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Ahmad 
Khosravan
of The Bazaar: “I found 
the need, and filled it.”

Paulette 
Guelph

 
from Trendsetter: “They say ‘it 
takes a village to raise a child’; 
it also takes a community 
to build a business.”

Brian Dodo  “The process of 
starting a business 
is the same no matter 
where you are.

 
Needs hard work.”
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and Gallery



Our Vision:  The Greater Kingston 
Chamber of Commerce is recognized 

as the "Voice of Business" 
dedicated to Kingston being 

Canada's most sustainable city.

The Chamber delivers value 
to its members through advocacy,

networking opportunities 
and education.

We are committed 
to working with our 
community partners 
to ensure newcomers 
to Kingston are assisted 
in the best way possible 
to become valuable 
workers and successful 
entrepreneurs in Kingston.
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Entrepreneurs are not special people. They simply do 

special things. They venture into areas not before tried. 

They venture into the unknown with no guarantee of 

success but with a high degree of confidence in themselves 

and their pursuits. The potential for short term failure does 

not deter them. Similarly, new immigrants are not special 

people. They simply embark upon a journey into the 

unknown. They leave the place of their birth, their families 

and friends, all in search of challenges and opportunities 

in an unknown world. A world with landscapes, weather, 

culture, food, customs and all of day-to-day life’s other 

undertakings different from what they know. Most times 

they embark upon this journey not knowing what to 

expect. Their mind, however, is set in regard to what to 

make out of their new challenges. They want a better 

life for their families and themselves. Nothing deters 

them in this pursuit.

The probability of their long term success depends, 

to a considerable degree, upon the co-operation 

and assistance they receive in their host country. 

Jurisdictions that make it convenient for immigrants to 

adapt, assimilate and contribute to their fullest potential 

are the net beneficiaries. On the other hand, those that 

make it difficult for immigrants to deploy their fullest 

professional or entrepreneurial skills lose out. In this 

regard, we are somewhat unfortunate in Canada to 

have regulations that make it difficult and sometimes 

impossible for immigrants to apply their skills and 

experience in their field of expertise. As a result we still 

find professional immigrants from various countries 

driving cabs, washing dishes etc. Not that there is 

anything wrong with these tasks, they are simply serve 

underutilization of available immigrant talent. It is a 

lose-lose situation.

Fortunately, a new dawn is breaking. Of particular 

interest to our community is what is happening in our 

own backyard. Kingston Immigration Partnership (KIP) 

is proving leadership in assisting immigrants to settle 

in Kingston and flourish in their economic and social 

dreams.

I beseech you to learn more about KIP, engage in its 

activities and learn for yourself as to how you can help 

new immigrants contribute to make Kingston an even 

more diverse and vibrant city.
Chander Datta

Co-Chair

Kingston Immigration Partnership Council
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A new home, 
a new business 

Makes sense, right? Well, it certainly 
makes sense for our community, 
as immigrants to Kingston have a 
long history of building our local 
businesses. And often, it makes 
sense for the diverse individuals 
that come to call Kingston “home”. 
And when we say “diverse”, we 
mean diverse: MBA grads and 
artists, business professionals 
and social entrepreneurs, long-
time Canadians and ‘just-arrived’. 
This publication is but a glimpse 
at immigrant entrepreneurship in 
Kingston; a conversation-starter to 
get us thinking and talking about 
the people that make this city a great 
place to do business, and about the 
people we will need to help us build 
our shared future prosperity.
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• Who are these entrepreneurs? 
For this project, we interviewed entrepreneurs 

representing 13 businesses in the Kingston area. These 

eight men and six women come from all corners of the 

globe, including Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Europe, 

Latin America and the Caribbean.

• What brought them to Kingston? 
These entrepreneurs’ reasons for immigrating to Canada 

and Kingston are just as varied as their origins. Some 

came to pursue specific business opportunities or post-

secondary education, while others moved to join family 

members or escape violence and persecution in their 

home country. Two participants who lived elsewhere 

in Canada first came to Kingston to attend Queen’s 

University and decided to establish their businesses here 

after graduation, while three immigrant entrepreneurs 

moved here specifically to start or buy an enterprise.

 • What types of businesses do they own? 
The businesses themselves are equally diverse. 

Our group of entrepreneurs represents large scale 

manufacturing companies and individual consultants, 

restaurants and retail stores, artists and caregivers, 

teachers and designers. The most established business 

has been running for close to 30 years, while the 

newest just started a few months ago. 

 

• What helped them achieve their success?
Without exception, all the entrepreneurs mentioned 

personal commitment and hard work as key 

components in their success; as one participant put it, 

“Effort must always precede benefit or reward. If you 

don’t put in the effort, don’t expect too much.” Success 

did not come overnight for anyone we interviewed; 

rather, dedication to their chosen endeavour and 

a willingness to commit the time and resources to 

achieving their dreams made the difference.

Kingston’s Immigrant 
Entrepreneurs
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This determination and focus was complemented by 

knowledge of general business principles. Many of the 

entrepreneurs interviewed had previous experience in 

business or entrepreneurship, such as through formal 

business education, running a business full-time or 

as a side-project, or working freelance. Some of our 

participants who lacked this background decided to 

improve their knowledge through further education, 

such as by studying business at St. Lawrence College. 

Researching the market, crafting a solid business 

plan, and ongoing learning were also emphasized as 

essential activities.

Finally, support from the community was a common 

theme mentioned by our participants. Connecting 

with other businesses and  residents helped the 

entrepreneurs form personal and professional 

networks, learn more about local business conditions, 

access resources, and build a client base. In terms of 

formal support, several participants cited the Kingston 

Economic Development Corporation (KEDCO) for 

providing advice and practical assistance; some 

entrepreneurs also received help from the provincial 

and federal governments in the form of grants, loans, 

and loan guarantees. 

• What challenges do they face?
Financial issues were a common challenge for many 

entrepreneurs, particularly during the start-up phase. 

Although some were able to secure funding in the 

form of grants or credit, most of our participants had 

to rely primarily on personal savings to launch their 

venture. This hurdle is common to most entrepreneurs 

regardless of background; however, immigrant 

entrepreneurs, particularly those who have been in 

Canada for only a short period, may face additional 

difficulties due to their lack of Canadian credit history. 

Participants whose businesses were more established 

reported challenges with accessing the capital 

necessary for expansion, given that most grants and 

incentives are aimed at enterprises in the start-up 

phase. 

Creating professional networks and building client 

bases is another issue that all entrepreneurs face but 

is a greater issue for immigrant entrepreneurs who 

have few (if any) contacts in Canada such as friends or 

relatives when they first arrive.tt Opening a business 

in Canada also means learning Canadian business 

culture and a myriad of specific regulations, such 
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as taxation or health and safety regulations that are 

generally more complicated than those of their home 

countries (though one entrepreneur reported that the 

rules were simpler here!)

• What does it take to be an entrepreneur?
Although there are benefits to starting one’s own 

business, life as an entrepreneur is not for everyone. A 

common thread linking the participants in our project 

is the drive to overcome whatever obstacles may lie in 

their path and persist in spite of challenges. This will to 

succeed is often sustained by enthusiasm and passion 

for their chosen field, be it in the form of designing 

and creating tangible products, improving one’s skills 

to better serve clients, or making a difference in our 

community – as one entrepreneur put it, “It doesn’t 

matter if we’re making heating and cooling equipment 

or shoes, we’ll go at it with the same passion.” Several 

entrepreneurs also spoke to a willingness to take risks 

and the need for flexibility and adaptability in the face 

of change.

• How do these entrepreneurs bridge

 the local and the global?
For many immigrant entrepreneurs, there is a clear 

connection between their identities as immigrants 

and as entrepreneurs. The link may be apparent in the 

business itself, particularly for restaurants and retail 

enterprises that directly reflect the cultural background 

and experiences of their founders. Some entrepreneurs 

find success bringing products, art styles, or business 
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ideas from their home country to a new audience 

in Canada. Others capitalize on their international 

experiences to export products and services across the 

world. Simply put, businesses started by immigrant 

entrepreneurs can both introduce diverse ideas to 

Kingston and help our community form beneficial 

relations around the globe. 

How can the community better support local 

entrepreneurship?

As one of our entrepreneurs put it, “it takes a community 

to support a business”; this saying is especially true for 

immigrant entrepreneurs. One of the most tangible 

forms of assistance is to become customers or clients 

of these enterprises. Similar to how immigrants looking 

for employment fall in the cycle of “no Canadian 

work experience, no job; no job, no Canadian work 

experience”, newly-established businesses may have 

difficulty attracting customers hesitating to place 

their trust in an unproven venture. Entrepreneurs have 

already taken a big risk to start a new business, and the 

least that we can do is give them an honest opportunity 

to prove themselves. 

Although several participants praised existing services 

for entrepreneurs such as those offered through KEDCO, 

others noted the need for expanded formal supports 

such as more networking events and workshops on 

entrepreneurship. As noted earlier, financial challenges 

were a barrier for many of our entrepreneurs; improving 

access to capital would help more new businesses start 

and assist established businesses in expanding their 

operations.

Celebrating success stories is another action that the 

community as a whole can take. Entrepreneurship 

and the role of small and medium-sized businesses in 

Kingston’s economy are often overlooked in favour of 

the public sector; as one participant commented, there 

needs to be a “culture shift” in how Kingston views and 

supports its entrepreneurs. This publication is a first 

step in illustrating the impact of these businesses and 

starting a conversation on how to attract and support 

entrepreneurs, particularly those from around the world 

who bring their ideas, talents, and passion to their new 

home in Kingston.
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Entrepreneurship 
and Small Business Facts
  
 According to Industry Canada:
• 16% of working Canadians are self-employed. 
•  98% of Canadian businesses are defined as a “small       
business”  (less than 100 employees); 55% have fewer than 
5 employees. 
• Small businesses contribute more than 30% to Canada’s 
GDP (Gross Domestic Product) and collectively employ more 
than 5 million people.
• The vast majority (86%) of Canadian exporters are small 
businesses, exporting approximately $68 billion worth of 
goods and services per year. 
• Just under half of all small and medium-sized enterprises         
have some degree of female ownership.



“For a lot of immigrants 

or refugees, they’ve 

come through some 

tough times to be where they are 

today. Entrepreneurship in Canada 

is a piece of cake compared 

to what they have had to go 

through in their country just to 

get to Canada.” For Peng-Sang Cau, 

these words come from personal 

experience, having fled from war 

and the Khmer Rouge regime in 

her home country of Cambodia 

with her family at the age of 10. 

Accepted as refugees in Canada, 

the family settled in Regina with 

literally just the clothes on their 

backs. Today, as President and 

CEO of Transformix Engineering, 

Peng leads a growing enterprise 

producing automated assembly 

systems for companies around 

the world and employing close to 

100 people in Kingston; this past 

spring, her accomplishments were 

recognized through induction into 

the Kingston Business Hall of Fame.

Transformix originated as a joint 

venture between Peng and three 

engineering friends a year after 

she graduated with a Bachelor of 

Commerce in International Business 

and Marketing from Queen’s 

University. At that point, neither she 

nor her partners had any experience 

running a business, though many 

of Peng’s relatives (including her 

parents and several siblings) had 

done entrepreneurial work. Her 

business background proved crucial 

early on; with the company facing 

the familiar challenge of building 

a client base, Peng was able to 

combine her marketing knowledge 

and sales experiences with a personal 

persistence to find customers and 

develop professional networks for 

the new enterprise.

In 2005, Transformix decided to 

focus primarily on international 

sales, specifically to Europe and 

South America. In the latter market, 

Peng recounts how technology 

developed by Transformix has had a 

huge impact in less-developed areas: 

“There’s this little village in another 

continent, and what we’re doing is 

giving them a future. We’re changing 

the availability of alternative energy. 

When you’re looking at that kind of 

impact, it’s hard not to get goose 

bumps and go ‘Wow, we’re part of 

something bigger than us.’”

Even though most of its customers 

today are located overseas, 

Transformix is firmly planted in 

Kingston. Clients who come to visit 

their Railway Street location are 

proudly shown the sights around 

town, with many returning later as 

tourists with their families. When 

asked if there was anything the 

community could do to better 

support her and other entrepreneurs, 

she noted that despite Transformix’s 

impact locally and abroad, very few 

people in Kingston were aware of the 

company: “I think if the city wants to 

do anything, they have to look at how 

to promote more companies that are 

in town, so that the average person 

hears about it. Get some excitement 

going!”

• ON STARTING THE COMPANY

“Everything was a challenge. We 

started the company young, we didn’t 

have a repertoire of clients or people 

to call on so we had no network to 

speak of, we had no money to start 

with, we had nothing. Everything was 

bootstrap, built up one little bit at a 

time. It was determination and sheer 

will to keep going because we just 

refused to fail.”

 • ON WORK-FAMILY BALANCE

“Being an entrepreneur, you never 

leave your job behind, particularly 

during bad times. It’s always with 

you, 24/7. It affects your family life. 

It’s critical that you figure out how to 

separate the two.”

 • ON TRANSFORMIX’S CORPORATE 

PHILOSOPHY

“Fundamentally, we wanted to start 

a company where you could make a 

living, enjoy what you’re doing and 

really be passionate about your career 

path.”

 • ON THE BENEFITS

“For all the bad that comes with it, 

there’s so many wonderful things. For 

me, the greatest joy is looking around 

and seeing the people I’m surrounded 

by, and feeling such privilege to be 

working with these talented people.”

 • ON THE FUTURE

“This company has never been the 

same from one year to the next. I don’t 

have a crystal ball to tell you what I 

want, but I can tell you it wouldn’t be 

where we are today.”

 

Peng Sang Cau
Country of Origin: Cambodia
Years in Canada: 31
Years in Kingston: 21

Transformix 
Engineering
Business type: Engineering Firm
Years in Operation: 16
Number of employees: 90
Website: www.transformix.com
Contact: 613-544-5944
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If you’ve lived in Kingston for 

any length of time, you most 

likely have seen the graphic 

design work of Brian Dodo. Since 

going full-time with his company 

BmDodo Strategic Designs 

in 2005, the Zimbabwe-born 

designer’s portfolio has included 

clients from the corporate, public 

and non-profit sectors, including 

the KFL&A United Way’s “Success 

by 6” campaign and an award-

winning marketing campaign for 

the Kingston Airport. Building 

on these past successes, the firm 

aims to expand their presence 

across Canada and the globe 

while keeping their roots firmly in 

Kingston. 

After his education in graphic design 

at a local school in Zimbabwe and 

through correspondence courses 

with City and Guilds of London, 

Brian began his career working for 

a firm in Washington DC, and then 

followed work to both Toronto and 

Kingston. Taking on side projects 

while working for those firms 

taught Brian some valuable lessons, 

but as he puts it, “it was a different 

approach from being freelance 

to being in a design business full-

time. Completely different.” Brian 

attributes his company’s early 

success to a project for the United 

Way designing their 2006 campaign 

materials, which introduced the new 

company to the community and 

helped build their local network.

Lack of support from financial 

institutions was and continues to be 

a major challenge. “You’re working 

hand to mouth and you cannot 

expand or grow in certain ways 

that you would like to. Finance is a 

limiting factor – you are limited by 

how much you have,” Brian explains. 

Recently, the firm received support 

from the federal government in the 

form of a grant from the Industrial 

Research Assistance Program (IRAP) 

which allowed them to take on two 

placement students. The experience 

was so successful that both students 

were hired afterwards as permanent 

employees, expanding the team from 

3 to 5 and helping grow the business. 

Overall, Brian is optimistic about the 

future of his business, noting that 

there is an increased recognition of 

the importance of good design for 

businesses and non-profits alike. The 

firm recently opened a new satellite 

office in Toronto to better serve 

clients in Canada’s largest city and 

is also expanding its international 

presence, most notably with a new 

project for the United Nations. At the 

same time, BmDodo has no plans 

to move away from Kingston; local 

businesses and organizations will 

undoubtedly continue to benefit 

from the firm’s designs. 

• ON GROWTH

“We’re setting ourselves up to grow. 

Whether we grow or not is another thing 

because a lot of factors are outside our 

control, but the ones that are within our 

control, we take care of.” 

• ON SUPPORTS

“One thing I found before when I tried 

to start on my own was that you cannot 

do everything on your own, so this time I 

decided I will need to do it with a partner 

- that way you share the workload.”

• ON STARTING A BUSINESS

“The process of starting a business is the 

same no matter where you are. It’s hard 

work. You start it with only one goal, to 

build your business and to make it as 

successful as possible. If you have the 

entrepreneurial spirit, just do it. It’s tough 

for everyone, locals and immigrants. The 

only difference is as an immigrant you’re 

coming in, you’re still getting everything 

set, you’re still trying to find your place, 

so you have those challenges which a 

Canadian would not have.”

• ON THE FUTURE

“We won’t move, we’re here until our lease 

ends because we can’t afford to move 

somewhere else. We’ll grow and continue 

to grow from this space. If Kingston is 

looking to long-term economic growth, 

they should focus on small businesses.” 

Brian Dodo
Country of Origin: Zimbabwe
Years in Canada: 10 
Years in Kingston:  9

BmDodo Strategic Design
Business type: Graphic Design Firm
Years in Operation: 6
Number of employees: 4
Website: www.bmdodo.com
Contact: 613-530-3800
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If somebody asked you to picture 

Canada, what would come to 

mind?  Perhaps you would think 

about wildlife like moose, beavers, 

polar bears, and mosquitos, or 

pristine landscapes of lakes, forests 

and mountains, or maybe mounties, 

hockey rinks, and of course the 

maple leaf. These enduring symbols 

of Canada are popular with both 

locals and tourists, finding their way 

onto t-shirts and other memorabilia. 

One of the leading designers of 

“Canadiana” is Kingston resident Per 

Gürth, who recently opened the Red 

Maple store in downtown Kingston 

featuring his and other lines of 

Canada-inspired merchandise. 

An obvious question comes to 

mind – how did the German-born, 

Swiss-educated Gürth end up in the 

business of designing and selling 

Canadian souvenirs? For Per, the 

connection with this country has 

deep roots: “Germans are huge 

Canada fans, and me as a kid, too, I 

was a big Canada fan … I was already 

as a kid attracted to the wilderness, 

the big space.” He met his now-

former wife, a Canadian, when she 

was living in Germany along with 

her father who had been posted 

to a Canadian Forces base there. 

Moving to Canada, Per parlayed his 

education at the Basel School of 

Design in Switzerland into a career as 

a graphic designer with several firms 

in Toronto. While working with these 

companies, Per did some illustrative 

work on the side, creating a t-shirt 

design that he then sold to a local 

gift store chain. The design proved to 

be very popular, but because he had 

sold the rights for the design to the 

store, he earned little from his work. 

Based on this experience, in 1999 Per 

decided to start his own business 

designing and producing t-shirts, 

and since then has seen great success 

with this line and a series of children’s 

books based on his illustrations.

For Per, there is a strong connection 

between his success as a graphic 

designer and his experiences as 

an immigrant to Canada, noting: 

“I had the advantage of being new 

in the country and being a new 

immigrant, seeing things with fresh 

eyes.” Combining his newcomer 

perspective on traditional Canadian 

symbols with the clean and simple 

European style from his education 

proved to be a winning combination. 

At the same time, his pastime of 

painting landscapes in the art style 

of the famous Group of Seven has 

expanded his appreciation of the 

natural beauty around Kingston, 

which has helped him adjust to life 

in Canada.

Opening his own gift store, Red 

Maple, has also helped Per build 

connections with both the Kingston 

community and visitors from around 

the world, including those from his 

home country of Germany. Starting 

originally at a Princess Street location, 

the store moved in early 2011 to a 

new location on Brock Street close to 

Market Square and City Hall.  

Per’s plans for the future include 

ongoing expansion and promotion 

of Red Maple’s web presence and 

continuing to paint landscapes of 

his new home. He invites anyone 

interested in starting an artistic career 

in Kingston or Canada to stop by the 

store and talk to him, as he is more 

than willing to share his experiences 

and is interested in learning more 

about others who do similar work.

• ON KINGSTON

“I was very attracted to Kingston because 

it’s not too big, has a lot of nature, and it 

has a little bit of European flair.”

• ON CONNECTIONS

“When I came here, I didn’t have any con-

nections - that’s typical for immigrants. 

Talk to as many people as you can who 

have experience in the business you want 

to start, friends, family, people with com-

mon sense.” 

• ON RUNNING A RETAIL STORE

“With a store, you have to learn about 

your customers. It takes a while to figure 

out what your store’s all about and to 

streamline it - at least a year, more like 

two years, to shape the store and let the 

store shape itself.”

• ON THE DOWNTOWN

“Any efforts should be made to make 

Kingston downtown alive. There is so 

much potential with the architecture, 

and with some vision it can be more and 

more beautiful.”

• ON HOME

“There’s a certain love affair to Canada 

that I have, but home is home, Germany 

where I’m from because I grew up there 

as a child. There’s always a bit of a hole 

that I feel, Kingston is never going to be 

home home, but especially with the work 

I do, I connect more and more. I never 

think going back because my children 

live here and even without my children 

and my wife, I can’t imagine not working 

here.”

• ON BUSINESS CULTURE

“You need to understand how business 

is done here. The interesting thing is if I 

would go now back to Germany, the 

business world there would be very 

foreign to me.”

Per Gürth
Country of Origin: Germany
Years in Canada: 15
Years in Kingston: 5
 

Red Maple
Business type: Retail Shop 
Years in Operation: 2
Number of employees: 2
Website: www.red-maple.ca
Contact: 613-532-5856
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In 2006, Noman Hussain 

immigrated to Kingston from 

Pakistan with his family, just in 

time for the 17-year old to start 

his final year of high school at 

Bayridge Secondary School. Five 

years later, Noman is now one of the 

newest immigrant entrepreneurs in 

Kingston.

Zaika Tiffin & Caterers was launched 

in September 2011, but Noman 

and business partner Ali Khohkar, 

both recent graduates from Queen’s 

University, had been perfecting the 

idea for several months. The basic 

concept revolves around tiffins, 

packed hot lunches prepared for 

workers and school children that 

originated in India and usually 

consist of rice, curry or meat. Taking a 

modern approach to this South Asian 

tradition, customers can order lunch 

tiffins on the company’s website 

for next-day delivery or pick-up on 

Queen’s campus.

Noman’s first experience with the 

food industry and entrepreneurship 

came in his early teens, helping out 

at an amusement park canteen that 

his father owned and operated in 

Pakistan. In fact, Noman credits his 

father for providing the inspiration 

to go into business and persevere 

through hardships:   “If my dad can 

do it all his life and then go back to 

zero and then start again and not 

complain, I should be able to do it.” 

That inspiration and determination 

has proven useful for Noman, 

particularly when encountering those 

who are skeptical about a 22-year old 

starting a successful enterprise. “Right 

now I tell people that I’m starting 

my own business, they come back at 

me saying ‘Oh, you’re still looking for 

a job?’ This is my job!” he recounts. 

“Those kinds of things bother me a 

bit – people underestimating you, 

thinking you don’t know anything.”

Notwithstanding those encounters, 

the new enterprise has already 

received a warm welcome in Kingston. 

A personal connection helped arrange 

for Zaika Tiffin to use the commercial 

kitchen at Lechee Garden at an 

affordable rate for preparing their 

meals. Noman and Ali’s presentation of 

the idea to Queen’s School of Business 

won them one of four Dare to Dream 

internships, providing the pair with 

office space, access to mentorship 

and most importantly, $15,000 in seed 

funding for their venture. KEDCO has 

also provided advice and invited the 

young entrepreneurs to present their 

business plan.

Although Noman has ideas for the 

future such as franchising the model 

to other communities, his main focus 

right now is on running the business 

and learning as much as possible. 

Comparing himself to classmates 

who sought regular employment, he 

realizes that he’s taking a risk, putting 

in a lot of effort for something that 

may not work out; that being said, 

Noman enjoys the challenge and 

is looking forward to his hard work 

paying off.

• ON INSPIRATION
“Why did I decide to go into business? It’s 
because I’ve seen my father get through it. 
I’ve seen him be strong and persist with it 
and get through it, and by himself on many 
occasions. Even when things didn’t work 
out in his favour, he’d take the hit and move 
on. That was really inspirational for me.”
• ON LEARNING
“Right now, we’re a month into operations 
and we’re still learning a lot. Every day 
there’s something new. Experience is 
everything that we need right now.”
• ON INVESTMENT
“There has to be equal opportunity for 
all business ideas. I understand that you 
have to go with where the world’s heading, 
but we got let down by a lot of investors, 
businesses, organizations, who said that 
‘You’re just another food business, you’re 
going to open tomorrow and shut down 
the day after’. The food industry will never 
go out of business. Everybody’s going to 
be hungry. If something is never going 
to go out of business, how is it not worth 
investing in? What does make a difference 
is how you do it: how you manage your 
business, how your run your operations, 
how you manage your finances. That 
makes a big difference.”
 • ON STARTING A BUSINESS
“Do the ground work and research right. 
Make sure you research each and every 
little aspect of the business idea that you 
want to start. Don’t skip details. The back 
end of the idea has to be 100% solid. If you 
have a business idea and you believe in it, 
by all means go for it. You’re going to be 
played down so much so that you might 
not even start it. I think it’s just how our 
society is.”     
• ON RISK
“Anything is a risk. You can go get a 
$100,000 job and you don’t know if you’ll 
have it the next month or not. The same 
thing for business – it can go well for you or 
it can’t. You have to be a risk-taker.”

Noman Hussain
Country of Origin: Pakistan
Years in Canada: 5
Years in Kingston: 5
 

Zaika Tiffin and Caterers
Business type: South Asian Deliv-
ery and Catering
Years in Operation: 1
Number of employees: N/A
Website: www.zaikatiffin.com
Contact: 613-583-5786
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“In most African countries we 

live with extended family, 

that’s just normal. So for 

us, this is like bringing in extended 

family,” Sipho Ibeakanma explains 

as we sit around the kitchen table 

of a Portsmouth Avenue house, 

one of the three group homes that 

Sipho and her husband Charles run 

for adults living with mental illness. 

Sipho’s background in working with 

people with mental illness goes 

back to her childhood in Zimbabwe, 

when she often helped care for an 

aunt with mental illness. Charles was 

a dentist in Nigeria using the fees 

paid by affluent clients to subsidize 

the services he provided to those 

who couldn’t otherwise afford them. 

When he had difficulty becoming 

accredited as a dentist in Canada, 

he began working with Sipho at the 

group homes to fulfill his passion for 

helping others. Already, dozens of 

Kingston residents have benefited 

from this transplant of African values 

to Canadian soil.

Sipho and Charles’ endeavour could 

be classified as a social enterprise, 

joining a growing number of similar 

businesses whose aim to benefit 

society forms an integral part of 

their activities. That’s not a term they 

use, though; they rarely even refer 

to the group homes as a business, 

preferring to talk about their passion 

or ministry. In fact, when Sipho 

and Charles first came to Canada, 

they were expecting to have to 

pay completely out-of-pocket to 

support the residents: it was only 

through two chance meetings with 

locals running similar group homes 

that they learned that government 

support was available to help cover 

basic costs for the residents. This 

source of funds allowed Sipho and 

Charles to start helping people but 

sometimes doesn’t cover all the bills, 

requiring them to take on second 

jobs to make ends meet - though, as 

Charles notes, “This is something we 

would have done without income, 

without pay.”

Initially, the couple started providing 

support for three individuals while 

still working elsewhere. Finding 

success in helping this initial group of 

residents, Sipho and Charles started 

building a reputation of being able 

to work with those who faced greater 

difficulties. They also realized that 

more people in Kingston were living 

with mental illness and not receiving 

the care they needed, which 

encouraged them to expand their 

efforts and go full-time in helping 

others.

The couple outlined three challenges 

that they face in running the 

group homes. Finding staff can be 

difficult, as they need people who 

can understand the needs of the 

residents, treat them with empathy 

and connect on a personal level 

while helping with cooking and 

cleaning around the house. Funding 

is another issue; additional funds 

would allow them to hire more 

staff and move towards their dream 

of building a space to bring all of 

the residents together under one 

roof. The final challenge is more 

fundamental: raising awareness in 

the community of the work they are 

doing and the facts about people 

living with mental illness. 

While stressing the importance of 

working hard, Sipho and Charles 

emphasize that community support 

• ON THEIR “BOSSES”

 “Just look at how many individuals go 

to work and they’re so stressed out in 

their workplaces, they have bosses who 

don’t appreciate all the work they do … 

we have all these bosses [the residents] 

who are so appreciating, it really keeps 

us going.”

• ON “PAYMENT”

“It’s a business, we have income from it 

… we struggle to pay the bills, but the 

joy is that fulfillment, the feeling that 

you are contributing to 

humanity.” 

• ON SUPPORT

“(Sipho) The first person that I 

encountered, I called my Canadian 

mother, she was very very encouraging, 

very supportive. Before I encountered 

racism and stuff, I met [her] who was so 

welcoming. So by the time I encountered 

all the bad stuff I knew there were good 

people - that was a blessing.”

• ON SUCCEEDING

“The bottom line is hard work. You 

really have to work hard to be able to 

overcome certain challenges.”

can help everyone, regardless 

of background, express their 

talents and thus give back to 

the community. With their 

commitment and passion, 

and thanks to some advice, 

encouragement and assistance 

from the Kingston community, 

Sipho and Charles are living proof 

of that idea.

Sipho Ibeakanma and 
Charles Ibeakanma 
Country of Origin: Zimbabwe, 
and Nigeria
Years in Canada: 20 / 6
Years in Kingston: 20 / 6

 Sipho’s Home for 
Special Care 
Business type: Group Home
Years in Operation:  15
Number of employees: 4
Contact: 613-329-4300
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• ON COMMUNITY SUPPORT

“People started to say, ‘This food is so 

good, you should start a business!’. A 

lot of support from the community, 

they were the ones to open my eyes. 

Everybody gets so excited and makes 

us very happy, encourages us to 

improve our meals”

• ON LANGUAGE

“Because English is not my first 

language, I was a little bit nervous 

talking to people, not confident, but I 

had to talk to them so now everything’s 

a piece of cake.”

• ON ADVICE FOR NEWCOMERS 

“Don’t be afraid. If you’re coming to 

Canada and you don’t speak English 

well, you’ll learn. They do everything to 

help you. Be strong, and never give up 

the dream.”

• ON HELPING OTHER NEWCOMERS

“A lot of people have no idea about 

ISKA and KEYS. I see people who have 

difficulties and I give them information, 

tell them my story. We immigrants 

have opportunities in Canada – I see 

how I was and how I’m now, and it’s a 

big change. I’m very happy here.”

Although selling seafood 

on the sandy shores of a 

Brazilian beach may sound 

like a life of luxury to some, Natalice 

Nagy left her warm native country to 

find a new life in Canada. Arriving in 

2006, Natalice lived in several small 

communities throughout Eastern 

Ontario before settling in Kingston. 

While working “survival jobs” like 

cleaning, she began preparing 

Brazilian recipes for friends around 

town and quickly gained a reputation 

for her food.  Several friends asked if 

she had ever considered opening 

a restaurant; this possibility had 

never been part of Natalice’s plan, 

but the strong community support 

inspired and encouraged her to 

open Savory’s Brazilian Cuisine, 

first as a catering business and 

later with a take-out location.

Natalice has found her business 

experience to be quite a rewarding 

one with lots of support: 

“Everything was there for me” says 

Natalice about her experience 

with local services for newcomer 

and Canadian-born entrepreneurs 

alike. However, she did encounter a 

few challenges along the way, with 

one of the greatest struggles initially 

being the language barrier. Natalice 

credits the help she received from 

KEYS Job Centre and Immigrant 

Services Kingston and Area (ISKA), 

along with the practical experience of 

having to talk with people as part of 

her work at the restaurant.  Another 

challenge was in training her fiancé 

and new employee how to prepare 

the Brazilian dishes. She prides herself 

in her cooking and admits to being 

picky at times, but she loves teaching 

them and sees those experiences 

as one of the highlights of her work. 

Finding ingredients for the Brazilian 

dishes was difficult at first, with 

many items needing to be brought in 

from outside sources in Montreal or 

Toronto. With the recent expansion of 

a multicultural food store in Kingston 

they are able to find most of their 

supplies locally, though they may 

bring some ingredients directly from 

Brazil in the future, as they grow.

The couple has big plans for their 

business and they intend to expand to 

open more locations around Kingston. 

Natalice loves  the community and 

has found that no matter who she 

has dealt with during her business 

experience, “everyone was all really 

nice and really helpful”.  Her food 

is consistently well received, which 

makes her excited and happy to 

have found a way to give back to the 

community.  

Natalice Nagy
Country of Origin: Brazil
Years in Canada: 6
Years in Kingston: 6
 

Savory’s Brazillian 

Cuisine 
Business type: Brazillian take-
out and catering 
Years in Operation: 1
Number of employees: 1
Contact: 613-507-4828
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There is no doubt that 
Chander Datta is a successful 
immigrant entrepreneur. 

In the almost 30 years since 
Cancoil Thermal Corporation 
began producing commercial 
heating and refrigeration parts in 
Kingston, the company has grown 
significantly, shipping products 
across North America. Chander 
himself was recently recognized for 
his contributions to the Kingston 
community by KEDCO and the 
Chamber of Commerce, who 
inducted him into the Kingston 
Business Hall of Fame as a Visionary.
 Born and raised in India, Chander left 
with his family to pursue graduate 
engineering studies in the United 
States. After finishing his education, 
he found work in the heating and 
cooling industry, including with 
one company that sent him to run 
their Canadian operations out of 
Montreal. Although the company 
closed that branch and brought him 
back to the US in 1979, the idea of 
entering the Canadian market had 

been firmly planted.
A few years later, Chander decided 
to quit his job and begin planning 
for a new operation in Canada. 
Making the decision where to locate 
was somewhat serendipitous; while 
working in Montreal, he had travelled 
by night train to and from Toronto 
several times and noticed at one point 
that it stopped in Kingston. Although 
he didn’t know much about the city, 
he decided to pay a visit, where a 
representative from the predecessor of 
the Kingston Economic Development 
Corporation (KEDCO) introduced him 
to the city. After deciding to lease a 
factory building in Kingston Mills, 
Chander moved to the city with his 
wife and children in June 1983.
Building trust with financial 
institutions and customers was a 
major challenge in the first few years of 
operations. It took a lot of persuasion 
before the new business was able to 
secure investments from the Eastern 
Ontario Development Corporation 
and a local bank, and the latter only 
came through with the support of a 

federal program that backstopped 
the loan. Customers were uncertain 
whether the untested enterprise 
could produce what they needed 
on-time and to their specifications. 
Their first major opportunity came 
when a potential customer who had 
previously turned them down lost a 
shipment of parts due to a trucking 
accident; needing the items urgently, 
they asked Cancoil to fulfill the order, 
which they did to the customer’s 
satisfaction. That relationship, which 
endures today, helped Chander’s 
company build its reputation and 
bring in new clients.
  Overall, Chander is positive about 
the outlook for his company and 
the manufacturing sector in Ontario 
generally, noting that increasing 
transportation and cost-of-living 
expenses are tipping the balance 
away from off-shore manufacturing. 
Furthermore, smaller enterprises 
like Cancoil have the flexibility to 
quickly take advantage of new 
developments and trends. He does 
note the difficulties in finding workers 
with specific skill sets, and places this 
discussion in the context of a wider 
challenge for the community: “The 
availability of appropriate people is 
extremely important. You can bring 
in immigrants but if you don’t have 
the support structure including 
people who are willing and qualified 
to work in certain businesses, then 
immigrants aren’t going to succeed 
either. That’s where I think the city can 
do a lot more, try to understand not 
just immigrants but all businesses. 
When they come here, what are they 
seeking? Can the city provide it to 
them?”

• ON COMMUNITY SUPPORT
“We come here with an open mind. We 
don’t come here after an opportunity, we 
create our own opportunities. To create 
your opportunities, you have to have your 
eyes and ears open at all times. And if 
you are doing that and you see that yes, 
the community is behind you, it’s going 
to support you, it’s going you to provide 
you the resources that you need, you get 
further encouraged.”
• ON THE PERSONAL BENEFITS OF 
RUNNING THE BUSINESS
“I can’t really classify anything specific 
that I enjoy because I am so engaged in 
everything that I do, but in somewhat 
philosophical terms the thing I enjoy the 
most about business is the fact that I can 
pursue it with all the passion that I’ve got 
to give to it. I don’t have to hold back.”
• ON KINGSTON AND 
MANUFACTURING
“I think the general mentality in 
Kingston, the community mentality, is 
academic and services. Either we have 
the universities or offices. We’re not 
equipped to have a lot of value-added 
work, we don’t even think in those terms. 
I was surprised a few years ago when 
manufacturing was considered a ‘smoke 
stack’ industry and people were saying 
‘We don’t want industry, we don’t want 
smoke stacks’ – smoke stacks are long 
gone, and industry right now is a totally 
different animal.”
• ON COMMUNITY GROWTH
“Growth comes from youth, so we 
have to find ways to encourage young 
immigrants, young entrepreneurs, not 
just immigrants but everyone, that ‘yes, 
we’ll go to Kingston and we’ll succeed.”
• ON SUCCEEDING AS AN 
ENTREPRENEUR
“Choose your dream carefully and pursue 
it with passion, until you know within 
yourself that you have been defeated, 
which will probably be never. We don’t 
easily give up. So the simple advice is 
believe in yourself, believe in your dream, 
pursue it with passion, work with people, 
and you’ll get there. Absolutely.” 13

Chander Datta
Country of Origin: India
Years in Canada: 28
Years in Kingston: 28
 
Cancoil Thermal 
Corporation
Business type: Manufacturing 
Years in Operation: 28
Number of employees: 143
Website: www.can-coil.com
Contact: 613-541-1235



• ON LEAVING HIS HOME COUNTRY:

“I had a good life style back home, but 

I just couldn’t accept being pushed 

around… some people can, and they 

stay with the status quo, and some 

people can’t, and they have to move 

out.”

• ON CANADA:

“You’ll have as much say as the next 

guy. It wasn’t a melting pot, which 

means I have to melt myself, I could 

keep my identity, my background, and 

be a part of this mosaic.” 

• ON THE STORE: 

“I found the need, and filled it. The need 

was there, and it was very obvious. All 

of us, Iranian, Pakistani, Indian, Arabs, 

we had to go to Toronto, Ottawa, 

Montreal, to buy our own stuff.” 

• ON THE FUTURE:

“By the way, the next step is a 

restaurant. There is so much room for 

growth.”

• ON BEING AN ENTREPRENEUR:

“It’s very tough. Anybody who says ‘I 

want to start my own business’, I give 

them the “doom and gloom” picture of 

having a business. Although I’m happy 

about what I did, it is tough.”

When Ahmad Khosravan 

first arrived in Kingston 

back in the year 2000, 

he couldn’t stand the slow pace. 

Sometime during his second year in 

Kingston, he went back to Toronto 

and realized that he could no longer 

handle the quicker tempo of life 

there: “that’s when I found out I’m 

a Kingstonian – I can’t go back to 

Toronto anymore.” 

Ahmad immigrated to Canada 21 

years ago with a degree in architecture 

from an Iranian university. After some 

unsuccessful attempts to break into 

the architectural field, Ahmad fell 

into, as he puts it, “the same routine 

that every immigrant does.” In those 

difficult early years, he worked as 

dishwasher, pizza cook, delivery 

man, and even taught martial arts 

(something he did competitively 

back home). He eventually 

moved into the printing and 

office supplies world, moving his 

way up into supervisory and then 

management roles at businesses 

like Kinko’s, TPH, and Office 

Depot. It’s from there that he 

decided to take the plunge into 

business-ownership. 

With a keen eye he noticed a 

gap in the computer industry 

in Kingston and filled this need 

by starting a MDG Computers 

franchise here in 2000. After 

some successful years, the 

venture came to an abrupt halt 

when MDG Computers decided 

to make the franchise a company 

store:  this was not the first of 

Ahmad’s difficulties in business 

and would not be his last.

One Saturday morning last year 

was a watershed moment for Ahmad 

Khosravan and his latest business, 

the Bazaar. After a falling-out with 

his landlord over problems caused 

by a previous tenant, Ahmad had just 

the weekend to vacate his original 

location on Bath Road, so he emailed 

a few friends for help. He didn’t know 

they would in turn email and call 

their friends, so that in the end about 

50 people showed up to help with 

the move. In a day and a half, they 

moved 1600 sq ft of merchandise and 

inventory.  “Everbody helped,” said 

Ahmad. “I was humbled by all the 

kindness.”  

Now on Princess Street in the west end, 

Ahmad’s business is thriving, and he 

and his family have hopes to see the 

Bazaar continue to grow.   

Ahmad Khosravan
Country of Origin: Iran
Years in Canada: 21
Years in Kingston: 11
 

The Bazaar
Business type: Middle Eastern 
Grocery
Years in Operation: 1
Number of employees: 6
Contact: 613-766-6007
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The transition from classroom 

to “real world” can take 

months or even years for 

many students; glass artist Mariel 

Waddell, in contrast, had bought 

into her first business before she 

was even out of school. Together 

with her partner and fellow artist 

Alexi Hunter, the young artist and 

entrepreneur owns Kingston Glass 

Studio and Gallery, a space for 

creating and showcasing a variety 

of artwork in glass and other media.

Mariel originally came to Canada 

from her home country of 

Trinidad and Tobago in 2001 as an 

international student. Studying 

at Sheridan College’s Oakville 

campus in the Glass Crafts and 

Design program, she spent the 

first few summers of the program 

returning to her Caribbean home. 

Through the program, Mariel met 

Alexi, a Vancouver native who at 

the time called the small eastern 

Ontario community of Newburgh 

home. Shortly after he finished the 

program, the opportunity arose to 

buy the studio and gallery from its 

previous owner; although Mariel 

still had a year left in her studies, 

the prospect of owning the space 

was too good to pass up. Today, the 

gallery exhibits the work of over 30 

artists and is the home of Mariel and 

Alexi’s MJH Glass Designs venture, 

which produces glass designs for 

clients across Canada, North America 

and the world.

Calling those initial days of owning 

the gallery a “learning experience”, 

as Mariel does, may be a bit of an 

understatement when considering 

that neither she nor Alexi had any 

previous business experience. Mariel 

ended up taking a year of business 

courses at St. Lawrence College; that 

knowledge combined with the hard 

work and support they gave each 

other as a couple helped them keep 

the business running successfully. 

Despite the challenges, they enjoy 

owning and working in their own 

studio which they find to be the 

perfect atmosphere for fueling their 

creative energy. Mariel also notes that 

although their transition to the “real 

world” was more intense than what 

most students face, many who work 

for an interim period post-graduation 

in supported art spaces like Toronto’s 

Harbourfront Centre, she feels that 

her and Alexi are better positioned 

for lasting success: “You get a lot of 

opportunities at Harbourfront, but in 

the long run I think it’s better to come 

here and start from scratch. It’s going 

to be a bit of a rude awakening for 

those students when they come out 

into the real world and actually start 

paying the bills.”

As an immigrant to Canada, Mariel’s 

unique artistic style draws a lot of 

attention.  “A lot of my art reflects 

where I’m from because a lot of my 

art comes from inspiration from 

coral, ocean life, and the ocean itself,” 

says Mariel.  The vibrancy of her 

Caribbean style is loved by locals 

and tourists alike. Their business 

continues to grow, with plans within 

the next few years to open a second 

studio in Barbados where Mariel has 

family (and the weather is nicer in 

the winter), but the main focus will 

continue to be their Queen Street 

location here in Kingston.

• ON PERSISTENCE

“We just kept at it and kept growing.  

Everything we invested in is coming 

back now.”

• ON THE TRANSITION FROM 

SCHOOL TO BUSINESS

“So literally, I went from school to 

owning my own business. It was a 

learning experience for sure!”

• ON KINGSTON’S LOCATION

“We get clients from Toronto, New York, 

Montreal, and Ottawa, and people 

who just see us from coming off the 

highway which is great, because we’re 

smack in the middle. Lots of tourists, 

we meet lots of people who come in 

our shop.”

 • ON BUILDING COMMUNITY

“We’ve made quite a bit of friends just 

by being artists – when we first came, 

a lot of people welcomed us. Definitely 

the arts community was the most 

welcoming to us, but we knew that 

would happen.”

 • ON LEARNING ABOUT BUSINESS

“Because I am from Trinidad, I found 

it very complicated to understand the 

whole tax system here, so I had to learn 

a lot about the GST and PST and now 

HST, so constantly learning all these 

things. The difference between the 

classroom and the real world - there’s 

penalties in the real world!”

• ON SUPPORT IN KINGSTON 

“We had great support from KEDCO 

[Kingston Economic Development 

Corporation]. We literally came here 

and didn’t know anything - they helped 

us get a loan and write a business 

plan, and they’ve been here for us ever 

since. They put us in touch with a lot 

of businesses that we still work with 

today.”

Mariel Waddell
Country of Origin: Trinidad 
and Tobago
Years in Canada: 10
Years in Kingston: 5
 
Kingston Glass Studio 
& Gallery
Business type: Art Gallery
Years in Operation: 6
Number of employees: 3
Website: www.kgsg.ca
Contact: 613-547-9149
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• ON MOTIVATION
“The decision to go into this business 
came to me out of a need. So, as an 
immigrant in this part of Canada where 
there was hardly anything for us, that 
would be a motivating factor but it can’t 
be the only motivating factor because 
you need more than that to sustain you 
in business. Yes there’s a need, but is it 
enough to support what I want to do, 
and do I have a passion for it? At the 
end of the day you’re still in business and 
business dictates a lot of things, more 
than just serving your own community.”
• ON COMMUNITY SUPPORT
“Like they say ‘it takes a village to raise a 
child’, it also takes a community to build 
a business.”
• ON PASSION
“I have a passion for what I do. I see every 
client that walks through the door as an 
opportunity to get better at what I do, 
to grow, to showcase my skills. Even on 
the days when you are going through a 
rough period, it is your passion that will 
get you out of bed in the morning and 
keep you fighting for it.”
 • ON MARKET NEEDS
“It’s not so much what you want to do, 
but what the market dictates that you 
should do, so you can stay current and 
fresh and be able to survive.”
 • ON CLIENTELE
“Truly it’s a multicultural, multiracial, 
multiethnic, unisex clientele that we try 
to cater to. I want to serve this community 
in every capacity that I can. Some people 
refer to us as a black business – it’s nice 
to be recognized in that way, but we’re 
more than that. I want to be more than 
that.”
• ON LIFE AS AN ENTREPRENEUR
“Business is never smooth and if you 
enter it thinking it will be a walk in the 
park I think you will be misled.”

Trendsetter’s fashion forward 

and ambitious name is very 

descriptive of the woman 

behind it all.  Originally coming 

to Toronto in the late 1970’s from 

the South American country of 

Guyana, Paulette Guelph was 

relocated a few years later by her 

employer to Kingston. Close to 

twenty years later, she made the 

jump from government employee 

to full-time entrepreneur, opening 

Trendsetters on Princess Street in 

Kingston’s west end in 2000.

Responding to unmet needs in 

the Kingston community, Paulette 

started her enterprise as a clothing 

store selling fashions that were 

not locally available at the time. 

Trendsetters found initial success 

in this niche thanks to Paulette’s 

passion and drive, previous 

experience and education in 

business, and support from the 

community. Although the store 

was doing well, Paulette soon 

realized through conversations 

with clients that there was another 

untapped market in Kingston for 

hair products and services for an 

increasingly diverse population, a 

focus that Trendsetters continues 

today. Paulette’s approach to 

business is straightforward: “You 

cannot stay in one mode. You 

have to really look and follow the 

trends, like the name ‘Trendsetter’.” 

Learning from sources such as her 

clients, suppliers, industry websites 

and trade shows has helped keep 

the store ahead of the curve. 

Paulette’s inclusive approach that 

aims to serve the full community 

has attracted clients to the store 

from as far away as Ottawa.

Like many other small-business 

owners, having sufficient time and 

money are two major challenges 

that Paulette faces. Unable to 

secure a loan, Paulette relied on 

her own funds to start the store. 

Time is another issue: aside from 

one or two people who will come 

in on a casual basis, Paulette has no 

employees and thus the operation 

of the store rests continually on 

her shoulders. Despite these 

difficulties, Trendsetters recently 

launched its own line of hair-care 

products and is in the process of 

creating an online store. Paulette 

hopes that these two projects will 

help the store continue to build its 

reputation as a trendsetter for the 

Kingston community.

Paulette Guelph
Country of Origin: Guyana
Years in Canada: 33
Years in Kingston: 27
 

Trendsetter Hair Clinic
Business type: Salon and Beauty Supplies 
Retailer 
Years in Operation: 11
Number of employees: N/A
Website:  www.trendsetterhairclinic.co
Contact: 613-389-1530
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English-language instruction is 

a huge business worldwide, 

with estimates ranging from 

hundreds of millions to over one 

billion people learning English at 

any given point. Here in Kingston 

most new immigrants to Canada 

are eligible to attend government-

funded classes, but there is still a 

market for private programs like 

Ray Anaya’s New Horizons School of 

English.

Originally from Mexico, Ray moved 

to Montreal in 1996 with his family 

to study business at Concordia 

University, obtaining certificates in 

finance and international business 

and later a MBA. Enjoying the 

experience of living in Canada, Ray 

and his family decided to become 

permanent residents; although he 

considered returning to Mexico, Ray 

soon realized that “we couldn’t get 

back to the same after 5 years - it was 

a completely different Mexico from 

what we knew.”

  In 2001, Ray moved to Ontario to 

pursue a business opportunity with 

a former classmate from the MBA 

program; unfortunately the project 

was cancelled when the partner had 

to move away for family reasons. 

While looking for other opportunities, 

Ray ended up connecting with the 

co-owner of a small language school 

in Kingston, which turned out to 

be a perfect fit for both: “It was the 

opportunity to improve my English 

on the one hand, and on the other 

to help him build his business.” When 

one of the co-owners moved away 

from Kingston a few years later, 

the other invited Ray to become a 

partner in the school. Leveraging 

his past experiences, Ray focused 

initially on the administrative side of 

the business but later became more 

interested in the educational aspects 

based on his own experiences as an 

English-language learner.

  Although the school’s activities 

have traditionally revolved around 

small in-person instruction, Ray is 

looking to expand into the growing 

e-learning market; in particular, 

he sees an opportunity to start 

providing language instruction 

online for newcomers to Canada 

before they move here. Movement on 

this new initiative has been slowed, 

however, due to a lack of support 

mechanisms locally. Although he 

cites the local Enterprise Facilitation 

Project as a useful resource for advice 

and networking, Ray notes that 

many other programs and funding 

opportunities focus specifically on 

youth, newly-arrived immigrants, or 

new enterprises, none of which he 

qualifies for. For small businesses like 

New Horizons that are established 

but currently lack the resources to 

grow, there is little support to be 

found.

  Despite the challenges, Ray overall 

enjoys running his own business. “I 

always had the dream to become 

my own boss. You have the freedom 

to make your own mistakes and to 

correct them and to learn every day. 

You have the freedom and liberty 

to lead the company based on your 

own goals and dreams and ideas.”

• ON KINGSTON
“The big advantage of Kingston is that 
because it’s small, you can easily become 
part of the Kingston life.”
• ON MOVING WITHIN CANADA
“When we came to Kingston, it was 
basically starting over. Even though we 
had been in Canada for 5 years, Quebec 
and Ontario are like two different 
countries. The culture is quite different, 
and of course the language, so when we 
came here, we immediately realized that 
even though it was Canada it wasn’t the 
Canada we knew before.”
 • ON ONE-SIZE SUPPORT 
“When you want to put everything in the 
same basket – small, medium and large 
companies – it doesn’t work. Believe me.”
• ON ADVICE FOR NEW ENTREPRENEURS
“You really have to prove that your 
business is feasible. The best way to do 
this is to ask other people who don’t know 
anything about your business, and just 
tell them what you want to do. You won’t 
believe how good their feedback is, just 
because it’s common sense.”
 • ON ADAPTING TO CANADA
As an immigrant, as soon as you leave 
your country, you have to learn fast to 
adapt to the different society or culture. 
I saw in Montreal a lot of people who 
didn’t want to be part of the society and 
they stayed with their language and their 
customs. It’s not bad, but eventually you 
have to be part of the society where you 
live in.”
• ON THE RISKS AND REWARDS
“It’s extremely stressful, and you are 
at a higher risk, you put your health 
in jeopardy. But even though it’s hard 
and sometimes could be frustrating, it’s 
extremely rewarding. Having your own 
business is something that changes 
your life, and you become stronger. Not 
necessarily wiser, but it makes you change 
in some way - you try to get the best from 
yourself, not just in the business, but life. I 
will say that if someone wants to run their 
own business, go ahead. It’s an amazing 
experience.”

Ray Anaya
Country of Origin: Mexico
Years in Canada: 15
Years in Kingston: 10
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New Horizons School 
of English
Business type: Language School 
Years in Operation: 6
Number of employees: 4
Website: www.nhlc.ca
Contact: 613-549-9996



Like many other countries, 

Canada’s population is aging. 

As the baby boomers enter 

their senior years, there will be an 

increased need for senior-oriented 

care services. Kingston-based Bahay 

CAREgiver Services, started in 2008 

by Maria Natividad, connects local 

families with caregivers for elderly 

family members, as well as for 

young children and people with 

disabilities.

Maria arrived in Toronto from the 

Philippines in 1990 and worked in a 

number of business environments, 

including at a car dealership and 

a manufacturing company, where 

she gained experience working in 

a Canadian office environment and 

improved her skills in customer 

service and communications. 

Moving to Kingston in 2007 to 

join her husband meant starting 

her career anew; Maria decided 

to take this opportunity to pursue 

her dream of starting a business. 

Her decision to focus on caregiver 

placement was based on previous 

informal experiences connecting 

friends in Toronto with caregiving 

opportunities, a familiarity with the 

challenges that immigrant caregivers 

face (many of whom come from the 

Philippines), and a strong desire to 

improve the quality of life for clients 

and their families. 

Although she already had more 

than 15 years of experience in 

business settings, Maria realized that 

additional education and research 

were essential components of 

launching a successful enterprise. 

Education and training, including a 

diploma in Business Administration 

at Academy of Learning Career and 

Business College, completion of a 

Self-Employment program run by 

local training firm Skebo & Associates, 

and attendance at conferences and 

workshops hosted by the Kingston 

Economic Development Corporation 

(KEDCO) and KEYS Job Centre, was 

complemented with online research 

on business trends and strategies. 

Another useful support during 

the startup phase was a federal 

development program for small 

businesses that provided financial 

support and helped Maria access 

training programs.

According to Maria, being an 

immigrant entrepreneur can be an 

asset in a business like hers where 

she can use her language skills and 

cultural insights to match her clients 

with the most qualified caregivers. 

She advises newcomers interested 

in starting their own business to 

find support both within their own 

cultural group and the broader 

community, such as by joining 

local community associations and 

organizations; in her case, she 

benefited from connecting with the 

Kingston Chamber of Commerce, 

Seniors Association of Kingston and 

the Filipino-Canadian Association of 

Kingston. Otherwise, her advice to 

other newcomers is simple: follow 

through on your ideas and don’t 

give up.

• ON BECOMING AN ENTREPRENEUR
“I have always been passionate about 
helping others and realize that it can be 
difficult for seniors to recognize that they 
need some assistance and to find reliable 
help. By opening my own caregiver 
placement agency, I not only offer 
seniors the opportunity to live at home, 
but also assist qualified caregivers in 
finding rewarding employment.   In short, 
owning my own business allowed me to 
fulfill my passion to help others improve 
their quality of life.”
• ON EXPANSION
“For my business, Kingston is a small 
market and expansion into other nearby 
markets is an important part of my 
business plan.  I have already started 
serving clients in the Ottawa area, 
particularly families in the suburban 
areas that require live-in caregivers for 
their children.”
• ON COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR 
IMMIGRANT ENTREPRENEURS
“Canadian society is already very 
welcoming to immigrants, so I think 
the conditions are already there for 
immigrant entrepreneurs to succeed 
in Canada.  The Kingston community 
should continue its existing efforts to 
support entrepreneurs; this includes the 
work of KEDCO, KIP, ISKA, Queen’s, KEYS, 
and Downtown Kingston.  More training 
specifically geared to entrepreneurs 
might help.”
• ON THE IMPACT OF HER WORK
“I take great satisfaction in improving 
the quality of life of my clients; this 
includes the children that receive quality 
care from the services of a highly skilled 
nanny and the elderly that maintain 
their independence and ability to live in 
their own homes due to the efforts of a 
professional caregiver.”

Maria Natividad
Country of Origin: Philippines
Years in Canada: 21
Years in Kingston: 4
 

Bahay CAREgiver Services
Business type: Live-in Caregiver 
Agency
Years in Operation: 3
Number of employees: 3
Website: www.bahaycaregivers.com
Contact: 613-549-0833
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Every year, more and more 

students born outside of 

Canada come to Kingston 

to study at a local post-secondary 

institution. While many return home 

after completing their studies, 

some, like Samit Sharma, stay and 

leave a lasting impression on the 

community. To see the impact of 

his enterprise, Gaia Power, you 

only need to look across the water 

to Wolfe Island and its 86 wind 

turbines.

Educated as a mechanical engineer 

in his home country of India, Samit 

first came to Canada in 1996 as a 

student in the University of Regina’s 

Masters of Engineering program. 

When he first arrived, he didn’t 

know much about the country and 

was originally going to return to 

India after completing the degree, 

but those plans soon changed: 

“When you start living here and you 

are exposed to education, friends, 

and community, that changes your 

intention,” Samit recalls.

After graduating, he worked as a  

plant engineer at a coal-fired power 

station in Saskatchewan before 

moving to Kingston in 2001 to 

pursue a MBA at Queen’s University. 

Initially uncertain about his future 

career path, he decided to combine 

his background in engineering with 

his interest in wind power. Samit’s 

business case for a wind power 

consulting company earned him first 

place in his MBA class, along with 

$10,000 in prize money; Gaia Power 

was incorporated on May 1, 2002, the 

day after his graduation.

Gaia Power, as its name suggests, 

focuses on sustainable power 

generation and renewable energy 

deployment. For wind power, Gaia 

engages in the initial site exploration 

and identifies viable locations for the 

turbines; the company subsequently 

partners with power generating 

companies for the building and 

management of the wind turbines. 

Plans for the future include 

expanding into other provinces and 

possibly owning and operating their 

own power-generating assets.

While acknowledging the importance 

of his technical knowledge and 

education for working in the 

sustainable energy sector, Samit 

credits the personal networks he has 

built for helping him through difficult 

times: “I find people are very helpful 

here. They encourage you to keep 

going because on the other side 

you’re also facing a lot of obstacles.” 

Connecting with a diverse group of 

people is also one of the benefits of 

his job, especially with rural residents 

who he describes as “very nice, 

genuine people.” 

Samit sees a role for community 

in helping new entrepreneurs 

overcome the two common 

challenges of building a customer 

base and accessing capital. Noting 

that people tend to see new 

enterprises as potential risks and may 

avoid supporting them as a result, 

Samit suggests that local institutions 

should support these businesses by 

giving them small work contracts as 

an opportunity to prove themselves 

and build a reputation. Likewise, 

with banks often hesitant to extend 

credit to new businesses, established 

entrepreneurs could create a pool 

of capital to be loaned to those just 

starting out. 

For the newcomer entrepreneur, 

Samit’s advice is straightforward: 

“Leverage your own background, 

your own skill set and knowledge, 

because that’s the only way you will 

be able to do something more than 

the guy who’s standing next to you.”

• ON PERSISTENCE

“There comes a time when obviously 

any venture has difficulties and you 

don’t know whether you’ll even survive, 

but I had always decided that I would 

not quit as a failure. You ride out the 

difficult part and then things turn up.”

• ON SUPPORT FROM CANADIAN-

BORN RESIDENTS

“People in Canada I find are very 

trusting. So say you call upon someone 

and you say ‘Hey, this is the problem 

I have’ and even though you may not 

have met the person, they will give you 

some time. I find people are very helpful 

here - it encourages you to keep going 

because on the other side you’re also 

facing a lot of obstacles.”

 • ON SUCCESS

“I think that success is not built by just 

one person, it is built with the help of 

a community, with the people around 

you, and they contribute to whatever 

you are, and I think I found myself 

fortunate to be in that situation.”

 • ON BUILDING CONNECTIONS

“I think being genuine, being honest, 

straight up-front is important. If 

you approach someone with those 

attributes and they think you’re sincere, 

people will help you.”

• ON KINGSTON

“I think Kingston is very well suited 

for entrepreneurs. It has a very good 

geographic location in terms of 

connectivity to various places, it’s a 

very nice clean city with a good feel to 

it and it has a lot of graduates coming 

into the community. I think the biggest 

challenge for Kingston is how to 

translate these strengths into fostering 

entrepreneurshipt that could lead to 

jobs or creates an environment for 

business to grow.”

19

Samit Sharma
Country of Origin: India
Years in Canada: 15
Years in Kingston: 10
 

Gaia Power Inc.
Business type: Consultancy
Years in Operation: 9
Number of employees: N/A
Website: www.gaiapower.com
Contact: 613-530-2100
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