 
career on their own terms. 

“Seeing someone in the community who is seeing 
gaps and filling them kind of gives hope to all the other 
people like us that are just coming out of art school and 
trying to figure out what the next step is. I think it’s…” 
Sheppard says, pausing a moment to consider her next 
words carefully, “…inspirational.”

Emily Sheppard says the alternative 
death movement is big right now.

Kris Rippas is inspired by the green burial trend and is working with a fellow grad too produce burial shrouds.
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IMMIGRANTS AS ENTREPRENEURS
While Jones’ experience (creating a business of his 

own as an artist because finding a position somewhere 
is challenging) isn’t unique to immigrants, Jones does 
believe newcomers to Canada have extra hurdles to clear 
when it comes to finding employment. 

“At the time, (I think they might have changed the 
rules now, because I see all these folks working at, like, 
Tim’s and places like that) 
when I was applying for a 
work permit, you had to 
prove no Canadian was 
more qualified,” Jones 
says. “You had to prove 
you were more qualified 
than every Canadian for 
that particular job. So if 
there’s a graphic design 
job up, I have to prove 
that I’m the best graphic 
designer in Halifax. And 
you know, that’s subjective. 
The employer really had to 
want you.” 

For a brief period, Jones 
did work in Toronto on a 
contract basis, while he hit 
the pavement looking for a 
permanent job. He details a 
surprising encounter he had 
while being interviewed for 
a position. 

“I did have one interesting interview where a white 
guy, a creative director, he said, ‘You know, as a black guy 
in this industry, you’re going to have a hard time,’” Jones 
says. “In Toronto? In the most diverse city in the world? 
Telling me I’m going to have a hard time as a black guy? I 
was just like, wow. That blew my mind.” 

Even starting his own business faced challenges 
brought on by the rules of immigrant work permits at 

the time. Initially, it wasn’t Jones who founded Art Pays 
Me; on paper, it was his wife, Natasha Nurse-Jones, who 
started the business, and he was her first hire.  

Speaking to Rippas and Sheppard, who are 
Canadian-born and not immigrants, it’s clear the 
educational system could still improve in educating 
all students on the topic of career-finding after 

graduation, although there have 
been improvements. 

“NSCAD gives you the 
opportunity to gain those skills if 
you seek them out,” Sheppard says. 
“You kind of have to put the work in 
to seek it out yourself, I think. Just by 
going through your degree, you don’t 
get that information by default.”  

“I think it’s a little bit short-
sighted of post-secondary in 
general,” Rippas says. “Not 
everyone is going to make art 
for the galleries. Some people 
are going to go into commercial 
spaces, whether that’s freelancing 
their work or doing commissions.” 

For Jones’ part, he’s doing his 
best to be the font of guidance 
Canadian and foreign students 
alike need in order to succeed. He 
leaves us with a few parting pieces 
of advice. 

“Don’t underestimate the 
importance of a community,” Jones says. “I didn’t work 
hard enough to build relationships here, I didn’t think 
I was going to stay. Build relationships with people in a 
community as much as you can. 

“That experience in Toronto made me appreciate 
Halifax a little better. I realized I had already started 
to build some community in Halifax… I just wish I did 
it earlier.”
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 ‘Strong and resilient’: 
LGBTQ+ immigrants help create 

a more welcoming Halifax 

When Aris Hernandez immigrated to Halifax from 
Veracruz, Mexico at the age of 17, he experienced many 
of the same challenges faced by other immigrants his 
age. He moved away from the people and culture he had 
grown up with, it was difficult to make friends, and it 
took a while to adjust to Canadian culture.  

On top of these challenges, Hernandez was 
experiencing another, more personal struggle: coming 
to terms with his sexuality. 

Hernandez says he was closeted while living in 
Mexico, and didn’t believe he could safely be openly 
gay. He felt pressured to act “macho” and fit a specific 
definition of masculinity. 

During his first year at Mount Saint Vincent 
University, he struggled to navigate his role as part of both 
the international student and LGBTQ+ communities. 

“It was dark times,” Hernandez says. “I felt isolated, 
depressed, and anxious.” 

He says he was trying to learn who he was and who he 
wanted to be. He attended counselling and began coming 
to terms with his identity.  

“I was entering a brand new world,” Hernandez 
explains. “Being open, and gay, and coming into a brand 
new culture.” 

After learning to embrace his own identity, he realized 
he wanted to help other LGBTQ+ international students 
in Nova Scotia facing similar challenges.  

“There is no better place than Nova Scotia and I know 
that that sounds very cheesy, but it truly is,” Hernandez 

Aris Hernandez.

LGBTQ+ newcomers share their experiences and
discuss the importance of community

By Darrell Roberts

laughs. “You are going to be accepted for who you are.” He 
worked with administration to make the university more 
welcoming for international students. He also started 
initiatives for minority communities to connect and engage 
in conversations. 

Hernandez now works as a retention coordinator with 
EduNova, where he helps international students through 
the Atlantic Canada Study and Stay program. He says the 
empathy and experience that international graduates can 
provide to international students is invaluable. 

Facing challenges
Jennifer Watts is the CEO of the Immigrant Services 

Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS), an organization 
that helps newcomers get settled in Nova Scotia. She 
says it isn’t uncommon for LGBTQ+ immigrants to leave 
their country of origin specifically because of their sexual 
orientation or gender identity. 
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“They need, for their own personal safety and the 
safety of those around them, to leave those situations and 
to find a new place to live because of homophobia and 
often very negative attitudes and actions towards people 
who are from the LGBTQ+ community.” 

Although housing, employment, financial stability, 
and isolation are challenges faced by many who immigrate 
to Canada, LGBTQ+ immigrants often face setbacks 
specifically related to their identity, Watts says.

She points out that LGBTQ+ newcomers may feel 
unsafe living with others for fear of discrimination. They 
may also have additional trouble finding employment 
and achieving financial stability if they lack work 
experience due to previous discrimination. 

LGBTQ+ newcomers may avoid connecting 
with community for fear of being unwelcome, 
unsafe, or retraumatized. 

“They may still be very isolated even though they’re 
here in a place that offers more safety and they have legal 
rights and protections,” Watts says. “They may still feel 
very uncomfortable about connecting and being able to 
be basically out about their sexuality.”  

ISANS has services intended to help LGBTQ+ 
newcomers learn English, find housing, gain 
employment, achieve financial stability, and safely 
connect with community.  

Watts says that ISANS has also developed training and 
resources to help organizations and employers become 
more aware of the challenges faced by newcomers. 

ISANS partners with various groups to help LGBTQ+ 
newcomers coming through both the economic and 
refugee streams. The Rainbow Refugee Association of 
Nova Scotia (RRANS) is a grassroots organization that 
ISANS works with to settle LGBTQ+ refugees. 

RRANS has privately sponsored more than 25 
LGBTQ+ refugees seeking to settle in Nova Scotia. 

Rhiannon Makohoniuk, a project coordinator with 
RRANS, says the organization works from an empowerment 
and social justice model. “We’re hoping to return to people 
what belongs to them: freedom and dignity,” she says. 

RRANS helps refugees overcome the obstacles they 
face when arriving in Nova Scotia. 

“They’re people who have lived lives and have skills 
and experiences; they’re very capable people. We’re just 

Jennifer Watts, CEO of Immigrant Services 
Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS).

The Rainbow Refugee Association of Nova Scotia (RRANS) is a grassroots organization. 
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Oriol Salvador.

Tamim Arabi.

“Once they can feel 
comfortable with 
themselves, then I 
think they are strong 
and resilient enough 
to navigate anything 
else in life.”

here to provide the assistance they need,” Makohoniuk says.

Creating community 
There are many LGBTQ+ immigrants who, like 

Hernandez, call Nova Scotia home and are making the 
province a more welcoming, inclusive place for everyone. 

Tamim Arabi came to Canada from Saudi Arabia in 
2009. At first, he avoided both Arab circles and LGBTQ+ 
groups because he didn’t believe he could fully express 
himself through either. Now, like Hernandez, Arabi is 
creating spaces where LGBTQ+ newcomers can feel like 
they belong.  

For more than a year, Arabi has been working with 
the YMCA of Greater Halifax/Dartmouth to develop 
community programs specifically for LGBTQ+ 
newcomers. He believes it’s vital for LGBTQ+ newcomers 
to have a place where they feel safe opening up about 
their sexual orientation or gender identity 

“This plays a huge role in making the person who 
just arrived in Canada feel more safe and more accepted,” 
Arabi says. 

Oriol Salvador is co-lead of the Halifax Pride 
Immigrant Committee (he’s also a media strategist with 
My East Coast Experience). Originally from Barcelona, 
he’s been involved with Halifax Pride since arriving in 
Halifax in 2019. 

Salvador points out that Pride festivals in Canada are often 
led by white LGBTQ+ Canadians. The Halifax Pride Immigrant 
Committee puts LGBTQ+ immigrants at the forefront. 

The committee identified the need for LGBTQ+ 
newcomers to be able to gather and share experiences 
in a safe space. In March, the committee began holding 
a monthly online event called “All Tongues,” where 
LGBTQ+ immigrants can learn about resources and have 
open discussions. If they have safety concerns, attendees 
can participate anonymously. 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic has created many 
challenges, Arabi says that online events are helping 
people connect with each other and build community. 

Arabi advises any LGBTQ+ immigrants who are 
feeling isolated to seek out groups of people who have 
similar backgrounds or shared experiences. He says these 
groups are essential for helping LGBTQ+ newcomers feel 
comfortable with their identity. 

“Once they can feel comfortable with themselves, then 
I think they are strong and resilient enough to navigate 
anything else in life.”
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Managing the unknown
By Richard Woodbury

Juan José Guzmán Daza was at Acadia University’s 
meal hall one day in mid-March 2020 when emails 
arriving on everyone’s phones started a chorus of pinging 
notifications. The email was from the Wolfville, N.S. 
university and was advising students that to reduce the 
potential spread of COVID-19, all classes and labs would 
be suspended for the following week, while all in-person 
classes and labs would be cancelled for March 23 to April 
3. Daza’s immediate thoughts were that he could start 
preparing for his exams and do some hiking at Cape Split.  

“It then started to hit that it was a lot worse than we 
thought,” says the international student from Colombia. 

Atlantic Canadian universities quickly shut down in-
person learning and moved online to salvage the rest of 
the academic year. By summer 2020, the first wave of the 
pandemic was waning in Atlantic Canada, as evidenced 
by the opening of the Atlantic bubble, which allowed 
residents of the four provinces to travel freely in New 
Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, 
and P.E.I. without any quarantine requirements. 

Almost a year later, universities are still adapting 
to COVID-19.  

“If you don’t have a tolerance for ambiguity, you’re 
not going to do well,” says Dr. Sonja Knutson, Memorial 

University’s director of the internalization office. “This 
has been so challenging. Every time we think we know 
something, it changes and that’s been the most difficult 
thing to adjust to.” 

For the 2020-21 academic year, international students 
were required to self-isolate independently in single 
accommodations, as mandated by Immigration, Refugees 
and Citizenship Canada. 

For the upcoming academic year, as of late May, it was 
unclear whether that same requirement would remain in 
effect. Knutson suspects it will.  

“I don’t see any changes happening,” she says. “Even 
with vaccinations, I think there’s still such uncertainty 
about the variants that can come in from other countries.”  

Variants of COVID-19 have been shown to be 
deadlier, have more intense symptoms and hit younger 
people harder than the original strain of COVID-19. 

At Memorial, a university staffer greets each arriving 
international student at the airport and the student is 
then taken by taxi to a residence at the university set up 
for quarantining. After completing some paperwork, the 
students are then brought to their room, which includes a 
bathroom. They are required to stay in their room for 14 
days, meals are provided to them and for an hour 

Juan José Guzmán Daza.

Still lots of unanswered questions when it comes to how 
international students are handled at Atlantic Canadian 

universities for 2021-22 academic year 
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each day, a peer supporter checks in on them. The 
university also makes a kinetics instructor available 
virtually to them so the students can do online workouts.  

“The mental toll of [quarantining] is quite high,” 
Knutson says. “It’s not easy to be in a small room for 
14 days, so giving them those touch points to see other 
people and connect a little bit is really important.” 

Guidance from various federal and provincial 
authorities will ultimately determine what the 
quarantining process will look like. 

“We are awaiting guidance from the Province of 
New Brunswick on the isolation process for the 2021-22 
academic year,” says Heather Campbell, the acting director 
of communications at the University of New Brunswick. 

“UPEI continues to monitor the situation and will have 
updated protocol for the fall semester,” spokesperson Dave 
Atkinson wrote by email. “As always, we work with and 
follow the guidance of the P.E.I. Chief Public Health Office.” 

Regardless of travel requirements, there are reasons 
some international students may not be able to attend 
their chosen universities.  

“For the fall semester, we anticipate primarily being 
in-person, but we know there will still be students abroad 
who won’t be able to join us …their study permits won’t 
be available to them yet,” says Knutson, who notes that 
India, Bangladesh, and Nigeria are some of the big student 
markets for the Newfoundland and Labrador university. 

She uses the example of an Indonesian student 

she knows. For the 2020-21 academic year, the student 
studied engineering from home. However, because of travel 
restrictions in Indonesia, the student can’t travel to the island 
in her country where the student visa centre is located to get 
her application processed.  

“Those kinds of things are going to be what change our 
numbers in the fall,” Knutson says. 

Some schools, such as Cape Breton University, were fully 
online for the 2020-21 academic year, while others (such as 
Acadia University and the University of New Brunswick) 
employed blended models. 

James Sanford, Acadia University’s executive director 
of student services, says the decision last year to include 
some in-person classes was made in part because as a rural 
Nova Scotia university, there was concern some off-campus 
students wouldn’t have reliable internet access. 

“We do have good internet access, but for many of the 
students from smaller communities around this province, 
that can be challenging,” he says.  

In May 2019, high-speed internet access was only available 
to 70 per cent of Nova Scotia homes and businesses. The province 
is working to bring that to 99 per cent by the end of 2023. 

For Daza, he says many international students he spoke 
with found online learning challenging. 

“They didn’t know who to reach out to because we were 
only faces on a screen and the professor was only a face on the 
screen,” he says. “My experience at Acadia was the professors 
always encouraged us to reach out to them and you’d feel a 
lot more comfortable reaching out to a person that you know 
personally, rather than just a person that is talking to you 
through a screen.” 

One thing that’s clear is that the learning at most 
institutions will include more in-person classes. 

“We are anticipating that Fall 2021 will bear more 
resemblance to a traditional UNB experience by offering 
many undergraduate and graduate courses in-person 
within the public health guidelines,” says Campbell, 
UNB’s spokesperson. 

Daza, 20, is entering his third year of kinesiology. 
Like everyone, he’s looking forward to a more normal 
student experience.  

“I’m just eager to be going back to being able to interact 
with people,” he says.

EduNova Projects Coordinator Yentl Yan Lee.
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By Oriol Salvador

From seasonal agricultural worker to  

Noé Arteaga knows first-hand what it’s like to 
be a seasonal migrant worker in Canada. He’s a 
Canadian citizen now, but his first trip to Canada 
was nearly his last.  

Arteaga has built a life for himself in Halifax since 
moving here after gaining his permanent residency in 
2012. He has found employment in the construction 
industry and a way to give back to the community 
through his volunteer efforts with No One is Illegal 
(NOII), a collective advocating for the rights of 
immigrants and refugees. It’s a cause that’s close to his 
heart because it was his rights that were violated when 
he first came to Canada in 2008.  

That first trip was as one of the thousands of seasonal 
migrant workers who come every year to work in the 
agriculture industry thanks to the Seasonal Agricultural 
Worker Program (SAWP). Originally from Guatemala, 
Arteaga came to work at a tomato greenhouse in Quebec 
for 11 months. He only made it for about five months 
before his employer sent him home. The reason? He tried 
to help a sick co-worker at the greenhouse.  

“That’s when I start finding out things, (like) 
what’s a closed work permit and how it gives you 
employment, but you cannot work elsewhere,” Arteaga 
says about his experience when he returned to Canada 
to fight for his own rights. The legal limitations of a 
closed work permit can put these workers at risk. 

They won’t report abuse from employers because those same 
employers have the power to restrict their chances to come back 
next season. There’s also a lack of resources available in different 
languages, including their own mother tongues, which limits 
their ability to fully understand basic labor rights or how the 
health care system in Canada works.  

Arteaga returned to Canada in October of that year while 
his permit was still valid, but only because his family convinced 
him to give Canada another shot.  

“The reason why I came back is because my family thought I 
would find justice in Canada. They said it’s not like any country 
in Latin America, full of corruption.”  

And find justice he did. Legal proceedings were started 
against his employer to gain lost income and he filed for 
permanent residency status as well. Both issues were resolved 
in his favour in 2012.  

That’s also when Arteaga discovered Halifax. He says the 
city reminds him of the rural area he comes from in Guatemala.  

“After living in Montreal for many years, Halifax is the 
perfect size,” he says.  

At first, the move to a calmer Nova Scotia was also a move 
away from the activism for migrant workers that marked his life 
in Montreal. Throughout his time in Montreal, Arteaga created 
a network of support and friendships, heavily rooted in his 
activism for the rights of migrant workers. He made a name for 
himself among those struggling with cultural and language 

barriers in Canada and back home in Guatemala too. 

Canadian citizen 
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Through his activism, he helped bring the story of fellow 
Guatemalans seasonal workers in Canada to Prensa Libre, 
one of the largest newspapers in Guatemala.   

Even though this international story was not good news 
for Canada, his fellow Guatemalans still reached out to 
Arteaga to learn more about how to move to Canada.   

“Even if we tell them things are not as easy in Canada, they 
still want to come because things are much worse in Guatemala.”  

Arteaga’s move to Halifax saw him start working in 
hospitality and in construction later. His activism slowed 
down too, but never really stopped. His work is this area 
eventually attracted 

With his personal experience, and Spanish as his 
mother tongue, Arteaga dedicates his volunteer time at 
NOII to reaching out to seasonal agricultural workers 
coming to Nova Scotia. He gets to know their needs and 
gives them an equal they can talk to.   

“I pass information. It is not only that I speak Spanish, 
but I also feel (I create) relationships between people on 
the same level, with a shared experience. …from that, 
people already make a connection… I don’t have to tell 
them, ‘I know how hard you work;  I know what it is 
like...’ I don’t have to use those words because they already 
assume that I know.”  

Now a Canadian citizen, Arteaga becomes not only a 
confident, but also a role model for them.  

He is a valuable volunteer for NOII, liaising with 
groups of newly arrived seasonal migrant agricultural 
workers, helping them navigate the process of mandatory 
14-day quarantines in hotels and informing them what 
their rights are once they’re sent to their workplace.  

“(My activism) is more about letting them know their 
rights because often employers do not let them know their 
rights,” he says.  

Arteaga also helps identify the needs and barriers 
these workers face, not only linguistical, but cultural too. 
In a hotel, for example, the workers from Mexico received 
arroz con frijoles (rice and refried beans) everyday as the 
hotel believed it to be the typical menu in Mexico.   

“You fall into a stereotype of what Mexican people 
eat,” Arteaga says.   

Working through cultural and language barriers is 
something Arteaga emphasizes as one of the key areas 
Canada should improve for seasonal migrant agricultural 
workers moving forward. He wants the country to provide 
information in the languages of the workers’ countries of 
origin, not just to guide them through their mandatory 
quarantine and work placements, but to explain essential 
services such as the health care system. 

“If you bring people in from a specific country, create 
materials and resources for them to be informed,” he says.

Noé Arteaga.

27MY HALIFAX EXPERIENCE • AUG 2021



NEW PATHWAYS TO 
PERMANENT RESIDENCE  

On April 14, 2021, the Government of Canada 
announced six new pathways to permanent residence 
for 90,000 essential workers. Beyond the headline, the 
Migrant Rights Network released a report in the first week 
of May about how thousands of migrants were excluded 
from these new pathways.  

These new pathways require applicants have a 
minimum of one year of work experience, over three 
years. On paper, many seasonal migrant workers could 
qualify, as some of them have been coming to Canada for 
10 consecutive years or more. However, speakers during 
the press conference organized by the Migrant Rights

Network pointed at other barriers:  
Gary is a migrant farm worker from Mexico working 

in Ontario, who is part of the Migrant Workers Alliance 
for Change. He explained the main barrier for seasonal 
workers like him is the English test. “When we come here 
as seasonal workers, there is no request for an education 
level more than Elementary school, but then this program 
asks for a CLB Level of 4. Some of us do not know to use 
a computer. We know how to speak [English] but not how 

to write, so for many of us, even if we have spent years 
working in Canada and speaking English daily, we cannot 
achieve a Level 4.”   

The cost of this exam ($300) is also an additional  
barrier for them.  

Syed Hussain, Secretary of the Migrant Rights Network 
and Executive Director of the Migrant Workers Alliance 
for Change emphasized the importance of permanent 
residence status for all that the organization emphasized 
last year with the campaign #StatusForAll: “Permanent 
status is crucial because is how migrants can assert the 
rights they have. (…) Without it, migrants are dying. 
Permanent status for all is a matter of life and death.”   

Hussan also pointed out that racialized unemployment 
is at a historic high in Canada and that limiting these new 
pathways to 90,000 accepted applicants creates chaos and 
disparities. “Migrants from Western countries have an 
advantage in this program,” he explains, referring at how, 
due to COVID-19, travelling from Western countries to 
Canada nowadays is easier than from Eastern countries. 
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Filmmakers 
celebrated here

Usually a film festival is a celebration of just that: film. 
However, it would be easy to argue the Mosaic Film Festival 
of Arts and Culture is more a celebration of the filmmakers 
than it is of the films they make. 

This distinction, albeit a fine one, is nonetheless an 
important one. It perhaps explains how the festival has 
grown and thrived even during a global pandemic.  

“We celebrate the filmmakers as storytellers,” says Israel 
Ekanem, programming coordinator for the Mosaic Film 
Festival of Arts and Culture. “They’re front and centre at 
the festival. Chosen films include little introductions of the 
makers, giving them an opportunity to tell why they made 
this film. Why it’s important to them to tell this story.” 

It’s an element Ekanem identified as missing from other 
existing film festivals when he made his first pitch for the 
creation of the Mosaic Film Festival. It was something that 
caught the attention and interest of Ifeanyi Emesih. 

“When I met Israel, he came with a list of ideas to pitch 
to me and the film festival was one of them,” says Emesih, 
founder and CEO of My East Coast Experience. “I recall 

telling him this is a great idea and we want it, but it was 
not the right time. I believe so much in timing. After a few 
months I called him and said I was ready to launch the film 
festival. We put a team together and the rest is history.” 

The event has grown since then to become an 
international festival with submissions from more 
than 13 countries. In 2020, even at the height of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it doubled its submissions. The 
2021 edition is already on pace to create a new record. 

Ekanem says he contributes the rapid gains to that 
unique focus he identified in the first pitch. 

“People resonated with what we set out to do in our first 
year,” Ekanem says. “What works for us is word of mouth. If 
makers have a good experience at our festival, they’re going 
to tell their friends, colleagues, and other makers.” 

Having the pandemic arise was also a blessing in disguise 
for the festival. Instead of shutting it down, it actually spurred 
new growth. Ekanem says having to go online opened the 
festival up to more people around the world. 

“Our first year was all about celebrating the filmmakers 
of the east coast of Canada, but going online made it easy 
for anyone anywhere to experience the festival,” Ekanem 
says. “The opening and closing ceremonies were both 
online and then visitors had all weekend to access and view 
all 30 submissions. It was also interactive, so viewers could 
give films a rating and those were used in determining the 
audience favourite award.” 

So what can participants and attendees expect from 
the 2021 version of the film festival? Submissions for this 
year have already surpassed last year’s numbers and still 
have until September before the deadline. Negotiations 
are underway with local theatres to put some of the 
submissions up on the big screen. The festival is bringing 
producers and production companies so makers can be 
in the same room with them to talk about their films. 
Makers don’t even have to submit a completed film. 
Screenplays are also being accepted. 

Ekanem says, “Hopefully we’ll then see the completed 
film return for a future festival.” 

The third festival is a melding of the first two. The 
hybrid will keep the wide open access of the digital-only 
event, while bringing back the intimate qualities of the 
first year with the easing of COVID-19 restrictions. 

Mosaic Film Festival turns adversity into 
opportunity to continue to grow despite 
worldwide pandemic  
By Ken Partridge
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Lessons 
in 

resiliency 
and 

optimism

It has been quite a challenging year 
thanks to COVID-19, but it highlighted 
some of the key newcomer contributions 
to our communities.  

Even though no one anticipated the 
swift, dramatic change of events that 
unfolded over the past year, it pressed 
us to adjust and adapt quickly and be 
more responsive. If anything, it showed 
how small the world is and how we’re 
connected and easily impacted. The 
pandemic didn’t discriminate regardless 
of where, when, who, or what we do. 

Newcomers often learn early on to 
be open to new challenges. The fact they 
are immigrants has something to do 
with it. Acquired adaptation skills help 
them persevere during tough situations. 
Newcomers are among many frontline 
workers providing essential services 
at a higher exposure risk, but often 
overlooked prior to the pandemic. 

What was quite remarkable is most 
newcomers showed the resilience that’s 
a key trait among immigrants. They are 
among the many community groups to 
whom we need to show our gratitude 
for their efforts to strengthen our 
communities during these difficult times.   

I’m fortunate to be among the 
ones working primarily from home 
since March of last year. One of the 
most valuable parts of working from 
home was spending more time with my 
son, home-schooling him during the 
lockdown. I became not just an employee 
fulfilling my duties and responsibilities 
supporting our team, but as a parent I 
also found myself becoming a full-time 
teacher and entertainer for my then 
seven-year-old, Grade 2 son.  

This was an extensive and condensed 
family bonding time indeed, added to 

days full of meetings via MS Teams, Skype, 
Zoom, phone, which are the norm now. 

COVID-19 also fostered resilience 
and created an opportunity to be more 
creative when looking at solutions. I was 
touched by the simple acts of kindness 
by numerous friends and neighbours 
that dropped off a loaf of freshly-made 
bread, or a pie, a baked meal, a bottle of 
drink, or a box of chocolates. 

I believe what we have here is 
another cycle of humanity adapting to 
circumstances, which happens throughout 
time since humans started to form 
communities and societies. The difference 
is we are better equipped with modern 
science to understand what we’re dealing 
with. Innovation is big part of managing 
the virus situation or to get over it.  

As for spirituality, it becomes more 
important to have to help with mental 
health and deal with work, family, and 
life commitments, demands, and stresses. 
In my case, I seek my spirituality from my 
beliefs and cultural roots and mix them 
with my never-ending hunger for nature 
and greenspaces. I often get prospective 
from simple things like gardening within 
my small backyard at home. Seeding, 
trimming, and watching plants grow gives 
me such a fulfilment that often recharges 
my energy level. I usually get clarity on 
decisions and situations afterwards.  

I’m highly optimistic we will get 
over this and get out of it stronger, 
more creative, responsive, humble, and 
caring. Social distancing may exist right 
now but that’s physically, not mentally, 
emotionally, or spiritually. We will turn 
this social distancing around when it’s 
safe to gather once more. 

Rany Ibrahim is a business 
strategy professional, 
communicator, writer, 
analyst, business workforce 
consultant, tech startup 
founder, and part-time 
university faculty. He also 
serves on various academic 
and professional boards. 
Rany is a member of the 
Governor General’s Canadian 
Leadership Conference, is 
among Atlantic Canada’s 50 
most inspiring entrepreneurial 
leaders under 40, is a Top 25 
Canadian Immigrant Awards 
winner, and was recognized 
by the Nova Scotia House of 
Assembly for his contributions 
and community involvement. 
He is passionate about 
immigration, human rights, 
freedoms, and democracy.
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