GLOBAL TALENT

Embracing Diversity leads to Employee
Retention and Workplace
Success with Union Gas
Q & A with Mark Egbedeyi-Emmanuel District
Manager of Union Gas. Introduction and
interview by Veronica Samek, Director of
Communications for Workforce WindsorEssex
with support of Cassi Kennedy, WFWE intern.
7.9 per cent of Union Gas’s employees categorize themselves as visible minorities, a statistic
valued by the natural gas distribution company
and held in esteem by the judges of Canada's Top
Employers. In 2011, the national competition
named the Union Gas as an "Employer of Choice"
for the second year in a row.
“What a proud moment!,” said Julie Dill,
president of Union Gas, when the company was
first recognized in 2011.
“Being chosen as one of Canada’s Top 100
employers tells us we are making great strides
toward our goal of becoming the employer of
choice. At Union Gas, we are committed to a
workplace that attracts and retains employees
who reflect the diversity of the communities we
serve. We believe our 2,200 employees are the
best in the business – empowered, engaged and
committed to serving our customers and
communities.”
That belief coupled with their recent designation
has top talent from all over the world seeking to
apply to their organization. The pay off? $5
million in savings for the company through an
innovative measurement procedure introduced
from the background knowledge and experience
of one Russian-immigrant employee.
With both regional and district Union Gas offices
located in our backyards, we asked Mark
Egbedeyi-Emmanuel, Union Gas’s District
Manager for Windsor & Chatham to explain his
own journey to success as a newcomer and
community advocate.

I would like to start my story by telling a story that
motivated me since I stepped on the shores of Canada.
A family once arrived in Canada to live here and make
Canada their new home, after clearing through the Canada
customs and immigration officials, the immigration officer
said to them –
“Welcome to Canada, make it a better place”
That is a very powerful statement and I believe we should
all challenge each other regarding what we are doing to
make Canada a better place, not just for ourselves but for
the next generation behind us.
Q. What did you do before coming to Canada?
A. I studied Mechanical Engineering in Nigeria, worked
with the Nigeria Gas Company as a project engineer until
1994 when I left for the UK (Leeds) to work with British Gas.
In 1997, I moved with my wife and two children to Florida
where I worked in a manufacturing company as a quality
engineer. During that time I made the decision to apply for
a visa in Canada. In 1998, I moved with my wife and now
three children to Canada and immediately started the
process of citizenship. In 2003, I became a Canadian Citizen
while coordinating a consultancy company for quality
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assurance before Union Gas hired me as their Manager of
Quality Assurance in Chatham. Finally, in 2007 we settled
in Windsor, where I was at first the manager for construction and growth then promoted to my current position as
district manager, in September 2011.
Q. Why did you choose to locate in Windsor-Essex?
A. When I first arrived with our two kids, we thought,
“Wow, this is it, it just feels right!” Our friends had
relocated and were saying good things and throughout all
of our travelling, living in Canada had become the ultimate
goal. We started our citizenship process right away
because this was “home.”
There is no next stop; my values have come to the right
city.
Q. How are you involved in the community?
A. I am a proud member of the Windsor Local Immigration Partnership. I also currently sit on the board of the
Windsor-Essex Regional Chamber of Commerce, the
Windsor/Essex Active Retirement Community Initiative
and the Multicultural Council of Windsor and Essex
County. In the past, I’ve acted as a board member for the
Cultural Coalition of Chatham Kent and the Chatham-Kent
Victorian Order of Nurses. Finally, I am a Toastmaster with
the Windsor Club. Toastmasters provide an environment
for communications training. Each Toastmaster meeting is
designed to encourage as many people as possible to
speak in front of a supportive, caring audience. We learn
from each other in this way and have fun too. It was a
chance to work on my English speaking skills that I highly
recommend.

hires but those employees wouldn’t last due to their
“frustration with the system”
The infrastructure was missing within our workforce to
fully embrace citizens from different cultural background
and that lack of support began to create a high turnover.
From insight to action, I reached out to our human
resources director to create and lead the “Cross Cultural
Awareness Network.” With a place and time that allowed
for a casual conversation exchange on diversity and
Canadian culture, both Canadians and New Canadians at
Union Gas were simultaneously promoting diversity and
creating awareness. These events would allow people to
try different foods, learn about unique things in a culture
and we planned for speakers and information booths to
present information on the challenges and benefits of
diversity in Canada.
Today, the network continues to benefit all existing
employees and hires within our company, but we’ve also
expanded our cross-cultural integration to the community in Windsor with a new program that allows New
Canadians from the Women Enterprise Skills Training and
the New Canadian Centre of Excellence Inc. to job
shadow for three months to gain much needed work
experience to land a job. Our Leadership Team now goes
through intensive diversity training and our recruitment
strategies are consistently reviewed for total inclusion of
all cultures and populations.

Q. How have these initiatives impacted Union Gas,
and yourself?
A. It’s become more about the total package a person
brings to the table, the respect of that person and their
values plus their work ethic, that’s what Union Gas is
trying to promote-- A happy, healthy, inclusive and
Q. What helped guide you down this career path?
A. II have been an Engineer and will always continue to be high-performing workforce. The groundwork through
these projects have reduced turnover and allowed
an Engineer, that’s been my main motivation. To get
where I am today, I knew I needed to get integrated within peopled to build lifelong careers through seeking those
the Canadian culture to be successful; I needed to expose opportunities.
Whatever I do today, I am not thinking of benefitting
myself to more Canadians. I will always be Nigerian and
from, it’s more for the generation behind me. I want to
will always be proud of my culture but knew if I could
share myself, and learn about others, I would benefit from strive to make Canada a better place for the next generation. No matter how small the progress may be, I’ll do it
the connections, create awareness and get out of my
comfort zone. Everyone likes to defer back to their comfort one day at a time. We stand a lot to lose by not doing
zone, that’s their “community”. But, I say no! You’ve come something, but collectively we can make a change.
to Canada this is your community, it’s just bigger now and
Q. What would you recommend to other immigrants
you’ve got to embrace the benefits and opportunities it
looking for work?
brings.
A. i) Volunteer;
Volunteerism helps you connect with the community you
Q. While working on your own culture inclusion, you
began to notice some things around you in Union Gas, reside in and helps you to develop your circle of friendship and contacts within the community you reside in. I
what was that?
have always being an active member within all communiA. A lot of changes happened in Union Gas between
2002-2007, I saw a lot of international trained professional ties
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I have the opportunity to reside in, therefore, I recommend that all immigrant looking for work seek out opportunities
to volunteer with not-for-profit organizations.
ii) Ask questions; use other immigrants as resources;
This is very vital and could be a double edge sword, it would benefit the immigrant only if the information provided by
the seasoned immigrant is accurate, however, if the information provided is not, then the immigrant would have been
led astray. I encourage immigrants to utilize the services of immigrant-serving agencies to become integrated in the
community they reside in.
iii) Update/upgrade your education/qualifications;
This is one of the key to success in your new country, it gives employers the feel good factor and a point of reference
on your educational level as it relates to the Canadian educational system, so I also strongly recommend this to new
immigrant, you can take either a university or evening college program
iv) Have your resume properly written and checked out by an employment center/agency;
Strongly recommend this to help you get your foot through the employer’s doors, when your resume has the vital key
words that employers are looking for, it positions you as a viable candidate that they would like to interview, so I not
only suggest this, I highly recommend this too.
v) Polish your interview skills;
This is one that helps you after you have done the four thing above, this will enable you to demonstrate that you have
unique transferable skills that the company can use and will also give the opportunity to sell yourselves as the best
candidate for the job…so I highly recommend that every immigrant should polish there interview skills, with regards
to behavioural and technical interview questions.

Syrian immigrant finds dream job
after seven years in Canada
In 1999, Nada left Syria with her two young daughters
to start a new life in Canada. She was hoping to
secure employment as an architect, the profession
she was trained in and valued for in Syria.
Seven years passed, filled with hard work, determination and the devotion to soaking in and embracing
Canadian culture, before Nada landed her current
position, a Computer-Aided Drafting Technician with
the City of Windsor.
“I was completely lost.” said Nada about her arrival in
Canada with no checklist, counsellor or mentor
present to help her settle in.
Nada’s path first took her to Toronto to seek employment. She quickly realized it was not a place for her
as she “felt on edge” and wanted to plant her roots in
Windsor, which she noted was “less fast paced.”
In Windsor, Nada was able to find affordable
housing and a place to establish family stability.
Being a sole support parent, she enlisted the help of
community resources and opportunities. In addition,
Nada enlisted the counsel of a friend who had
struggled with finding employment. Deeply
impacted by her friend’s testimony, Nada was even
more focused on moving forward.
“I promised myself to try hard and was lucky to build
a network to steer me on the right path.”
The first step she took was connecting with the City
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of Windsor Employment and Social Services. Nada was
diligent in following through with advice offered by her
employment counsellor.
“Working with Nada was a privilege,” said Mary-Ann
Carter from City of Windsor.
“Her focus and fierce determination to become personally and financially independent for herself and daughters was evident from our first meeting. I was often
touched by Nada’s commitment to upgrading her skills,
acquiring additional education, taking steps toward
enhancing her cultural understanding and working in a
variety of volunteer capacities. Throughout this process,
Nada never lost sight of her ultimate goals: meaningful
work, a secure future, stability for her family and sound
integration within her community and newfound
Canadian home.”
Carter said Nada was open to any and all opportunities
to secure Canadian work experience and skills. Volunteering in and outside her field of expertise, Nada “stayed
productive” and opened doors that were once closed.
Volunteering at the Windsor Forum, an architectural
firm, and later, Habitat for Humanity, gave Nada an
opportunity to begin to understand English and Canadian culture.
Gaining a Canadian education was an easy investment
for Nada to make. Eager to succeed, she jumped from a
Level 4 English proficiency to Level 11 in four months.
That success gave her the confidence to actively pursue
her Ontario Secondary School Diploma, a qualification
that would eventually be required by her current job.
What didn’t come easy was learning the Canadian
culture.
“It’s very formal back home,” said Nada. “You can’t talk to
your boss eye to eye, it’s considered rude. Here, if you
don’t look at eyes, it’s a lack of confidence.”
Breaking from cultural norms, Nada embraced Canada’s
workplace culture.
“It’s a decision –to shrink myself and stay home, or to
open myself. I promised myself to try hard and was lucky
to have people to steer me on the right path, so someone
took my hand.”
Nada created an important bond with her employment
counselors, Mary-Ann Carter and Donna Harrington.
“Nada’s diligence and drive paved the way in our
partnership and our ability to guide and assist her. We
had the information, but it was Nada who did the work to
make it happen,” said Carter.
“The truth of the matter is, our shared experience
enriched both of our lives. Nada is now considered to be
a colleague of mine. She has shared her culture with us
on a number of occasions, including sharing foods from
her native land. I often reflect with great fondness on
Nada’s journey and the love she has for her new

home and surroundings.
It is with great respect and admiration that I wish
Nada tremendous success in all her future endeavours.”
As her network began to grow and Nada became
more connected to the Canadian workforce, she
realized that architecture was practiced differently in
Syria, compared to in Canada.
Nada’s previous training did not fully meet the
Canadian guideline requirements, so Carter suggested
she get her diploma at St. Clair College to enhance her
knowledge and skills in the architectural technology
field. With her existing credentials, Nada was able to
complete her three-year Architectural Technology
diploma in two years.
With a glowing letter of recommendation from her
time with the architectural firm, a job shadowing
opportunity with the City of Windsor’s Geomatics
department and a growing list of volunteer and
mentorship experience, Nada was about to conclude
her journey, applying a third time to the City of
Windsor. Now, she had learned Canadian Architectural
Technology and Computer Aided Drafting and even
picked up the Spanish language as a bonus while
volunteering at a church. Her persistence paid off and
this time she was granted an interview and got the
job.
Due to her accuracy, speed and willingness to work,
Nada quickly moved to an intermediate position.
Because of her success, she feels the urge to “pay it
forward” and help others going through similar
situations.
Her advice?
“Be open and mindful that the journey is a lot of
small steps. Accept Canadian culture, don’t accommodate the culture to your needs. Be flexible.”
Now, she reflects proudly on the success of her
oldest daughter. Ahed was 14 when she arrived here
with her mother. After achieving honour roll status
from high school and a full scholarship to complete
her first degree in Biology and Bio technology, she
recently finished her Master’s degree in Business.
For Nada, becoming a Canadian citizen in 2004 was
“a dream come true.”
“Canada accepted me how I was. I’m myself: I can
express what’s in my mind clearly. Here everyone is
respectful.”
Now she feels like she can help other people and
guide other people – to help them.
“Just try. I lift you up, you lift me up and together we
can lift Canada up. There is no other country like
Canada, it’s a peaceful country. Canada is full of
opportunities but it’s all up to us.”

