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Alaa Alassaad followed
her heart from Syria
to Simcoe County

n 2014, Simcoe County was first
introduced to Alaa Alassaad through
the Rogers documentary In Focus:
Home Away From Home.
This video highlights the struggles
and successes of immigrant residents
residing in Simcoe County and Alaa was
one of the new citizens included in the
documentary.
Alaa openly discussed her struggles
immigrating and the challenges living
apart from her family, who face on-going
conflict in Syria.
Alaa’s story is still beset with many
challenges, but today, her story also
includes many triumphs.
Continued on Page 3
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#ITSTARTS

Click, Connect
Immigration Assistance
Immigrant residents can connect to important settlement
and integration supports through Simcoe County libraries

Launching this fall, the Welcome Centre
for Immigrant Services will launch an
innovative virtual service allowing Simcoe
County’s immigrant residents residing in
rural communities the ability to connect
to important settlement and integration
supports through their local library branch.
Through virtual portals, Welcome Centre
Mobile Staff will work collaboratively with
Simcoe County library staff to address the
settlement/integration needs of immigrant
clients visiting the library. Library staff will
provide designated
laptops and private
space that will
allow participants
to connect directly
with an on-line
facilitator who will
help them with their
specific inquiry. Interpretative language
supports will be determined upon arrival
and the facilitation of a language specialist
co-ordinated for those with language
barriers. Once virtually connected, Welcome
Centre staff can obtain pertinent immigrant
status documents, conduct a detailed needs
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assessment, provide settlement-related
information, and based on need, book followup appointments and make referrals to other
services or supports in the county.
Currently, settlement supports are more
heavily concentrated in Barrie and the
southern region of Simcoe County. This fact,
combined with limited transit, makes access
to settlement and mainstream supports
challenging for immigrant residents. Itinerant
services are available but as they are delivered
on a rotational basis, wait time to access an
appointment can be a
challenge. Through this
innovative technology,
libraries present a further
opportunity to create
spaces that are inclusive
and welcoming to
newcomers. Immigrants,
through virtual portals, are able to address
their settlement and integration concerns
with trained staff in real-time, in most
cases, without having to leave their own
communities.
Contact info@welcomecentre.ca for more
information.

The #ITSTARTS Pledge
campaign is designed to
reduce discrimination and
racism and encourage
cultural competency. The
idea was developed by
the Local Immigration
Partnership Cultural
Competency working group;
a multi-sector group of
community stakeholders.
The initial campaign ran
June 1 - 30 and residents
were encouraged to visit
their local library branch
to pick up a pledge card.
Participants were asked
to consider a pledge
action that would address
racism and discrimination
and once filled in, were
encouraged to share via
social media. The campaign
was accompanied by a
website hosting definitions,
resources, and practical tips
that helped residents to take
safe and purposeful action
(Simcoe.ca/ITSTARTS).
The social media twitter
campaign had a reach of
more than 1.4 million and
more than 8,000 pledge
cards were distributed in
Simcoe County. On behalf
of the Local Immigration
Partnership, we’d like to
thank and recognize those
that participated in making
Simcoe County a more
welcoming and inclusive
place to live, work, and play!
If interested in joining the
working group or for more
information on the pledge
campaign, please contact:
sclip@simcoe.ca.
PAGE 2

HOME AWAY FROM HOME… continued
Alaa was born in Aleppo,
Syria and by a chance
encounter, met her future
husband Mohamed while he
was back home visiting his
family in Syria. At the time,
Mohamed was enrolled
in Georgian College as an
Electrical Engineering student.
After a 10-month whirlwind,
long-distance courtship, the
couple were married and
in the winter of 2009, Alaa
left Syria to reunite with her
husband in Canada.
Shortly after her arrival,
Alaa connected with Barrie
YMCA Immigrant Services
and began taking language
classes.
Language is often one
of the biggest challenges
facing new immigrants. For
Alaa, who already had a
little English comprehension,
she was able to pick up the
language quickly. Language
proficiency can often be
one of the greatest tools
aiding the settlement and
integration process.
The wedded bliss of
reunification was shortlived as Alaa realized she
was quite lonely in her new
surroundings - with only a
few Syrian families settled in
Simcoe County at the time.
These feelings were
exacerbated by the fact Alaa
and Mohamed were also
expecting their first child - a
time in which Alaa realized
she desperately wanted
her mother’s company and
support.
In preparation for this
new transition, Alaa and
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YMCA staff made effective
referrals to community
resources and continued
to provide much needed
support and friendship during
this time.
As their settlement process
wore on, Alaa and Mohamed
faced various trials, but all
paled in comparison to the
challenges their families were
facing back home. When
the 2014 documentary was
launched, the conflict in Syria
was just erupting.
Three years later, Syria
continues to face multisided
armed conflict, which has
created a major refugee crisis.
After one brother, trained
as a surgeon, was kidnapped
by Syrian rebels and another
brother was held up at knife
point, Alaa’s family realized
their beloved homeland was
no-longer safe and they
settled in Cairo, Egypt.
This move was not easy
and did not include the whole
Mohamed attempted to
by a steep learning curve. For family unit.
bring Alaa’s mother over to
Alaa, attending school meant
Alaa’s sister, after losing her
Canada on a visitor’s visa,
taking public transit in the
husband, sought refuge in a
which was later rejected. This bitter winter months with a
church in Turkey; a precarious
wouldn’t be the
stroller and infant
situation for a young single
first time Alaa
child.
woman.
The wedded
and Mohamed
Alaa and
Another sister, employed in
bliss of
faced rejection.
Mohamed also
the Syrian government, is still
reunification
This process
there today.
was short-lived learned that their
was repeated
In April 2017, chemical
as Alaa realized young son was
several times.
experiencing
airstrikes hit their hometown,
she was
After the birth
developmental
causing Alaa’s sister and
quite lonely
of their son
challenges.
two of her youngest children
Aymen, Alaa
A new county
to fight their way out under
returned to school at the
plus navigating new systems debris. Alaa reflects that
YMCA – only to be faced with of health and behavioural
there has been, “tragedy
many challenges.
supports left the couple
everywhere.”
Parenthood is often a
turning to the friendly staff at
transitional period marked
the YMCA.
Continued on Page 4
PAGE 3

HOME AWAY FROM HOME…continued
Mohamed’s large family, having
passed into Turkey, and were being
financially support by Mohamed, a
hardship for a new family trying to
start over themselves. Alaa notes
that, “no one can imagine how
hard this has been.”
St. Andrews church, with a
long history of welcoming and
supporting refugees, was able to
provide a private sponsorship for
Alaa’s sister who has been living in
Turkey. This connection was made
through a retired YMCA employee,
Ruth Millar. Through this positive
experience, Alaa started to
volunteer alongside many private
sponsoring groups providing
translation and interpretation
and often serving as a, “source
of support between the sponsors
and the newly arrived families.”
With the purchase of their first
home and the arrival of their
second son Ewan, life slowly
started to improve for Alaa and
Mohamed. Things started to
improve for Alaa’s family as well.
Her mother, through Avenue West
Church, was finally supported in a
refugee claim and was approved
for permanent residency. Alaa’s
youngest brother arrived in
Canada in May 2017.
The newly re-united family
members live together in Barrie
and are making great strides in
their settlement and integration
process.
Alaa reflects, “it’s not easy for
immigrants to start from zero,

they had a good life in Syria – it’s
hard to start over.” Alaa notes that
while her mom is strong, there are
times she still wants to return but
the reality of the situation in Syria
makes that impossible.
Alaa reflects on the amazing
mentors she’s met along the way.
She is also happy to report that
she received employment with
the YMCA as an administration
assistant five months ago. She is
excited to be back at the YMCA,
especially as a contributing team
member. Team leader, Linda
Schut notes that, “Alaa is just
blossoming.” Alaa recalls how
supportive the YMCA has been
and in times when she didn’t have
her own, they’ve acted as a family
to her.
Alaa always advises other
immigrants to be patient.
She explains they, “can’t build
themselves overnight – they need
to work hard [to learn English
and to gain work experience].”
Through her work at the YMCA
and with the sponsored individuals
she supports, she urges individuals
to appreciate the help they receive
and most importantly, return it
back.
She says, “work hard – Canada
can give you your dreams if you
work hard.” Despite constant
challenges and change for
Alaa and her family, Alaa has
an amazing outlook on life and
continues to remain positive with
her sights set on a hopeful future.

Celebrating Simcoe County residents,
businesses, and organizations working to
connect with immigrants in Simcoe County.
Immigrant Youth
Immigrant Artist
Immigrant Entrepreneur
Immigrant Mentor
Welcoming Work Environment/Diverse Work Force
Multiculturalism in Education (School, Educator)
Marketing and Outreach
Community Champion

Nominate someone today!
immigration.simcoe.ca
Submission Deadline - September 22, 2017

Digital copies of these newsletters are now available on the Local Immigration Partnership website.

County of Simcoe Local Immigration Partnership
1110 Highway 26, Midhurst, Ontario L0L 1X0
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