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Immigration is expected to account for all of the future growth of Hamilton’s 
population and workforce. As leaders in our community we have a shared  
interest in opening up the opportunities that will come when we can all  
benefit from the global influences and entrepreneurship that make this the 
hallmark of other successful cities.  

As a College, Mohawk has committed to doubling our enrollment of  
international students. To do that Mohawk College will have to ensure that  
this diversity is supported in our student’s experiences and in the connections 
that they have with Hamilton.

When Mohawk College launched our Welcoming communities task Force initiative in 2015, we wanted 
to start a conversation about what it would take to make Hamilton and Mohawk a more welcoming place 
for newcomers. It’s been a year since that conversation started and I’m delighted with the responses  
we’ve had from our partners in academia, industry and the community.

It is hoped by both myself and the rest of my Task Force colleagues that these recommendations  
will be treated as a call to action for the academic community, our business leaders in Hamilton and  
for the city and its community partners. We would consider this a success if some or all of these  
recommendations led to new initiatives, strengthened partnerships and enhanced understanding  
and support for the benefits of global citizenship. I know that Mohawk College`s commitment to  
internationalization has only been amplified by this experience.  

I am grateful to our dedicated Task Force members. We have had challenging discussions and our  
leaders around the table invested significant time and energy in the Task Force activities. All of them  
did so because of a shared passion around these issues and sincere belief in the importance of these 
discussions. I want to thank them again for their efforts.

I hope that all who read this report can find an insight that makes them think, or, even better,  
inspires them to act. 

On behalf of the Welcoming Communities Task Force 

Ron mcKerlie 
chair, Welcoming communities task Force 
president, mohawk college
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mohawk college proudly educates 

and serves over 2000 international 

students from over 70 countries.

message from  
Ron mcKerlie
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Welcoming Communities  
Task Force Charter
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•	 Building	on	the	City’s	platform	for	economic	development,	assess	our	current	
collective activities and learn about best practices from other communities.

•	 Guide	the	programming	of	the	College’s	conference	in	Fall	2015.

•	 Help	the	College	develop	an	action	plan	that	can	best	support	students	and	 
our industry partners.

•	 Make	recommendations	or	adopt	goals	as	individual	partners	in	support	 
of the broader goals for the City of Hamilton.

•	 Through	a	shared	learning	approach,	we	will	work	collectively	to	understand	the	
practical needs of international students and new members of our community.  

•	 We	will	work	to	understand	solutions	that	are	practical	and	impactful,	both	 
for the College and for Hamilton.  

•	 We	will	draw	on	the	resources	of	others	where	they	can	add	a	needed	 
perspective or a specialization and knowledge that will contribute to the  
Task Force’s success.

•	 Task	Force	Meetings	–	April	2,	2015,	June	15,	2015,	September	29,	2015,	 
January	21,	2016

•	 additionaL activities: 
InterAct	Conference	–	October	29-30,	2015 
Consultations and Presentations to Hamilton Immigrant Partnership Council (x2) 
Presentation to Hamilton City Council 

our core 
activities

our  
approach  
to Work

meetings

Welcoming communities  
task Force membership

chair 

task Force 
members

Layla abdulrahim-moore,	City	of	Hamilton,	Global	Hamilton	Connect
Luke Baylis,	Mohawk	Student	Association
max Brown,	Mohawk	Student	Association
clement chan, Columbia International College
Jim commerford,	Hamilton	Burlington	Brantford	YMCA
terry cooke, Hamilton Community Foundation
Huyen dam,	Global	Hamilton	Connect
Laurie davidson,	RBC
Glen decaire,	Hamilton	Police	Services
Howard elliot,	Hamilton	Spectator
christine Hoey, Fell Fab
vahn Kalong, My Thai Restaurants
Keith monrose, Mohawk College
eric taylor, Fell Fab
Judy travis, Workforce Planning Hamilton, Chair of Hamilton Immigrant Partnership Council
Jim vanderveken, Mohawk College
Gary Warner, McMaster University
sarah Wayland,	City	of	Hamilton	–	Global	Hamilton	Initiative
sandra Wilson,	Hamilton	Police	Services

Ron mcKerlie, Mohawk College
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To help accelerate the Welcoming Communities 
conversation and further inform the Task Force  
deliberations, Mohawk hosted the InterAct  
Summit	in	October,	2015.	Over	the	two-day	 
program, some of Canada’s greatest thought  
leaders on growth through immigration came  
together to discuss the challenges facing  
newcomers who want to contribute to  
strengthening the social and economic fabric  
of our community. Over 300 attendees,  
delegates and speakers came to the Mohawk  
campus to debate strategies around promoting 
growth through immigration.

The	Summit	was	grounded	at	the	outset	by	an	
analysis	conducted	by	IPSOS	Research	which	 
gave the attendees a good understanding of the 
Hamilton context. It suggested that Hamilton is 
more tolerant and welcoming than most others.1 
More than half the people interviewed said they 
believed that immigrants make the community  
a more interesting place to live. Additionally,  
the research also concluded that 31% would be 
willing	to	engage	-	to	welcome	new	immigrants	
“directly, in person, whenever I can including  
volunteer activities.” This specific insight  
challenged the Task Force to think to solutions  
that can facilitate the engagement of these  
drivers of that welcoming ethos.

Another key observation was that in any  
community, a welcoming, intercultural mindset  
will develop at different speeds in different sectors 

and that the benefits of living, studying,  
working and employing in a thriving international 
community must consistently be promoted.  
Again this spoke to the Task Force. It was  
challenged to consider how all sectors of the  
community can play a role in promoting the  
benefits of global experiences and the value  
of newcomers in our communities.

Finally, it was a clear conclusion of the conference 
that	it	will	take	all	sectors	–	Academia,	Business 
and	the	Community	–	working	together	to	 
provide infrastructure, opportunity and support  
for newcomers and international students. The 
Conference provided key insights for each of  
these key stakeholder groups in the areas of  
creating smooth transitions for newcomers  
(both immigrants and international students),  
how to offer support in an evolving immigration 
environment, how to develop and promote the 
link between the economic benefits of immigration 
and entrepreneurialism and how to inspire the shift 
from friendly to welcoming. All of these suggestions 
received broad consideration by the Task Force 
and are reflected in its recommendations.

For	those	interested	in	the	InterAct	Summit,	 
both a summary of the proceedings and all  
of the related presentations can be accessed at 
http://interactsummit.mohawkcollege.ca/ 
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From Friendly to Welcoming 
mohawk’s interact summit
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After consideration of key presentations on best practices and research, thoughtful debate and 
discussion,	and	the	key	insights	from	the	InterAct	Summit,	the	Task	Force	agreed	on	a	series	of	 
recommendations for consideration and action. 

our recommendations are built around four overarching themes.

Our recommendations recognize the ongoing work that is already taking place. The Task Force was clear 
that they did not want to recommend that anyone replicate the good work that is already underway. 
What they have done is use this report to highlight a sampling of this activity as a model for our partners.  

measuring success
It is also the hope of the Task Force that these recommendations will be treated as a call to action for 
not only the academic community, but for business leaders in Hamilton, and the City and its community 
partners. We would consider this a success if the members of the Task Force and the other significant 
number of partners that support Hamilton as a welcoming community would find a way to acknowledge 
learnings, consider best practices and/or create their own Action Plans in response to this initiative.

1	 The	World	Next	Door,	Public	Opinion	Research	Summary	
presented	to	the	InterAct	Summit,	October	29,	2015,	
Hamilton, Ontario.

Task Force Recommendations

Making a Successful 
Transition to Hamilton

Building Intercultural 
Competency

Creating Meaningful  
Connections in Hamilton

Moving from Friendly to  
Welcoming - Promoting the 
Value of Global Citizenship

1

3

2

4
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• Support	students	with	a	multi-pronged	approach	through	pre-arrival,	arrival,
academic support, and peer mentoring.

• Ensure	arriving	students	get	direct	connection	to	their	cultural	communities
in the city for added support and comfort.

• Establish	initiatives	or	programs	that	can	engage	the	local	community	in
international	student	integration	(pre-arrival,	during	school	and	post-graduation).

• Collaborate	with	local	service	providers	to	ensure	knowledge	sharing,
policy alignment and service integration for international students and the
newcomer community.

• Establish	connections	to	industry.	Ensure	employment	and/or	co-op	programs
are	connecting	SME’s	with	the	highly	educated,	skilled	and	experienced
international student pool.

• Develop	programming	to	encourage	entrepreneurialism	for	international
students.	Establish	a	contact	point	on	campus	to	connect	students	to	external
supports in the community.

• Help	to	create	supportive	connections	with	Hamilton’s	cultural	communities.
Develop lines of communication and support that can activate these linkages.

• Facilitate	transition	of	international	graduates	and	newcomers	to	local	job
market with connector program, networking and facilitating mentorships.
A program like www.tenthousandcoffees.com was cited as a model that
could be considered.

• Be	deliberate	in	support	of	entrepreneurs.	Continue	to	enhance	linkages
to mentors and consider developing incentives that would encourage
international student entrepreneurs to establish their enterprise in Hamilton.

• Build	and	promote	a	community	checklist	on	what	can	shift	Hamilton	from
friendly to welcoming and harness the goodwill of those who want to be
part of the solution.

• Support	and	facilitate	employment	of	skilled	newcomers	and
international graduates.

• Be	partners	to	post-secondary	initiatives	by	committing	to	co-op	and
part time work experience for international students.

• Show	leadership	through	mentorship.	Business	leaders	promote	and
embrace roles with international students and newcomer entrepreneurs
and business leaders.

Success	or	failure	for	the	newcomer	is	often	decided	right	after	their	initial	arrival	in	the	 
community. Although the range of services is comprehensive, the limits on the current  
offerings was reported to the Task Force. Most of these restrictions were a function of  
funding programs or functional gaps in terms of connecting clients to additional supports.

There was strong consensus that the more collaboration and coordination that could 
take	place,	the	better.	There	are	new	opportunities	to	connect,	not	just	as	agencies	 
and institutions by:

• Reaching	back	into	our	cultural	communities	here	in	Hamilton

• Making	strong	connections	to	employers	that	will	enable	successful
transitions to Hamilton.

There was also a particular strategic imperative around finding ways to embrace and  
support	entrepreneurialism.	Economic	immigrants	have	significant	mobility	and	options	
and it is critical that Hamilton put its best foot forward in enabling them to stay and  
be successful. 

9

making a successful  
transition to Hamilton

academia

community

Business

8

Recommendations

columbia international college – 
ensuring successful transitions with custom programming

Columbia	is	the	only	school	to	use	the	Total	Care	Education	System®, which tailors programs to meet 
the	unique	needs	of	each	student.	Each	student	has	a	personalized	support	plan	to	ensure	a	successful	
experience while they are here at school in Hamilton.

This program, unique to Columbia, has been proven to improve the transition experience to Hamilton, 
and has created a platform where both students and parents are assured a comprehensive range of  
supports designed to ensure this success.

Columbia International College currently hosts 1,800 students from over 73 countries.

www.cic-totalcare.com
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• Develop	strong	orientation	programs	and	tools	to	ensure	that	international
students get an appropriate and focused introduction to both the campus
and the city.

• Create	student	orientation	activities	for	all	students	that	encourage	integration
and inclusivity.

• Use	student	activities	to	connect	to	Hamilton	points	of	interest,	festivals
and Canadian history and traditions more broadly.

• Find	ways	to	connect	students	to	the	local	cultural	communities	by	inviting
them on campus.

• Consider	refugee	scholarship	programs.

• Create	welcoming	connections	to	local	families	for	newcomers	and
international students. A suggested activity was to invite a family for
dinner/host a newcomer in your home and share traditions. Develop
support packages in partnership with our cultural communities.

• Create	opportunities	to	learn	more	about	the	City,	both	formal	and	social.
Promoting learning and values as a way for newcomers to integrate into
a welcoming city.

• Harness	the	willingness	of	mentors	in	the	community	to	be	a	direct	point
of contact and support for newcomers and international students.

• Build	a	welcoming	platform	for	newcomers	that	acknowledges	gaps	upon
arrival (ie. no Canadian credit history) and acknowledges internationally
acquired skills and credentials.

• Reflect	community	diversity	in	their	workforces.	Many	business	Task	Force
members reflected on the fact that companies that best maximize the potential
of diverse teams and workforces will be those with the competitive advantage.

Students	coming	from	outside	the	Hamilton	community,	particularly	from	other	countries,	
have a keen interest in exploring their new community. Canadian history, Indigenous  
culture, our outdoor activities, and all things Canadian. At the same time those same  
students gave equal importance to being able to connect to cultural communities here  
in	the	city	–	be	it	for	worship,	locating	foods	from	their	home	country	or	for	social	interaction	
in	their	home	languages.	Building	on	the	learnings	from	the	Global	Hamilton	Connect	 
model, the Task Force felt that there are important initiatives that can augment the  
significant amount of effort being put forward by our academic institutions, the city  
and other informal networks. 

Not surprisingly, a focus of these recommendations are for the academic community.  
With the significant number of international students attending both our secondary and 
post-secondary	institutions	every	year,	the	Task	Force	remains	very	interested	in	how	 
these institutions can be a key player in the community’s efforts to both attract and retain 
international	students.	But	it	was	also	mindful	that	there	are	important	parallels	between	 
the student experience and those challenges faced by newcomers to the community.

Also considered by the Task Force was the need to support our community if they wanted  
to be part of an activity. In considering options there was an acknowledged need to make  
it	manageable	–	not	a	long	term	commitment	but	something	to	build	on	–	and	to	ensure	
that volunteers are able to access appropriate training and resources on cultural traditions, 
foods, etc.
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Global	Hamilton	Connect	was	established	with	the	vision	of	 
enabling international students and young newcomers to be fully 
aware of and have access to opportunities in order to live, work  
and play in Hamilton. 

Supported	by	the	City	of	Hamilton’s	Global	Hamilton	Initiative,	this	
group has been very successful in connecting international students 
to resources and networks that increase their positive experience in 
this community.  

Through	networking	and	social	activities	(like	the	Sherman	Falls	Hike	
seen here), the group’s board members have found ways to share their 
passion for their adopted home with current international students. 

@GlobalHamiltonc 
www.globalhamiltonconnect.ca

creating meaningful  
connections in Hamilton

10

academia

community

Business

Recommendations
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Recommendations

• Demonstrate	commitment	to	growing	intercultural	competency.
Measure improvement in diversity training and supports.

• Demonstrate	commitment	to	growing	intercultural	competency.
Measure improvement in diversity training and supports.

• Highlight	and	celebrate	companies	that	are	being	deliberate	in	building
these	competencies.	Embrace	as	a	best	practice

• Mentoring	newcomers	in	the	workplace.	Skilled	immigrants	and
international	students	joining	the	Canadian	workforce	bring	diverse
thinking	and	problem-solving	skills	that	advance	innovation.

13

Building  
intercultural competency

Creating a welcoming environment for newcomers from outside Hamilton and the 
country will be enhanced by ensuring that all partners are deliberate in building  
intercultural competencies within the workplace, in public debate and dialogue  
or even in the home.

Passionate	discussion	centred	around	this	need,	both	at	the	InterAct	Summit	and	at	the	
Task Force table. Work in this area goes well beyond the notion of diversity. It is about 
inclusion, inclusive leadership, and fostering diversity of thought which enable us to be 
more innovative.

The way diversity is addressed in the workplace has evolved from an initiative seen  
as “the right thing to do”, to a business strategy conferring competitive advantage  
to today’s drive for inclusiveness. Addressing unconscious bias is that next frontier. The 
key to advancing this issue is to build real capacity to recognize and mitigate bias 
through  behavioural change and to hold ourselves accountable.
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Diversity of thought and  

experience in addition to being 

aware of our unconscious biases 

can help organizations during  

the recruitment process.   

– Michelle Waite

InterAct Summit

new canadians Help 
each other and all staff 
to succeed at RBc

At	RBC,	six	different	employee	resource	
groups bring together employees from 
shared backgrounds and give them 
resources to help them develop both 
personally and professionally.

MOSAIC	–	the	employee	resource	 
group for visible minorities and  
newcomers	in	Canada	–	fosters	success	
through networking, peer coaching, 
mentoring and educating other  
employees across the organization.  

It is a model for fostering an inclusive 
culture by enabling the success of visible 
minorities and newcomers.

academia

community

Business
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Recommendations

•	 Institutions	should	be	a	welcoming	hub	–	not	just	for	international	students	 
but for the broader community

•	 Actively	promote	international	student	success	stories	in	the	community.		 
Celebrate international alumni successes as well.

•	 Institutions	need	to	continue	to	create	global	exchange	opportunities	 
to be able to expand a student`s world view and as a gateway to global  
career mobility.

•	 Continue	to	share	best	practices	–	amongst	institutions	and	with	the	 
broader community.

•	 Communicate	success	stories	and	benefits	to	Hamilton.	Ensure	that	these	are	
shared with the media and encourage the media to continue efforts around 
profiling these successes and people.

•	 Facilitate	storytelling	through	a	Speaker`s	Bureau.	Enable	community	groups,	
schools, or other similar entities to access a pool of storytellers who have  
come to Hamilton and are willing to share their experiences. Create positive 
conversation circles.

•	 Actively	celebrate	diversity.	Promote	cultural	sharing	in	the	workplace	through	
celebration of customs, cultural holidays etc.

pRomotinG tHe vaLue oF GLoBaL citizensHip
One of the most discussed topics at the Task Force table was how to build community 
awareness on the value that immigration and international students bring to the  
community.	Certainly	the	IPSOS	survey	presented	at	the	InterAct	summit	demonstrated	
that	our	community	saw	value	–	71%	of	those	surveyed	felt	that	newcomers	contributed	
new skills and diversity which, in turn, created a more dynamic workforce2.	But	the	Task	
Force is also aware that these opinions can fluctuate. Citizen opinion on immigration  
and the value of globalization can be fickle, and it is critical that promoting the benefits 
of immigration and global connections must be an ongoing effort in order to mitigate 
some of these fluctuations.

The	Task	Force	examined	the	issue	of	global	citizenship	from	the	lens	of	a	two-way	 
street. Not only do we have to promote the value of immigration to our community  
and our economy, but we all need to find ways to embrace global experiences and  
to develop ways to access knowledge and insights from beyond our homes and cities. 
Storytelling	was	cited	as	an	easy	avenue	for	this	knowledge	sharing	and	the	Task	Force	
recommendations reflect their agreement with this approach.  
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moving from  
Friendly to Welcoming 

academia

community

Business

2 The World Next Door, Public Opinion Research Summary presented to the InterAct Summit,  
October 29, 2015, Hamilton, Ontario.
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International students present Canada with other economic opportunities.  

Due to their many talents and ties (e.g., their language skills, innovativeness, 

international connections, global perspectives on markets), they have the  

potential to boost entrepreneurship and innovation in Canada and expand  

the scale of Canada’s international trade.    

– International Students: A Gold Mine for Canada’s Economy, Kareem El-Assai  

for the Conference Board of Canada, March 16, 2016
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