Given a Chance
The Calgary Immigrant Educational Society’s
Partnership with Immigrants to Alberta
since 1988
By Graham Chandler, PhD and M. Salim Sindhu
Preface: by Dr. Ashis Gupta
Introduction

1

Chapter One – A Vision

2

Chapter Two – Growing Pains

9

Chapter Three – Brand New IDEAS

17

Chapter Four – Ten Booming Years Deserves a New Home

29

Chapter Five – Housewarming and More New Programs

41

Chapter Six – To the Future

51

Bibliography

59

Appendices –
i) Letters of Congratulations
ii) Number of Clients Served and Volunteer Hours Statistics
from May 1, 1998 until April 30, 2008
iii) Revenue Charts as of April 30 of Each Year from 1999 to 2008
iv) List of Presidents that served on the Board over the past 20 Years
Acknowledgment: C.I.E.S. is grateful to The Calgary Foundation for
providing financial assistance in the publication of this book.
© Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (C.I.E.S.)
June 19, 2008

PREFACE

There are times when simple ideas take on a life of their
own and grow into impressive entities. Such has been the case with
the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society. I do not wish to steal
the thunder of the story that follows through casual references to
highlights of the growth in this preface.
I will, however, suggest the obvious, that ideas do not
gather momentum by themselves. They are like small fires that
need to be stoked with care, a certain passion and, most
importantly, a sense of compassion for others. In this particular
instance, the drive, tenacity and unwavering vision of Salim Sindhu
combine all these essential characteristics. This book is as much a
story of the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society as it is of Salim
Sindhu.
It has been, personally, a constant source of amazement and
a rare privilege to have been associated with this organization’s
growth over the past two decades. I wish Salim and the Society a
continuing and sustaining role in the service of Albertans, new
immigrants and others who stand to be beneficiaries of all they have
to offer.
Ashis Gupta, PhD
Calgary, Alberta
June 2008

Introduction
In 1988, a singular and powerful vision was created by one man—
an immigrant who had overcome barriers and challenges to become
an integral part of the Alberta community. That ambitious vision of
twenty years ago has now been nurtured into reality. It’s a genuine
collective and collaborative partnership called the Calgary
Immigrant Educational Society, and it has given thousands of
immigrants the chance to gain acceptance and strengthen their
identities in Alberta’s society.
The Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) is a non-profit
registered charity organization established in 1988 with one basic
goal: to provide Calgary immigrants with a solid foothold in
Canada and afford them the opportunities to grow into productive
and contented Canadians. Visiting the classrooms of the
organization today and seeing an enthusiastic United Nations of
dress, colours and cultures, it’s hard to believe how it has grown
from a single 250 square foot rented office to a beautiful new
15,000 square foot building in Calgary’s Forest Lawn overflowing
with a broad palette of immigrant services. Primary amongst these
continues to be its pioneering drop-in ESL (English as a Second
Language) taught entirely by volunteers, and LINC (Language
Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) programs taught entirely by
qualified ESL teachers.
CIES is governed by an elected Board of Directors made up of nine
devoted community-minded volunteers. It operates through funding
from both government and private organizations.
On June 21st 2008 the Society will celebrate a proud milestone:
twenty solid years of helping thousands of immigrant Calgarians on
to a better and more prosperous life. This is their story.
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Chapter One – A vision
In 1974 a civil engineer from Lahore, Pakistan who was once a
trained pilot arrived in Calgary as a landed immigrant. Needing
income in short order to get settled and bring over his wife and two
young children, Salim Sindhu rode the bus and knocked on a lot of
doors. Although a qualified engineer by training in his home
country, he quickly found it impossible to land work in his
profession. “So I began work as a labourer,” he recalls.
Between factory work and managing a KFC outlet, Mr. Sindhu
signed up for part-time courses at the Southern Alberta Institute of
Technology (SAIT) starting in 1975. When he was awarded his
certificate in Engineering from the Institute it opened more doors
for him. He began work as an engineer for the federal and
provincial governments as well as the private sector. For a time
working and commuting as far away as Drumheller and later as an
engineer at Olds College, in 1982 he finally got a job closer to
home: at a Calgary distillery.
But soon the hard economic times, the federal National Energy
Policy of the early to mid 1980s in the city took their toll on that
one, too. “At that time there was a recession in Alberta,”
remembers Mr. Sindhu. “Many companies were closing,
downsizing. I was one of the juniors so I had to go.” Undaunted, he
managed to continue his part-time studies up to 1988 when he
earned a postgraduate Diploma in Energy Management from SAIT.
But again, his timing was a little off. “By the time I completed it
energy prices had gone down and nobody was interested in saving
energy any more,” he says.
His story was typical of many immigrants during the period.
Although he considered himself fortunate in having been schooled
in English in Pakistan, he had noticed hundreds of other immigrants
didn’t have the language skills. Ever community minded, during the
tough years Mr. Sindhu had been spending much of his free time
volunteering with the Calgary Immigrant Aid Society as well as
seniors’ organizations. “I learned what I could do for society,” he
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says. Capitalizing on his multilingual abilities and no longer
wanting to be exposed to the vicissitudes of the labour market and
economy, in 1987 he started his own immigration consulting
business in the city which included professional interpretation
services. After all, he now had a special feeling for some of the
anxiety and challenges immigrants face in coming into a new
country that can feel cold and alien—and that’s not just Calgary’s
weather.
As his skills and experience grew, Mr. Sindhu’s services became
more in demand and he was soon garnering work with federal and
provincial courts as a translator for both civil and criminal cases.
By 1987 he had gained an excellent understanding of the
educational and other needs of immigrants and their families.
Concentrating on this niche, he set up shop where most of the
immigrants in the city in 1986 were concentrated: the Forest Lawn
area of Calgary, on Seventeenth Avenue Southeast.
His service was timely. The 80’s economy hadn’t yet recovered. Oil
prices were still languishing and the province was piling on debt.
Profit-squeezed corporations in 1987 and 1988 were no exception.
The city was rife with labour disputes and confrontations. Many
businesses feeling the pinch were attempting to exploit workers in
order to keep wage costs down. For example, in January 1988
workers at Montagne Meat walked off in a strike, rejecting a
management offer to freeze their pay. Canada Packers threatened
700 workers with plant closure unless they accepted a pay freeze.
United Nurses of Alberta held a strike vote. Inflation was still in the
double digits and GICs were paying 9 ¾ %. One commodity which
dictates Calgary’s economic fortunes—oil—was on the increase but
still in the doldrums at $16 per barrel. One consolation was housing
prices which were still much more affordable than Toronto or
Vancouver: a 1200 square foot bungalow in Killarney could be had
for $75,000.
The 1988 Winter Olympic Games offered Calgary some welcome
glitz and a place on the world map. It got the city off to a roaring
start that year. After the February 29th closing ceremonies, several
thousand Calgarians were many thousand dollars richer over the
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Games’ 17 day roll in glory. But another lot, several thousand
immigrants, were not. No glory for them.
Called “the Forgotten People” by the Calgary Herald, many were
trapped by unscrupulous employers willing to take advantage of
their plights. A month-long investigation by two Herald writers,
Lorraine Locherty and Carol Harrington reported in May 1988
uncovered a litany of exploitation: a Salvadoran refugee cleaning
woman who hadn’t been paid in four months; an Afghan
manufacturing plant worker hospitalized from a beating by his
foreman; an East Indian working in a furniture factory with dozens
of unpaid overtime hours who was fired for joining a union; and
more. “Speaking little English, afraid of authority, fearful of
jeopardizing their immigrant status or immigrant applications of
family members and desperate for work, they make easy victims,”
the story reported. Several employers were blatantly violating
Alberta’s Employment Standards Act.
The investigation also reported a lack of compassion by some
government authorities, quoting then Labour Minister Ian Reid as
saying, “there’s no evidence to suggest immigrant workers aren’t
adequately protected under the Employment Standards Act…There
have been no complaints to my office.” Perhaps that was due to the
department’s “no-prosecution, just education” approach to violators
which reportedly resulted in just five charges laid out of over
10,000 complaints per year.
But the two reporters found extensive evidence and reports of
immigrant sweatshops—typified by long hours, low pay and poor
working conditions—that were thriving, with widespread abuse;
despite companies collecting hundreds of thousands of dollars in
government wage subsidies. The most exploited were those
working in the hospitality sector, cleaning services, garment
industry and manufacturing plants. Refugees who had entered
Canada without official sponsorship were especially vulnerable as
they didn’t qualify for government-run language and life skills
programs and were willing to take any job to survive. They are
“prime targets for victimization at the hands of unscrupulous
employers,” quoted the Calgary Civil Liberties Association.
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It was against this backdrop of exploitation that one case blew up
into a storm. The East Indian furniture factory worker who said he
was fired for voting to join a union claimed he wasn’t the only one
fired there for that reason. The employer also gave 35 of his coworkers the sack a day after the union vote. The workers had
supported a union because of exploitation and poor working
conditions. Here was a company whose workers were 95 per cent
immigrant—most from Punjab, India, Vietnam and the Philippines.
The company denied the firings had anything to do with the union
vote—management claimed it was because they hadn’t reported for
work—and the case went to the provincial Labour Relations Board.
Mr. Sindhu was contracted by the Board to interpret at the hearings
and negotiations.
It was a genuine eye-opener for him. Observing as he interpreted
and spent extensive hours with the workers, one overriding fact
jumped out at him: by far the largest contributor to these
immigrants’ problems at the factory was their lack of understanding
of the English language. Other problems, racism, lack of skills,
application—paled in comparison to the language drawback.
Without minimally functional English, “few of the workers could
understand simple instructions or read or interpret their time cards
and pay stubs,” recalls Mr. Sindhu. Many of these stubs he noticed
listed hundreds of overtime hours worked without commensurate
overtime pay. It was a simple lack of communication. If that factor
could be overcome, he thought, many of the other challenges would
gradually, with some help, take care of themselves. Even the
furniture factory owner was quoted in the Calgary Herald as
admitting many of the problems were caused by
“misunderstandings between employees and management…”
Mr. Sindhu pondered this; those key words misunderstandings
between employees and management jived with his own
observations. “It came into my mind, that I could do something,” he
recalls. He knew there were several immigrant services in Calgary.
He had himself worked for many of them. Why weren’t these
English-challenged workers taking advantage of them to gain an
effective working knowledge of the language? Turned out, many
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were—they could avail themselves of federal and provincial
government-funded settlement programs for a period of up to three
years. English as a Second Language (ESL) programs were offered
as part of those packages.
But it wasn’t that simple. The problem was, he found, that most
newcomers had families that needed support. They couldn’t afford
to spend the requisite hours at the full time ESL schools offered nor
could they afford the time to travel across the city by bus to attend
classes—as there were none available in the southeast part of the
city where most immigrants were living. Their first pressing
priority was paramount: find a job so they could pay the rent and
buy groceries. From there, they were quickly caught up in a vicious
circle with no way to break out. Lack of time for ESL meant being
mired in menial jobs where they could squeeze by with just
minimal English skills, and long hours at those meaningless deadend jobs meant no time for ESL classes.
Mr. Sindhu latched onto the problem and soon went to work on
how to get immigrant workers the necessary language training they
could access while continuing to support their families with gainful
employment. He had an idea to help them find a way to climb out
of their downward spirals.
“There was a study done in the early 1980s in California that
looked at how ESL could be made accessible to Latinos,” he
recalls. “It found that community-based organizations should be
used, where access is easy for them.” Access was the key, he
thought. “I realized that we had that same problem. The
government would give them bus passes but they had a long way to
go. And they were mostly working full time during the day.”
So he called up a few of his colleagues with whom he had worked
in immigrant agencies, who would know and understand the
challenges. One, who still serves as a CIES director, M’liss
Edwards, had immigrated to Canada in the 1970s and held a
Master’s degree in Behavioral Science. With a number of years
experience working in immigrant serving agencies she knew the
problems all too well. Another colleague of Mr. Sindhu’s, Alex
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Martinez, was also intimately familiar with immigrants’ challenges.
He hailed from El Salvador and had come to Canada with his
family in the 1980s. With a strong background in accounting, he
was a bookkeeper with an immigrant serving agency.
The three met and together they soon hatched a plan—what would
be needed to start up a way to help these immigrants? Discussions
went on and when they contacted other interested people and
businesses, a plan soon began to take form: they would create the
first drop-in ESL classes. A radical idea at the time, but it seemed a
perfect way for immigrant workers to adjust their language training
to accommodate the need to work and support their families at the
same time. “They would be able to come in when they can, as many
times as they wanted, during the week and evenings,” went Mr.
Sindhu’s thoughts.
First step they figured would be to organize a non-profit society.
Calgary law student Jim Reich, now a successful lawyer in
northwest Calgary, was articling with the firm of Hansan &
Associates in Forest Lawn at the time. He agreed to help the new
society develop the by-laws and register itself as a non-profit
organization with the Alberta Consumer & Corporate Affairs.
On June 21, 1988, The Calgary Society for Immigrant Workers
officially came into being. Salim Sindhu was the first of five
signatories to the application, followed by Jim Reich, Alex
Martinez, M’Liss Edwards and Zahra Mitha. Ms. Mitha, a social
worker assisting newcomers, had been playing a large role in the
Calgary immigrant community; immigrating to Canada from East
Africa following the 1970s turmoil in Uganda. The charter
president was Altaf Awan, a Pakistani lawyer employed in the
security business. Salim Sandhu was named the organization’s first
Executive Director—and still holds that position.
The idea quickly took flight. A week later, now with a full board of
directors and no employee, the new society was anxious to get
under way. First they needed an office. Funds were almost nonexistent, so austerity was the buzzword. The second story of a
rather non-descript commercial building with pale brown brick
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siding at 4304A 17th Avenue SE had two rooms of 250 square feet
available. CSIW signed a lease, borrowed a typewriter, salvaged a
donated old photocopier and with an official media announcement
opened up for business the first week of July 1988.

Salim volunteering in the Society and running a one-man show in July 1988
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Chapter Two – Growing Pains
Operating on a shoestring budget, the next step was to recruit
volunteer tutors to teach ESL. By the end of September of that
grand opening year the fledgling Calgary Society for Immigrant
Workers had six tutors volunteering their time. Under the guidance
of the Society’s first volunteer coordinator Ramsukh Tulsie, the
first drop-in ESL classes ever held in the city of Calgary were soon
up and running.

First Drop-in ESL class

Word of the new service spread and it wasn’t long before a waiting
list had to be drawn up. It became clear that this meager budget
wasn’t going to satisfy the needs and demands of a growing
clientele. Funding was seriously in order. The Society had received
its charity status from Revenue Canada, but finding grants and
raising money was difficult. The first year was a tight one: the
Society’s first Annual General Meeting on June 18th, 1989 reported
in the financial statements that the first year’s total expense outlay
was just $1,025.24 and had been met entirely by memberships and
donations. And to supplement all the volunteer help and member
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donations, Barry Pashak, Forest Lawn MLA, had been permitting
Society staff to use his office facilities for printing brochures and
classroom needs like lesson plans, worksheets and reading
materials.
It was a slim way to operate a growing concern and nowhere near
enough to meet demand. The drop-in ESL idea had caught on;
phones were ringing madly and the waiting list for classes was
growing longer each week. More was needed: more classes which
meant more funding, more space and more volunteers. Applications
for funding continued: to the Alberta Advanced Education and
Career Development; to the federal Secretary of State.
But response from prospective funding sources lagged. Mr. Sindhu
and the Board knew why drop-in ESL classes were so important to
the mission, but the message to funders didn’t seem to be
convincing—drop-in ESL was such a novel idea that many hadn’t
got their heads around it yet. It was indeed a new concept, with
adjustments already having been needed. For example, with only
one level of proficiency and students learning at different rates, it
was found that one level was not enough. “We soon realized this
and within six months we had started two levels,” remembers Mr.
Sindhu. “We started offering a wider range of times, too. In the
afternoon and in the evenings, to accommodate shift workers—
many would go straight to work after classes.”
Still what was needed to back funding applications was some kind
of proper study that would make the case and highlight these
immigrant needs through a scientific research program. That
funding aspect proved successful. In the summer of 1989, just a
year after the Society was formed, Immigration and Employment
Canada approved money to hire two researchers and an assistant to
undertake research into the communication skills of immigrant
workers in Calgary, along with some operational funds.
The study was conducted under the direction of Dr. Ashis Gupta, at
the time Professor of Management at the University of Calgary,
who had become the Society’s second president in 1989. Few
people could have be better qualified to take this on: Dr. Gupta is
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an immigrant himself and had a lifetime devotion to the study of
English. He had spent ten of his childhood school years in Patna,
India before completing an Honours BA in English at Calcutta
University and eventually his doctorate in English Literature at
Boston University.
The project targeted six industries in Calgary which were observed
to have a higher than average number of immigrants on staff:
garment manufacturers, hotels, furniture manufacturers, building
maintenance services, food processors and meat packers. These
would also have the most workers where English communication is
least needed, as compared with retail and customer service
establishments where a working knowledge of English was
necessary to interact with the clientele. Statistics Canada’s 1988
data showed 48 percent of immigrant workers in Calgary were
employed by the building maintenance industry—janitorial,
housekeeping, cleaning, etc—the highest number of immigrant
workers in the city, followed by furniture manufacturing at 22
percent. Most had spent from one to two years in Canada and
originated from Asian and African countries. Two researchers
carried out hundreds of interviews, asking open-ended questions in
English, with newcomers in the six industries, as well as soliciting
comments from employers and supervisors.
Six months later the study was complete. Published in January
1990, entitled A Study of Communication Skills Needs of Immigrant
Workers in Selected Calgary Industries, it corroborated Mr.
Sindhu’s initial concerns and observations about the English
language skills of the city’s immigrants. Interestingly, just one
quarter of the firms solicited agreed to allow their workers to be
interviewed (itself a sign of the nature of relationships existing
between immigrant workers and management in some of these
industries). Amongst those who participated most employers,
according to the study, “extolled the working habits of some ethnic
groups as being different from other immigrant workers.” They said
the problem of communication skills among some workers remains
a constant dilemma to the supervisors involved with them, using
specific examples such as when some company regulations had to
be interpreted immediately.
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Some of the employers interviewed thought that learning English
wasn’t essential for the workers because their supervisors were
multilingual, yet others agreed fully that learning English is a must
if the workers are aspiring for higher positions in the company or
are aiming for better and higher paying jobs in another company.
However, many of the employers’ comments appeared self-serving:
fear of sending their workers to ESL training because once they
have better English skills they’d be lost to better-paying
organizations. But overall, employers’ attitudes were reported as
positive. They made it a point to encourage their immigrant workers
to attend ESL training such as that offered by CSIW.
The leading recommendation of the study was that “English
language training programs should be conducted in neighborhood
community centres in coordination with ethnic organizations. Such
programs should include topics related to immigrant workers’
experiences, knowledge, qualifications, interests, culture and
cultural adjustment.” Most of the workers interviewed expressed a
strong desire to enroll in CSIW and thought the training sessions
should include: getting acquainted with the city, transportation
facilities, job search help, learning the various government agencies
and their respective services and involving workers in discussions.
The study was a landmark and served to set the Society firmly on
its track. And importantly, it offered prospective funding parties the
opportunity to see the conclusions and recommendations set forth
by a professionally conducted research project. It was well
supported by Canadian Job Strategy, Canada Employment and
Immigration Centre in East Calgary, specifically under the
leadership of Roy Hanlan, Project Officer.
The published work was also well-received by the media. After the
Calgary Herald ran a full page story on it—an excellent follow-up
to its earlier expose on immigrants’ plights—the demand for dropin ESL classes skyrocketed. Potential donors and granters became
more understanding. And more volunteer tutors had to be recruited
to handle the demand.
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Volunteer tutors were a diverse group—a real advantage because it
gave students the opportunity to learn more than just the English
language. It fulfilled many of the study’s recommendations.
Immigrant students learned so many aspects of the new Canadian
culture. Coming from all walks of Canadian life, volunteers were
social workers, oil company administrators, teachers, retired army
officers, geophysicists and journalists, to name but a few. They
provided newcomers with an exciting way to see a cross-section of
how Calgarians and Canadians experience life. Moreover, many of
the tutors themselves came from immigrant backgrounds and so
were able to understand what it takes to adjust and become
Canadian. And teachers came in qualified. The Society ensured that
by sending them to the Alberta Vocational College for a short
course in the techniques of teaching ESL.
The study was a resounding success from these viewpoints.
Nevertheless, despite provincial government funding for regular
ESL, drop-in ESL remained a new and novel concept in 1990 that
still took some persuasion and marketing to sell to funders. After
the study and a good dollop of marketing effort, a drop-in ESL pilot
project was finally approved by Alberta Advanced Education and
Career Development for six months’ funding—a first for the
province. This was truly another milestone: first time acceptance of
drop-in classes as an ESL learning mechanism. One hundred and
twenty-seven students took advantage in its first year. It proved to
be such a winner that funding was continued by A.A.E. & C.D.
when the pilot was complete.
And the Canadian cultural side of the learning was proving
extremely popular with students. It was understandable: language is
culture, so it’s an important adjutant to smooth communication in
English. To promote this aspect, new funding was received from
the federal Secretary of State to establish multicultural seminars and
workshops at the Society. Turned out, they were a two-way street:
Canadians joined in with people from diverse backgrounds like
Vietnamese, Chinese, South Asian, Somali and more. Everyone
was learning the others’ values, behaviours, foods, family
relationships etc. making for a more cohesive community.
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All of these victories had their costs though. Soon the tiny offices
above the furniture store were bursting at the seams and could no
longer handle the load. The society was little more than a year old
and already needed at least four times the space to meet the
growing demand for drop-in ESL classes, seminars and workshops.
About this time, conveniently 950 square feet became available
next door, at 4310 - 17th Avenue SE. Now with three employees,
two more full classrooms could be made available. The expansion
was made in October 1989.
But the demand was relentless and soon 4306 17th just wasn’t big
enough either. So the following summer floor space was expanded
to 1,780 square feet. Still inadequate, in the spring after that another
780 was rented for a grand total of 2,560 square feet of offices and
classrooms by May 1991—now ten times the space of just three
years previous.
With all the new elbow room, it wasn’t long before desks, tables
and chairs were short. To the rescue came the Wild Rose
Foundation with funds to buy some used office desks, chairs and
bookcases. And a first: a new computer, along with a new
photocopier and a telephone system. The Wild Rose Foundation, a
lottery funded agency, had been created by the provincial
government in November 1984 to provide funding to non-profit and
voluntary sector organizations that provide valuable services to
Albertans.
Those early years saw a rapid growth in the number of students
completing ESL training. At the end of the first full year of
operation in June 1990, 127 students had graduated and 29 referred
to employers. By the second year ending June 1991, the figure had
ballooned to 282 students and 59 job referrals. An average of 40
students per day were attending drop-in classes and volunteer hours
totaled 4,105 that year. Students’ first languages were amazingly
diverse: over 20 different languages ranging from Arabic to
Vietnamese. Almost a third were Vietnamese, reflecting one of the
main immigrant groups to Canada during those years.
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Students attending Drop-in ESL class

To ensure immigrants could put their newly-learned language skills
to use in the job market, the Society established a job bank with the
support of Calgary employers. Depending upon an individual’s
skills and level of English proficiency, the bank would refer
graduates to potential employers. Still however many were well
educated in their homeland but lacked recognition of their
accreditation in Canada so would end up in the lower paying and
menial jobs—like janitorial, security and manufacturing. One-third
to one-half of these revealed they had college and university
training. Mr. Sindhu and the Board recognized this sad fact and
began a push for more recognition of foreign qualifications.
Important to the immigrants were the seminars and workshops
sponsored by the Secretary of State for Multiculturalism, started in
December 1989. As well as skills in the English language and
learning the culture, integration into Canadian society requires an
understanding and appreciation of their rights and obligations as
new Canadians. Workshops were held to address these, which also
served to promote public education: understanding issues like
prejudice, discrimination and racism.
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The phenomenal success of those early years had greatly surpassed
what Mr. Sindhu had initially expected. From a few simple drop-in
ESL classes which had grown at a stunning rate, new branches were
growing as well. Soon further changes were in order.
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Chapter Three – Brand new IDEAS
By early 1991, what was evolving was more than just assisting
immigrant “workers” with their command of the English language.
The constantly improving package of services the Society was
offering in response to needs of the marketplace was beginning to
mature into a more comprehensive agency meeting immigrants’
needs. Though drop-in ESL remained the cornerstone of the
Society, the Board felt that the name no longer fit the mission. As
well the Calgary Society for Immigrant Workers was catering to the
needs of all immigrants, not just the workers amongst them. With
the existing name, a question was commonly arising with potential
funding bodies—are you advocates for labour and the labour
movement? Indeed, many funding organizations had indicated that
the present name was a barrier to funding.
So a new moniker was definitely in order. And it wasn’t an easy
order. The Board thought the new name needed to reflect several
factors at once. It must describe the society’s mission and its
services; it must be an easy-to-remember acronym; it must appear
in the telephone directory on the same page as other immigration
agencies. Mr. Sindhu undertook the responsibility of coming up
with a name to fit all of the criteria.
Day in and day out for a few months, nothing came easily to mind,
until one day on an overseas trip. He was sitting on a lawn in the
sun when it came to him. “Suddenly, the name C.I.D.E.A.S. came
to mind,” he recalls. “I checked it over and over and it met all three
requirements.” When he got back, he presented it to the members of
the Board and they liked it. On March 26, 1991 the general
membership voted to change the name to the Calgary Immigrant
Development & Educational Advancement Society. The following
month it became official—the new name was registered with
Alberta Consumer and Corporate Affairs. The acronym Calgary
IDEAS would soon become a proud symbol of community service
in Calgary.
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The new appellation allowed the brand to expand even more to suit
the evolving needs of the community. Several new concepts were
being studied. One new idea arose from observations in dealing
with the immigrants learning ESL. Many of the students were
finding it difficult to understand Unemployment Insurance (UI)
benefits: how do you qualify and how do you fill out the forms?
Immigrants were more exposed to the system than indigenous
workers because many of the menial jobs in which they were
employed were so often temporary—low-paying service and
unskilled manufacturing jobs that drop-in ESL was helping them
escape from—and so unscrupulous employers would hire and fire
them at will. Unemployment Insurance was an important
government service to tide them over between jobs and until the
ESL and other services helped them secure more permanent and
meaningful employment. Until they gained sufficient fluency in
English, immigrants had to understand the forms in their first
language; so the UI program was offered in four languages: Arabic,
Punjabi, Chinese and Vietnamese. These were the most requested.
The pilot project was negotiated in June 1991 with Employment
and Immigration Canada, Canadian Job Strategy, East office.
Explained to the public in an August open house by Ms. Alexis
Stapleford, Manager of the Calgary Employment Centre (Calgary
East), a three-month pilot was funded and the overwhelming
response to it warranted its continuation. Throughout 1992, the U.I.
Multilingual Claims Intake Services program operated in full swing
helping smooth the often confusing UI application process. The
UIC office often referred clients to the IDEAS office, and before
long more than 150 people each month were walking though the
Society’s doors. Managed by IDEAS coordinator of employment
services Patricia Ko, claimants offered glowing praise for the
service. Days of the week were designated according to the most
common immigrant languages: Tuesdays was for Arabic,
Wednesdays for Cantonese and Mandarin, Thursdays for
Vietnamese and Friday was Punjabi day. Accommodation could
also in many cases be made for other languages.
As it had been from the beginning, drop-in ESL continued to be the
success story of the Society. To complement it, in September 1991
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a further ESL program was added: SLP. The Settlement Language
Program was first funded by Employment and Immigration Canada
as a part-time program; and the following August its name was
changed to Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada
(LINC). LINC differed from drop-in ESL in that it offered regular
ESL classes to immigrants. A full time professional ESL teacher
was hired for this program, who taught 20 to 25 students per class.
In it, students would attend regularly five days per week for up to
20 weeks at a time; the classes were aimed at those immigrants
whose domestic situation allowed them full-time attendance. With
the two ESL programs, Calgary IDEAS could now offer classes to
suit most immigrants’ daily routines and family situations. These
remain the Society’s main programs.

Students attending L.I.N.C. classes in early 1990s
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In its growth and quickly adaptive responses to the needs of the
new immigrant community, Calgary IDEAS was fast gaining
respect in the city. Increasingly recognized by senior members of
the community, government agencies and the corporate sector,
several dignitaries came to visit the offices. Among the visiting
admirers were the Honourable Norm Weiss, Minister of Alberta
Career Development and Employment; Mr. Al Duerr, Mayor of the
City of Calgary; the Honourable Elaine McCoy, Minister of Labour
and Mr. Phil Fraser, Chief Commissioner for the Alberta Human
Rights Commission. As well as operating grants from government
departments, generous donations were rolling in from some of the
city’s largest corporations: Petro-Canada, PanCanadian Petroleum,
AMOCO Canada Petroleum and the Calgary Co-op.
The year ending June 1992 saw a dramatic increase in the number
of ESL students graduating. A total of 644 completed the program,
up from 262 the previous year. New program Social Justice and
Racial Equality for Immigrant Men and Women offered 15
workshops and seminars in topics important to immigrants such as
citizenship, civil liberties, labour laws, police relations and more.
Calgary’s economy was on the mend but still a little stagnant.
Unemployment was at an eight-year high of 11.6% but mortgages
were finally coming down to affordable levels: five-year terms were
going at 8.5%. And Mr. Sindhu had been noticing a new problem
where Calgary IDEAS could perhaps help.
From his office window, he often saw idle youth in alleyways with
little to do but turn to substance abuse, truancy and violence. Many
were alienated from their own families due to distractions of an
exciting but unfamiliar environment of modern music, more open
sexual mores and opportunities not available in their own cultures.
Their families were often poor and unable to afford to engage them
in gainful extra-curricular activities. So in January 1993 Calgary
IDEAS piloted a new program, the South Asian Youth Counseling
Program. Donations initially funded it but these unfortunately
weren’t sustained so the program was suspended.
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Youth wasn’t the only sector of the immigrant population with
unique difficulties and challenges. Increasingly in their dealings
with immigrants, the Society noted a special need for assistance to a
previously overlooked segment at the other end of the spectrum:
seniors, especially those from south Asian countries. Many of the
ESL drop-ins were at ages where adjustments are slower and more
formidable, coming from their home countries at ages as old as 78
to live with their families. Others in their 50s and older had been in
Canada for years without the sort of opportunities to learn English
such as those offered by Calgary IDEAS.
The wide range of Canadian government services for seniors in
general were fine; but none had been designed to meet the
particular needs of senior immigrants. These were unique. Many
had not spent enough years in Canada to qualify for the Canada
Pension Plan (CPP) and full Old Age Security (OAS) benefits.
These seniors were different from the mainstream Canadian
seniors; they had spent most of their lives in familiar cultural
surroundings with a close family network and so experienced a
unique sort of alienation. Their ideas about the place of family,
religion, society and peer group interaction were markedly different
than most Canadians. Arriving in Canada they faced loss of their
traditional roles as respected elders and were relegated to living
with their married children while they saw their grandchildren
absorbed away from their cultures into a fast-paced western way of
life—different dress, music, food, morals. The inability to
communicate effectively in English was exacerbating their feelings
of alienation and stress. Their numbers were seen to be significant:
according to data provided by Canada Employment and
Immigration, 1,522 immigrants to Alberta in 1991 were over the
age of 60, a steady increase from 1985’s, 967 in that category.
Moreover, the language capability of those over 40 coming to
Alberta in 1991 was astounding—fully 58 percent had no official
language ability in either of Canada’s national languages.
To address these concerns, another research project was created,
sponsored by Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada. Again Dr.
Gupta of the University of Calgary assisted, joined by Dr. Mahfooz
Kanwar of the Behavioral Sciences Department at Mount Royal
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College, who took charge of the study. Interviewing 135
immigrants aged 55 and over by way of a questionnaire, the study
was as comprehensive as it was revealing.
Two years in the making, it was published in February 1993.
Entitled A Study of the Needs and Problems of Senior Immigrants
of South Asian Origin Living in Calgary, it was a groundbreaking
study that found the needs of immigrant seniors who had long been
overlooked, not only in Calgary and the province but in Canada as a
whole. As a group, no formal analyses or assessments had been
made before.
Some startling facts were revealed. For example, it was discovered
that many elderly immigrants had actually not wanted to come to
Canada in the first place; but faced no realistic option. Under
existing regulations, prospective sponsors were required to sponsor
parents before siblings. About 80 percent of those surveyed were
sponsored by a son or daughter. Most of the parents had sold off
their assets in their home country to pay for the move to Canada, so
they arrived with meager funds, aggravating their hardships and
stress—only 20 percent owned property in Canada and half never
managed to work here.
A leading conclusion of the study was, “it is imperative that we
should develop some kind of an infrastructure to cater to the new
and changing needs of our senior immigrants…there does not seem
to be adequate numbers of special programs or services existing
that cater to the needs and demands of this group….As a caring
society, Canada has responsibilities towards all newcomers
irrespective of their age.”
The researchers recommended changes to immigration policy to
alleviate the compulsory sponsoring of parents, amongst others.
Language services for elderly new migrants were a significant
recommendation, citing, “government should actively promote ESL
education on a regular basis.” More employment assistance,
housing, education and community services rounded out the
recommendation package. The groundbreaking study was well-
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received by the media—the Calgary Herald devoted nearly a full
page to it.
As well as ESL classes for seniors, the findings led directly to
another pilot program by Calgary IDEAS, this one for teens.
Researchers interviewing for the study had found that most seniors
had deep concern for their grandchildren. They were disturbed by
the drinking, truancy and violence they saw. Often they would
discipline the grandchildren in the traditional way, resulting in
social worker intervention and family rifts. “What might have been
acceptable back home, is considered abuse here,” quoted the Herald
from a Hindu priest who was also a social worker. IDEAS launched
a new series of workshops in February 1993 with an advisory
committee made up of City Police, Board of Education, and the
Alberta Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission along with local
doctors.
The society continued to steam forward with existing programs
while reacting to the changing requirements of immigrants looking
to adjust. The late 1980s and early 1990s were a time of awakening
the world to the power and utility of the personal computer. The
devices were rapidly taking over the workplace and the home.
Recognizing the importance of computer literacy in the
marketplace, IDEAS launched a new program called Computer
Literacy Among Visible Minorities in July 1992. It provided basic
training in Word, Excel and use of the internet. Soon renamed
Computer Technology Made Practical, it catered to the need for a
basic understanding of the digital information revolution taking
over the workplace.
And the stalwart programs like LINC were ever expanding. By
April 1993 the LINC waiting list was getting longer and so a
second daytime class had to be added. These LINC classes were
evolving, too; new methods were always being examined to
improve instruction. One of these was initiated by James Rennie,
the society’s first LINC teacher. As computers were rapidly
becoming household items, he researched the idea of using them as
an ESL teaching tool. His research on the idea was relayed to
Employment and Immigration Canada which secured a grant to
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purchase five computers, two printers and the necessary software
for IDEAS classrooms. This marked the first time in Calgary that
computers had been used for ESL training by a non-profit
immigrant serving agency.
The program was well received and another success for the Society.
Along with continuing programs such as drop-in ESL, LINC, UI
claims intake service, multicultural workshops, job referral services
were added. Overall, an effective package of services for the
immigrant community had taken shape. Even drop-in ESL was
evolving: more emphasis was being placed on the phonic aspect of
learning the new language. It was becoming evident that many
students who had completed the program knew vocabulary and
grammar but communication was often restricted by poor
pronunciation. With students coming from dozens of different
tongues, phonic standardization had become important.
Learning the ins and outs of responsible Canadian citizenship was
also identified as important for the dozens of different backgrounds.
So in November 1993 a new project was added to supplement the
existing workshops and seminars. Sponsored by the Secretary of
State for Multiculturalism it was called the Responsible Citizenship
Project. The program consisted of eight workshops, held on topics
ranging from educational opportunities and sponsorship to stress
management and inter-agency services.
But in 1994, an unexpected brief setback came about. After two
very successful years, funding for the UI claims intake service was
not renewed. The Canada Employment Centre, without notice or
forewarning awarded the contract to another immigrant service
agency. The cancellation truly came as a surprise to the Society.
Nor was any official reason provided; despite the fact that the
Society had developed and implemented the program. In
anticipation of its expansion, Calgary IDEAS had leased new space
and hired employees to meet the program’s demand, and
unfortunately these costs had to be absorbed, including providing
new hires with termination pay.
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But on a more positive note, shortly afterwards the Wild Rose
Foundation provided a $35,000 grant towards hiring a Volunteer
Coordinator. It was timely. Now with over one hundred volunteers
to keep organized, a full time position had been sorely needed for
some time so it was a welcome addition to the staff. Volunteer
hours totaled 6,498 and in 1995 LINC classes were up to three full
time and one part time. And drop-in attendances were continuing
their climb.

Christmas Volunteer Appreciation Function held in December 1995

Computer training was proving increasingly popular and by 1995
was in need of some new funding. Out went renewed appeals.
These were successful. In particular Calgary Community Adult
Learning Association (CCALA) had found the society’s computer
training programs valuable and important, so undertook to provide
funding for an expanded program. Calgary CIES was an
organization that suited CCALA’s purpose: funded through
Advanced Education and Technology, it was formed in 1978 as the
Calgary Further Education Council under the Alberta government’s
Further Education policy and designed to promote lifelong learning
across the province. It proved to be money well spent: by June
1996, the new computer training program they funded at Calgary
IDEAS had 68 graduates.
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Students attending basic computer class

Continuing with providing assistance to newcomers in securing
employment another new program was launched at the end of
October 1995. Called Labour Market Language Training, it was a
comprehensive package that included such topics as job market
opportunities, introduction to computer technology, job search
techniques, personal marketing skills and field trials. Its theme was
to assist professionals like physicists, engineers and geologists who
had all of the occupational qualifications but lacked the fluency and
cultural skills needed to market themselves to potential Canadian
employers in their professions. The initial fifteen participants were
71% successful in landing jobs, but due to changes in legislation
covering Human Resources Development Canada the program had
to be curtailed by mid-March 1996.
One individual who had served the Society unselfishly since its
inception passed away that year. The first volunteer coordinator and
a past president, Ramsukh Tulsie had devoted himself to the
organization with intimate understanding of what new immigrants
faced coming to Calgary—he himself had immigrated from Guyana
in 1980.
But further expansion had to press on. The year 1997 saw the everpopular LINC program grow to three full time classes and one part
time class during the day; with an added part time evening session.
Drop-in ESL demand for additional classes was met with the
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addition of yet another morning session. In keeping with the times
and the business workplace, the much-in-demand computer
program was updated and modernized with the latest Microsoft
Office 95, Simply Accounting, and a Microsoft Integration
Computer and ESL program. The Simply Accounting program was
particularly tailored, offering 24 hours of hands-on instruction.
Skills such as general ledger, accounts payable, accounts receivable
and inventory and payroll modules meant graduates were wellprepared for new jobs with proficiency in basic computer
accounting. Koch Oil Company and CCALA were on side with
these offerings, providing funding and donating hardware.
As the computer classes progressed, some parents started bringing
in their children too—figuring they would be needing computer
smarts to get into the workplace. And around the same time, Mr.
Sindhu’s concern for youth on the street had continued. Thinking as
a father, as he put it, he put the two together and came up with the
idea to develop a computer training program aimed specifically at
the younger set. It fit right in. He realized that the surrounding
communities’ average incomes were considerably less than the city
average so computers for them were an unaffordable luxury in the
home. Dubbed Computers for Kids, they were an instant hit.
Software games appealing to the younger set were part of the
program. They were run outside of school hours on weekdays and
weekends and were focused on children aged six to 15.

Agnes Wong - Manager, Training Programs with children
attending “Computers for Kids” program
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Now nearing the end of its first decade, there was no sign of the
relentless growth ending. Churning out hundreds of happy students,
many would give brief speeches at the end of their class attesting to
their experiences. “I was blessed to start my immigrant life at
Calgary IDEAS,” said Ivy Chuang, who had immigrated from
Taiwan on a cold winter’s day in 1996. “I am improving my
English each day I study at Calgary IDEAS, and learning how to
survive in this country. I got my first job to teach Mandarin in
downtown Hong Kong bank while I was studying at Calgary
IDEAS.”
Another student, Jane Yu said in 1997, “years ago I was fortunate
to find Calgary IDEAS through the newspaper. After studying here
for two years, my English has dramatically improved…I gained
confidence in my ability to take other courses and also found a job.”
The computer program which had grown to a total of 412 students
by mid-1998, was also spoken of in glowing terms. “It certainly
helped me lose the fear that I had about using computers,” said
Alexandra Pacheco. “I enjoy taking classes at Calgary IDEAS
because the class size is small and the teachers and staff are very
friendly.” But space for all those happy students and friendly
teachers and staff was rapidly getting into a squeeze. By the
summer of 1997 4,200 square feet was bustling daytime and
evenings. Then in September the Society took over a further 1,800
to total 6,000. But looking at projections in demand, that wasn’t
even half of what would be needed over the next five years.
So at this point it began to make sense to look at some new
premises. Serious consideration had to be given to owning a
building rather than continuously paying rent for facilities. Long
range planning had predicted that at least 10,000 square feet would
be needed over the upcoming five years; and probably much more
like 12,000. The matter had been raised and discussed at several
Board meetings. For a professional assessment of needs, the
Calgary Centre for Non-profit Management was engaged to
formulate a five-year business plan. It was helped by a generous
donation from the Nickle Family Foundation.
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Chapter Four – Ten booming years deserves a
new home
June 25th, 1998 dawned a very special day for Calgary IDEAS. At
the Annual General Meeting personal letters came in from Clint
Dunford, Minister of Advanced Education and Career
Development, Moe Amery, MLA for Calgary East and Calgary
Mayor Al Duerr. The occasion was of course the tenth anniversary
of the Society. The letters overflowed with praise: “Thanks to you,
countless newcomers—as well as economically disadvantaged
Calgarians—have become highly-valued and productive members
of society,” read Mr. Dunford’s letter. “Calgary I.D.E.A.S. has
helped many new Canadians find their rightful place in Canadian
society by providing educational, information and referral
services,” wrote Mr. Amery. And, “I am proud to formally
recognize such a significant milestone for your organization,” wrote
Mayor Duerr.

Calgary I.D.E.A.S. 10th anniversary
Left to Right: Sheby MacLeod, secretary to the Minister; Mr. Clinit Dunford,
Minister of Alberta Advanced Education & Career Development; Mr. Moe
Amery, Member Legislative Assembly of Alberta; and Mr. M. Salim Sindhu,
Executive Director of Calgary I.D.E.A.S.
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All very welcome and well-deserved accolades and much praise to
bask in. But the organization had long outgrown its rented quarters.
So the next major item on the agenda was to get things under way
towards purchase of land and construction of its very own building.
A new building presents a whole new set of considerations when it
comes to the search for funding. To begin with, for immigrant
serving agencies, generally there are no regular government funding
programs available to buy hard assets like real estate. All of the
government funding received so far by the Society had been for
operating expenses to run the various programs offered. Money for
land and a new building would have to be raised from donations.
Mr. Sindhu began by personally donating $2,000 in June 1998. “It
was an idea without realizing that it would be an uphill struggle to
raise sufficient funds to have our own building,” he recalls. But he
pressed on. Over lunch with a friend one day the topic came up
during a discussion about the challenges of fundraising for nonprofit ventures. The ensuing months saw him and the Board
continue the quest. Then about three months after his lunch
meeting, a surprise call. “I received a call from my guest saying that
an amount of $250,000 had been pledged by an anonymous donor
towards the building fund on the condition that we would raise the
same amount,” Sindhu remembers. “This was a big boost to our
morale.”
With that donation, fundraising efforts went into high gear. By
April 1999, donations for land purchase had reached $80,000.
It was none too soon. While the fundraising was in progress,
growth had continued to accelerate and make demands on the
Society’s premises. During the period 1998 to 2000 alongside core
programs such as LINC, drop-in ESL, computer training and
accounting programs, other programs were under development as
new needs were identified. Programs added included Test of
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) Preparation, for which
staff salaries and volunteer training costs were funded by the Wild
Rose Foundation. And the Employment Counseling Program was
launched, funded by an anonymous donor for three years followed
by the RBC Foundation.
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The cornerstone drop-in ESL concept was maturing well. By 1999,
the Alberta government had fully recognized the success of the
concept and provided fresh funding to develop and structure it
further. With the assistance of Drs. Esha Chaudry and Laura Ho,
the Open Access Curriculum, as it came to be known, became the
fundamental element of the organization’s curriculum. It has been
used it to make additions and changes; in keeping with the changing
times. Under the Curriculum, new testing of the students was
initiated, for example, as well as ongoing evaluation of students’
progress. Basic targets were threefold, explains Mr. Sindhu: “One
was to teach them basic conversation and understanding. Number
two was to understand each others’ cultures. And the third was, we
talk about Canada—geography, history, shopping, clothing,
weather.” Soon the number of levels offered at drop-in classes
needed to be expanded from two to four. No fee increase was
needed; student fees remained minimal at ten dollars a month.
About the same time, another new work-related program was
introduced. The Clerical Training Program was brought into the
curriculum in February, a course tailored for new arrivals with
experience in clerical work in their home countries but who lacked
the wherewithal to apply their skills here in Calgary. Also, some
Canadians who wanted to rejoin the work force need to upgrade
their clerical skills. As with other professionals, many were arriving
in the country armed with excellent skills and office experience, but
without the application to a more modern computer world. Initially
funded by the Calgary Foundation (the following year United Way
of Calgary and Area took over), the clerical course provided them
with 60 hours of Microsoft Office Suite along with modules
ranging from office procedures to filing and equipment operation.
After that, on-the-job skills were honed with a 20-hour placement in
a company or a non-profit organization. It was another instant hit.
Demand had substantiated the need; classes were oversubscribed
from the start.
And the students praised it. “I had difficulty in finding jobs because
I did not have Canadian office working experience even though I
had worked in the same field in my home country for three years,”
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said Ravi Brar, one of the program graduates. “The program well
met my requirements—the registration fee is affordable and the
program is designed to enhance my computer and office skills as
well as providing the necessary office environment training through
volunteer job placement.” She particularly liked the volunteer job
placement because she had been finding the lack of Canadian work
experience had been a serious hindrance to entering the Canadian
job market.
New as well was the Mandarin Language Training Program. While
at first blush the idea of offering language training other than
English seemed contrary to the Society’s mission, that wasn’t the
case. In the mid to late 1990s the handover by Great Britain of its
Hong Kong colony to China was causing anxiety with many of its
citizens, who feared the worst. “Rich people wanted some foreign
citizenship,” remembers Mr. Sindhu, “and Canada had created a
new class of citizenship, the entrepreneur class. Money became the
prime reason to emigrate. We started the Mandarin program
because all these people from Hong Kong spoke Cantonese but in
Taiwan and mainland China they spoke Mandarin.” Banks and
other institutions’ employees were mostly from Hong Kong so for
them to deal with their Mandarin speaking customers was a
problem. They all knew English well but couldn’t speak the
Mandarin language. Recognizing the need, and since Calgary
IDEAS already had 11 years of language instructional experience
under its belt, it seemed timely. The 20-hour course was aimed at
individuals with some rudimentary knowledge of Mandarin. No
longer necessary now that that demographic has been absorbed into
the community, the program is no longer on offer.
As space remained a burning problem, fundraising pressure for the
new building couldn’t let up. To boost funding and donations,
March saw the creation of a special Marketing and Fundraising
Committee. Its efforts began with the introduction of a Society
newsletter highlighting services, future initiatives and staff
involvement.
And, yet another Chinese initiative. On August 21st the same year,
executive director Mr. Sindhu was on a plane to Taiwan in support
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of the newest Calgary IDEAS innovation. Called the “Taiwanese
Project”, the driving force behind it was the observation that much
of the preparatory learning so far done here in Calgary could more
efficiently be started overseas before the prospective immigrant
departs for Canada. Accomplishing that early step overseas would
save considerable settling-in time once here, and allow a quicker
integration into a new position.
Taiwan was selected for the pilot because a large percentage of
Calgary immigrants were originating there. Real estate, health care,
the tax system and the climate were among the topics to be taught
in a four to six week program in the country. Mr. Sindhu first met
with senior Department of Social Education officials in Taipei.
Next stop was three days in Chung Li where he held lengthy
discussions with the Frobel Educational & Cultural Foundation, the
prospective partner in the project. Finally, four days of meetings
were held with the Department of Lifelong Education at Yuan Ze
University in Taoyuan. Mr. Sindhu reported the officials were
impressed with Calgary IDEAS’s training system. Returning then
to Taipei, he met with the president of ELSI Taiwan Language
Schools, the largest of the English schools in the country; and the
manager of the news department of the Chinese Television System
who promised to make a documentary film on Calgary CIES, its
services and potential benefits for the Taiwanese people.

33

Salim giving a speech on “English is an Universal/Business Language and How
to Prepare Children for the Future Effectively” at Yuan Ze University in Chung
Li, Taiwan on Dec. 8, 1999

Denise DeLong, a Teachers’ Trainer of Calgary IDEAS giving training to local
teachers at Yuan Ze University in Chung Li, Taiwan. Photo taken on Feb. 17,
2000

34

Inspired by that success, consideration was soon being given to
starting similar programs in Korea and mainland China.
New initiatives like these only accelerated the need for expanded
office space. Fundraising efforts pressed on. By April 2000, the
society’s president Brij Malhotra announced at the June AGM that
$151,090 had been raised so far towards the new building. Also,
adding to the space crunch, the year 2000 saw new drop-in ESL
registrations zoom by 30 percent over the previous year with six
classes a day now running. And a new collaboration with
Community Cultures Institute of Edmonton exchanging
coordinators was expected to yield benefits.
In response to student feedback and the changing needs of the job
market, existing programs continued to evolve. The popularity of
the Clerical Training Course first funded by The Calgary
Foundation in 1999 then by United Way of Calgary and Area from
2000 until present generated many suggestions as to how it might
be modified and extended. Consequently the Society developed an
advanced version called Office Practices and Procedures which
became operational in August 2000. And to give the graduates
some hands-on experience, several Calgary companies and
organizations offered 20-hour practical placements in their offices,
helping them gain valuable Canadian work experience.

Ms. Joanne Pinnow of United Way of Calgary and Area visiting our
early Clerical Training class in 2000
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Then on top of the space crunch came a rent crunch: the Society’s
landlord notified the organization of a $670 rent increase. Some
negotiation managed to reduce this to $475 but the occasion did
point up the need to be in control of accommodation expenses
through owning a building and land. To help meet the increase a
temporary raise in registration fees from $30 to $40 for four months
was instituted.
A year later, enough money to buy an adequately sized lot had been
donated and in September 2001 the Society purchased one for
$246,724. The location was ideal. Just two blocks away from the
existing offices, it had 100 feet of street frontage on a quiet cul-desac. They were well on the way: by the following April $162,847
was available for building construction.
At the 2002 AGM, two momentous changes were announced.
Firstly, another name change, to Calgary Immigrant Educational
Society to be effective August 2nd. It had increasingly been felt that
the name needed shortening and no longer adequately conveyed the
myriad of services the Society offered. Moreover, another city
organization had registered the IDEAS name for commercial
purposes.
Secondly, the announcement that everyone had been waiting for:
everything was in place for getting construction of the new building
under way. The lot having been purchased, architect Mannu Chugh
had been engaged to design the new structure which would be
15,000 square feet large.
Albeit with still some way to go with building funding, construction
permits were obtained from the City and request for bids sent out,
with anticipation of help from Community Facility Enhancement
Program (C.F.E.P.), The Calgary Foundation, businesses and
individual donors. A general contractor was hired. It was set. A
letter was sent to Premier Ralph Klein with an invitation to
ceremoniously turn the first sod.
With these all lined up in June 2002, the Honourable Ralph Klein
arrived and, spade in hand, turned the first sod to officially mark the
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start of construction. It wasn’t only a spade. He showed up with a
cheque from C.F.E.P. for $125,000. A number of dignitaries, and
businesses and individuals who had made significant contributions
to the project, were also there. And so were the media. It was a
most satisfying event for all, and particularly Mr Sindhu and all
those associated with the Society over the previous 14 years—to
see these first steps towards the Society’s own building.

Premier of Alberta, Honourable Ralph Klein, performing
the sod turning ceremony on June 12, 2002

On September 15, 2002 excavations started and construction was
physically under way. But there was no sitting back and watching
the action. Construction costs were estimated at two million dollars,
and the Society so far had just $1.1 million in the building fund.
Mr. Sindhu continued the quest, taking a personal interest and
spending much time on the project and the fundraising.
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He stepped up efforts and “we started to receive donations from
individuals ranging from $10 to $10,000,” he recalls. But incoming
funds were still falling behind in anticipation of the construction
pace, which was going smoothly in the initial months. “The bills
started piling up and the money was drying up fast,” he recalls. But
luck would have it that a benefactor came forward with a loan of
$300,000, interest-free for the duration of the project.
Not only that, but in January 2003 Mr. Sindhu himself kindly
agreed to defer a significant portion of his monthly salary in order
to alleviate some of the crush on building funds.
It worked. Construction sailed along into the winter months. Then
in February 2003, some unexpected snags arose. A water problem
unforeseen by the construction engineer jumped the cost by
$100,000. On top of that, enclosed heating for winter construction
presented another unexpected escalation of $60,000. So by April, a
loan was needed. The Board decided it best to get a $300,000
mortgage from Alberta Treasury Branches (ATB). In the meantime,
two more cheques from C.F.E.P. totaling $192,500 had been
received, helping to alleviate the unexpected shortfall.
Amidst all of the hectic funding and dealing with construction and
cost setbacks, Mr. Sindhu took a breather to accept a well-deserved
accolade. Governor-General The Honourable Adrienne Clarkson
awarded her “Caring Canadian Award” for his distinguished service
to the community.

Salim receiving “Caring Canadians Award” from Governor General,
The Honourable Adrienne Clarkson on March 23, 2003
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He was warmed by it. But there were still pressing issues to be
pursued—most immediately securing enough funds to complete the
new building. The first day of May 2003 a professional fundraiser
was engaged with the help of the Community Initiative Project.
Approaching a number of donors, businesses, corporations, private
foundations, provincial and federal governments, results were
gratifying. “We had tremendous support from the community
including our civic leaders, MLAs and businesses, especially those
on 17th International Avenue,” says Mr. Sindhu. Finally sufficient
funds were on hand to wrap up the construction of the new
building, albeit still with an outstanding mortgage.
As the building woes dragged on, a study was released that
solidified the need for increased attention to the plight of
immigrants. The think tank Canadian Labour and Business Centre
found that it was now taking more than ten years before
unemployment amongst immigrants dropped to the level of nativeborn Canadians—double that of 20 years earlier. The unpublished
report went on to describe the debilitating effects on the country’s
economy. It was a prescient report, noting how concerns about
skilled labour shortages were intensifying, reinforcing the growing
importance of immigrants in the labour force.
In September 2003, one year after commencement of construction,
it looked like the new building would be ready to help address the
recent concerns identified in that Canadian Labour and Business
Centre study. The architect and general contractor informed the
Society the building was ready for occupancy. Keys were handed
over and the move started. But some misunderstandings between
the Society and the general contractor and engineer over readiness
for occupancy dampened what should have been an exciting time.
Discussions and negotiations dragged on for some months after
that; and in the end it was estimated the Society had overpaid the
building contractors by $300,000. The amount remains in litigation.
Nevertheless, on an 11-degree day in late October 2003, Premier
Ralph Klein arrived and cut a ribbon to officially open the new
building. It was a gala event for the media and 150 invited guests. A
landmark accomplishment for the society, and fittingly the
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ceremony photograph graced the cover of the CIES 2003-2004
Annual Report.

Calgary Immigrant Educational Society new office building officially opened by
The Honourable Ralph Klein, Premier of Alberta on October 31, 2003
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Chapter Five – Housewarming and more new
programs
The new quarters proved instantly popular—especially now that all
services and offices could be together under a single roof. After
sorting out and living with the shortcomings for a period, new
services were soon up and running. Complementing the new
facility, new telephone and security systems, office and
teleconference equipment, furniture and lunchroom appliances were
installed, courtesy of funding from the Wild Rose Foundation.
Commensurate with the increased floor space, a long-needed new
centre was set up inside: the Community Information Centre.
Funded by The Calgary Foundation (Craig Storey Endowment
Fund, Frances Galvin Fund, and the Community Fund) and an
anonymous donor, the Community Information Centre offers a onestop place for clients to access information about a wide range of
city services important to the immigrant community.
Complementing descriptions and data about CIES services and
government programs is a wide variety of others. Details of City of
Calgary services, Calgary Police Service, ethno-cultural
organizations, and educational institutes were all made available.
Moreover, the centre serves prospective immigrants still living
abroad who wish to learn about the requirements for their
profession, how to prepare beforehand, and what to expect once
they arrive. The centre became functional on October 1st, 2003 with
its own dedicated room in the new building. It has proven very
popular with its displays of printed materials and free computer
access for surfing the web, conducting job searches or just
obtaining information and data on the multitude of city services.
The improved space offered the opportunity for other services to
complement the programs at CIES. One of these was a child
minding centre. Many prospective students in the full-time LINC
classes had pre-school aged children at home and, unable to afford
day care, could not take advantage of the classes. Certified and
experienced day care professionals were hired with support from
the Burns Memorial Fund and assistance from Citizenship and
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Immigration Canada, and the child minding centre was opened in
September 2003. Parents could now attend LINC classes while their
children from two to six years old participate in stimulating and
culturally sensitive activities.
The concern of staff and so many immigrants that the qualifications
they had already acquired in their home countries weren’t being
recognized in Alberta was growing as immigrant populations grew.
In early October 2003 a hot topic at a national conference in
Calgary’s Westin Hotel was just that: recognition of foreign
credentials. Then federal Minister of Citizenship and Immigration
Canada, Denis Coderre, spoke at the National Settlement II
Conference to 400 delegates about the pressing need to do
something about it. Mr. Sindhu gave his own presentation there too,
addressing his observations on the problems of immigrant
qualifications being given credit. “[Immigrants] land over here with
all their high hopes and certainly, they find out what they have to
do to meet the requirements,” he said. “By that time, money is gone
and they still haven’t got a job.” To that, he added that CIES was
going to take an active part in helping professional immigrants and
become the bridge between them and the corporations.
Corporations, educational institutions and government agencies
agreed. A series of seminars was then arranged by CIES for
professionals to hear speakers from SAIT, University of Calgary,
the Association of Professional Engineers, Geologists and
Geophysicists of Alberta, TransCanada Pipelines and others. The
idea was to provide a forum and a face-to-face dialogue to enable
liaison between these professionals and exchange information about
what is required of them in the Calgary setting. The major issues
were identified and a new organization formed in January 2004.
Affiliated with CIES, the Alberta Association of Immigrant
Professionals (AAIP) would be a platform to communicate with
corporations and the government about professionals and how to
use their superior qualifications. It proved to be another hit: 135
professionals soon signed up. The new organization made contact
with key agencies and licensing bodies, post-secondary institutions,
businesses and corporations for directions and advice on how to get
them usefully employed in their fields. The work continues.
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Not only were their professional qualifications not always
recognized by agencies and employers, the problem were often that
these highly qualified individuals lacked the language skills. It was
a newer and more unique category of English training than regular
ESL or LINC, so in January 2005 CIES extended its English
language programs to provide a special new approach: the
Enhanced Language Training Program.
The ELTP was designed specifically to address concerns
surrounding the projected shortages of professional and technical
workers particularly in western Canada. The pilot program,
sponsored by Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Alberta
Employment, Immigration and Industry and the RBC Foundation,
is the longest ever offered by CIES. It provides for eight months of
intensive English language training ultimately designed only for
professionals such as engineers, accountants, pharmacists,
geophysicists and others to enable them to achieve Canadian
Language Benchmark (CLB) level 8 in all four strands: reading,
writing, speaking and listening. Furthermore, it provides two
months of work experience in their fields. It uses guest speakers
and mentors to address essential ‘soft skills’ for the workplace,
differences between the Canadian job market and the immigrants’
job market such as licensing bodies and rules, and many other
topics essential to gaining employment and long term integration
into Canadian job culture. Also included in this comprehensive
package is employment counseling, CV writing, interview skills,
workshops on job search and much more. The pilot class consisted
of 24 professionals from eight countries, 70 per cent from mainland
China; evenly split between male and female.
To ascertain its effectiveness, ELTP students’ career paths and
experiences in the workplace are monitored to feed back into
adjusting segments of the training program.
With these new programs under way the building was well utilizing
its ample floor space. But it didn’t belong completely to CIES just
yet. Payments still had to be made on the lingering debt of
$650,000—the ATB mortgage and the kind benefactor. Ongoing
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donations were managing to help meet the monthly repayments but
these couldn’t be depended upon indefinitely. Operational costs
were continuing to be met by various grants but the long term debt
repayments were another matter. Still, by July 2005, more than half
of the outstanding debt had been repaid.
Meanwhile that summer, another new and important program was
begun as a pilot project, again in response to the changing origins of
immigrants. It was at the extreme opposite end of the spectrum
from the ELTP and called Literacy and Basic English Program, or
LBEP. Its goal was to prepare students with very basic reading,
writing, speaking and listening skills needed for successful entry to
the first level of LINC. It was largely in response to a new wave of
immigrants: mainly those from Somalia, the Sudan and other
African countries. Many of them were arriving without even
reading or writing skills in their own native language, so English
was doubly alien to them and much more daunting to learn than
those with their own home language skills. Moreover many had
never had the opportunity to even attend school of any kind, so they
were often held back by unfamiliarity with something very basic to
us from the age of five: a classroom and how to behave in one. This
group was probably the most disadvantaged of any new
immigrants: they lacked self-esteem, remained unemployable and
were basically unable to contribute to the community in any way.
The need for helping them was a pressing one.
LBEP classes have evolved into ten weeks and now most of the 20
students in each session are from Pakistan, the Sudan and Vietnam.
Topics start with basics like upper and lower case letters, numbers
up to 100, familiar objects, days, months, years, basic colours and
shapes and common verbs. From its very beginning this program
was a resounding success—over 75 percent of the students from the
first class emerged ready to take on the first level of LINC and the
average continues.
The summer of 2005 was a busy one. Yet another new program was
piloted, called Conversation Class for Immigrant Professionals,
funded by a private donor. Aimed also at immigrant professionals it
was designed to improve their overall communication
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competency—mainly speaking, listening and pronunciation and
emphasizes the needs of a corporate setting. Much less
comprehensive than the ELT program, it is focused on
communication alone. Using small group seminar-type sessions,
often participants are exposed to guest speakers and discussants
from Canadian corporations who talk about Canadian corporate
culture. These students generally are at CLB Level 6.
The LINC program continued its popularity, with visits to Heritage
Park, Glenbow Museum, Calgary Public Library, Calgary Zoo and
Fort Calgary amongst others as they have done for the past 15 or so
years. These had become a popular part of the LINC program as the
students get out to see local sights and interact with the larger
community.
In September 2005, another accolade for Mr. Sindhu. His
community work was rewarded with the Alberta Centennial Medal.
But still he felt there was unfinished business. One of his lingering
bugbears was doing more to retire the remainder of the building’s
long term debt. Looking for ways, he sat down and wrote a letter to
Premier Ralph Klein shortly after receiving his medal, appealing for
financial assistance for the debt. “He forwarded my request to the
Honorable Mr. Gordon Graydon, Minister of Gaming, and to my
greatest surprise, I received a letter from Mr. Graydon on
November 2, 2005,” recalls Mr. Sindhu. “He had approved an
amount of $250,000 to pay off our remaining loan.” It was a great
early Christmas present for the Society. The cheque arrived on
December 15, 2005, and on the same day, the building became debt
free. That month, another award arrived for Mr. Sindhu, too: Star of
the Millennium – Volunteer Award from the Wild Rose
Foundation. His portrait was inducted on The Wall of Fame in the
Pedway Mall of Government Centre, part of Alberta’s Legislature
Building.
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Salim in front of “WALL OF FAME” in Pedway Mall of Alberta Legislative
building in Edmonton

Salim receiving “Star of the Millennium – Volunteer Award” from Wild Rose
Foundation on December 5, 2005

The Star of the Millennium Award recognized Mr. Sindhu’s
volunteer and community dedication since starting its now stalwart
program, drop-in ESL. That program and its evolution over the
years has remained the steady foundation of the organization. Many
were now using it as a “LINC-in-waiting” program. The students
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had grown to enjoy the way it is taught; by using everyday aspects
of Canadian life in classroom conversations and writing: like
banking and ‘loonies’; shopping—little bargaining here compared
to what many were used to; Alberta’s famous seasons and weather-“if you don’t like the weather just wait five minutes and it will
change”; how Canadian children relate differently to their parents;
unfamiliar Canadian holidays like Christmas and Boxing Day; how
Canadians like to spend their leisure time; the vast variety of foods
available in Canada and its supermarkets. The learning process then
was never a dull one; on the contrary, it had become most enriching
for the new arrivals.
Immigrant services such as those offered by CIES are taking on a
new importance. Calgary’s, and Alberta’s, overall labour market
crunch has been growing more severe in recent years. Human
Resources Development Canada has estimated that due to the
booming industry in western Canada, immigrant workers are now
actively being sought. According to the Alberta Government, a
looming shortage of up to 100,000 workers is forecast over the next
ten years, ranging from engineers to nurses to heavy equipment
operators and it’s projected to worsen in the coming years. With
over $100 billion in capital projects planned or under way, 400,000
new jobs are expected to be created in Alberta by 2014. And with
only 300,000 forecast to enter the labour market over the period,
most of the remaining 100,000 must be taken up by immigration.
Canada’s aging population and low birth rates make this
imperative. The Alberta government alone is targeting 24,000 new
immigrants per year.
In order to meet this head on, and further address the discontinuity
between the needs of that marketplace and the situation of
immigrants, CIES and AAIP commissioned Leger Marketing of
Calgary to undertake a research project. It was designed to
determine what Calgary businesses would be needing and the best
way for immigrant professionals to meet that. The Leger study
found that in 2002, the general level of education of the more recent
Calgary immigrants was high—almost half held a bachelor’s degree
or higher—but language skills were lacking. Only half had any
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degree of proficiency in either English or French. Such disparities
clearly foster serious underutilization of immigrants’ credentials.
The study, published in August 2006 entitled Hiring & Training
Skilled Immigrant Professionals in Calgary: A Business Case
surveyed 18 Calgary business organizations in the following
sectors: oil and gas, manufacturing, health services, financial
institutions and not-for-profits. Most welcomed and indeed valued
immigrant employees and had specific programs to integrate them.
However due to factors such as time constraints, lack of human
resources and costs, they felt pressures in doing so. All said they
would benefit from strategies to increase the percentage of skilled
immigrant professionals in their workforce; and anticipated they
would be needing to hire more of them in the near future.
In addition to specific recommendations made for the working
organizational sectors, the report suggested that training
opportunities to foster and strengthen language capabilities,
communication skills and cultural understanding need to be
available and communicated to skilled immigrant professionals.
And that “the government should provide financial support or aid to
foster skilled immigrants’ training initiatives in needed areas such
as English language training, skills upgrading and professional
accreditation.” This is where CIES has been and will continue to be
helping.
The 19th CIES Annual General Meeting reported what could be
considered exponential growth since those early days with one staff
and just 250 square feet of space. CIES President William Johnson
indicated the staff was now 30 individuals and 112 volunteers.
LINC classes were now at six full-time and six part-time. Literacy
and Basic English had grown to three classes per day. The length
and breadth of immigrants being processed through the centre reads
like the United Nations. Three hundred and ninety-two students
from more than 57 different countries benefited from CIES
programs in 2006-2007.
And the students continued to gush. “I took the Clerical Training
class because I found the tuition fee affordable and the contents of
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the course met my needs,” says Shalini Bhopia in 2007. “What I
was looking for in the course was to enhance my computer skills
and also it could keep practical aspects of [the] job in focus. The
volunteer job placement component of the program was one of the
strong points as it gave me a Canadian work experience…I have
found an office job.”
It’s not just the students. The volunteer instructors praise the
students too; and are rewarded themselves as they see the progress
of their pupils. One teacher spoke of vastly increased selfconfidence in the Literacy and Basic English program students and
how their attitude changed and eyes lit up when they first could
speak or write even simple English sentences, often about their
original countries and cultures.
Many of the students in these very basic programs had arrived
freshly from countries where facilities like good washrooms and
running water are found only in cities. Not accustomed to using
flush toilets or personal hygiene such as regular hand washing and
teeth brushing, they had to be introduced to them at CIES. In
collaboration with the Calgary Health Region, special health and
hygiene workshops were held and a video, in four languages, was
produced from the Society’s own sources.
The newly-introduced Enhanced Language Training program
proved a success. Of the charter graduating class, who started in
January 2005, 82 percent gained at least one CLB level in language
skills and 70 percent now work in their profession.
With a string of successes over the years under its belt, still it was
no time for CIES to sit back and admire them. The successes had
come through innovation and perseverance, through meeting the
ever-changing needs of the immigrant community, and that wasn’t
about to be abandoned. Looking forward as usual, it was now
beginning to appear as if the current 15,000 square feet wouldn’t be
able to meet anticipated needs. “When we moved to this building,
we thought at that time the space would be enough for us for the
next five years,” reflects Mr. Sindhu. “However, I had predicted in
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2003 that we would need more space within five years. Our
programs and services had almost tripled.”
Consider the facts as presented at the 19th AGM: 31 classes and 445
students in various programs running from Monday to Friday. On
Saturday, it’s nine classes and 108 students in the computer and
other training programs. Then there are an average of 15 volunteers
coming in every day to help with various other tasks as well as an
average of 35 clients per day arriving for information, referrals, to
get assistance in employment counseling and all of the other
assistance programs on offer. And waiting lists for both drop-in
ESL and LINC refuse to get any shorter.
Now as the 20th approaches, Mr. Sindhu sums up even more
growth. “Just two years ago, we had five LINC classes,” he says.
“Today we have 23. And seven drop-in classes and three ELTP
classes.” It all adds up to 100% of the building space in active use
so anticipated further expansion is now impossible without renting,
purchasing or constructing another building. Long anticipating this,
a new building fund already boasts half a million dollars in
donations.
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Chapter Six – To the future
Aware of new developments afoot in immigration trends, CIES
engaged Springboard Consulting to put together a strategic fiveyear plan for the Society. In February 2008 Springboard published
A Strategic Plan 2008-2012 for Calgary Immigrant Educational
Society. In it, researcher Judy Melnyk reported her analysis of the
projected Alberta labour market, taking into account immigration
and labour statistics. She further conducted what is called a SWOT
analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats or
challenges) which looked at the organization’s existing strengths
and weaknesses in its ability to meet some of the labour market’s
looming requirements. Six strategic goals were identified in order
to accomplish this.
The first strategic goal was to address human resources issues such
as updating employee benefits and wages. But the major part of that
goal was implementation of a succession plan for the Executive
Director position. That wasn’t a surprise; it was something which
Mr. Sindhu had long been aware of—he had served the Society
longer than anyone and felt ready to pass the torch and remain a
consultant and advisor to the Board. In fact, a transition plan had
been in effect since 2006.
But the Calgary executive marketplace is a highly competitive one,
with today’s fast-paced economy. New executives are in hot
demand; with a sizzling construction industry and an oilpatch
driven by oil prices recently breaking the hundred-dollar-a-barrel
barrier. The idea was to start by hiring an assistant executive
director ‘under training’, who could then move up when Mr. Sindhu
stepped down. “We successfully applied to the Wild Rose
Foundation for partly subsidizing the salary of the new position,”
says Mr. Sindhu. In 2007, the job was advertised and following a
series of interviews a candidate was selected and hired. It lasted one
month and then “he resigned to pursue a higher paying job,” says
Mr. Sindhu. “A reflection of the Alberta economy where…it has
become a competition between businesses to hire management staff
by offering high salaries and attractive benefit packages.” Mr.
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Sindhu felt CIES, as a non-profit organization with limited funds,
had a serious handicap in such a competition. Nevertheless, in July
2007, the advertisement again went out. Once more, a similar
process. And again, after agreeing to join CIES on August 1st the
new candidate said he was no longer interested in the position.
It was thought best, then to look within the organization. One of the
CIES department managers has now been temporarily appointed as
a Senior Manager to assist Mr. Sindhu in day-to-day operations.
Should she show the ability to take responsibility and lead CIES
she would in due course be promoted to the position of Executive
Director.
The second strategic goal recommended by the Springboard
Consulting study was to develop a plan for expanded programming
that includes the types of courses, target audience and potential
sources of funding. Strategic goal number three was to explore
feasible options for acquiring a second site, taking into
consideration operational, programming and service needs.
Goals number two and three will likely be met through offering all
of the successful programs currently in place but in a new location
in the northeast quadrant of Calgary. Along with the southeast
where CIES is currently based, these are the two concentrations of
immigrants in the city; so expansion into the second is seen by the
Society as a sensible way of going forward.
The fourth strategic consideration was enhancement of Board
support and involvement. The study felt Board roles ought to be
better defined and members provided with more written reports and
statistics regularly. Additional members will be recruited and more
Board development training instituted. Strategic goal number five
was to increase the public profile of CIES. These are under
discussion at present and will be one of the topics addressed in a
new business operations plan under development.
The sixth strategic goal concerned a challenge the organization has
been familiar with for the past two decades: funding sources, which
the report said needed expanding.
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After twenty years with the organization, Mr. Sindhu has some
valid philosophies on this topic. He has noted that the Alberta
government has granted millions of dollars to community
organizations such as the Calgary Zoo and Canada Olympic Park,
but “in my past 35 years of experience working with immigrant
serving organizations, I have never come across the Alberta
government or the federal government providing funds to construct
or purchase a building for immigrant services,” he says. Most of
these organizations rely on rental buildings, which increase the
operational cost. With new pressures resulting from the expected
influx of immigrant tradespeople and professionals, he feels this
can’t last.
“The time has come that governments should take a different view
of not only providing funds for services, but also must provide the
funds for infrastructure,” says Mr. Sindhu. In this regard, he
recently appealed in a letter to the Alberta government for a special
grant of ten million dollars for a new building.
Such a new building will address the changing makeup of the
immigrant profile. Mr. Sindhu has seen that evolution over the past
thirty years. “Under [Prime Minister] Trudeau immigration policy
was very open,” he says. “You could even sponsor your nieces and
nephews. This attracted many Indians, Bangladeshis, Sri Lankans,
and Middle Easterners. Into the 1990s, pressure was on the federal
government to attract more professionals, not from the developing
countries to clean our washrooms etc.” In the meantime China
opened their doors for people to emigrate. “So what happened was
Canada attracted Chinese and Asian professionals. In 2001-2003
most immigrants came from China and 90 % of them had no
English speaking ability, but they could read and write it.”
As a result, part of the evolution over the past twenty years has
been the average educational level of the newcomers. Now it’s
more in the professional ranks. Data from the 2006 census have
revealed that immigrants now account for close to half of all those
in Canada who hold a PhD and 40 percent of those who have a
master’s degree. These haven’t in large part been from European
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countries—those countries have their own shortages of
professionals in the workforce to deal with. So one emerging trend
Mr. Sindhu sees for CIES is ways to meet the skills needs of
professionals who are coming mostly from Asian countries. “These
people can work in their profession but lack the corporate culture,”
he observes. “I want to teach them corporate culture—how to
communicate, how to conduct meetings, how to make proposals.
This is more the second stage, after people have got a job.”
It’s just one of the new branches that CIES will be growing as it
passes into its third decade. The organization emerges into an
environment where Canada’s immigration policy itself has grown a
major new branch: from the original desire to help immigrants from
other countries to more of a need for immigrants in the trade and
professional ranks to sustain and grow the nation’s economy. As
federal Minister of Industry Jim Prentice said in March 2008 as he
announced new funding of $16.5 million for Calgary’s immigrant
services, “Settlement services play an important role. When
newcomers succeed, our city succeeds and, of course, our country
succeeds.”
So many of these newcomers have succeeded because of the chance
they were given by the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society—
born of a dream by one determined immigrant. But Salim feels the
story doesn’t end with chances given to immigrants, large as they
are. The Society over the years also gave him the personal chance,
the chance to fulfill his dream and goal.
Mr. William J. Johnson Q.C., President of the Society summed up
Salim’s contribution as he addressed the general membership at the
20th Annual General Meeting on June 12, 2008:
“We all know the efforts and dedication made by Salim in
the service of C.I.E.S. in the past 20 years, which I have mentioned
in my previous reports about his work. However, today, I want to
make a special mention on the 20th anniversary that his vision,
planning, fiscal management, and public relations show that a
determined individual can achieve so much single handedly. At this
milestone in the life of C.I.E.S., Salim has brought the Society to its

54

strong footings and placed it in the position to provide education for
the future generation. His work is not only highly appreciated, but
also exemplary.”

Her Excellency the Right Honourable, Michaelle Jean, the Governor General of
Canada visited Calgary to present awards and Salim was invited as a guest to
attend the ceremony on Janurary 17, 2008

Finally, Salim knows that it’s not just the immigrants and himself
who have been given the chance. In attaining this twenty year
triumph, four of the Society’s staff who have shown their best
capabilities and achieved their personal goals as well.
During the past 20 years, the Society has encouraged and hired
numerous newcomers in various positions. For the majority of
them, it was their first employment in Canada in an office
environment. Many of them had received training, gained
experience and moved on to other opportunities in the labour
market.
When given a chance, newcomers are hardworking, dedicated and
excellent employees. To mention a few who joined the Society in
junior positions as their first office job in Canada now they are head
of the department.
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One of the most dedicated and longest serving employee is Agnes
Wong, who joined the Society as a Receptionist in 1994 and
working through the ranks with her hard work, climbed to the
present position of Manager, Training Programs.

Agnes Wong working as Receptionist in 1994

The second staff member, Amie Lo, joined the Society as a
temporary summer worker in 2000. She has served the organization
with growing responsibilities and now holds the positions of Office
Manager and Executive Assistant.
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Amie Lo working in her office

The third staff member, Eva Su, joined the Society as Enhanced
Language Training (ELT) Teacher in 2005. She is now the
Manager of ESL and Volunteer Programs. She shows very keen
interest in her work and takes her responsibilities seriously.

Eva Su working in her office
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The fourth staff member, Sally Zhao, joined the Society as
Enhanced Language Training (ELT) Teacher in 2006. She was
promoted to Manager of LINC Program in 2007.

Sally Zhao working in her office
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Numbers of Clients Served
June 1988 to April 30, 2008
Program

Years

Language Instruction for
Newcomers to Canada (LINC)
Childminding Service for LINC
Students
Drop-In ESL
Literacy and Basic English
Conversation Program
Enhanced Language Training
Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL)
Computer Programs
Clerical Training
Training/Accounting Programs
Employment Counseling Services
Labour Market Language Training
(LMLT)
Community Workshops &
Symposiums
U.I. Multilingual Applications filled
Interpretation/Translation & Referrals
to Other Organizations
Client inquiries
Community Information Centre
Total Number of Clients Served
for the Past 20 Years from 1988
to 2008

No. of
Clients/Services

1992 – 2008

4,224

2002 – 2008

119

1988 – 2008
2005 – 2008
2006 – 2007
2004 – 2006
1998 – 1999

9,874
319
120
48
48

1995 – 2008
1999 – 2008
1996 – 2008
1990 – 2008
1995 – 1996

4,501
806
9210
3,311
15

1988 – 2008

526

1992 – 1993
1988 – 2008

3,155
17,698

1988 – 2008
2002 – 2008

128,682
5270
187,400

Total Number of Workshops
Conducted for the Past 20
Years from 1988 to 2008

526
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Volunteers
June 1988 to April 30, 2008
Years
1988-2008
1988-2008

Volunteers
Volunteer Hours

Number
1,916
122,207

Revenue as of April 30 of Each Year
1999 to 2008
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The above Revenue graph is derived from Annual Audited
Financial Reports from 1999 to 2008
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Salutations to be given to the following Presidents who have
served on the C.I.E.S. Board over the past twenty years:
1988 ~ 1989

Mr. Altaf Awan

1989 ~ 1991

Dr. Ashis Gupta

1991 ~ 1992

Dr. Saif Mabrouk

1992 ~ 1993

Mr. Ramsukh Tulsie

1993 ~ 1995

Mr. Peter Plesche

1995 ~ 1997

Dr. Saif Mabrouk

1997 ~ 2003

Mr. Brij Malhotra

2003 ~ 2008

Mr. William J. Johnson, Q.C.

Two Longest serving Presidents on the Board – William J. Johnson, Q.C. (Left)
and Brij Malhotra (Right), photo taken on 15th AGM in June 2003
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