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the nation as a whole. Don’t even 
ask what that will mean for federal 
politics and policy making.

You certainly don’t need a whole 
Demographic Analysis and Projections 
Section to predict where this train 
wreck is heading. With an aging 
population, low-to-negative birth rate, 
under-employed working-age Atlantic 
Canadians fleeing down the well-worn 
path west in search of opportunity, and 
potential newcomers seeing their own 
advancement opportunities anywhere 
but here, the question becomes: who 
will be the last one out the door and will 
they still remember how to turn off the 
lights?

What to do?
It is, as the Riddler in the 1960s TV 

series Batman once explained (with a 
knowing nod to Winston Churchill), “a 
mystery, broken into a jigsaw puzzle, 
wrapped in a conundrum, hidden in a 
Chinese box… a riddle.”

There are, of course, parts of this 
riddle we can’t resolve. We can’t make 
people stop getting old. And we can’t 
outlaw birth control.

Which leaves us with finding ways to 
convince those who have left to return. 
But that won’t be easy until and unless 
they have jobs to return to. Which 
brings us logically to immigrants. But 
not just any immigrants: entrepreneurial 
immigrants to build the businesses and 
create the jobs, investor immigrants to 
make businesses happen and grow, so 
that we can all march off on the yellow 
brick road to the future. 

Immigrants: Atlantic Canada’s new 
saviours.

In the 1990s, the Canadian 
government, recognizing the need to 
offset the country’s already declining 
birth rate and encourage economic 
growth, revamped its immigration 
policies to fluff up the number of 
targeted newcomers the country 
would accept. It also began to enter 
into fast-track deals with individual 
provinces to give them the ability to 
more quickly screen and nominate 
immigrants to match their own needs 
for skilled workers and their desires for 
new entrepreneurs and investors, not 
to forget to help spread that immigrant 
wealth from traditional big city 
destinations like Vancouver, Toronto and 
Montreal to the hinterlands, also known 
as us. 

Not everyone believes immigration represents the shining light 
at the end of our long dark regional economic tunnel. 

Ken Rowe, for example, the executive chairman of IMP Group 
International Inc., one of Atlantic Canada’s most successful 
entrepreneurs, is among the doubters. “It’s all right bringing 
immigrants in, but you should get the jobs first,” he recently cautioned 
attendees at a Halifax fundraiser. “You know, what comes first — the 
chicken or the egg?” 

It is perhaps worth noting that Rowe is an immigrant himself — he 
arrived in Nova Scotia in 1964 — and, more significantly, that his 
company has tried hiring English-speaking, British-trained apprentices 
to fill IMP job shortages. But barely a third of those to whom the 
company offered jobs ended up taking them. Some weren’t willing to 
uproot family, some couldn’t sell their homes, some struggled with 
Canada’s immigration bureaucracy. Even a few of those who initially 
accepted the IMP job offer quit soon after arriving, complaining of 
homesickness. That’s one reason IMP now concentrates on first 
training Nova Scotians for its positions. 

“Training our own young Canadians, including immigrants, in skill 
sets that match job openings available to them in our local industries 
keeps more of them in Nova Scotia.” 

The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, a 
progressive think tank, has a different take on 
the immigration issue. 

In a recent report entitled Expanding the 
Vision, it questions our recent focus (some 
would say obsession) with luring primarily 
entrepreneurial and investor immigrants. 
It calls the “econocentric” model “narrow, 
instrumental and epitomizes short-term 

thinking…. Immigrants are expected to do 
all the giving while the province does 

all the taking.”
“Why persist in simply chasing 

immigrant high-flyers,” the CCPA 
asks, “those who are most apt to 
fly away especially when they 
find themselves in a region with a 
patchy economic record?” 

What about welcoming more of 
those who simply want a better life 

for themselves and their families 
— immigrants, perhaps like those 
ambitious Lebanese peddlers 
and floor-cleaners who, by dint 
of hard work and desire for 
success for their children, built 
the Canada of today?

Chicken or egg indeed.

The Chicken 
or the Egg?

Ken Rowe arrived in 
Nova Scotia in 1964. 
Photo courtesy 
Dalhousie University
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Most Canadian provinces, 
including all four Atlantic Canadian 
provinces, launched their own 
versions of nominee programs. Some, 
like Manitoba (the first province 
out of the gate in 1999) took the 
challenge seriously. Between 2009 
and 2013, 140,000 immigrants 
(90,000 of them nominee program 
graduates), have chosen Manitoba as 
their new home and native land. 

Atlantic Canada? Not so many.
In part, the difference is because 

Manitoba made immigration a 
priority and invested heavily in its 
success. In Atlantic Canada, the first 
provincial minister of immigration 
wasn’t even appointed until January 
2006 — and that Nova Scotia 
minister, it must be noted, juggled 
his new immigration responsibilities 
with the tourism, culture and 
heritage portfolio while also holding 
down the jobs of minister of health 
promotion and minister responsible 
for the province’s Heritage Property 
Act. Immigration was not, it is fair 
to say, his sole, or even chief pre-
occupation.

Worse, our region’s political and 
business attitudes to immigration 
seemed, in the first decade of the 
21st century, to focus mostly on what 
immigrants could do for us. Literally.

Consider. In December 2002, 
the then-Progressive Conservative 
government in Nova Scotia signed an 
un-tendered five-year contract with 
a Halifax-based company (and, not 
coincidentally, a Tory contributor) to 
become the province’s “designated 
worldwide marketing coordinator” 
for its new economic nominee 
program.  

Under the program’s “creative” 
terms, a wannabe economic migrant 
first had to pony up $130,000 to 
get even a whiff of our salt sea 
air. Close to $30,000 of that went 
to the government contractor. 
“Approved” Nova Scotia companies 
that took in the newcomers for 
what was supposed to be a six-
month “economic mentorship” 
got to skim $80,000 off what was 
left. And, as a bonus (since the 
remaining $20,000 was set aside 
so the would-be immigrants could 
effectively pay themselves for their 
mentorships), the companies got 
six months’ free labour from mainly 
highly skilled, already economically 
successful would-be immigrants. 

Immigrants are typically economic migrants, seeking a better life 
in a new country. Refugees are men, women and sometimes children 
fleeing persecution in their homelands, often with only the clothes on 
their backs, barely ahead of mortal danger with no safe place to settle. 
That makes them another matter entirely.

According to the United Nations High Commission on Refugees, the 
worldwide refugee head count topped 19.5 million in 2014. While that 
mind-boggling number represents an increase of close to 25 per cent 
over the previous year, 2015’s numbers are expected to spike again, 
thanks to the exodus of Syrians fleeing civil war and chaos.

The question for countries everywhere is whether to accept some of 
that suffering wave and, if so, how many — then how to do it humanely 
for them and securely for the country.

Canada’s refugee track record is deeply stained. In 1939, just prior 
to World War II, the SS St. Louis, a German vessel filled with more 
than 900 Jewish refugees desperate to escape the coming holocaust, 
made for North America. Even though the ship was within two days of 
Halifax, Canadian officials refused to allow it to dock. It was ultimately 
forced to return to Europe. “None is too many,” explained a Canadian 
immigration official. 

The refugee crisis became central during the recent federal election 
campaign when Liberal leader Justin Trudeau pledged to bring 25,000 
Syrian refugees to Canada by the end of 2015. That promise would have 
been difficult to fulfill in ideal circumstances; security fears following 
the November 13 terrorist attacks on Paris doubled down on the doubt. 

The United States House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed 
a resolution blocking new Syrian refugees. One prominent Tennessee 
politician even called for the National Guard to round up recent arrivals.

Although some Canadians called on now-prime minister Trudeau to 
at least slow down the flow to allow, he initially refused.

Immigrant-wary Atlantic Canadians? 
New Brunswick’s government said it would accept up to 1,500 

refugees; Nova Scotia’s 6-700. More interestingly, the CBC reported 
that — less than a week after the Paris attacks — Nova Scotia’s 2-1-
1 information hotline was swamped with calls from people offering 
“everything you can imagine, from… housing to a myriad of household 
goods, dishes, duvets” for the refugees. And a Halifax group hoping to 
crowd-fund sponsorship of a refugee family raised one-third of their 
goal for the year in just four days.

Perhaps it is compassion. Perhaps it is a recognition that even too 
many may not be enough for either the refugees — or Atlantic Canada. 

Regardless, it’s an encouraging sign.

Too many 
is not enough

A young Syrian 
woman with a child 
in her arms with 
other refugees on 
the slovenian border 
with Croatia in 
Slovenia.



27atlanticbusinessmagazine.com | Atlantic Business Magazine

Six hundred hopefuls anted up cash 
for Nova Scotia’s nominee program, 
but few got what they paid for, or 
often even an opportunity to work 
in their chosen field. One Iranian 
plastic surgeon, for example, was 
paired with a car-dealer “mentor.” 
Perhaps not surprisingly, many of the 
newcomers — most of whom had long 
since decamped to more welcoming 
jurisdictions — sued and the province 
ended up coughing up $30 million in 
refunds.

Or consider Prince Edward Island. 
Its immigrant partner program 
involved would-be immigrants 
investing up to $200,000 in local 
businesses that were, it turned out, 
mostly established to take their 
investments, thank you very much. It 
too ended in scandal.

As did a New Brunswick program 
that was shut down in 2011 after 
lawsuits from unhappy Chinese 
investors. Although the provincial 
government there had approved 
the business plans for nearly 400 
companies under its nominee 
program, the auditor general later 

reported the government “was not 
able to give us an example of a 
successfully established business 
under this program.” 

You won’t be surprised to know 
that our record of treating would-
be immigrants as cash cows did 
not help attract more of them, or 
keep those who did come here from 
leaving as soon as possible. Reported 
the National Post in late 2011: “The 
Maritimes has some of the lowest 
retention rates for immigrants under 
the provincial nominee program, 
with some studies saying as few as 
half the immigrants nominated by the 
Maritime provinces end up settling 
there.”

Ooops.
Past time to press the reset button.

If the situation is bad all 
over Atlantic Canada, it is even worse 
in Nova Scotia where the projections 
are that — between the dying, and 
the leaving, and the not arriving — 
there will be 100,000 fewer people 
between 20 and 60 (21 per cent of 
the current working age population) 
available in 2036 than in 2010 to 
lift and tote, produce their share of 
kids, goods and services, and foot 
exponentially expanding bills for all 
the healthcare and public services an 
aging population will require. 

That may explain why today in 
Nova Scotia all discussions about the 
province’s future are both urgent and 
also inevitably begin and end with 
“Ivany” — shorthand for Now or Never: 

an Urgent Call to Action for Nova 
Scotians — an almost two-year-old 
government-sponsored report that 
is one part doomsday calendar, one 
part hectoring scold, and many parts 
exhorting cheerleader.

In the fall of 2012, the then-NDP 
government appointed a blue-ribbon 
panel headed by Acadia University 
president Ray Ivany and handed it a 
sweeping mandate to figure out what 
the province needed to do to save 
itself from oblivion. 

Its 87-page, 19-goal, 12-long-term-
strategies report lays out a series 
of objectives for the next decade. 
Its dream can be summed up in the 
report’s notion that Nova Scotians 
will know they have re-invented 
themselves “when we will have come 

to know ourselves, and be known in 
Canada and beyond, as a progressive 
and dynamic province that embraces 
change and renewal.”

There’s clearly work to be done.
Perhaps not surprisingly, the 

report’s top three goals focus on 
the urgent need to goose up the 
population, including using inter-
provincial migration to generate a net 
gain of 1,000 Canadian newcomers 
and returnees each year. (Currently, 
Nova Scotia records a net loss of 
800 a year). But the bigger-ticket 
objectives both have to do with 
attracting international newcomers. 
The report, for example, calls for Nova 
Scotia to begin “receiving annually 
its proportionate share (2.7 per cent) 
of all new international immigrants 
to Canada.” Translated into numbers, 
that means tripling (to 7,000) the 
current numbers of immigrants 
choosing to call the province home 
each year.  

And (remember our friend Chen, 
he of the mattress emporium?) the 
report also aims to double from 
five to 10 the percentage of Chens 
graduating from the province’s post-
secondary institutions who not only 
choose but are also encouraged to 
become permanent residents. While 
the province’s universities welcome 
7,000 international students a year 
— and research suggests 60 per cent 
of them would like to stay — only 
about 50 currently choose to apply for 
permanent residency.

It won’t be easy. Immigration 
is a shared federal-provincial 
responsibility and Ottawa controls 
the numbers of provincial “nominee” 
immigrants each province is 
allowed per year. Those caps have 
traditionally been based on past 
performance (see above for past 
performance), but Nova Scotia has 
now revamped and improved its 
nominee programs, and the Harper 
government had begun to loosen its 
tight reins before the recent federal 
election. In September, in fact, Ottawa 

Six hundred hopefuls anted up cash 
for Nova Scotia’s nominee program, 
but few got what they paid for, or 
often even an opportunity to work in 
their chosen field.

Atlantic Canada needs more people 
— lots more people — simply to 
avoid tipping … into the abyss of 
demographic basket-case irrelevance.
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agreed to let the province fast-track 
an additional 300 skilled “express 
entry” immigrants into the province 
in 2015, and nearly doubled the total 
of 700 allowed under the program 
the year before. Nova Scotia’s 
overall immigration numbers for 
2014, including nominees and their 
families, topped 2,670.

That’s better, but still a far cry 
from the 7,000-plus the Ivany report 
dreams of.

Which brings us to 
something else we need to talk 
about. It’s our own dark immigration 
secret. 

We can argue, with some 
justification, that it’s only logical for 
immigrants to want to congregate 
in larger centres where there’s more 
opportunities generally, and likely 
to be a critical mass of people who 
look like them and with whom they 
can share both the traditions of 
their homeland and also celebrate 
the joys and commiserate about the 

difficulties of adapting to their new 
country. 

That is all true. Up to a point. But…
But the Ivany report alluded to 

something more sinister at play. 
“Nova Scotians” — and you could 
almost certainly include residents 
of other Atlantic provinces in its 
sweeping generalization — “appear 
to be very positive about newcomers 
from other parts of Canada but 
somewhat less welcoming to 
immigrants. There is a segment of 
the population that believes that 
immigrants take away jobs from other 
Nova Scotians… [And] there clearly 
are additional barriers stemming from 
negative attitudes and even racism 
when it comes to welcoming new 
people into our communities and 
hiring people ‘from away.’”

“Policy alone can’t explain 
why our region has not attracted 
a proportionate share of new 
immigrants to the country,” agreed 
Kevin Stoddart in a recent newspaper 
op-ed. Stoddart is a managing 
partner of Knightsbridge Robertson 
Surrette, a corporate recruitment 

firm whose job is, in fact, matching 
candidates with jobs. Concludes 
Stoddart: “I believe the biggest issue 
is really attitude.”

Don Mills of Corporate Research 
Associates would agree. His firm 
recently surveyed provincial 
attitudes to immigration and found 
that 41 per cent of Nova Scotians 
favoured keeping immigration at its 
current level while another 25 per 
cent would prefer that we accept 
even fewer immigrants! Laments 
Mills: “The current majority view of 
immigration — specifically on the 
perception of cultural diversity and 
the number of immigrants needed 
to better serve the economic needs 
of Nova Scotia — is a clear barrier to 
the future economic success of the 
province.”

“I don’t think it is malicious 
discrimination,” adds Stoddart. 
“Instead, it is the preference to stick 
with what is familiar, comfortable 
and often easiest.”

But easiest for whom. And for how 
long? 

The immigration 
museum at Halifax’s Pier 21 was a 
symbolically appropriate place to 
hold today’s end-of-October Nova 
Scotia “immigration summit” — for 
good and bad reasons. 

For starters, the original Pier 21 
was the ocean liner terminal and 
immigration shed where, from 1928 
to 1971, more than one million 
immigrants first set foot in Canada. 
Most of them, of course, were just 
passing through on the journey to 
their final Canadian destination. 
Today, few new Canadians even 
touch down in Atlantic Canada on 
their way to somewhere else.

The goal of today’s gathering is to 
change that. The summit has brought 
together 175 representatives from 
municipalities, businesses, post-
secondary educational institutions 
and organizations that work with 
new immigrants to talk about how 
best to encourage more immigrants 
to choose Nova Scotia.

Its three co-chairs bring their own 
symbolism to the event. 

Lena Diab is Nova Scotia’s 
first ever full-time minister of 
immigration. But she was also, 
importantly, the first president of 
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the province’s Multicultural Youth 
Association and, later, the first 
female president of the Canadian 
Lebanon Society. 

Nova Scotia’s 6,500-strong 
Lebanese community, you should 
know, is responsible for one of 
Atlantic Canada’s immigration and 
business success narratives.

Among those successes, of 
course, is Wadih Fares, the 
president of WM Fares Group, 
a prominent Halifax developer, 
the Honorary Lebanese Consul 
for the Maritimes and now — not 
co-incidentally — the co-chair of 
a Premier’s Advisory Council on 
Immigration. “Our ancestors came 
here peddling,” Fares has recalled. 
“They cleaned floors and their kids 
got an education — and they are 
the ones building the city today. 
Our legacy and interest is to build 
nice buildings, to contribute to the 
change of the face of the city.”

Fares’ advisory council co-
chair is Colin Dodds, the former 
president of Saint Mary’s University. 
Dodds too is an immigrant, having 
arrived from England in 1982. 
But, perhaps more significantly, 
Dodds spearheaded Saint Mary’s 
two-decade transformation from a 
largely local Catholic college into 
a globally recognized, business-
focused international university 
where close to half its 7,500 
students now study commerce, 
and half of those are international 
students. Saint Mary’s now boasts 
students from 100 different 
countries, including a significant 
percentage from China. Dodds 
began making regular visits 
and educational and economic 
connections there during the 
1980s.

Today’s summit — the 
culmination of eight brainstorming 
sessions around the province last 
summer — is mostly a cheerleading 
affair. It’s a celebration of some 
significant accomplishments over 
the past two years, including 
introducing new streams for 
entrepreneurs and international 
students, doubling Nova Scotia’s 
nominee cap and improving 
services for newcomers — and a call 
to greater action. 

“The goal,” Diab declared, “is 
to build on the momentum that 
we have in this province around 
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immigration, around growing our 
population, around (the idea) that 
immigration will push us forward 
economically…Immigration is really 
hot and Nova Scotia is on the map.”

Diab herself made the case that 
it’s now time for Nova Scotia to 
take charge of its own immigration 
future. “I don’t see why we need to 
have [caps] in Nova Scotia,” she said. 
She plans to make that pitch to the 
new federal Liberal government. “I 
want flexibility, and we want more 
control over our own program, more 
than what we’ve ever had in this 
province. And I believe we’ve proved 
ourselves.” 

Not everyone is going to jump 
aboard the immigration bandwagon, 
Dodds admits, but he believes 
the conversation has changed. 
“Immigration is hot. Yes, there are 
some negatives — confront them, deal 
with them, move on.” 

Chen Qing has done exactly 
that. Although the rules for students 
seeking permanent residency have 
now changed — thanks, in part, 
to publicity about his situation, 
and efforts by Dodds and others to 
streamline the process — the changes 
came too late for him. He is currently, 
cheerfully working through his 
residency requirement as a manager, 
residential mortgages, for TD Bank.

But he hasn’t abandoned his 
entrepreneurial dreams. In 2014, 
Hometown Furniture and Mattress 
Limited — the “Furniture” is new — 
doubled its showroom space and, in 
2015, opened a 6,000 square-foot 
retail store in downtown Halifax. 
Hometown, he boasts, “provides 
service in five languages (English, 
Mandarin Chinese, Korean, Arabic 
and Hindi) and [offers] the lowest 
prices in town.”

And he isn’t finished yet. His goal 
when he returns to his own business 
full-time, he says, will be to create a 
network of stores, some of which he 
will own and some of which will be 
franchised.

Chen isn’t going anywhere. He’s 
here to stay. 

Would that there were many more 
like him. •
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