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we started is to showcase the stories and journeys of immigrants 
coming to our region, plus the positive impacts they make. We like 
to think this has, in some small way, contributed to our increasing 
immigration numbers and rising population.  

We’re also celebrating the relocation of our Creative Hub 
coworking centre to Bedford. Last minute painting and cosmetic 
fixes are underway and we’ll soon reopen to the public. We have a 
whole series of initiatives planned to coincide with the reopening, 
all being spearheaded by our Creative Hub manager, Jerisa Haque. 

We wrapped up another successful Mosaic Film Festival just 
before the holidays. It attracted lots of positive comments from 
participants and has attracted the interest of sponsors who want 
to play a larger role going forward. This means even greater 
exposure for the international filmmakers our festival is focused 
on showcasing. This is great news for a wholly local initiative that 
began only three years ago, and now regularly attracts submissions 
from all over the world. In fact, we’ve set new records for film 
submissions every year to date. 

January will also see the release of the final report of the 
Amplifying Voices project, in partnership with the Halifax 
Chamber of Commerce, Footprint Life Coaching, and Ashanti 
Leadership. This original research offers a clear picture of how 
Halifax’s business community is grappling with the issues of 
diversity, equity, inclusion, and access. 

So, whatever your positive thing is, find it, hold on to it, and let 
it give you optimism as we enter a new year. Welcome to 2022!

Is there any reason 
left to be optimistic?

WELCOME MESSAGE

IFEANYI EMESIH
Founder and publisher of My East Coast Experience

@iemesih

Yes. The answer to the question posed by the title of my message 
is yes. Every issue I try to send a positive message out into the 
universe, but I admit it’s getting harder. 

It seems every time we start to build some momentum toward 
a future without the threat of COVID-19 hanging over us every 
minute, along comes a new outbreak or variant that sends us right 
back to almost where we started. 

This yo-yo effect takes its toll. People are tired of all the 
pandemic news and rules. You can see it every time you go to 
buy groceries. They ignore the direction signs on the floor. They 
don’t wear their masks properly or at all. They crowd close to each 
other in the food aisles and in the cashier lines, ignoring social 
distancing. All this despite the risk to their health and that of their 
loved ones. 

Every day the numbers of people succumbing to Omicron 
climb to new record levels. The general attitude seems to be, 
‘You’re going to get it anyway, so just get it over with.’ 

So, why do I still believe there’s reason to be optimistic? The 
reasons will vary from person to person, but for me the key is 
finding something positive to hold on to. 

That positive thing might be Dr. Theresa Tam, Canada’s chief 
public health officer, saying all pandemics come to an end and the 
emergence of Omicron may well lead us to a place where we learn 
to live with the virus in something as close to normalcy as possible. 

That positive thing might be our province’s surging population 
and the increasing role of immigrants in that growth. We currently 
sit near one million citizens and the provincial government has 
announced plans to raise that to two million by 2060. 

Or your positive thing might be the start of a new year and 
the opportunities it brings to start fresh, establish new goals, and 
leave behind anything that was dragging you down. 

Here at My East Coast Experience we have several positives 
we’re holding on to as we enter 2022. Our number one goal since 
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By Richard Woodbury 

Labour, Skills, and Immigration Minister Jill Balser doesn’t need 
an introduction to the immigration portion of her portfolio. Made 
a cabinet minister after the August election, the first-time MLA’s 
pre-politics experience included working with the YMCA in the 
Digby area as a settlement worker for about three and a half years, a 
position that helped support newcomers living in rural areas. 

“I know that the needs around supporting, welcoming 
communities are there and our province has a really great history 
of being that welcoming province,” she says. 

With Nova Scotia’s population pegged just shy of one million 
as of July 1, the newly-elected Progressive Conservatives have 
established lofty population goals for the province: 25,000 new 
residents each year and a population of 2,000,000 by 2060. 

Prior to the election, the immigration and labour portfolios 
fell under separate departments: Immigration and Population 
Growth, and Labour and Advanced Education. The decision to 
merge the two portfolios makes sense given the PCs focus.  

“We’re using immigration as a pathway to support the labour 
market gaps we’re seeing,” Balser says. 

With Nova Scotia’s aging population, the province has a 
labour shortage that will only get worse unless there’s an influx 
of new residents. 

Since taking office, the PCs have continued with initiatives that pick 
up where the Liberals left off for filling labour market needs. While 
the Liberals announced immigration streams for specific categories 
of workers in the construction, health, and child care sectors, the PCs 
announced a stream for workers in the hospitality sector. 

These initiatives shorten the timeline people must work before 
they can apply for the provincial nominee program, thus speeding 

up the timeline before which they can apply for permanent residency. 
While Ottawa is responsible for determining how many 

immigrants are allowed into the country—and subsequently 
each province—Balser says the PCs will work with Immigration, 
Refugees, and Citizenship Canada and its partners on the ground 
here to make sure the numbers arriving are manageable and the 
necessary supports are in place to support the newcomers. 

The PCs 130-page election platform spoke about immigration 
as being key to growing the economy.  

“It is absolutely necessary that we work with the federal 
government to establish a provincial immigration program that 
is fair and allows Nova Scotia to grow at an equitable rate as 
compared to other provinces… Nova Scotia needs a government 
that will push the federal government on immigration. The PC 
Party is committed to, and willing to be held accountable for, 
growing all regions of the province.” 

As part of the effort to attract more people to the province, the 
PCs announced $2.5 million in late September for a marketing 
campaign to “help us tell our story, show off our natural assets, and 
demonstrate to the world why Nova Scotia is such an amazing place 
to study, work, live, and raise a family,” Balser said in a press release 
at the time.

 PCs establish lofty population targets 

“Nova Scotia needs a government 
that will push the federal 

government on immigration.”
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 PCs establish lofty population targets 

New immigration streams aim to attract 
more newcomers, fill labour needs 

By Richard Woodbury 

Recent immigration streams announced by the province are 
designed to attract more newcomers to settle in the province. 

Streams announced by the Liberals and the PCs have shortened 
the timeline people must work before they can apply for the 
provincial nominee program, which in turn means they can apply 
for permanent residency sooner. 

The streams apply to the following sectors 
and positions: 

• Construction — Heavy equipment operator (except 
crane operators), construction trade helper, and labourer 

positions. 

• Health and child care — Continuing care assistants and 

early childhood educators. 

• Hospitality — Food counter attendants, kitchen helpers, 
related support occupations, food and beverage servers, 
and light duty cleaners. 

When the province announced the hospitality stream in 
November 2021, the press release noted nine out of 10 restaurateurs 
were reporting labour shortages, according to Luc Erjavec, the vice-
president Atlantic Canada for Restaurants Canada. 

Gordon Stewart, the executive director of the Restaurant 
Association of Nova Scotia, says labour shortages were a problem 
for the industry even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

“The pandemic just accelerated that to a very high level, to the 
point where now it is probably our single biggest handicap,” he says. 

He welcomed the announcement of the immigration stream, 
noting it’s something the industry has been pushing and lobbying 
for. He believes it will lead to increased immigration.  

“That’s valuable for a lot of people around the world, that’s for 
sure, and we definitely need immigration,” Stewart says. 

Jill Balser, the minister of labour, skills, and immigration, says 
it’s important for the province to be flexible in how it handles 
labour market needs.  

“Those are really great examples of how our streams were able 

to adapt based on the needs we were hearing from employers 
around the province,” she says. 

On the flip side, she says it will be important to listen to the 
needs of prospective immigrants. 

“It’s being able to listen to each individual when they come 
here, either as a temporary foreign worker or if their goal is to 
stay and obtain citizenship. Then we have pathways that are 
allowing people to paint their own personal goals and, of course, 
working with employers to support the needs of the industry, as 
well as what is the goal of either the immigrant themselves or 
their family to arrive in Nova Scotia and pursue a new life or that 
future they’re looking for.” 

Nova Scotia’s population was pegged at 992,055 as of July 1. 
The PCs aim to attract 25,000 newcomers a year and have the 
province’s population reach 2,000,000 by 2060. 
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As Nova Scotia welcomes refugees from Afghanistan, the 
province draws on its experience from the Syrian refugee crisis. 
However, there are significant differences between the situations. 

Canada plans to welcome 40,000 Afghan refugees over the 
next two years. It’s unclear how many people will end up in Nova 
Scotia. As of late November, the province had welcomed 30 people 
of the almost 4,000 that had already arrived. Another 1,700 were 
in transit points around the world. 

“The responsibility of supporting all refugees when they arrive 
really goes back to all of us,” says Jill Balser, Nova Scotia’s minister 

By Richard Woodbury 

Past refugee 
experiences aiding 
influx of Afghans 

of labour, skills, and immigration. “We all have a role to play in 
making sure people feel welcome and safe.” 

Balser, who previously worked as a settlement worker with the 
YMCA in the Digby area, says the Syrian resettlement effort will 
help how organizations and people assist refugees. 

“I think that experience is going to allow service providers 
to be better prepared for the type of trauma people might be 
experiencing, and I think what’s really important is to know the 
signs aren’t always seen within the first few days,” she says. “It 
might take years for that systemic trauma to come to fruition.” 

Another lesson learned is that some of the Afghan refugees will 
leave the province, as did some Syrian ones.  

“That’s OK,” Balser says. “The work of providing a safe home for 

The responsibility of supporting all refugees when they arrive really goes back to 
all of us.We all have a role to play in making sure people feel welcome and safe.

that period of time is so important… knowing that the families 
are safe is really the end goal.” 

Jennifer Watts, CEO of ISANS, says Nova Scotians have 
shown “tremendous interest,” responsibility, and compassion 
in welcoming refugees into communities. She says it will be 
important for organizations and people to look at the Afghan 
refugees as individuals with unique needs and goals, to talior how 
they’re individually helped. 

Alexander Cohen, the press secretary for the federal minister 
of immigration, refugees, and citizenship, says the Afghan 
resettlement effort is “considerably more challenging” than the 
Syrian one. 

“There is no existing infrastructure to support our work. Our 
referral partners, like the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, are still getting established. The situation remains 
very dangerous and the place where most refugees are located is 
controlled by a recognized terrorist group under Canadian law, 
with no access for our officials,” he says in an emailed statement. 

“This means that getting the program established is taking 
longer than in the past.” 

As well, when Canada started airlifting refugees from Kabul, 
it didn’t have an existing military presence in the country, 
thereby complicating matters. Cohen says Canada is now 
working closely with allies, neighbouring countries, veterans 
groups, NGOs, and other countries to find new routes for 
refugees so they can escape safely to Canada. 

Watts says the COVID-19 pandemic and border closures are 
also key differentiating factors. 

“Not only do we have the response to the Afghanistan 
situation, but we are also seeing a stronger, more intensive 
arrival of refugees from the countries we would be regularly 
seeing refugees from,” she says. 

”
“
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Working better 
together for 

social change

United Way has been part of Halifax for nearly 100 years. Many people know us for our workplace 
fundraising campaigns or the programs we fund in community. We’re proud of our history, 
helping donors give back to their community and ensuring front-line charitable organizations 
can continue doing critical work to support people experiencing poverty, homelessness and social 
isolation. However, the United Way of today is so much more.  

United WayHalifax brings donors, volunteers, and partners together to create 
lasting social change. We provide funding, lead projects, and advocate for 
change, all with the goal of building a more inclusive community free of poverty.  

Over the past few years, we’ve leaned hard into our organization’s values of respect, trust, 
adaptability, compassion, and collaboration. And the results have shown that when we 
work together and align our goals with other organizations, we can do incredible things.  

We worked with other United Ways, donors, businesses, and government to manage 
millions of dollars in COVID-19 relief, disbursing the funds to more than 70 charitable 
organizations in Halifax. Together, we ensured people had access to nutritious food, safe 
housing, connection, mental health support, and transportation.  

In 2021, United Way Halifax was recognized as the first Not-For-Profit of the Year at 
the Halifax Business Awards. We were honoured and thrilled to be recognized and to 
see the not-for-profit sector represented. We’ve often advocated on behalf of the sector, 
highlighting the incredible value it generates for our economy.  

As social advisor to the Halifax Partnership, we work together to champion inclusive 
economic growth across HRM and help businesses advance their corporate social 
responsibility goals. The best version of Halifax is one that’s thriving economically and 
socially. By collaborating with the business community in new and evolving ways, we 
hope to get closer to that vision. 

In the fall of 2021, we published our first-ever Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) 
report, and established our first organizational EDI goals. EDI have been part of our work 
for a long time, but we have recently become more deliberate in our efforts. From examining 
our board recruitment practices, to hosting staff learning sessions, to considering how to be 
a more equitable funder, we’re taking definitive steps to make sure we’re always considering 
our work and our advocacy through an EDI lens.  

While you’ll always see us running workplace campaigns and funding community organizations, 
we hope you’ll continue to see us in other places too: building connections, relationships, and long-
term solutions to help our community grow inclusively and equitably. For up-to-date information 
on projects, partnerships, community issues, and inspiring stories, please visit us online: 
www.unitedwayhalifax.ca. 

The Pitch is provided free of charge to non-profit organizations each issue. If your 
organization is interested in being featured, contact us at info@myeastcoastexperience.com. 

United Way board chair Kenny Hilaire  
and CEO Sara Napier
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 Hardest hit may also be the solution
By Richard Woodbury 

Immigrants are harder hit by housing crisis but are needed if N.S. is going to build more homes

As Nova Scotia’s population nears one million people, the newly 
elected PC government has established a goal of attracting 25,000 
new residents a year and a population of 2,000,000 by 2060. 

This begs the question: where is everyone going to live? 
Even without a sharp increase in new residents, Nova Scotia 

is in the midst of a housing crisis, both in terms of supply and 
affordability. As of late November, the vacancy rate for rentals in 
the Halifax Regional Municipality was 1.0 per cent. Provincially, 
it was 2.1 per cent. 

Even amid the COVID-19 pandemic, housing prices 
skyrocketed, with many homes being purchased sight-unseen at 
amounts well above asking price.  

“Personally, I would have predicted the housing market would 
have fallen apart in Nova Scotia, but it’s had the exact opposite 
effect and I don’t think anyone could have predicted that,” says 
Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing John Lohr. “It’s put a 
lot of stress on housing at every level.” 

As citizens from all walks of life struggle to find housing, the 
lack of affordable options hits marginalized groups harder.  

“Everyone is kind of suffering in a way, but newcomers 
especially because they are dependent on the low-income side of 
things,” says Ala Sabie, the community integration coordinator 
with the YMCA of Greater Halifax/Dartmouth’s immigrant 
services division. “They don’t have the capacity to navigate all of 
this, so they need our assistance. I’m glad we can help them, but 
there’s only so much we can do.” 

Sabie says they’re regularly seeing clients receive eviction 
notices where landlords intend to make some improvements to 
the unit and then significantly increase the rent, a concept known 
as a renoviction. 

He says they try to support the clients by letting them know 
their rights and connecting them with legal aid and the residential 
tenancies board to prevent the evictions from happening.  

“But sometimes it’s a fixed lease and you can’t do anything 
about it,” Sabie says. 

He says the price of rental housing means some newcomers are 
pushed further away from the heart of the city, thereby separating 

them from such vital supports as employment opportunities, 
places of worship, and specialty food shops.  

“All of these things are kind of in the centre of HRM, not outer 
HRM,” Sabie says. 

While Nova Scotia’s population has grown during the pandemic, 
that increase is largely due to inmigration from other parts of 
Canada, rather than immigration from outside of the country. 

The border shutdowns also slowed the number of refugees 
coming to Canada (and in turn, Nova Scotia), but that’s changing.  

“Not only do we have the response to the Afghanistan situation, 

Homeless Encampment at Nick Meagher Community Park
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but we are also seeing a stronger, more intensive arrival of refugees 
from the countries we would be regularly seeing refugees from,” 
says Jennifer Watts, CEO of ISANS. 

Consider that Canada plans to welcome 40,000 Afghan refugees 
over the next two years. It’s unclear how many will end up in Nova 
Scotia, but as of late November, Nova Scotia had welcomed 30 
people to Halifax. 

Since taking office, the PCs have taken several steps to address 
the housing crisis. These measures include extending the two 

percent rent cap first introduced by the former governing Liberals 
by almost two years, until the end of 2023. (It was set to expire 
Feb. 1, 2022.) 

The province also announced it will spend about $35 million on 
1,100 affordable housing units throughout Nova Scotia.  

“Every Nova Scotian needs a safe, affordable place to call home,” 
Lohr says. He says he’s proud of the steps his government is taking. 
He notes that while some measures will have an immediate impact, 
others will take longer to be felt as housing can’t be built overnight. 

Asked if he’s concerned immigrants and refugees are being 
disproportionately impacted by the housing crisis, Lohr says, 
“I’m concerned about any Nova Scotian being impacted, 
including immigrants.” 

While increased immigration will further stress Nova Scotia’s 
housing crisis, it may have another impact.  

“Even though we’re in a very tight spot around housing, 
particularly affordable housing, I think what’s important to 
realize is the solution... really sits with immigration because what 
we’re hearing from many employers involved in the construction 
industry (is) they cannot find workers to do jobs,” Watts says. 

“Even though we’re in a very tight spot 
around housing, particularly affordable 
housing, I think what’s important to realize 
is the solution... really sits with immigration 
because what we’re hearing from many 
employers involved in the construction industry 
(is) they cannot find workers to do jobs.”
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It’s a line of thought Jill Balser, the minister of labour, skills and 
immigration, shares. 

“Immigration is going to be a pathway to bring the skilled workers 
here because we need their talents to provide the housing solutions,” 
she says. 

According to the PC election platform, there are 7,000 skilled 
trade construction positions unfilled in the province. To help attract 
more construction workers to Nova Scotia, two key initiatives were 
announced in 2021. 

Under the former Liberal government, an immigration stream 
targeting heavy equipment operators (except crane 

operators) and construction trade helper and labourer positions was 
announced in June. This stream shortens the timeline under which 
they can apply for the provincial nominee program, meaning they 
can apply for permanent residency sooner. Citing statistics from 
BuildForce Canada, the province says immigrants make up about 
3.5 per cent of Nova Scotia’s construction workforce. 

In October, the PCs announced the provincial portion of income 
tax would be eliminated on the first $50,000 of annual income for 

construction trades workers under the age of 30. According to their 
platform, some of the jobs this policy would apply to are cabinet 
makers, carpenters, electricians, heavy equipment operators, 
ironworkers, metal fabricators, plumbers, roofers, and welders. 

The success or failure of how the province responds to the housing 
crisis will play a pivotal role in retaining the people who hope to call 
Nova Scotia home.  

“Having a home, feeling comfortable in a community and 
neighbourhood, and feeling the security of home is really critical for 
all of us, but I think particularly if people are coming from situations 
that are very traumatic. It only intensifies the feeling of a safe place 
to be,” Watts says.

 Tent encampments like this one were common across Halifax until a crackdown last summer. Since then, the city has tried 
to improve access to housing by creating temporary housing units.
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Why don’t I see 
more people that look like me?

By Chris Muise 

Soli Productions seeking to create space in modeling, entertainment industry for people 
of all colours, heights, weights, ages 
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Moving from her southern Caribbean home country of Saint 
Vincent and the Grenadines to Halifax, Nova Scotia was a jarring 
experience for Solitha Shortte. She landed in the city in the winter of 
2007, which is effectively as far away from a tropical climate as one 
can get south of the arctic circle. 

“Oh, was it ever,” laughs Shortte, explaining how she and her sister 
Moashella had always dreamed of experiencing a Nova Scotia winter, 
a bit ignorant of the chill factor involved. 

“As kids, we saw winter [in Nova Scotia] as this magical white place 
and we’d love to be there, but when you get the reality of the shivers, it 
just shifts back to, ‘why did I choose this place to go to school?’ I don’t 
regret it, but I definitely have moments where it’s like, I could really 
use some sunshine right now.” 

Shortte, for her part, says the reason she chose Nova Scotia was, in 
part, because her big sister came here first. 

“My sister moved here for school; once she completed her education 
at Mount St. Vincent University, it was my turn to journey up from the 
homeland,” says Shortte, who studied business and marketing at MSVU 
once she arrived in Canada. “I think there’s a connection between the 
ports here in Nova Scotia and in the Caribbean, especially Saint Vincent. 
My grandfather visited this place long before we were even a thought. I 
guess it has a bit of history with my family and my country.” 

While studying, Shortte kept busy by continuing a pursuit she 
began back home. 

“I model, as well. I did that back in my country,” says Shortte, 
who was told early on that she had a talent for coaching, essentially 
training others to be better models.   

But that wasn’t the only thing she was told by her agency at the time. 
Shortte quickly noticed she was the only Black model represented 
there, and she says the reason given for that discrepancy surprised her. 

“I wondered, why weren’t there any others that looked like me 
when this is one of the largest black communities,” she says. “I asked 
my agent that, and she said, ‘Oh, they’re not interested.’” 

Coming from a predominantly Black community, Shortte says 
she wasn’t used to hearing that people of colour simply weren’t 
“interested” in a given field, because back home she saw faces like 
hers everywhere. 

“I saw my teachers, I saw my doctors, I saw everybody in positions 
of power that look like me. We have our own issues, but when you 
come here, you don’t see that. That was one of the shocking things— 
along with the weather—that I found interesting; I didn’t see Black 
people in those positions like I did at home.” 

And Nova Scotia certainly wasn’t lacking for beautiful, talented 
Black women who could command the catwalk at a whim, by 
Shortte’s estimation.  

“I look around, and see these beautiful women, and they should be 
in this space,” she says. “The space wasn’t welcoming enough for them.” 

Martina Kelades could relate. Growing up in the valley with her 
family from North Preston, Kelades says she didn’t feel like she was 
wanted, when she first tried to get into the entertainment industry. 

“I had a hard time with identity, I guess you could say,” Kelades says. 
“I remember connecting with an agency, sending my portfolio, and 
not even hearing anything back. From that message, I kind of felt, ‘I’m 
too short, I’m not super tall and skinny… my skin colour’s darker.’ 

“I just started to believe that narrative and then just let it go.” 
That response, Shortte says, is the inevitable result of the modelling 

industry favouring one type of body, one type of person. 

“It creates women that are trapped in the frame of mind of that 
little girl who didn’t see herself, and was told, ‘you’re not beautiful.’ 
The damage that does throughout your life. For me, I am that little 
girl. I didn’t see myself. I always thought my skin was a mistake.” 

That’s when Shortte decided to marry her education in business 
with her passion for modelling, and created Soli Productions, a 
modelling agency that ensures a space in the industry for all types.  

“I want to change what we know as ‘the norm’ in the industry,” 
Shortte says. “I want it to be where representation and diversity is no 
longer the conversation, because we will all be present in that space, 
so that becomes the norm. At least show it’s possible to do it and 
spark that interest in other people to follow suit.” 

Shortte founded Soli Productions in 2018. Since then, she’s 
represented upwards of 90 clients of differing heights, weights, skin 
colours, and even ages. Her youngest model is five and her oldest is 62. 

One of those models that Shortte discovered on TikTok during the 
lockdown in 2020, was Kelades. “Martina came into the picture right 
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Being proactive in the modelling industry isn’t the only way 
Shortte helps Black Nova Scotians. She and her sister started 
the Atlantic Scholarship Organization (ASO) in 2020 to be 
there for young Black students in the province like those who 
once helped them during their collegiate days. Shortte recalls 
how uncertain those days could be. 

“We didn’t know what would happen next, but we still 
pushed through,” Shortte says. “We wouldn’t have these 
opportunities if we didn’t move here and didn’t meet people 
who were generous enough to support us as we navigated 
all the barriers that were in place. So we can partner with 
students who are struggling, who need that extra support.” 

Their first year was an unexpected challenge, what with 
COVID and the lockdowns pulling the rug out from everyone, 
ASO included. But they still managed to provide two scholarships 
in 2020, one worth $400, and another $1,500, to Black students 
in the province who showed a drive and dedication in their 
scholastic endeavours.  

“They have to be in year two, so I’m looking for their 
commitment to the journey that they started,” Shortte 
says. “And commitment to community. I look for the 
people who want to do it, even within their circumstances; 
they’re looking beyond themselves.” 

The ASO has three more scholarships ready, up to the 
2022 winter semester. All the funds so far have been raised 
by the sisters through their fundraising efforts, but she 
says others are certainly invited to help raise funds, too. 

“They can donate on our website, or they can create 
their own initiative,” says Shortte, who adds the amount of 
funds raised isn’t as important as the desire to raise them. 
“Your time and effort, for me, that says a lot.”

Atlantic 

Scholarship 

organizatizon

when I was questioning, ‘am I supposed to be doing this?’ 
Martina really solidified for me that I was on-track.” 

One of Shortte’s main missions with Soli Productions isn’t 
only to make the modelling space more open to immigrants like 
herself, but also to Black Nova Scotians already here, who didn’t 
benefit from seeing faces like theirs in positions of power like 
Shortte had.  

Hearing about why Kelades stopped pursuing acting roles for 
a while, often being typecast in stereotyped roles like prostitutes 
and dancers, solidified why she felt a responsibility to champion 
a space for them. 

“I was kind of proud of that, when I shared this with her, ‘look 
at all these opportunities I was getting,’” Kelades says. “But very 
quickly, she spoke up. I could just feel the frustration, boiling 
inside of her. And the sadness, as well. That’s her number one 
focus, and that’s why Soli Productions is the most diverse agency 
in this area. Because she is so intentional about selecting talent 
that looks very different.” 

Kelades has a totally different experience now with Shortte as 
her agent. Kelades says Shortte fights not just to land her roles 
or secure the paycheques she’s worth, but also for her integrity.  

“I had a recent experience where I was requested to audition for 
a role. It was a role that was kind of like… people could interpret 
it as [a stereotype],” says Kelades, who felt more connected to 
another role on the project. Kelades says Shortte went to bat for 
her when she might have simply accepted the part in the past. 

“They thanked her for bringing this to their attention, because 
it was something they would never think of,” Kelades says. “It 
worked out for the best. I got cast as one of the leads.”  

That response, clients reconsidering how they might be 
alienating people in ways they never realized, is the whole goal of 
Soli Productions. 

“If you flood the market with agencies like mine, I think it 
will saturate the market for all of us,” says Shortte, who hopes 
her example leads to more agencies on the international stage 
adopting the Soli Productions philosophy. “That’s why I wanted 
Martina to be part of this with me, because she is that person, 
that example, that I hope they see. That I would fight as hard for 
her as any of my roster.” 

“For the short year-and-a-half that I’ve been with her, I can’t 
even fully explain in words how transformative this has been,” 
Kelades says. “I just trust her more and more. I couldn’t be more 
proud to represent Soli Productions.”
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Population growth driving 
investment in immigration

Labour market needs targeted by latest government campaign 
to attract workers to Nova Scotia 

By Jerisa Haque

Population growth is driving immigration policy in Nova Scotia 
and the provincial government is willing to invest millions to ensure 
new residents meet the labour market needs that growth is creating. 

The province has launched a $2.5 million marketing campaign to 
increase skilled trades and healthcare workers to support this growth, 
says Monica Maclean, communications lead on the initiative. The 
overall goal of the “Live in Nova Scotia” campaign, says the campaign 
is to increase “top of mind” awareness of Nova Scotia as a great place to 
live and work. This is a national campaign that will run from to March 
2022 and the main target audience is 25- to 40-year-olds. The majority 
of the budget, $1.8 million, is to purchase advertising through various 
media platforms: TV, radio, billboards, transit, and online.  

The campaign hopes to attract a minimum of 10,000 to 15,000 
new migrants each year from across Canada. The Department of 
Communities, Culture, Heritage and Tourism is also relaunching its 
successful “Work from Nova Scotia” campagin from 2020 to 2021, 
which attracted many working professionals that transitioned to 
remote work.  

Statistics Canada says, as of Dec. 16, 2021, Nova Scotia became 
Canada’s seventh province to reach the population mark of one 
million people. Halifax Regional Municipality, in particular, has seen 
an unprecedented rate of growth, even throughout the pandemic, 

reaching nearly 450,000 people, most coming from overseas. It was 
voted the second fastest growing municipality in Canada and the 
number one community to live in the country according to a survey 
by Macleans magazine. Nova Scotia currently holds a retention rate 
of around 71 per cent for people who remain in the province for at 
least five years, falling to about 50 per cent after about 10 years. 

Maclean says that while the “Live in Nova Scotia” campaign is 
focused on internal migration within Canada, their broad efforts 
to support population growth through international immigration 
continues through the Provincial Nominee Program and the Atlantic 
Immigration Program (AIP). The federal government announced in 
December 2021 that AIP will now be a permanent program allowing 
more immigrants to come to Nova Scotia.  

“We are also working with the federal government to increase our 
allocation that can be used for employers to hire foreign skilled talent 
and health care workers,” Maclean says. She remains optimistic 
about international immigration allocation in the province due to 
joint efforts from the provincial and federal government. 

Targeting labour market needs is a winning strategy, says Shawna 
Garret, CEO of EduNova.  

“Retention rates follow the labour market,” Garret says. “We saw 
a significant outmigration to Alberta in 2017 due to many studnets 
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leaving to work in the oil and gas industries.” 
Similarly, she says the changing workplace is also a great 

opportunity for the government to focus on. 
“With remote work becoming the norm in many industries, we 

are going to see a lot of changes to where students are going to work 
and live and choose to settle. Despite the common challenges of 
inflation and housing plaguing Canada overall, Nova Scotia is an 
ideal destination for many.” 

EduNova, through its Atlantic Canada Study and Stay program, are 
facilitating international student retention in the Atlantic provinces 
by providing support and creating community for international 
students that want to settle here.  

International students  have historically not been easy to retain. 
According to a Statistics Canada report in June 2021, over the past 
five years the retention rate of international stduents fell to about 
36 per cent in Nova Scotia. However, they are ideal candidates 
for immigration as they have high qualifications from their post-
secondary education and are already familiar with Canada, which 
helps with integration.  

EduNova’s Study and Stay program has received an additional 
four years of funding from the government and is in the process 
of putting forward more proposals to help even more international 
students. Currently, the Study and Stay program helps about 100 to 
110 students per year, setting them up for long-term success and 
permanent residency in Nova Scotia. The new funding will allow 
the launch of another program, Inspire Immigration, that will enable 
EduNova to scale up and work with more studnets per year on a less 
intensive basis.  

Immigration pathways to communities in rural Nova Scotia are 
still quite small. Almost half of the province’s population lives in 
Halifax. Garret says that while EduNova works with students from all 
over the province, it cannot create jobs. It can only facilitate placing 
students where jobs do exist.  

“If they are able to create their own businessed or work from home 
in the rural areas, that’s wonderful and that in turn benefits these small 
rural communities in need of more population too,” Garret says. 
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STUDENT FINDS, PUBLISHES STORIES OF HOPE
By Preet Banga

Online chronicle details ways St. F.X. community dealt with mental challenges created by pandemic

INTERNATIONAL STUDENT BURSARY: ESSAY WINNER

It took a lot of courage to leave my family behind and start fresh in 
a completely different part of the world. But believe me, the ride has 
been worth it.  

I am an undergraduate student at St. F.X. University in Antigonish 
in the forensic concentration program in psychology. I came to this 
beautiful East Coast in the fall of 2019 after finishing my schooling 
in India. 

I have achieved many milestones over the past two years, with 
each step taking me closer to my goals. With the help of a Xaverian 
Leaders grant I received in the summer of 2020, I conceptualized 
and developed the Stories of Hope (https://mckenna.stfx.ca/
storiesofhope/). This website documents experiences around the 
pandemic and the psychological and emotional stress faced by 
people and how they turned it into hope and opportunity. The project 
provided deep insights into the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
the mental health of students and the wider community, which aligns 
well with my goal of becoming a psychologist.  

The long-term impact of COVID-19 on mental health may take 
time to become fully visible, but I strongly believe my work on the 
Stories of Hope substantially increased my understanding of the 
issues associated with the pandemic. The Stories of Hope project 
gave me a chance to document history and write a record of what 
all we are going through so people in the future will read and know 
about it.  

It was near spring last year that the university closure was 
announced due to the pandemic. The journey from uncertainty and 
despair to hope and positivity a year later is what amazes me the 
most. I was lucky to capture some of these experiences through The 
Stories of Hope. These narratives are motivating and inspirational 
and show how to live with the new normal. 

The project also helped me observe and feel up-close how the 
indomitable human spirit fights against all odds when the chips are 
down and emerges stronger from adversity. At the end of the day, it’s 
this human spirit that keeps us alive and kicking and is a master key 
to any psychological or emotional challenges we face. 

Canada’s East Coast is famous for its warm hospitality, rich culture, 
and natural beauty. But during my work on the Stories of Hope website, 
I also experienced first-hand the response of the communities to the 
pandemic. How they collectively built resilience and helped each other 
fight the adversity. How a librarian learned how to make masks online 
when the pandemic stuck and distributed them among people in the 
community. Or how an entrepreneur worked with the administration 
to plan local employment generation opportunities.  

One particular experience worth mentioning here is the 
“Neighbours Helping Neighbours” program, where a community 
of volunteers helped off-campus students who were self-isolating 
through supportive phone calls and texts, delivery of groceries, 
meals, and whatever was needed. 
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The list is endless. Once this pandemic is over, there will continue 
to be a need to build a stronger and more resilient society with its 
foundations built around people. The East Coast communities give 
me hope because of their spirit of collective responsibility and the 
inherent strength to overcome adversity. 

I feel lucky I was able to avail myself of the unique opportunities St. 
F.X. University offers to students, both academic and co-scholastic. 
The courses are designed to prepare us to address real-world 
problems. In a complex field of understanding the finer aspects of 
the thought process, sound tradecraft is of most importance. That’s 
exactly where these courses laid the foundation for me. 

As a mental health first aid support provider with the university’s 
Peer Support Program, I act as a first responder for the students on 
their mental health concerns, providing them guidance on available 
resources both on and off campus.  

I volunteered at St. Martha’s Hospital last year as part of the 
Service-Learning Program at the university and worked closely 
with patients in the progressive care unit. It helped advance my 
social work and counseling skills, as many of the patients were also 
diagnosed with mental health issues.  

I’m also a member of Jack.org, a mental health organization 
that has chapters in universities across Canada. I also substantially 
contributed to the drafting of the mental health policy at St. F.X., 
working closely with the health and counseling centre and senior 
members of the administration.  

I finished my schooling in India, where I majored in psychology 
with 99 per cent and a 100 per cent in Economics. The all-round 
experience St. F.X. offers and the opportunities it creates for the 
students attracted me to it and I was able to get both the Residence 
Scholarship and the National Entrance Scholarship.  

There has been no looking back for me. In fact, St. F.X. has created 
an endless world of possibilities for me. And most important of all, 
it instilled strategic leadership in me, as much a function of doing as 
of thinking.  

The year 2020 was challenging for all of us. It wasn’t just COVID-19, 
but a number of other developments such as #BlackLivesMatter, a 
social movement to protest racially-motivated violence, that shaped 
our outlook during the year. As the News Section Editor for the 
Xaverian Weekly newspaper at the university for the year 2020-21, 
it provided me ample opportunity to highlight student voices and 
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amplify issues such as democracy in student elections, queer awareness, 
racism and its discourses, and concerns facing indigenous groups.  

My East Coast experience has taught me the value of giving back 
to the community that’s helping shape my future. It motivates me to 
push my limits and work to the best of my abilities. The East Coast 
experience also forms the basis of my long journey to becoming a 
forensic therapist to help solve mental health issues in the world. 

Top photo: Preet Banga
Left photo: Stories of Hope website
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‘The place to be’
Conrado Neto of Brazil finds professional, personal fulfilment in Nova 

Scotia, thanks to specialized engineering program 
By Kristen Lipscombe 

An engineer by trade, Conrado Praxedes Silva Neto of Brazil doesn’t 
just enjoy designing new buildings and structures. He also enjoys 
building and designing a new life for himself right here in Halifax. 

Neto originally emigrated from his hometown of Paranaiba, 
nestled in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso do Sul, back in 2015 
to complete his civil engineering PhD on scholarship at Ryerson 
University in Toronto. 

Although his intention was to return home to Brazil, a place he 
loves due to its inherent friendliness and the welcoming warmth 
of its people, Neto instead decided to make the move halfway 
across the country from Ontario to Nova Scotia in December 
2020, during the midst of the pandemic to boot. 

“I had been here before and I have friends here, and so I knew 
this was going to be a good place to live,” Neto says. “And then 
Toronto was in a full lockdown and Nova Scotia was in better 
shape with COVID numbers, so I decided to just leave the chaos 
and try it out; to see what it feels like to actually live here, instead 
of just visiting.” 

He was also keenly aware Brazil and Canada share some 
similarities when it comes to that generally friendly and 
open attitude.  

“Canadians respect minorities and try to make right with 
Indigenous people,” Neto says. “I really identify with those and 
I want to be part of a country with that mindset. Brazil still has a 
long way to go and I am always making sure to vote there for those 
changes to happen as soon as possible.” 

So far, Neto, now 32, has absolutely no regrets about making the 
jump from Brazil, to Ontario, to Nova Scotia. He’s working as a 
structural engineer-in-training with PINTO Engineering Ltd., a local 
company focused on structural and civil design, including building 
bridges and wharves across Halifax Regional Municipality. 

He credits the Internationally Educated Engineers Bridging 
Program (IEE), available through the Immigration Services 
Association of Nova Scotia (ISANS), with connecting him to the 
right people in his industry so he could continue his successful 

career trajectory in his new home province. 
A local friend of Neto’s suggested he reach out to ISANS. 

Through his online research and connecting directly with the 
program, he learned about how the Internationally Educated 
Engineers Bridging Program helps professionals such himself 
“register with ISANS, meet with an employment specialist, 
complete the online engineering job search workshop and practice 
interview preparation,” says Mohja Alia, an ISANS employment 
and bridging manager. 

Once that step is complete, the candidate then moves on to the 
program itself.  

“The engineering competency assessment program offers 
internationally educated engineers an opportunity to demonstrate 
their skills and qualifications with an employer for three months 
at no cost to the employers,” Alia says. “(Candidates) get a limited 
honorarium during the three months, but they can also access the 
Atlantic Immigrant Career 

Loan Fund for living expenses support. 
“Engineering professionals will have the opportunity to work 

Conrado Praxedes Silva Neto
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on projects under the supervision of a professional engineer. 
Engineering clients usually research the companies they are 
interested in, find out about their organization, values (and) projects, 
and they share their list of potential employers with the program 
coordinator, who in turn connects with engineering employers to 

introduce the program and qualified candidate.” 
That process seems to have worked out perfectly for Neto. PINTO 

Engineering has its headquarters off Joseph Howe Drive in Halifax, 
close to Neto’s new and up-and-coming Fairview neighbourhood. 

“I work on designs of buildings; any type of structure,” Neto says 
of his daily working life. “I also draft… and go to sites for reviews. 
We need to make sure they are doing things according to what we 
supplied them in our drawings.” 

Neto says he’s “learning a lot” and loves the fact there’s always 
something different to do every day.  

“I come from academia, so now I’m actually learning what people 
go through in the industry as an engineer, rather than just writing 
papers and publishing research.” 

Alia says that’s what the specialized ISANS program is all about.  
“The main goal of the program is to connect qualified and 

experienced engineers to employers and experts in their field and 
provide them with Canadian engineering work experience. This 
experience introduces them to the engineering workplace culture 
and builds their network in the field,” she says. “At the same time, 
it also gives employers an opportunity to diversify their workforce.” 

 ISANS’ Internationally Educated Engineers Bridging Program is 
helping immigrants find placements with local engineering businesses.
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So far, Alia says, more than 200 engineering clients have taken 
the program since it was first offered through ISANS in 2011, with 
participants coming from all around the world, including Europe, 
Asia, the Middle East, and elsewhere. Since April 2021, even in the 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, 15 engineers have started or 
completed the program. 

“The program builds on their professional engineering network, 
provides them with the Canadian engineering work experience, 
provides them with the confidence to start their professional 
engineering licensure process, and most of the time provides them 
with their first engineering job,” Alia says. 

In fact, according to ISANS, 90 per cent of engineers who 
participate in the program gain employment with their host 
employers or another employer quite quickly, and soon after start 
and complete the licensure process. 

Neto’s love for his profession started with a young love for 
understanding how things work, and his natural creative inclination 
toward drawing.  

“There’s that component to civil engineering,” he says.  
Needless to say, he’s thrilled where his career path has led him, 

including to the welcoming province of Nova Scotia. 
“Even with COVID, when maybe there were fewer jobs, it was 

still the way to go,” Neto says of the unique ISANS engineering 
program that has landed him a successful gig with room to grow. 
“My experience was amazing… I can’t recommend it enough. If I 
ever come across any other immigrants, any other Brazilians, that 
need to find a job, I will definitely tell them to contact ISANS.” 

“The program is very successful,” Alia says. “We want to thank all 
the engineering employers who have supported the program over 
the years, including but not limited to, Nova Scotia Power, Dexter 
Construction, PINTO Engineering, Shaw Group, the Nova Scotia 
Government, and many more.” 

Neto is a prime example of the program’s incredible success, Alia 
says, pointing out that “he is an amazing engineer and he was hired 
right after the program.” 

Yet Neto says before reaching out to ISANS for help, he didn’t have 
much luck networking within his industry here in Nova Scotia.  

“It’s the difference between staying in Canada and leaving and 
going back to your country,” he says matter-of-factly. “It’s that 
important. It’s everything, really.” 

Neto (front right) with friends at Halifax Sport and Social Club
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Neto’s advice for other newcomers is to network with organizations 
such as ISANS and start working toward employment immediately.  

“If you don’t get a job to support yourself, you’re not going to have 
the type of lifestyle you want when you move to Canada.” 

While Neto contemplates his next big civil engineering career 
moves, he’s also careful to take time for himself and his personal 
hobbies. Since arriving in Canada, he’s made many friends playing 
volleyball, including through the Halifax Sport and Social Club, 
when COVID-19 protocols allow anyway. He also hopes to start 
volunteering with local organizations that promote equality and 
inclusiveness of all people when it’s safe again to do so. 

Neto has traveled back to his home country once over the past 
six years, and some family members have travelled to see him in his 
new country, but he admits COVID restrictions have made it more 
challenging to travel long distances. But there’s always video calls to 
stay in touch with his parents and sister’s family. 

As for advice for Brazilians and others thinking about moving to 
the home of the maple leaf, Neto recommends researching various 
provinces and cities across the huge landmass that is Canada. 

“They should really know what they want,” he says. “You can get 
really frustrated in a big city like Toronto, where there is usually a lot 

going on. Everything is moving fast and is extremely competitive.”  
On the other hand, some newcomers used to life in larger cities 

around the world may get a bit bored by the more small-town version 
of Canadiana culture. 

That being said, Neto does genuinely miss the easy-to-navigate 
public transportation system in the T-dot, something he became 
accustomed to living in larger cities. Halifax, he admits, isn’t quite 
as efficient for getting around town that way. So naturally, Neto 
recommends other immigrants coming from bigger cities should get 
a car if they can afford that. 

Nevertheless, even despite his transportation woes, “this is the 
place to be long-term,” Neto says of Nova Scotia, a place he truly feels 
is his new home. In fact, he eagerly encourages other newcomers to 
join him here. 

In addition to fair salaries and a slew of fun activities, particularly 
during non-COVID times, Neto promises this: “You’ll love the 
nature, the balanced work-friends-hobbies lifestyle, and how nice it 
feels to walk by people and randomly being told a happy ‘hi’ when 
walking on a trail.”
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Small, 
everyday 

impacts 
Thousands of immigrants stand on the 

frontlines everyday during the pandemic 
to bring us food, health care, services

By Rany Ibrahim 

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.

Another year went by under lockdowns, travel restrictions, quarantine, 
outbreaks, variants, vaccines, healthcare constrains, recession, inflation, 
and other related COVID-19 challenges and relief measures.  

What was expected to be a temporary circumstance is sadly likely 
becoming the new norm. For anew generation of young children, 
masks and social distancing is all they know. Jacob, my nine-year-
old son included. He was seven years old when the pandemic started. 
He experienced, like many others, the restrictions in schools, sports, 
community, social, and recreational events. It’s yet to be determined what 
the long-term impacts will be on human behaviour and social development.  

However, there is a “half-full” side. Humans are resilient. Immigrants 
in particular.   

Globally, a 2020 OECD report on managing international migration 
under COVID-19 suggests this pandemic crisis is likely to have a 
disproportionate and long-lasting negative impact on immigrants and their 
children. This is based on experience from previous economic crises and 
the first labour market indications. This report provides evidence on how 
this pandemic has affected immigrants in terms of health, jobs, education, 
language training, public opinion, and other integration measures alongside 
the changes in the social patterns brought about by this pandemic. 

Close to home, Statics Canada says recent immigrants, especially new 
arrivals and particularly the ones with lower language proficiency, may find 
it too hard to understand and follow public health mandates. They are likely 
to have low income, to be employed in essential work, or occupations with 
a greater risk of infection, such as in health care or the services industry. 
As such, they are more prone to encounter mental health or anxiety issues 
and likely live in overcrowded homes or multigenerational households. The 
information suggests recent immigrants are at disproportionately increased 

risk of infection and mortality than more established immigrants and 
those Canadian born. 

Sounds concerning? I mentioned “half-full” earlier, right?   
Indeed, it is. 
Many immigrants, including recent immigrants or new arrivals, are   

OECD report on Tackling the coronavirus (https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/
policy-responses/managing-international-migration-under-covid-19-6e914d57/)
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helping not just other immigrants, but also Canadian born during 
the pandemic. Immigrants stepping-in, stepping-up, willing and 
eager to work, to help others, whether it’s frontline work health work, 
essential work, supply chain or service work. Some of them could’ve 
preferred the safety of staying home, cashing pandemic cheques 
they may qualify for, but they didn’t. They filled shortages of many 
strategic essential job vacancies, vacancies employers were struggling 
to fill to make our society function. 

I’m not just talking about higher paid glamorous jobs, but equally 
important minimum wage ones. Simply ask yourself a question: 

How often did you order food, receive delivery, take out, drive-
through, a package, or went to the supermarket or a gas station 
during the lockdowns? Do you recall the wide range and diverse 
faces you saw and the several different or strong accents you may 
have heard that made this possible? 

Immigrants are key elements in supporting Canada’s economic 
recovery and growth post-pandemic in terms of population, 
demographics, and statistics as population continues rising during 
the pandemic. 

I was privileged to be a member of the esteemed advisory 
committee for the Most Inspiring Immigrants in Atlantic Canada 
awards. I was overwhelmed by the number of amazing individuals 
making a difference and leaving great impact on our communities.   

As we celebrate the Most Inspiring Immigrants in Atlantic Canada 
and their great impact, accomplishments, successes, and journey, 
each in their own field and with a unique, inspiring story, let’s also 
celebrate every one of the ones that made a regular small impact, 
unnoticeable as it may be, on our daily life. 

To them all I want to say: Thank you! 
You made a difference. You had an impact. You were noticed. And 

you are greatly appreciated!    

DREAMING IS 
EASY. DOING 
TAKES COURAGE.  

As a refugee in Nepal for 19 years, 
Bhutan-born Januka Adhikari’s dreams 
of being a nurse seemed impossible. 
After she and her husband came to 
Canada in 2010, Januka enrolled in the 
Adult Learning Program, and in 2015, 
graduated from Practical Nursing at 
NSCC. Now she’s living her dream 
working at the QEII hospital in Halifax. 

Read Januka’s story at nscc.ca/januka
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Lunenburg is known and loved for its distinct character, heritage, and waterfront—and it’s full 
of opportunity too. Develop Nova Scotia is seeking tenants for multiple spaces in the historic 
Zwicker & Co. Warehouse on the Lunenburg Waterfront. Learn more at developns.ca

Turns out  
salt air is good 
for business too 


