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Young Andrew (centre) with
parents, brother and sister.
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Passing-out Parade (Graduation) at the Hong
Kong Fire Services Training School 1969
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Andrew received Coloniel Fire Brigade Long
Service Medal from Director of Fire Service Mr.
Robert Holmes, 1987.
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Andrew, 1991, as a Fire Prevention
Inspector, the first one appointed
also as a Building Inspector at
the City of Vaughan.
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Andrew, Rescue Leader at the Hong
Kong International Airport Fire
Station with fellow firefighters, 1982
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Andrew with the fire crew at one of the new fire ~ Andrew with his daughter Bella (IT Project
stations in the City of Vaughan Manager) and Belinda (Registered Nurse)
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The lighter side of Andrew -- an Elvis Presley Andrew and his wife Rebecca in the cruise
impersonator and entertainer during his 60 in Europe.

birthday party in September 2010.
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Andrew as Founding President and
Current National President of the
Institution of Fire Engineers Canada
Branch, pictured with all Council
Members during the 2010 ANNual
General Meeting.
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Mr. Andrew Wong

1t is rare to find someone who has devoted 42 years of his life to one career,
especially among immigrants transplanted in a new land. Andrew Wong is
one of those rare individuals who stay in their career path even as they move

halfway across the world.

Andrew was born in Hong Kong in 1950 to a family with seven
siblings. His father was a primary school principal while his mother
stayed at home to take care of her family. Andrew was outgoing from
when he was young, getting involved in activities such as scouting, life
saving and firefighting. In school he was Captain of Head Prefects
and head of the school life-saving team. During Grade 12, Andrew
thought he would try to apply for a position with the Hong Kong Fire
Department. There were 700 applicants for 20 positions, and to his
surprise, he was able to pass both the written and the physical tests
with flying colours. At that time he was still attending the Shung Tak
Catholic English College, and had not quite reached the legal age of
19. During the oral interview, the examiner found that Andrew was
ideally suited to a job with the Fire Department, and considering his
excellent qualifications, decided that he should be accepted despite
being underage at the time of examination. He figured by the time
training was completed, Andrew would turn 19 and then be officially

employable. Thus began Andrew’s lengthy career in firefighting.

After graduating from his training, Andrew became a
Probationary Station Officer. Encouraged by his brother, he took
management courses from the Chinese University of Hong Kong and
'The University of Hong Kong to upgrade himself. He also joined the

Institution of Fire Engineers to improve his professional qualifications.
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His hard work culminated in him being elected as a Member of the
Institution of Fire Engineers. In the first nine years of his career,
Andrew was working on the frontlines of fire fighting, and shared
many heroic tales of rescue with his colleagues. His outstanding
work performance as well as his hard work in continuously improving
himself professionally gained recognition from his superiors. Andrew
was promoted to be Staff Officer at the Fire Services Headquarters,
taking on planning and management duties. During this time, he was
dispatched twice for more advanced training in England. After getting
distinguished diplomas in England, Andrew was promoted to be
Rescue Leader at the Hong Kong International Airport.

Andrew says that he had an opportunity to be educated at
Oxford University, and with Oxford training under his belt, many
administrative positions could open up for him down the road. But
this would represent a departure from what he wanted to do when
he first started. At the same time, the Hong Kong Fire department
also tried very hard to retain Andrew as he was well regarded. In the
end Andrew decided to stay with the Hong Kong Fire Department.
As Rescue Leader at the Hong Kong International Airport, he was
selected to attend the Graduate School of Chinese University of
Hong Kong for more management training. In 1982, he obtained a
Post-Graduate Diploma in Management Studies. With increasing
experience and academic background, Andrew was promoted again
to Senior Staff Officer level, responsible for the training of 7000 staff.
'The course curriculums he designed for supervisory and management
training and team leadership are still being used by the Hong Kong Fire
Department today. He was regarded as the pioneer for the Hong Kong
Fire Department management training program, and a fast rising star

among management ranks.

To Andrew, 1990 was a turning point in his career and his life.

On one hand he had already achieved the level of Senior Divisional
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Commander with a handsome income while still under 40 years old.
As the youngest senior officer, he had the most opportunity for future
promotions to become the Director of Fire Services. Within the Fire
Department, unlike other Hong Kong Government divisions, as long
as you do a good job in fire prevention and fire fighting, you don't
have to worry too much about politics. On the other hand, Andrew
was also influenced by the wave of immigration to Canada among his
friends and relatives. He also had to consider the education of his three
young daughters. It was a difficult choice. Andrew finally decided

to take a three-month vacation to come to Toronto to see for himself
what it was like here. After settling down his family in Toronto,
Andrew investigated job prospects with the local fire departments
around Toronto and the neighbouring cities. While he did not get a
job in his line of work, he was soon hired as a correctional officer with
the Ontario Ministry of Correctional Services. While it was quite
different from a fire service job, he was consoled by the fact that as a
new immigrant, he was able to land a job very quickly. His vacation
soon over, Andrew faced more difficult choices. The Hong Kong Fire
Department now offered him an opportunity to become Deputy Fire
Chief. For that he would have to return to Hong Kong and give up
his family life here. The job as a correctional officer paid well and
there were also opportunities for advancement. After a long struggle,
Andrew decided to stay in Canada. He returned to Hong Kong to
hand in his resignation, and sold the house he bought in Shatin. He
would devote his entire attention to starting afresh as an immigrant in

Canada.

Andrew stresses that his choice had nothing to do with the
political atmosphere at that time; nor did he have any problems getting
along with his colleagues. It was entirely due to his wish to stay
together with his family. After being a correctional officer for four

months, in August 1990, Andrew was hired as a Fire Inspector by the
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Fire Department at the City of Vaughan. At that time, he already had
21 years of fire service experience. It was not a match, in salary or
rank, to what he had achieved in Hong Kong. It would take another
ten years before Andrew was promoted to the rank of Fire Prevention
Captain. Three years ago, through an ‘unforeseen opportunity’, he

was promoted to be Executive Officer. To this day Andrew felt uneasy
over how this opportunity came about. In his view, although Canada
practises multiculturalism and racial discrimination is illegal by law,
there is still racial discrimination, albeit invisible to most eyes, in our
society. He explained that in 2007, he applied for the position of ‘Chief
Fire Prevention Officer’, and with his decades of experience, he felt that
he was qualified to get this position. In the end his superiors decided
to offer the position to another applicant from a different department.
Andrew felt that the process was not fair, and he filed a complaint with
his labour union. While the arbitrator determined that Andrew had
sufficient qualifications and experience for the job, they also said that
his superiors had the right to choose whoever they felt was the most
suitable candidate. In the end, the arbitrator decided that the Vaughn
Fire Department should create a new position called Executive Officer
for Andrew. Andrew felt vindicated by this ‘recognition’ for his ability
to do the job of the Chief Fire Prevention officer. The interesting point
is, with Andrew’s planned retirement in February 2011, this Executive

Officer position will be eliminated.

Andrew explains that promotions and salary increases are not
critical, but the most important thing is that his superiors recognize his
work ability. He advises all Chinese Canadians to fight for their rights

and not back down in silence when they face something similar.

'There are very few Chinese Canadian immigrants or even native
born Chinese Canadians in fire fighting. Comparatively speaking, there
are many more Chinese Canadians in the police force. He feels that

there could be a perception that the risk of firefighting is high while the
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prestige of the job is lower. In fact, firefighters and the police force have
similar pay scales, but the qualification requirements might be more
stringent for fire fighting. Not only does one need a large knowledge
base of fire fighting and rescue skills, one also has to pass multiple tests
for fear of heights, fear of darkness and vision (cannot be myopic or
colour blind). Physically they have to be strong, demonstrating upper
arm strength in pushing and pulling up to 250 Ibs.  If one passes the
gruelling physical test, one has six months to apply for a position, and
when the six months expire, one has to take the physical examination

again.

Andrew says that many firefighters are in good physical condition
when they first get the job, but after a few years on the job, they
become overweight. According to union rules, any firefighter who has
been hired does not have to take a physical test again, so this allows
them to keep their job for life. Another phenomenon is that many
firefighters compete to become union leaders, who often get promoted

by management in order to avoid labour relations problems.

Andrew points out that some people intentionally set fire to their
kitchen through careless cooking, making insurance claims afterwards
as a way to renovate their kitchen without having to pay a penny. As
this is quite common, experienced fire investigators like him can
discover these scams easily. He warns Chinese Canadians not to be

involved in these insurance scams, or risk going to jail.

In 2003, Andrew was honoured to be the first person among
12,000 world-wide members to be recognized as a Companion Fellow
at the Institution of Fire Engineers, the highest grade that can be
achieved, as recognition for having rendered long and outstanding
service to the Institution and the profession of fire engineering.
Andrew was instrumental in successfully bringing the Institution

of Fire Engineers to North America, which results in tremendous
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advances in the fire engineering arena in both Canada and United
States. Andrew was Founding President of the Institution of Fire
Engineers Canada Branch from 1990 to 1996 and also current
president from 2010. In March 2010, Andrew became a Founding
Member of the Asia Pacific Region Forum of the Institution of Fire
Engineers. One of its missions is to assist developing Asia Pacific Rim
countries to improve their knowledge and practices in fire safety and

fire engineering.

This year Andrew would have spent twenty years in Canada. In
the past eighteen years, Andrew has been teaching fire safety certificate
programs at Seneca College. A few years ago, Andrew spearheaded the
only on-campus and on-line training for the US-based Certified Fire
Protection Specialist examination. Andrew also taught part of a fire
science degree curriculum for the University of Cincinnati in Canada.
Every time when he returns to Hong Kong, he would meet with his
colleagues, exchange ideas on fire prevention and fire fighting, and give

seminars at colleges and universities.

Now that Andrew’s children are all independent, he has decided
that he will retire in February 2011, and will work with his wife
Rebecca to write a book on fire safety management for publication on
the internet. In addition, he also plans to volunteer teaching home
fire and life safety classes to seniors. His goal is to improve everyone’s

knowledge and raise our awareness in this area.

2011 marks the 42" year of Andrew’s career in fire protection.

Fire safety is in his blood and it is his life choice.
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