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Mr. Irwin Li

Irwin Li, who came from Shanghai, is a great example of a successful
immigrant from Mainland China. His parents were among the

first group of people to set up private enterprises after economic
reforms in China. They came to Canada through the entrepreneurial
immigration category in the late 1990s. After receiving an MBA
degree from the University of Calgary, Irwin served as Director of
Finance at Lexus Canada. Later, he resigned from this stable position

and started his own business.

In 2006, Irwin co-founded Mennie Global Group and Mennie
Canada Ltd., which specialize in the manufacture of fiberglass
doors. With natural entrepreneurial ability inherited from his
parents, and valuable business management experience acquired at
Lexus, Irwin has had a smooth path to success. In just a few years,
Mennie Canada has the highest market share in Canadian fiberglass
door industry, and Mennie Global Group has become one of the
largest supplier of fiberglass doors. Its products are being sold all
over the world, with a large market share in Britain, France, and
Australia. DURA Canada, a commercial real estate and investment
offshoot of Mennie Canada, has also grown rapidly and now owns
more than half a million square feet of property in the Greater

Toronto Area.

“Innovation and continuous improvement in overall quality is the
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company’s lifeline,” Irwin says. At the beginning of the venture,
Mennie Canada acquired a manufacturing company in China. Irwin
knew that the fiberglass door market was dominated by American
and European companies. The only way to break in was to have
unique products of high quality. Consequently, he led his company
on a year-long task to investigate the market and re-adjust product
development strategies accordingly. The goal was to understand
customers’ needs, rehabilitate the reputation of “Made in China”
products which were regarded as low in price and inferior quality.
He wanted to enter the market with high-quality products that were
meticulously researched and developed with unique characteristics,

all prerequisites for success.

Already Mennie has achieved outstanding results. Irwin himself
has also attracted industry attention. In 2012, he won the Best
Entrepreneurial Award from the Association of Chinese Canadian
Entrepreneurs (ACCE), a non-profit organization founded in 1994.
Its predecessor was the Chinese-Canadian Entrepreneurship Club.
The purpose of ACCE is to promote training, seminars, exchanges,
and give out awards for outstanding entrepreneurs. Its mission

is to support Chinese-Canadian entrepreneurs in launching new
businesses and strengthening the competitiveness of Chinese-

Canadian companies in the global market.

After receiving the award, Irwin joined the winners’ circle of ACCE,
where he met other entrepreneurs and gained access to resources

that were helpful in starting and running a business. He was deeply
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touched and felt that many Chinese Canadian entrepreneurs
focused on working hard, but lacked knowledge or access to
resources provided by the federal and provincial governments to
help companies grow faster and better. Since then, Irwin has been
determined to give back to the community, share his entrepreneurial
experience with his peers, and help them take advantage of all

available resources.

In 2015, Irwin was elected as President of ACCE. During his
tenure as president, he vigorously developed membership enrolment
and sponsors, proactively partnered with other groups including the
Chambers of Commerce and other government agencies, and held
seminars and exchanges to benefit more Chinese entrepreneurs.

He also introduced major sponsors such as Air Canada and
Gowling WLG to the Association. Altogether he oversaw more
than one hundred and fifty events. Membership has grown by over
twenty five percent. The Association’s annual Chinese Canadian
Entrepreneur Awards Gala has always been one of the highlights
of ACCE. The number of participants is usually seven or eight
hundred. Under Irwin’s leadership, the number of attendees at the

2017 awards ceremony reached more than twelve hundred.

In recent years, more and more immigrants from Mainland
China have arrived. Many people wish to start a business in their
new country. However, they have difficulty in understanding
their surroundings and many of these newcomers have language

barriers. Because of this, Irwin advised the ACCE to set up
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Mainland Initiative, a Chinese-language program which teaches
entrepreneurial skills and knowledge to these new immigrants.
Under Irwin’s leadership, ACCE has already helped hundreds of
Chinese entrepreneurs to start or grow businesses. Some of these

companies have even become leaders in their industry.

As an immigrant from Mainland China, Irwin is contributing to the
friendly and mutually beneficial relationship between Canada and
China. He has assisted in organizing Chinese trade delegations to
visit Canada, and acted as middleman for potential trading partners.
He has also helped Canadian companies break into the Chinese
market. Irwin also believes that Chinese entrepreneurs cannot be
confined to the Chinese community in Canada. They must establish
closer ties with mainstream society. Under his efforts, ACCE has
signed a cooperation agreement with the Canadian Aboriginal and
Minority Suppliers Council (CAMSC), which will help Chinese
entrepreneurs obtain supplier contracts with many of the world’s
Fortune 500 companies. ACCE has also established a new award
that is open to all Canadians: Canadian entrepreneurs who make
outstanding contributions to Canada-China trade, regardless of

their ethnicity, will be commended and recognized with the award.

At ACCE gatherings, Irwin worked with over a hundred volunteers,
including many entrepreneurs. Although many of them were very
busy managing their own companies, they insisted on volunteering
at the Association and dedicated their efforts to giving back to

the community. Irwin is very impressed by such efforts, and at
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the same time, he was touched by the volunteerism he saw in a
totally different setting. His second oldest son had been admitted
for surgery and hospitalization to Toronto Sick Kids Hospital,
where many volunteers helped out daily. Irwin’s son had undergone
surgery previously in Shanghai. When the operation failed, they
returned to Toronto to have his son undergo surgery here. Irwin
saw the contrast in the hospitals of the two countries. Aside from
the differences in medical systems, the most profound difference
tor Irwin were the volunteers in Canadian hospitals. He said: “In
Canada, there are many people who spend their time volunteering,
and this makes the whole society and everyone’s life better. I want
to use my own actions to tell entrepreneurs from Mainland China
that Canada offers many benefits, but ‘giving’is very important here.
I hope that more people will contribute to society and make our

country a better one.”

In 2016, Irwin was Honorary Chair for a successful evening gala
raising funds for Toronto SickKids Foundation. Irwin personally
presided over various fundraising activities and took the lead in
donations. Over one million dollars was raised for the purchase of
hospital equipment including a neonatal MRI unit for premature
infants. He also served as co-chair for Panda Gala, hosted when a
Chinese giant panda visited Canada. The Gala raised more than
$300,000 in donations for impoverished areas in Sichuan, China,
to be used to buy school supplies for local students. In 2017, he
co-chaired Mayor of Vaughan’s Lunar Gala, and raised $35,000 for
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Mackenzie Health Foundation.

In addition, Irwin has donated to countless charities, such as
Terry Fox Foundation, Covenant House, Princess Margret Cancer
Foundation, Chi Heng Foundation and Yee Hong Community
Wellness Foundation, among others. In October 2017, for his
community contribution and active volunteerism, Irwin was
recognized with a Senate 150th Anniversary Medal, which

commemorates the 150th anniversary of the founding of Canada.

Irwin believes that giving back to the community is not only about
donating money, but more importantly, contributing time. As a
successful entrepreneur, he travels all over the world. His annual
trips total nearly 120,000 miles, which exceed the standard distances
travelled by full-time flight attendants. Even so, he still spares time
for various community activities, sacrificing time with his family.
He has missed many important moments in the childhood of his
two young children. He is apologetic for this, but has no regrets. He

says: “Dedication is happiness.”
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