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person gala this year, so attendees can see first-hand there is 
reason to hope even when things aren’t going the way we wish 
they would. 

However, the gala isn’t the only thing we’re celebrating. Our 
company continues to grow, having recently secured commitments 
on all the space we currently have available in our co-working 
facility, Creative Hub. This tremendous response has led to us 
looking at possible locations for a second location. 

The impact of the stories we tell, be it through our My Halifax 
Experience magazine, our website, the gala, or research projects 
such as Amplifying Voices, is having a real impact on our 
community. We know this by watching immigration numbers 
climbing across the region. We also know it by other groups 
reaching out to us to help them tell similar stories. A recent example 
of this was our partnership in February with Global Maritimes on 
our Black Excellence series. We profiled four leaders in the Black 
community as a way to celebrate African Heritage Month. These 
same four women were also featured on Global News Morning. 
We hope this is just the first of many such collaborations. 

We’re projecting 2022 will be the biggest year yet for our 
international Mosaic Film Festival. The festival has broken 
submission records every year since we started and we see no 
reason for that trend to stop. Submissions are open now, so feel 
free to send us your latest masterpiece. 

Nominations are also open for the 2023 Most Inspiring 
Immigrants in Atlantic Canada initiative. We want an early start 
on collecting more positive stories to help us get through what’s 
left of winter and power into spring.  

Inspiring stories help 
us get through dark 
days of winter 

WELCOME MESSAGE

IFEANYI EMESIH
Founder and publisher of My East Coast Experience

@iemesih

Are you tired? I know I am.  
We’re just past the middle of winter as I write this, spring feels 

out of reach, there seems to be more snow every weekend, and did 
I mention there’s an international pandemic still raging? 

A lot of us are tired of the restrictions, the masks, and needles 
every six months or so, but most of us know these measures are 
important and necessary. We’re following the rules because we 
care about more than just our own self-interest and want everyone 
to feel safe and respected. 

Still, it can be hard sometimes to find motivation; to find 
the inspiration to carry on and improve ourselves and our 
communities. Luckily, I know just where to look to find the kind 
of inspiration we need. 

Every year I’m blown away by the caliber of nominations we 
receive for the Most Inspiring Immigrants initiative. This year 
marks a huge expansion for the program, as it has now grown to 
include Newfoundland and Labrador, throwing open the doors 
to the entire East Coast of Canada. We are so proud to see many 
Newfoundlanders among our honourees so quickly. 

Every time I read about what any of our honourees have 
accomplished, I’m humbled. Each has left the countries of their 
birth to set up new lives in our region, but have not given in to 
obstacles or disappointments along the way. They have found 
ways to stay positive and succeed, for themselves, their families, 
and their communities. 

Given these examples, how can I not be optimistic about our 
future? How can I give in to being tired about such a small thing 
as a little cold weather or a face mask compared to what they’ve 
faced? It helps put things in perspective. 

That’s one of the many reasons everyone here at My East Coast 
Experience works so hard on this event each year. It’s why we’re 
working within health and safety measures to bring you an in-
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An official with Soccer Nova Scotia says the recent success of 
Canada’s men’s national soccer team will help get more kids 
playing soccer in Nova Scotia. 
“Now we’re seeing a team that’s competing and beating some of 
the best teams in North America… Canada’s being taken seriously 
on the world stage now,” says Matt Holton, Soccer Nova Scotia’s 
director of performance pathways. 
The recent success of Canada’s men’s national soccer team is 
drawing renewed attention to the pivotal role immigration has 
played for the squad. 
National men’s team coach John Herdman highlighted that in a post-
match press conference on Jan. 30, 2022, after a 2-0 win over the U.S. 

By Richard Woodbury

World Cup hopes fuel optimism 
for Nova Scotia soccer

“I’m an immigrant here to Canada,” he said. “We’ve got a high 
immigrant population, many of those people have come from 
football countries and, you know, the national team have been 
beaten up for so long, so I think there’s a lot of people that can 
now rally around the sport they love and pull a red jersey on at 
the same time and just be proud that we’re talking about football 
in this country in a way that we’ve got stars now. 
“We’ve got young, star players that are going to be around for a 
long generation.” 
While success is nothing new to the national women’s team, which 
has medalled at the past three summer Olympics, including gold 
last summer in Tokyo, the men’s team hasn’t been to the Olympics 
since 1984 and only went to the World Cup once, in 1986. 
Holton says Nova Scotia hasn’t really had representation on the 
national male side. 
“We’ve always done particularly well on the female side,” he says. 

“We’ve always had good representation on national rosters, at a 
youth level, and we still see that.” 
However, he thinks that will change, in part because of the presence 
of the Halifax Wanderers FC, who compete in the Canadian 
Premier League (CPL). 
In the past, if young men hadn’t made it to a professional academy 
with one of the Canadian Major League Soccer (MLS) teams by 
the time they were 17 or 18, that was it for their pro soccer hopes. 
“Maybe you didn’t get spotted by one of the MLS clubs, but we’ve 
got a club right in our city and you’ve got that to aspire to… more 
kids are staying in the game because they see a genuine pathway 
for themselves,” Holton says. 

Holton says the province’s immigrant communities have long 
been a key part of the sport’s popularity in the province. 
“If you come from a country that loves soccer, then when you 
move you’re going to try to find that environment in your new 
country,” he says. 
Holton immigrated to Canada from England in 2007 and says 
that since he’s arrived, he’s noticed strong interest in the game 
from Nova Scotia’s immigrant communities. 
He says youth soccer registrations in Nova Scotia have rebounded 
and are back above pre-COVID numbers. He credits that to parents 
wanting their kids to be active, as well as the success of the men’s 
and women’s national squads. 
“If you’ve got a national team or some kind of role models or 
heroes to look up to, it’s tangible,” Holton says. 
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Students 
struggling with 

high cost of living 
By Richard Woodbury

K
ris Reppas

The rising cost of living is hitting many Nova Scotians hard, but 
it’s even harder for students, who are grappling with paying tuition, 
the increasing cost of groceries, and finding housing in a market 
experiencing an extreme shortage so dire it led to the province 
instituting a rent cap. 

International students face these same challenges, but “a lot more 
of the inequities” on top of that, such as higher tuition rates, says Kris 
Reppas, the Nova Scotia chair of the Canadian Federation of Students. 

“All of this is going to impact their mental health,” Reppas says. “If 
you’re worried about housing, if you’re worried about being able to 
afford basic necessities or even just trying to afford your education 
and your tuition, all of these are going to impact student mental 
health… we need to consider how all of these are impacting and how 
all of these are going to have to be part of the solution to improve 
student mental health.” 

As well, international students may not be eligible for the same 
supports as domestic ones. In mid-February, the province announced 
a one-time COVID-19 grant of $875 for post-secondary students 
who are Nova Scotia residents and qualify for and receive student 
assistance from the province

Some of the measures the Canadian Federation of Students is 
advocating for are permanent rent control, $20 per hour minimum 
wage, and having the provincial government work with internet 
providers to have low-cost, high-speed internet packages for students. 

At the institution level, universities are taking different steps to 
help students. Saint Mary’s University is provided nearly $9 million 
in direct support to students through scholarships, fellowships, and 
bursaries this year, says spokesperson Cale Loney. Almost 1,000 
student bursaries were awarded during this time, nearly doubling the 
previous year’s amount. 

“The university also created the COVID-19 Student Financial 
Relief Fund to respond to the unforeseen challenges facing students 
at the beginning of the pandemic,” he wrote in an email. 

Acadia University says it’s rural setting in Nova Scotia’s Annapolis 
Valley has more independently-owned and operated apartments and 

units, which typically leads to more affordable monthly rent for students. 
Liam Dutton, the university’s director of student enrolment, says 

in the student accommodation areas, rents for Wolfville and the 
surrounding region can be around $400 to $500 per month per room.

“The University offers various landlords’ contact information to 
help international students get situated for the following year,” he 
writes in an email. “Several community members/landlords really go 
out of their way to help these students adjust to living in Canada and 
support them throughout their time on and off-campus.” 

Minister of Advanced Education Bring Wong recognizes the 
financial challenges students are coping with, especially international 
ones. He says the affordable housing issue is something the province 
is taking steps to fix.  

“Once we increase our housing stock, then prices will come down,” 
he says. 

Since the PCs took office last summer, they’ve extended the two 
per cent rent cap first introduced by the former governing Liberals by 
almost two years, until the end of 2023. The province also announced 
it will spend about $35 million on 1,100 affordable housing units 
throughout Nova Scotia. It also says it will build new residences at three 
NSCC campuses and create a provincewide student housing strategy. 

Wong says nursing students graduating within the next five years 
will be offered a job in the province. 

He says for students looking to start businesses after graduation, 
there are programs in place to help them get started. 

“Nova Scotia is a great place to study, work, and raise a family,” 
Wong says. 
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Open for business: 
Nova Scotia wants international 
students to stay after graduating

By Richard Woodbury

Photo Credit: Grant Lohne

With its ambitious goals of doubling Nova Scotia’s population 
to two million by 2060, the province says retaining international 
students who study here will be a key part of how they achieve that, 
but a student leader says the reality on the ground is quite different. 

“There’s so much more the Nova Scotia government and Nova 
Scotia universities could be doing to make it possible for these 
students to remain in the province and to make their experience 
more beneficial,” says Kris Reppas, the Nova Scotia chair of the 
Canadian Federation of Students. 

Reppas says students hear the messaging about the province’s desire 
for them to stay here after graduation, but says processes surrounding 
work permits and permanent residency are complicated. 

“A lot of these processes are extremely cumbersome, confusing, 
and most schools lack adequate resources to help international 
students navigate these processes,” Reppas says. 

The Canadian Federation of Students would like to see more 
financial support for advisers at universities to help guide 
international students through the pathways to citizenship. As 
well, Reppas says the organization would like to see medical 
services insurance (MSI) available for international students 
upon arrival. 

Reppas says many international students want to stay in Nova 
Scotia after graduation. 

“They are paying so much more than domestic students, but 
they’re not receiving the same benefits,” Reppas says. “They are 
looking for these barriers to be addressed and removed so they 
are able to stay here and invest.” 

Advanced Education Minister Brian Wong says the province 
sees international students as an important tool for increasing 
Nova Scotia’s population. As they study here, Wong would like for 
them to have work opportunities as part of their studies.

“By getting them that experience while they’re in school, it will 
hopefully ensure they’ll have a better experience once they’re out 
of school,” he says. 

In 2021, Nova Scotia’s Department of Labour, Skills and 
Immigration supported more than 1,800 international graduates 
through immigration programming. The department has several 
streams to help international students call Nova Scotia home. 
These streams include: 

• International Graduates in Demand: applies to recent 
international graduates whose skills and education are as 
nurse aides, orderlies, patient service associates, and early 
childhood educators and assistants. 

• International Graduate Entrepreneur: applies to graduates 
of NSCC or recognized Nova Scotian universities who 
want to start or purchase a business in the province. 

• Atlantic Immigration Program: this was formerly a pilot 
program that was recently renamed and made permanent. 
International graduates from Atlantic Canada who have a full-
time job offer from a designated employer can immigrate to the 
province without requiring work experience. 

To reach its population goals, Nova Scotia is looking to add 
25,000 new residents per year. International students represent an 
option that’s already in the province. 

“We want to do a better job at recruiting and retaining them,” 
Wong says.
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Nova Scotia’s population hit the one million mark midway through 
December 2021, largely due to strong interprovincial migration in 
what could potentially be the best year on record for permanent 
resident arrivals. 

The province says interprovincial migration has grown since 2015. 
For 2020-21, this meant nearly 10,000 net new people came to Nova 
Scotia from other provinces and territories. 

As of Halloween, 6,169 permanent residents had arrived in Nova 
Scotia in 2021. 

“In 2019, Nova Scotia saw its highest number of immigrants 
landing in one year, 7,580, and despite the pandemic, 2021 is on track 
to exceed that number,” the province says in a press release. 

The population increase in the third quarter of the year was “the 
fastest quarterly growth in records dating back to 1971,” the province 
says in a related press release. 

For 2021, Nova Scotia welcomed 9,020 permanent residents. This 
record number surpassed the previous high by 19 per cent.

While it took more than a century for Nova Scotia’s population to 
reach one million, the province is aiming to reach two million much 
sooner: by 2060. 

The province hopes to attract an average of 25,000 people to Nova 
Scotia each year through immigration and interprovincial migration. 

For people looking to come to the province as permanent residence 
applicants in the spouse, partner, and dependent child categories, the 
federal government recently launched a new online case status tracker. 

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) says it’s 
working on providing similar tools to other applicant groups. 

“This tool will enable clients to keep track of their application and 
any needed actions required to keep it moving as quickly as possible. 
It also increases transparency by giving them access to all of the same 
information they would get if they contacted an IRCC client service 
agent,” IRCC says in a news release. 

In 2021, more than 405,000 permanent residents landed in 
Canada, which is the most ever in a year.

How Nova Scotia’s population 
hit the million mark in 2021 

By Richard Woodbury
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Atlantic Immigration Pilot Program 
made permanent 

By Richard Woodbury
The Atlantic Immigration Pilot Program has a new look and name. 

Launched in 2017 to help employers hire foreign skilled workers and 
international student graduates for positions they couldn’t fill locally, 
the program is now permanent. 

Rebranded as the Atlantic Immigration Program, applications for 
the new program opened on Mar. 6. 

In a news release, the Nova Scotia government says a digital 
application system will improve processing times and reduce red tape. 
Participating employers are also required to take new intercultural 
competency training to help with retention and ensure workplaces 
are welcoming. 

Since 2017, the Atlantic Immigration Pilot Program brought more 
than 10,000 new permanent residents to Atlantic Canada, the federal 
government says in a news release. In Nova Scotia, that works out to 

4,485 people, according to the province. 
The program helped support immigration in all parts of Nova 

Scotia. The province says about 40 per cent of designated businesses 
are located outside of the Halifax Regional Municipality. 

“This important program helps our businesses attract the talent 
they need to succeed, and helps our communities welcome the 
newcomers they need to thrive,” says Atlantic Canada Opportunities 
Agency Minister Ginette Petitpas Taylor in a statement. 

The federal government says there are at least 6,000 admission 
spaces available yearly for the Atlantic Immigration Program.
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Finding her 
own path

By Chris Muise 

Chiedza Jones had to forge her own 
way once graduation led her beyond her 

original expectations 
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Unlike many newcomers to the region, Chiedza Jones reports 
little in the way of culture shock when she arrived in Nova Scotia 
at the age of 18 to study international development at Saint Mary’s 
University in 2011. 

“Of course, winter is always a shock,” Jones says, adding, “From 
the time I arrived, it’s almost if I had this little community.” 

Jones chalks up her luck in this department to a few different 
factors. For one, she was moving to attend university, so that sense 
of being thrown into something new in a strange place was one she 
shared with practically the entire freshman student body. Plus, with 
a large quotient of international students who come to SMU, she 
was hardly the only one coming from away. Some of her classmates 
were even people she knew from her home country of Zimbabwe. 

Another factor, she surmises, was the fact she hailed from 
Zimbabwe itself. As a country with a great deal of colonial history, 
Jones was already pretty familiar with western cultural norms and 
she spoke the language. 

“Language wasn’t a challenge,” Jones says. “English is my 
first language. Because of colonization, that is Zimbabwe’s 
official language.” 

One thing she did find surprising here in Nova Scotia was how 
grades, which mean everything during scholastic life, meant 
much less out in the real world. 

“After graduation, it actually took me a while to find work,” 
Jones says. “Where I come from, there’s this great dependence on, 
‘if you get good grades, you can do anything and be anything.’ 
And I did. I got great grades in university, but struggled to find 

L to R: Chiedza as head girl in primary school; Chiedza with friends during freshman year at Saint Mary’s University; Chiedza doing ballet 
in Zimbabwe.

work for almost a year after my Masters degree.” 
Studying international development, Jones always assumed 

she’d end up working abroad for the United Nations, the World 
Bank, or another international organization. But when she chose 
to stay in Halifax and raise a family here, Jones found her options 
seemed more nebulous. 

“If you study law, [what does everyone] assume you’re going 
to be? You’re going to be a lawyer,” Jones explains. “Or if you did 
medicine, you’re going to be a doctor of some sort. It didn’t feel 
clear-cut with me, with international development. So, what do I 
do, if I decide I’m not going to leave Halifax?”  

The great thing about not fitting neatly into a box is it gives one the 
opportunity to think outside of it. For Jones, this meant rather than 
being boxed in, she chose to explore the possibilities her skillset and 
her life experiences provided her, rather than just her credentials. 

“It allowed me to depend a lot less on the degree, and a lot more 
on the experience,” Jones says. “Both of my degrees were thesis-
based, and I love to learn. So, [I’m] able to research and get a good 
understanding of what is good research, good data, and how can 
data support projects. That was one of the first things I was really 
able to build upon, my love of research and good data. 

“I knew I had what it took. I think sometimes, it just [takes] 
people who will give you a chance and see your potential.” 

For a few years, she lent those talents to Feed Nova Scotia, where 
she used her data management skills to advocate for food security 
across the province. But last year, it was the folks at the Black 
Business Initiative, a provincial institution that supports Black 
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Seeing differences 
in the Black Nova 
Scotian experience 

There was one more element of culture shock Jones spoke about 
in her interview: there are far fewer Black people in prominent or 
powerful positions in Nova Scotia than back home in Zimbabwe. 
Yet, she says few African Nova Scotians seem to think that’s odd. 

“The doctors were Black and the CEOs were Black,” Jones says. 
“Coming here and not seeing that, it doesn’t feel like it’s not achievable 
for me, because I’ve seen it before. When I look at the African Nova 
Scotian experience, as I perceive it here not having lived it of course, 
you don’t see as many. There are some, but you don’t see as many 

African Nova Scotians who may be in these roles.” Much of 
her future work will be in service of changing that, building up Black 
entrepreneurs builds up Black wealth in the community. That 
wealth and prosperity will be seen by younger members of the 
community as something to aspire to.  

But this discrepancy, between the immigrant Black experience in 
Nova Scotia and the African Nova Scotian experience, is not new. Lately, 
many newcomers notice the difference between these two communities. 

Jones, for her part, can see a bit of both sides, having come from a 
young country like Zimbabwe with deep colonial roots. Zimbabwe’s 
been an independent nation as long as she’s been alive, but Jones 
recognized the scars of colonialism growing up all the same. 

“The influence of colonialism is quite significant, in terms of 
what it does psychologically,” Jones says. “In terms of how you see 

Baby Chiedza with family in Zimbabwe

entrepreneurs, that saw potential in her and recruited her as a 
field agent with the Supporting Black Canadian Communities 
Initiative (SBCCI). The SBCCI is the group’s first major foray 
into supporting Black-led or Black-supporting non-profits. 

Ayo D. Makanjuola, the chief financial officer for the BBI, was 
also the lead on this initiative and had Jones working closely 
with him. 

“Over the one year I worked with her, I could see some great 
potential and other expertise she brought to the table,” Makanjuola 
says. “I saw her passion, her creativity, her adaptiveness to solving 
problems. She’s more than her qualifications.” 

It was because of these unquantifiable qualities that, when the 
BBI was in a position to grow not just their operations, but their 
team as well, that Makanjuola recommended Jones for a data 
management position, newly created to help the organization 
expand into the other Maritime provinces. 

“If I look at 2015 to now, I can tell you we’re operating at four 
times what we did, right now,” Makanjuola explains. “We were 

looking for a visionary who could look beyond the immediate 
and give some suggestions and ideas around where we could 
move. She fits very well into that space.” 

Jones started in her new role as Director of Corporate Strategy, 
Research and Communications at the BBI in January, meaning 
she’s still pretty fresh to the task. But she’s excited to use the skills 
and life experience she’s gathered over the years to cultivate a 
strategic plan forward for the organization. 

“At this time of growth, and especially with 25 years, there’s 
a lot of data we probably have,” Jones says. “How do we ensure 
we’re using that data to make the best business decisions we can? 

“That’s also a big piece, in making sure as we’re growing, we’re 
growing well.”



your Blackness. There was this sense of what success looked like… 
was so associated with White identities, if I can put it like that. That 
was also tied to my high school, you would get in trouble if, in a 
formal setting, you spoke in our local language. Shona is the local 
language I spoke. You could only speak in English.” 

As for overcoming this aspirational difference, Jones believes the 
answer is in highlighting similarities, but also celebrating our own 
personal uniqueness. 

“While there are differences, there are also some big similarities in 
our experiences,” Jones says. “I’ve always said, Black people are not a 
monolith. We have such a variety of experiences. But I think, even in 
that diversity of experiences, if I’m able to look at what my experience 
has looked like as a female immigrant who is Black in Canada, I’m 
able to use that lens to hopefully be able to inform, empathize, and 
better understand. 

“One of the things I’ve learned is that your differences can be your 
strengths,” Jones says. “For me, it’s always been, how do I look at 
those differences… that may be perceived as weaknesses, and how 
do I make them strengths? I also think that’s the beauty of Halifax; its 
diversity, as it grows. There are so many stories.”
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BALANCING ON THE EDGE 
OF A CLIFF

By Dafne Florencia Guerrero Alverez 

International students had to master 
a difficult balancing act to start their 
education during the pandemic

INTERNATIONAL STUDENT BURSARY: ESSAY WINNER

Like everything in life, some problems you can prepare for and 
others you have to figure out as you go. 

The start of the pandemic was weird. There were so many 
decisions to make and not enough information by far. By the time 
it was announced that classes would take place virtually, I’d already 
had about a year of imagining integrating into my future community. 
Getting to know the parks and shops, my classmates and my 
teachers. I was looking forward to making friends and the tiny bits of 
interactions that add up to familiarity and trust. 

But that was clearly not the case. Still, I made the call to go to 
NSCC rather than deferring the year. 

One hurdle I didn’t expect was the communication problem. I’m 
pretty sturdy in English comprehension, but somehow wrangling my 
thoughts and feelings into words for someone else to understand? 
Frustrating, a daily struggle, not a factor in the mental movie of my 
life. And it’s more than the shrinking pool of idioms that comes 
with speaking in a foreign language. I was blindsided by the local 
inflections of voice, the local colloquialisms, and province-wide jokes 
that are shorthand for concepts unknown to me. 

This was exacerbated by my inability to find an equivalent English 
interpretation of my trusty conversational resource: “platícame algo.” 
Since this is my conversational crutch for when I can’t think of a new 
topic to talk about, I was severely disappointed to discover the literal 
translation just doesn’t hit the same way. 

There’s also the fact I’m paranoid people can’t understand me 
through my accent, but whatever. If anyone has a resource to learn 
the IPA, hit me up. 

One of the first glaring challenges of this setup (school in Nova 
Scotia, but actual day-to-day living in Mexico) was the aggravating 
time difference. Don’t get me wrong, we could call my time difference 
mildly inconveniencing at most; only two hours behind ADT. Other 
international students were taking classes in the middle of the night 
and I admire their strength. But even those two hours add a barrier 
to learning and interacting with peers. Most reasonable time slots on 
one time zone were inconvenient for the other; maybe it was too late, 
maybe it was lunch hour and, either way, I was left looking for the 
overlaps of reasonable time slots in both. 

It’s a learning curve to master time conversion on the fly and an 
even steeper learning curve when you know the meeting is at 9 o’clock 
but is it at 9 CDT or 9 ADT? Did I make the conversion already? Or 
am I remembering the ADT time slot? Oh my God, I’m going crazy. 

Anyway, as I said, I consider this an upgrade. I have a support 
system that helped me make the most of this year. I’m happier than I 
was a year ago, that I can say for sure. This year was a lot better than 
I hoped for. Maybe I didn’t get to traipse around the local landmarks, 
but I reaped the benefits of online education. 

If it weren’t online, my extracurriculars would actually be a lot less 
packed. Thanks to the screen between us and the shield of being able 
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to turn off a camera, I was able to partake in a variety of school clubs. 
It’s a lot more energy-effective to turn on your laptop and log into a

 meeting than it is to leave the house and make your way to school 
for something that won’t have any bearing on your grade when the 
alternative is having a nap. 

I enjoyed it immensely. Even in a virtual setting, I came out of this 
year with a student government position, a marketing position in my 
campus’ Enactus club, and eager to continue work as an International 
Student Ambassador in NSCC. 

I like to think this year wasn’t only good for my portfolio. I like 
to think I also made friends with my classmates and fellow club 
members. Even though we were so far away, I’m hopeful I’ll get to 
hug them someday soon. 

The worst part of studying from outside Canada is the uncertainty. 
We depend on three big variables: the pandemic, Canada’s government 
decisions, and our own country’s government decisions. There’s a risk for 
those of us who chose to take the year rather than defer. No one promised 
us a study permit and we have to act according to this uncertainty. 

We maneuver two opposing futures at once. Nothing is guaranteed, 
so we have to juggle preparations to stay and arrangements to leave. 
We’re held back by permissions and VACs but the dream is hanging 

right in front of us, telling us we just need one more step, so we plan 
our move and must also plan our stay. So we find a balance at the 
edge of the cliff, hoping we don’t fall. 

I heard a few days ago that my program will have in-person classes 
next year. Naturally, I’m freaking out, because I have no idea if I’ll make 
it in time. I also need to complete a work placement at the end of this 
next year, but will I be there to complete it? How can I be sure Canada 
will allow me to graduate if I don’t get my study permit in time? 

The missed opportunities for international students outside of 
Canada extend past the obvious. Some mental health counselling 
services are unavailable to international students. The possibility 
of a co-op or getting a summer job in your target job environment 
doesn’t exist (no SIN, no job, you know?). 

It’s a bittersweet duality. I have friends, but I don’t know if I’ll ever 
meet them. Opportunities lie at my fingertips, but will the dice fall 
exactly my way? 

When I decided to take the risk and not defer the year, I knew the 
consequences. At this point, I can only hope it doesn’t come back 
to bite me, but I don’t regret it. I’ll treasure the people I met and the 
things I learned, be it in Mexico or Canada or anywhere in the world. 
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MEET YOUR HONOUREES
Finalists from all over Atlantic Canada are featured in the 

2022 class of Most Inspiring Immigrants
By My Halifax Experience

This collection of short biographies highlight the activities and achievements that led each of this year’s 11 honourees to share the 
stage at the 2022 Most Inspiring Immigrants in Atlantic Canada initiative.

Dr. Paul Banahene Adjei

Shivani Dhamija

Dr. Paul Banahene Adjei is currently the interim dean, associate dean of graduate programs, 
and an associate professor at the School of Social Work, Memorial University of Newfoundland. 
He is a public speaker, a trainer, an educator, and a researcher in the areas of social justice, anti-
black racism, critical race, critical whiteness studies, and anti-colonial theory. Prior to coming 
to Memorial, he taught as a sessional lecturer at the University of Toronto for five years and as 
a part-time professor at Centennial College between 2012 and 2013. 

He received his undergraduate degree in Social Work from the Department of Social 
Work at the University of Ghana. He has a Master and a Ph.D. degree from the University 
of Toronto, specializing in social justice education. 

Adjei has published several essays in scholarly journals and book chapters. He has also 
published one co-edited book with Professor George Dei. 

He currently serves on numerous committees at Memorial University and the broader Newfoundland community. He is a member 
of the President’s Advisory Committee on Indigenous Affairs and played an active role in the development of Memorial’s Strategic 
Framework for Indigenization. He is also a member of the Committee on Ethical Research Impacting Indigenous Groups. He serves 
as a member of the steering committee for Memorial University’s School of Social Work and Nunavut Artic College partnership to 
develop a Bachelor of Social Work program for Nunavut Artic College. He is also a member of the Visiting Indigenous Elders pilot 
project at the School of Social Work. 

Adjei serves as a member of the Newfoundland and Labrador English School District Provincial Anti-Racism Advisory Committee 
and the Newfoundland and Labrador RCMP Black Engagement Steering Committee. He is also the director of the Ghanaian 
Community of Newfoundland and Labrador Association.

Shivani Dhamija moved to Halifax in 2011 to be with her partner Abhishek Asthana. She 
moved here with a Diploma in Public Relations from Fanshawe College in Ontario to pursue 
a job here. She tried various media and public relations companies, but had no luck.  

In 2014 she was rejected from a retail store for a job in customer service. She was broken.  
So, she started her own business of ready-to-use sauces and spices, called Shivani’s Kitchen. 

Today her products go to more than 200 retail stores and the number keeps on growing.
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Georges Hanna, owner of Smart Income, is a Nova Scotian entrepreneur who started 
and ran a couple of businesses while helping immigrant business owners through his 
work at ISANS to start and grow their business in Nova Scotia.  

Hanna brings together creative entrepreneurs who feel they are losing their creativity 
in a sea of daily routine and tasks, to define what makes each of them stand out from 
the crowd. This allows everyone to clearly and confidently scale what they do, choose 
more of the opportunities that leverage their strengths, be more engaged at work and 
community, and have a ton of fun along the way. 

Coaching and mentoring thousands of entrepreneurs to start and grow their 
businesses in Halifax and in different parts of the world, helped Hanna create a 
simplified solution to help local businesses reach beyond their local market and 
export their products and services digitally, in the format of knowledge products. 

Saida Gazie 

Georges Hanna 

Joyce Liu 

Saida Gazie became a newcomers’ program coordinator at Veith House in 2018. She has also 
worked with YWCA Halifax for six years, tutored for the Black Education Association since 2015, 
and worked with Advanced Precision in Halifax as an inspection engineer during 2011 and 2012. 

She volunteered as an election worker in both 2015 and 2021, and was an industrial engineer at 
an oil company in her home country for 15 years before coming here. 

Her education includes graduating as an industrial engineer from Benghazi University in 
Libya, a Master’s degree in asset management from Robert Garden University in Scotland in 
2004, and earning a project management and leadership program certificate after her move to 
Halifax in 2017. 

Her efforts won her recognition from the community in the form of a Halifax volunteer 
award in 2018 and an Invisible Champion award from the Bhayana Family Foundation in 2020. 

Growing up in the inland city of Shenyang, China, Joyce Liu dreamed of living near the 
ocean. Now, she doesn’t have to use her imagination. She moved to Halifax in 2012 to pursue 
a degree in community planning at Dalhousie University and has stayed here ever since.   

While in school, Liu worked to make the urban planning world accessible to community 
members, through videos, graphics, and simple language.   

This led her to found Lumi Studios in 2017 to provide videography, photography, and 
design-centred media and production. This work connects art and local urban planning 
policies, while promoting other businesses’ work, with a focus on immigration topics, local 
events, and helping youth in the city. 

She’s done work with the mayor to promote programs for international students and has 
worked with various local businesses and events. 

One of her latest projects pre-COVID was directing the documentary Why Halifax. The film is an exploration birthed from her own 
curiosity of Halifax’s Chinese immigration history. The documentary is about 15-minutes long and took her just over a month to film 
and produce. Liu speaks with five Chinese immigrants, including Albert Lee, Hong Wang, Johnny Yang, Edward Liang and Fred Lee.  

MOST INSPIRING IMMIGRANTS 2022 HONOREES
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Dr. Paula Mendonça 
Dr. Paula Mendonça is originally from Lisbon, Portugal, where she completed an undergraduate 

degree with honours in Marine Biology and Fisheries from the University of Algarve. She 
arrived in Canada in 2002 to pursue a PhD in biology from Memorial University. Currently, she 
is Memorial’s director of innovation and entrepreneurship. In this role, she supports industrial 
liaison, research commercialization, entrepreneurial education, and is responsible for facilitating 
and supporting Memorial’s strategic and long-term approach to advancing innovation and 
entrepreneurship activities across its five campuses. She also empowers future generations of 
innovators to enhance and grow Atlantic Canada’s innovation economy. 

Mendonça is the founder of two successful small businesses in the skincare sector and is 
passionate about food security, being involved with the board of directors of the Community 
Garden Alliance and Food Action St. John’s. Currently, she is part of the membership 
committee of the St. John’s Farmers’ Market. 

Celebrating entrepreneurs
and all those who support them.

Cox & Palmer's business and immigration lawyers can help you 
build a solid foundation for your next stage of growth.

Proud to celebrate and support the 
Most Inspiring Immigrants in Atlantic Canada 2022.   

Mohammed Ali Raza
mraza@coxandpalmer.com

Suzanne Rix
srix@coxandpalmer.com
902.491.4124

902.491.6845
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In the film, Liu mentions how meeting and interviewing other Chinese immigrants reminded her of what kept her here, which she 
described as a feeling of being at home. And with the comforts of home, comes the comforts of food, community, and growth, all 
shown in the 15-minute short. 
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Dr. Mahmoud Mirmehrabi 

James Mullinger 

Dr. Boluwaji Ogunyemi 

Solid State Pharma was founded on the basis of human ingenuity by Dr. Mahmoud Mirmehrabi 
in 2014. Early on, Mirmehrabi had a passion for this science. He received his PhD from the 
University of Western Ontario in Chemical Engineering, with his thesis titled “Characterization 
and Control of Polymorphism in Pharmaceutical Solids.” He has published more than 60 
publications, patents, patent applications, and 20 national and international presentations. 

After 15 years of industry experience working at several large pharma companies, including 
Apotex, Wyeth/Pfizer, and Johnson Matthey, he saw an opportunity in the industry for a 
science-driven company in this niche field. He used his knowledge and experience to build 
a company focused on unleashing the ingenuity of other passionate and talented people. 

Solid State Pharma is a privately-held, solid state and crystallization engineering company founded in 2014. It’s a recognized global 
leader in the delivery of crystallization engineering services, including screening and selection of polymorphs, co-crystals, salts, and 
crystallization process development and optimization. 

We partner with pharmaceutical and natural product companies to add value to every process, by understanding the solid state of 
their drug candidates, and developing processes that will lead to optimal physical properties, morphology and particle size distribution. 

James Mullinger was one of the U.K.’s top comedians and the Comedy Editor for GQ 
magazine when he moved to New Brunswick in 2014. Since his arrival, he has sold out 
shows across the country, made appearances on CBC’s The Debaters, movies, television 
shows, festivals, award shows and stand up specials. 

On Apr. 28, 2016, Mullinger sold out Harbour Station Arena in Saint John, outselling 
Jerry Seinfeld, Iron Maiden, Def Leppard, and Jeff Dunham in the same venue. The stand-
up special of the show itself was picked up by Hulu and Amazon Prime so his tales of life in 
Atlantic Canada are now being enjoyed by people in Germany, Japan, and America. 

Mullinger is one of the Canada’s biggest cheerleaders. He loves it here and spends his 
time promoting it across the world and raising money for charities and non-profits. He has raised more than $150,000 for Canadian 
charities. He has also become one of Canada’s top comics, being nominated for both a Just For Laughs comedy award and a Canadian 
Comedy Award for Best Live Show. 

He also launched his own international magazine, The Maritime Edit, to share his love of small towns and cities across Canada with 
the rest of the world. 

Ask James and he’ll tell you moving to Canada was the best thing he ever did. 

Dr. Boluwaji Ogunyemi is a medical dermatologist, clinical assistant professor of medicine, 
and assistant dean of Social Accountability at Memorial University of Newfoundland’s Faculty 
of Medicine. 

A versatile physician and communicator, Ogunyemi serves in a leadership capacity on a 
number of provincial and national boards and committees in the areas of medical education, 
anti-racism and diversity, and health policy. 

An anti-racism educator and advisor, he has given a TEDx Talk and several keynote 
speeches in the areas of diversity and anti-racism for academic and for community-based 

MOST INSPIRING IMMIGRANTS 2022 HONOREES
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Grace Okwera 
Grace Okwera arrived in Newfoundland and Labrador in 1993 as a refugee from Uganda 

with her family, including a toddler and a five-year-old. 
As both a newcomer and a single mother, she was assisted by the Association for New 

Canadians (ANC), the province’s leading settlement agency, and is now Team Lead at 
its English as a Second Language (ESL) school. 

Okwera has served as an ESL teacher, mentor, program facilitator, and resource person 
at the school over the past 20 years and continues to help improve the school’s practice and 
curriculum. 

As a graduate of Makerere University in Uganda, and with a Certificate in Teaching 
English as a Second Language (CERTESL) from the University of Saskatchewan, Okwera is passionate about teaching English to new 
immigrants and serving as a resource during what can be one of their most challenging transitions in life. 

Her commitment to community led her to become a member of Multicultural Women’s Organization of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, president of Sharing Our Cultures Inc., and a board member of the St. John’s Status of Women Council. 

Okwera also contributed to a storytelling festival, where she shared memories of her childhood, adventures in honey harvesting, 
survival skills, and appreciation for her family. 

MOST INSPIRING IMMIGRANTS 2022 HONOREES

audiences. He has been published in The New York Times, The Globe and Mail, National Post, CBC, and the Huffington Post. 

CONGRATULATIONS 
to this year’s Most Inspiring Immigrants in Atlantic Canada. 

Thank you for making a difference in our communities!

msvu.ca



Solitha Shortte
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. 

Shortte says the reason she chose Nova Scotia was, in part, because her big sister came here first. 
She studied business and marketing at MSVU once she arrived in Canada. While studying, Shortte 
kept busy by continuing to model, a pursuit she began back home. Shortte quickly noticed she was 
one of the only Black models represented here. 

That’s when she 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. She 

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 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.  

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.  

Their first year was an unexpected challenge, what with COVID and the lockdowns, but they managed to provide two scholarships in 2020, one 
worth $400, and another $1,500, to Black students in the province. 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.  
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Nzingha Millar

 Students of the journalism program at the University of King’s 
College in Halifax are, at some point before the end of their studies, 
introduced to the public relations side of the skillsets they’re building 
in class. Many of those students will eventually end up working in 
that field. 

Nzingha Millar was one such student a few years back when she took 
the one-year graduate program the school offers, after having already 
studied international development. Millar says the student body and 
staff alike had a term, tongue-in-cheek though the intentions may be, 
for the PR profession; “the dark side” of journalism. 

“They did, and so did I; I also called PR ‘the dark side,’” Millar says. 
“But I became a convert.” 

Born and raised in Halifax, Millar describes herself as a voracious 
reader and lover of stories, and is a seventh or eighth generation 
African Nova Scotian on her mother’s side. Her father immigrated 
here from the island of St. Lucia in the 1980s. Between this and 
having attended a private school in her youth where she says she 
rarely saw someone else like her, Millar says she learned quickly how 
to adapt telling her own story to different audiences. 

“I’ve always been a curious person, since the time I was young. I 
love to read books. I used to digest them and I used to really enjoy 
stories, because it helped me to understand people,” Millar says. “I 
felt like I had a foot in multiple different worlds, growing up. Being 
from the Black community, but also having an experience outside 
the Black community, where one of my parents was an immigrant. 
That always gave me more than one viewpoint in life. I definitely had 
to learn how to navigate through spaces, and learn how to, in some 

ways, ‘code switch’ to tell my story in a different way.” 
This is what ultimately lead Millar to journalism school, but she 

was told another narrative about the profession that many King’s 
students have been told in the last decade or so: the journalism 
industry is in a tough spot. 

“At the time, there was a lot of negative talk about where the 
profession of journalism was going,” Millar says. “There was a lot 
of, like, doomsday forecasting. Companies and media houses were 
downsizing. They basically told us, be prepared to scrimp and save to 
eat your dinner. And it was scary!” 

With the benefit of hindsight, Millar doesn’t exactly disagree with 
that forecast. However, she does note the skills of a good, professional 
storyteller are more important today than ever. There are a million 
campaigns across the glut of media we absorb now fighting for 
attention. And it turns out, there are lots of voices trying to do good 
that need those skills to rise above the noise. 

“That’s where a lot of people with a journalism background can 
add value,” Millar says. 

After graduating in 2017, Millar’s first role out of school was 
working as a communications specialist for a blockchain startup. But 
this wasn’t some crypto coin or an NFT thing; this tech was trying 
to make different professional sectors more sustainable, which was a 
goal that aligned well with Millar’s values. 

“There’s a lot more opportunity overall to find the type of work that 
aligns with who you are,” Millar says. “[In] public relations, especially 
in this day and age, there’s so much happening around telling stories 
and narratives that promote social justice, equality, and protecting 

Millar embraces possibilities 
of public relations

Finding ways for public relations to give voice to those 
trying to rise above the media chatter

By Chris Muise



the environment.” 
Since that first communications role, Millar has leaned into 

the PR life, using her communication and research skills to help 
build supports for the Black community during the initial onset of 
COVID-19, promoting STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
math) career paths for African Nova Scotians with Imhotep’s Legacy 
Academy at Dalhousie, and co-founding the ACCE Network, which 
stands for Arts, Community, Culture, and Economics, as a way to 
connect young members of the Black community across those four 
pillars in the province. 

“Our community, while we have amazing stories to tell, has so many 
people who are so busy doing the work that the story doesn’t always get 
told in the most effective way, and when it needs to be told,” Millar says.  

“The work I do now with PR Hive and Crestview Strategy is totally 
aligned with the work I was doing previously. Some of the things our team 
has supported include advocating on behalf of LGBTQ+ communities, 
BIPOC communities, helping to direct funding into organizations that 
support both of those communities and racialized people in Canada. 
Really bridging the gap between decision-makers and policy-makers, 
and communities that are advocating on their own behalf. 

“I think that that’s excellent, that I can do that as a PR professional,” 
Millar says. 

Despite making a career in what she once called “the dark 
side,” Millar’s work has turned out to be mostly shining a light on 
communities and groups whose stories are worth highlighting, 
stories that Millar takes pride in amplifying. She hopes future 
generations of storytellers come to see PR as much less duplicitous 
than it once was, or seemed, in a bygone era. 

“I do want to help change the perception of public relations as 
being limited, in terms of having the type of impact a lot of younger 
graduates want to have out here in the world,” Millar says. “If you 
look at most Gen Zs, they’re concerned with the environment. 
They’re concerned with promoting social issues and equity. We need 
PR professionals who can do that.” 

Millar says the industry also needs many different voices and 
backgrounds, too. That way, like in her own case, many different 
communities can see their own stories better represented. 

“It’s important we have more diversity in the PR profession,” Millar 
says. “All of those lenses you bring are an asset to somebody and 
some story. Don’t count yourself out.”

Home. For all.
killamreit.com
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 Bridging the gap
The Prep Academy was started to help 

African Nova Scotians transition smoothly from 
grade school to university, career

By Jerisa Haque 

Ashley Hill faced many barriers as an African Nova Scotian pursuing 
higher education. Her response was to try to ensure others don’t have the 
same experience. 

Hill is the founder and executive director of The Prep Academy, a non-
profit organization catering to African Nova Scotian secondary students. 
It tries to bridge the gap between high school and post-secondary 
education. The academy started in April 2021 and took its first cohort of 
students in September 2021. 

“When I was studying Sociology at Dalhousie, that was when I first 
began to realize the prevalence of social structures and systemic racism, 
and the importance of your surroundings to your development. It was 
also around this time that I noticed I was one of the only Black faces in 
my classes,” Hill says. 

Being the first person in her family to graduate from university, she had 
few references to call on during that challenging first year at Dalhousie.  

“In many ways, I felt unprepared for university and the stresses of 
university life. At the end of my first year, I was close to dropping out. 
My final GPA wasn’t high enough to pursue further higher education.” 

She originally wanted to work with universities in recruiting or 
engaging African Nova Scotian students, but decided it would be a better 
strategy for her to intervene in earlier stages. 

“I looked at the systems in place and not much had changed since 

I graduated high school in 2009. I knew getting a university degree 
was a great experience for me, despite the challenges, and I wanted 
to ensure African Nova Scotian youth knew they had optio. That this 
could potentially be a great experience for them too.” 

Hill says her career path has involved several different roles, but at 
the core of her philosophy is helping people pursue their goals. This 
passion for helping people and improving lives was inspired by her 
grandmother, Beretta. 

Her work as a youth program coordinator at the Black Business Initiative, 
as well as as manager of people and culture at the North End Community 
Health Care centre, made her further realize her goals of investing in the 
economic development of the African Nova Scotian community. 

“It was definitely challenging at first because starting a non-
profit is different from starting a business,” Hill says. “I’ve found 
in my research there are many supports for new businesses, but 
not as many for non-profits. There were so many things I learned 
on the job, from how to assemble a board of directors to creating 
a fund development pipeline. Again, representation was an issue 
here too, because I didn’t have many African Nova Scotians who I 
could lean on for advice. But, in the past year, I have substantially 
increased my network. Heather MacDonald, the ex-director of 
the MacPhee Centre in Dartmouth, was a huge help to me and 
someone I could talk to throughout the process. She is supportive 
and an informal mentor to me.” 

Hill says the lack of direct access to African Nova Scotian students was 
one of the main challenges she faced while starting her organization.  

“One of the best ways to reach these students is through schools 
that have Black student support workers. That’s how we got many 
of the students in our first cohort. However, not all schools have 
these support workers, especially in rural areas.” 

Hill says working collaboratively with the Nova Scotia Department 
of Education and African Nova Scotian student workers, she was able 
to solidify her organization’s presence, mission, and vision. 

“A large part of our marketing strategy is marketing where young 

Ashley Hill



high schoolers are, such as Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, etc. We also 
market to their parents and let them know their kids have options.” 

Hill says her organization wants to guide students through the whole 
process of applying to university and equip them with resources for 
managing their time, mental wellbeing, and finances once they get there. 

“I would say some of the challenges or roadblocks we’ve faced are 
actually the students’ challenges. For example, one of our students 
wanted to pursue a nursing program after attending a few of our 
sessions. However, she didn’t have advanced math as a subject, which is 
required to apply. In the future, as we expand more as an organization, 
I want to be able to work with students all the way from Grade 9 to 
university and keep them engaged throughout the process. In this way, 
we create an alumni pipeline that will inspire the following generation. 

“Covid has been interrupting some of our programming, but we’ve 
adjusted as everyone has to virtual operations as needed and I’m 
confident we will be able to have workshops and in-person sessions with 
the students soon. I really want to engage more students from rural Nova 
Scotia as well, as they especially don’t always see themselves represented 
in higher education,” Hill says. Speaking about her goals, she says, “My 
long-term goal is to have a youth centre where The Prep Academy can 

deliver all our programming. I want African Nova Scotian youth to 
feel they can learn and grow in a safe environment and have access to a 
wealth of opportunities in a safe environment. Yes, we may have several 
youth centres already, but none of them specialize in culturally-informed 
programs for African Nova Scotians, which is what we’re all about. On 
our website, you can see images of young people from our community 
that are authentically themselves, not just tokens.” 

Hill says mentorship and connecting students with internships is 
something The Prep Academy facilitates, so students can get some 
valuable work experience and a feel of where their talents lie. 

She also sheds light on the importance of having a strong peer 
community, which she gained through the ACCE (Arts, Culture, 
Community, and Economics) Halifax group, a group she helped found, 
which consists of African Nova Scotian leaders in various fields coming 
together to empower Black people to realize their inherent value.  

“Every time I am with the group, I feel a strong sense of 
community to be in the presence of so many Black leaders. I’m 
always inspired to continue working to show our youth their 
endless potential.”
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Young’s personal choice 
creates an opportunity 
 Deciding to go all natural for her hair care gave entrepreneur 

chance to share her knowledge with wider community 
By Jerisa Haque 

Tiffani Young

Tiffani Young didn’t have a straightforward path to entrepreneurship, 
but instead it was one with many twists and turns. 

Born and raised in Nova Scotia, Young grew up in various 
parts of HRM. 

“Because I went to so many different schools, I definitely had 
those moments of being the only Black kid in class, but thankfully I 
also had many positive experiences that shaped the way I am today. 

“I’ve always been rooted in my community and had a passion for 
helping people. I thought I was going to go into social work, which 
is why I did my degree in Psychology and HR. I never saw myself 
having my own business,” says Young, now the owner of Natural 
Butter Bar, an all-natural haircare and skincare brand serving the 
Maritimes and beyond. 

“ A few years ago, when I decided to stop chemically processing my 
hair and go natural, I had to relearn how to take care of my hair, so I 
was doing a lot of research and watching YouTube tutorials on what 
products to use on my hair. I’m the only one in my family with my 
hair texture, so I didn’t really have a go-to for advice. I noticed a lot 
of the ingredients I needed to properly care for my natural hair were 
not available in Nova Scotia or the Maritimes and I found myself 
spending a lot of money online ordering, or stocking up whenever I 
would go to bigger cities like Toronto.” 

Young says, “I eventually got the hang of it and my hair was the 
healthiest it had ever been and was growing, and all my friends and 
family were commenting on it. In fact, even strangers started coming 
up to me to compliment my hair.”  

It was around this time her husband also noticed her passion for 
natural and organic hair care was burgeoning into more than just a 

routine maintenance ritual, but an area of expertise for her. 
“We sat down for a brainstorming session on how we could use my 

newfound expertise with haircare to help people and he asked me, ‘if 
money wasn’t a barrier, what would you do?’ 

“From there, we developed the concept of Natural Butter Bar. 
Since most organic products can be used for both hair and skin, 
we branded ourselves as a natural haircare and skincare shop. We 
wanted the Black community to find products that cater to their hair 
and skin types with ease in Nova Scotia or the Maritimes.” 

Natural Butter Bar officially opened in 2020 amidst the pandemic 
and Tiffani says there were many challenges in the beginning due to 
supply chain and logistical issues. 

“There aren’t many vendors and there was a shortage of the 
bottles and containers at one point, but other local businesses were 
supportive and helpful and connected me with other vendors. Now, 
we try to stay ahead and order extra even if we may not need it at the 
moment. It’s a learning curve.” 

A strong support system is a key factor to Young’s business 
success. She says the wider business community, such as  Nova 
Scotia Business Inc. (NSBI) and the Black Business Initiative (BBI), 
helped her immensely with the mechanics of owning and operating a 
business and helping her find more opportunities to get her products 
to a greater audience.  

“They connected me with programs and opportunities I wouldn’t 
have found on my own. The Black Business Initiative, in particular, 
was great because it helped me overcome challenges many African 
Nova Scotians face. It also helped me showcase my products at various 
Black-owned, local pop-up markets, especially over the summer.”  
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Young say the African Nova Scotian community, and Nova Scotians 
in general, rallying around her has made the biggest difference.  

“Four local shops started stocking my products just one month 
after I launched, which was a huge deal for me.” 

Her family has also been supportive and understanding of 
her business.  

“My parents, aunts, uncles are always ready to help with babysitting 
my two small children. My boys, even though they’re toddlers, seem 
to have a keen understanding of what I do already and know that 
sometimes I have to work long hours. My four-year-old always says, 
‘Mommy has to go work for butter-butter’. It’s the cutest thing!” 

Young says, “Without my husband, Butter Bar wouldn’t exist. 
He was the one who gave me the initial push to start and help me 
get rid of my self-doubts. He also has some business development 
experience and that definitely helped me in the initial phases.” 

While when the business first opened, getting the name out there 
and building a market presence was the key priority. Now, the priority is 
serving the loyal customer base, focusing on customer retention, as well 
as increasing distribution channels and partnering with more local shops. 
Young wants to make it as convenient for the consumer as possible.  

“Any way we can reduce costs for the customer, we will,” she says. 
A lot of exciting things are around the corner for Butter Bar, with 

the Trailblazer Box launching in February. This product features a 
collection of natural oils and butters, unreleased lotion bars (officially 
launching in March) as well as hair accessories and a customized 
card for the giftee. 

“We wanted to curate the Trailblazer Box with the intention of 
someone gifting it to a trailblazer in their community. Ten per cent 

of the profits from the sales of the Trailblazer Box go to Maritime 
Elite Girls Basketball Academy (MEGA), our first charitable 
donation. Giving back to the community is a priority for me, so I’m 
excited to be able to do that for the first time.” 

Soaps and lotion bars are two products Young is adding to her 
extensive line in the near future. She also partnered with the Tribe 
Network to create an online community by means of a forum, where 
information and news about various opportunities is shared. In the 
near future, she hopes to host in-person classes where she helps 
people further understand how to use her products and what kind of 
oils and butters are beneficial for what purpose.  

She is also passionate about diversity and inclusion and is proud 
to say all her products offer labels in braille. She is working on 
another project with universal symbols in order to offer a greater 
choice and freedom to the visually-impaired community when it 
comes to shopping. 

“I feel successful when I see my customers are happy, the products 
are working for them, and they’re able to feel beautiful as well as 
represented in the market. Taking care of your hair and skin, it allows 
you to build self-confidence that radiates from within. I wanted 
to create something for everyone, but specifically for the Black 
community, which is often an afterthought. In Nova Scotia, we have 
such a rich African Nova Scotian culture and the ties run deep in 
our community. I want people to feel empowered and celebrate that.”
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Don’t tell her she can’t 
Oluronke Taiwo uses obstacles, naysayers to fuel her 

determination to accomplish her goals
By Chris Muise 

 You don’t get as many professional credentials as Oluronke Taiwo 
has without an overabundance of determination. 

“I have about six degrees, in total,” Taiwo says. Those degrees 
started with a Bachelor of Science (Education) from the University 
of Lagos in her home country, Nigeria, while she was working as a 
medical technologist.  

Some of that determination is hereditary, she believes. She drew a 
lot of inspiration from her father, who worked his way to becoming 
the first Black general manager of the United Africa Company. But as 
it turns out, one pompous professor also pushed her to excel. 

“It was one day, even though I was thriving as a technologist, when 
one professor just said something that made me mad. Even though 
I had four or five diplomas at that time, I didn’t have a Bachelor 
degree,” Taiwo says. She was seated in the academic lounge of the 
university when her professor said, “If you do not have a degree, you 
are not supposed to be in this lounge.” 

Rather than let his cruel words push her aside, she used the fury 
she felt to propel herself forward. 

“Those words from that professor just gave me this determination; 
I am going to be the best of whatever I’m doing,” Taiwo says. “I am 
going back to school, and I’m going to show them that ability. I didn’t 
leave my job, nobody knew I was doing my part-time degree.” 

Married with three children, Taiwo not only earned that degree, but 
immediately took up studying for a Masters in Medical Microbiology 
as well, which she also earned, and became a full-time professor at 
the College of Medicine in Lagos. 

That was a whole other lifetime ago for Taiwo. In 1998, she moved to 

Nova Scotia in order to conduct a study on the antibacterial activities 
of aqueous extracts from Nigerian chewing sticks. The research was 
completed and published, but she was pitched a curve ball. 

“When the grant was over, I thought my supervisor was going to 
hire me, and didn’t,” Taiwo says. “So, I had to look for a job, because 
my family were joining me. The only job I got at that time was just 
personal care, a position I was in for four years while trying to get 
back into my science [career], but I didn’t.” 

Still, that same determination that drove her before fuelled her 
once again. She became the house manager of a small option home, 
a facility where up to four persons with disabilities reside together in 
the community with the help of caregivers. 

“I thought, ‘well, if I have to be in this line [of work], I have to be 
on top,’” Taiwo says. She wound up taking an interest not just in the 
lives of her wards, but also the duties of the social workers she would 
escort them to see. She learned more about the field, asking the social 
workers questions about the job.  

“That interested me. I decided to go back to school.” 
Once again, while fulfilling her roles as a wife and mother and 

continuing at her job, Taiwo went back to school, this time as a 
student of Dalhousie’s social work program. First she attained her 
Bachelor of Social Work and then her Masters in the same discipline. 

“By the time I graduated in October, I was already the Black Student 
Advisor for Dalhousie and the University of King’s College, a position I 
still hold,” Taiwo says. She has been in the position nearly 13 years now. 
Taiwo has thrived in using her experience to encourage and support 
students who thought they could never do what she knew they could. 

Oluronke Taiwo



33MY HALIFAX EXPERIENCE • MAR 2022

“Mrs. Taiwo was actually very supportive, she’s a very caring 
person,” says Oladiwura Eyitayo-Oyesode, who also happens to hail 
from Nigeria. She came to Dalhousie in 2016 to earn a Masters in 
Law and came to work under Taiwo at the Black Student Advisory 
Centre soon after. “We had this work relationship that wasn’t 
restricted to work. She was like a mother to me, having left Nigeria 
and being in Canada for the first time... she was also concerned about 
my academics, and even my personal life.” 

“I’ve always been in the university, all my life, and I’ve always 
worked with students,” Taiwo says. “When I got the position as Black 
Student Advisor, it worked for me because it was also a combination 
of me coming back to the university, working with students once 
more. I had the opportunity to encourage students when they feel 
‘I can’t do this, it’s too much.’ I would say, ‘my dear, you can do it.’” 

Taiwo works to give students experiences outside the classroom. 
This includes birthday celebrations, scholarship receptions, 
Christmas parties, graduation celebrations, and public events. She 
also puts together academic supports, such as mentorship programs. 
That’s where she recently brought in one of her former students to 
share her story. 

“This particular young lady went through a lot before she talked to me,” 
Taiwo says, adding this former student now works at the Sunnybrook 
Children’s Hospital in Toronto. “I brought her back in October last year, 
during our professional mentorship program, to speak about her failures 
and her successes, and the power of asking for support. That gave me 
that joy, having the opportunity to support students.” 

Taiwo often leverages her own experiences to show students 
that, while they may face struggles and road bumps on the way and 
people who will tell them they can’t or don’t belong in a given field 
(or lounge), they can achieve anything they want if they have the 
determination and put in the effort. 

“I got my BSW at the age of 50,” she continues. “If I can do all that 
at my age, you can do it. You only need to sit down and figure out the 
supports you need to succeed. You can be what you want to be. You 
just have to work hard. That is what I push to my children and also to 
my students. Don’t let anyone push you aside. If they do, let that be 
your stepping stone to say, ‘I can do it.’” 
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 Ref lecting 
diversity

Sacred Heart focused on supporting families from a
multitude of countries, faiths, cultures

By Andy Walker 
With a commitment to academic excellence and a strong 

mission to help its students build a solid foundation for life, 
Sacred Heart School is home to a growing student population that 
reflects the diversity of the largest city in our region. 

This commitment is what convinced Daddy Mata to choose Sacred 
Heart for his son, Steven, when his family moved to Halifax. From his 
son’s first day in Grade 8, Daddy says Steven knew he had found an 
atmosphere where he could reach his full potential. 

Steven had no trouble embracing the school’s global philosophy 
since his family is originally from the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and he began his schooling in Japan. Despite the fact 
Japanese was not his first language, Steven was an A+ student 
when the family moved to Toronto where he was enrolled in the 
public school system. Now finding himself studying in English for 
the first time, Daddy notes his son’s average dropped slightly, but 
the small class sizes at Sacred Heart have helped him regain that 
lost academic ground as he works towards his goal of becoming 
a physician. 

“I was looking for a school with a strong academic reputation,” 
Daddy says. “I also liked the fact Sacred Heart offers a strong 
moral code to live by.” 

Steven is now in Grade 11 and is enrolled in the Advanced 
Placement (AP) program, which offers courses at the first-year 
university level. Sacred Heart is the only school in the region offering 
the AP designation. The program is augmented by educational 
travel, online courses, and experiential learning with specialists. 

“The beauty of the AP program is it allows students to pick and 
choose only those subjects they want to concentrate on,” says Sr. 
Anne Wachter, RSCJ, Head of School. “Students don’t have to take 
a year-long program of all advanced courses; there’s more balance 
with this approach that can be tailored individually.”  

Another benefit is that with a score of four or five on an exam, 
a student will have a first-year university credit before they even 

enter university. 
Another distinguishing aspect of Sacred Heart’s program 

is it’s the only school in the region that offers a co-ed learning 
environment for students in Junior Primary to Grade 6 and single-
gender education in Grades 7 to 12. The single-gender classes 
allow the school to focus its teaching methods to help students 
reach their maximum potential, especially given that girls and 
boys learn differently. Yet, there’s a multitude of opportunities 
for co-ed interaction outside of the classroom, such as during 
lunchtime and co-curricular activities, and in clubs such as band, 
choir, musicals, and debate. 

Daddy says Steven has enjoyed having only boys in his class and 
that this, plus all of the other factors, add up to a well-rounded 
education for his son. One that is also teaching leadership, social 
justice, and compassion, all of which he feels is important for 
Steven’s future. 

Daddy is now looking at enrolling his three other children at 
Sacred Heart, saying, “I really like the family feeling the school 
offers and Steven has made a lot of good friends there.” 

For the Shen family, music has always been a big part of their 
life. Jay Shen is happy his two sons have an opportunity to reach 
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their full potential both musically and academically at Sacred Heart. 
His eldest son Kaden is in Grade 7 while his brother Alan is in Grade 
5. They have both been at Sacred Heart for three years and Jay says 
both boys want to stay until graduation. 

“They really like the small class sizes and they have plenty of 
friends,” Jay says. “It has such a family atmosphere.” 

He credits the “incredible” music department at the school for 
helping his boys achieve musical success over the past three years. 
Both Kaden and Alan have won awards at the provincial, regional, 

and national levels. Whether his two sons ultimately decide to pursue 
a career in music or not, he is confident their Sacred Heart experience 
will prove to be a foundation for success regardless of the path they 
choose in life. 

For Kaden, this marks his first year in the single-gender Senior 
School, and his father is happy his son has thrived in the setting and 
as a class representative. He also recently won the school spelling bee 
and went on to represent Sacred Heart in the Atlantic regional final 
where he again finished on top.  

“That was just one of the many opportunities Sacred Heart has 
offered my boys,” Jay says. 

The Mata and Shen families are just two of many at Sacred Heart 
who reflect global diversity in both the school’s outlook and makeup. 
Thanks to a recent capital campaign with an emphasis on bursary 
support, and a concerted effort to increase representation across 
geographic and socioeconomic levels, there are families from a 
multitude of countries, faiths, and cultures. All of which are important 
inside and outside the classroom in terms of diverse perspectives and 
voices. One more advantage of a Sacred Heart education. 
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Returning, re-entering the workspace 
while embracing the pandemic

Thousands of immigrants stand on the frontlines everyday during the 
pandemic to bring us food, health care, services

By Ann Divine

Ann is an accomplished businesswoman, 

known and respected for her 

professionalism and willingness to support, 

coach, and mentor others. Her business 

provides extensive career and professional 

guidance in organizational change 

and social justice issues. Her work is 

underpinned by her knowledge, skills, 

and expertise in human rights and people 

management. Her unique style, combined 

with adult education principles, has brought 

her recognition in her fields of leadership 

development, change management, 

coaching and mentoring, facilitation, 

diversity and inclusion, women in leadership 

and unconscious bias training. 

 Many jurisdictions, governments, 
and health agencies are reducing 
restrictions across various sectors 
as cases of the Delta and Omicron 
varients decrease. Many economies are 
seeking to return to business.  

However, as many are aware, this 
isn’t business as usual. Individuals, 
employees, and employers are having 
to approach their business functions 
and organizational culture differently.  
This requires leadership to show their 
adaptability to the ever-changing 
environment in order to guide their 
employees back into the workplace. 

Returning to work, depending on your 
professional circumstances, may feel 
different, particularly if you’re returning 
to an office setting. Whether you’re part-
time or full-time, this might feel stressful. 
This may lead to uncomfortable feelings 
and even anxiety.  

The working population in general 
had to make significant adjustments 
during the pandemic. Making the 
transition back into the office or work 
environment requires employers and 
human resources mangers to handle 
the situation using their emotional 
intelligence (EQ). Leaders will need 
to be empathetic, self-aware, motivate, 
and develop the ability to find 
common ground to  build meaningful 
relationships. Employers will also have 

to show their vulnerability in managing 
the process of change. 

For many employees, a great deal 
will have changed. The physical office 
space might be re-organized. The 
space or cubical an employee once 
occupied for years might have moved 
and proximity to others shifted. 
Conversations that once took place at 
the water cooler or in the lunchroom 
may no longer be possible. Instead, it’s 
whether a person has been vaccinated 
or not. These are difficult issues to 
comprehend and adjust to both 
physically and emotionally. 

On a personal level, employees had 
to significantly change their work life, 
habits, and routines. According to 
Lauren Wethers, PWC, for people with 
pre-existing conditions, returning to 
the re-opened workplace can feel risky 
while “home is safe.” She says experts 
predict the second transition is harder.  

It must also be recognized that 
people have gone through important 
life changes in the process. Some may 
have lost loved ones, cared for their 
elderly parents, their children at home 
and working, others may have faced 
job losses and any number of changes 
in their lives. 

In addition, people have developed 
new habits and norms for working 
over the past two years. Their 
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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

communication styles, commute to work, clothing habits, and 
how they engage with the general public has changed. Others may 
question whether they can still engage in the family habits they 
developed over the pandemic period. Will they still have the time and 
work-life balance they’re now accustomed to? These are important 
considerations for both employers and employees. 

In adapting to the new way of doing business, there must be 
some acknowledgement of the change. For the employer and 
employee to get the maximum benefit from their work situation, 
strong communication, relationship building, trust, purposeful and 
intentional interaction is essential. Each party needs to lay out clearly 
what is most appropriate to meet their needs. It’s also important 
to recognize that remote working is here to stay and some form of 
hybrid working arrangement will be of benefit to all concerned. 

According to Dr. Keith Dobson, professor of Clinical Psychology 
at the University of Calgary, many people are facing a new set of 
concerns about return or re-entry to work. Many will face heightened 
anxiety about the risk of being infected, new social expectations, and 
adjustment to the new work realities. 

Employers have to be mindful that the feeling of re-entry or return 

to the workplace will be different for everyone. Some will be eager to 
return to the workspace while others might find it difficult to make 
the transition of leaving the safety of their homes and remote working 
to re-enter the workspace. Starting to socialize with co-workers may 
include setting parameters. Being mindful about personal safety 
might help reduce anxiety. 

Wellness Together Canada is a good place to start to help manage 
the situation. A further consideration to combat these feelings of 
anxiety includes employers and human resource managers following 
appropriate public health guidelines. We need to recognize that 
different places or organizations have different rules. Respecting 
boundaries and personal space means everyone has a responsibility 
for each other’s physical and psychological safety in the workspace. 

As employees return or re-enter into the workspace, Chris 
Cancialosi, a contributor to Forbes, offers some insights. He 
suggests feelings of anxiety about returning from remote working 
are experiences shared the world over. What makes the situation so 
powerful is that they’re unique and shared by both individuals and 
communities. Everyone has had to rethink how to balance work and 
family. People collectively had to adapt to new ways of doing the 
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simplest things in order to survive COVID-19 and its variants. No, 
they need to do it again in order to continue to thrive. 

Cancialosi invites both employers and employees to consider the 
following key points that might be useful in coping with, adapting to, 
and navigating the new work environment. 

1. Be graceful with yourself and others. This is a new and 
unique situation everyone is going through in some form or fashion. 
Despite our best efforts, mistakes will be made. Give yourself space 
to be patient and understanding with yourself and others as we work 
to find “the new.” 

2. Be prepared. Understanding yourself, your needs, and your 
“signals” will help you be attuned to how you’re reacting to the 
changes you’re going through. Get ahead of things to when possible. 
The situation will, no doubt, continue to evolve, but you can find 
some comfort in being in control of what you can influence. 

3. Talk to your coworkers and employer. You’re not going 
through this by yourself and the questions you have are shared by 
others. Find ways to engage others in dialogue about the realities of 
the situation, what is known, what is not, and the path forward. If 
you’re comfortable being vulnerable, find ways to productively share 
your emotions and fears about the future. Let people know what you 
need so they can help. 

4. Breathe. When the anxiety of the unknown begins to swell, 
sometimes the best first step is simply to stop for a beat and breathe. 
There are plenty of fantastic resources out there to help guide you in 
learning how to pause, breathe, and recentre yourself. 

5. Get help. If you’re finding the anxiety associated with these 
changes is becoming too much to manage, you need to be honest 
with yourself and acknowledge it may be time to reach out to 
someone who can assist.  

Over the past two years, I’ve worked with numerous organizations 
of all sizes in various sectors at the national and international level. I’ve 
gained considerable insights into their ways of managing the current 
crisis of change in workplace practices. From what I observed, here 
are some suggestions employers and employees might find useful. 

Employers and employees are encouraged to recognize that 

these circumstances are unique. In order to maintain an effective 
workforce during these times and to build confidence for the return 
to work, employers need to review their current policies and adapt 
to new ones. 

Many people frequently talk about returning to normal. The fact 
is something significant happened that impacted the entire world of 
work, our behaviors, our lives, and how we view the world. In order to 
move forward, everyone in the workspace must acknowledge a change 
has occurred, which shifted the ground and shaken the foundation of 
our world in every aspect of our lives. We need to move forward in a 
way that maintains productivity and an effective workspace. 

Here are a few things to consider: 

• Be clear about what is expected of individuals who are 

retuning or re-entering the office.  

• Employers must work in conjunction and in collaboration 

with unionized and non-unionized workers, and abide by the 

polices and new practices.  

• Employers and employees need to consider how many 

days they will come into the office to assist with the 

changing environment. 

• Employers and employees may have the same feelings of 

anxiety about r-entering the workspace. Having conversations 

with each other might assist in reducing those feelings. 

Speaking honestly and sharing stories can be uplifting and 

help foster positive feelings.  

• In these uncertain times, everyone needs to draw on their 

emotional intelligence and be empathic, self-aware, practice 

self-regard, and seek to motivate each other.  

• Employers and employees should communicate uneasy 

feelings. Listen to each other without making judgement, or 

resorting to stereotypes and bias.  

• Each organization is unique and will experience return or 

re-entry into the workplace differently. Reactions to a new 

workspace and environment won’t be the same for everyone. 

• Organizational and cultural change is hard and it takes 

time to adjust, accommodate, and adapt. 
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Develop Nova Scotia is seeking creative and ambitious businesses for a truly unique space 
along the Halifax waterfront. Located conveniently between the Halifax ferry terminal, the 
historic Cable Wharf, and the new Queen’s Marque district, 5080 George Street is a vibrant 
and active location which sees millions of people visit every year.  Learn more at developns.ca

The perfect combo 
of boat traffic  
and foot traffic.


