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Ms. Teresa Woo-Paw

For 40 years, Ms. Teresa Woo-Paw has fought tirelessly for minorities and
multiculturalism in Alberta and Canada. Since she immigrated to Alberta, a
province with few Chinese immigrants in the 1970s, she has built a career in
community work leaving a strong legacy in the non-profit and public sectors
as a leader and a mentor. She has volunteered for over 40 community
groups and founded six non-profit organizations since the 1980s. Although
her role has changed over the years, she is always committed to promoting
social justice, civic engagement, intercultural collaboration and inclusion.

Teresa is very clear about her own motto in life: “integrity,
innovation, inclusion.” This mantra, developed over years of public
service, has led to several ‘first’s and ‘only’s in her career.

In 1995, she was the first and only Asian immigrant woman elected
to the Calgary Board of Education, where she served as a Trustee
and Chair. She became the first Asian-Canadian female to be
elected to MLA (Member of Legislature Assembly) in Alberta

in 2008, and the first Asian-Canadian female to be appointed a
cabinet minister in 2012. She was recipient of the YWCA Women
of Distinction Award and the first Asian Canadian woman to be
recognized with the Immigrants of Distinction Award. She was one
of the first five graduates of Chinese descent from the Faculty of
Social Work at the University of Calgary.

As an immigrant woman, an outspoken advocate, and a leader
g i p b )
Teresa epitomizes being “a minority within a minority”.

In the 1970s, Canadians of Chinese descent were hardly present in
government or leadership positions. In 1972 when Teresa landed in
Alberta and before speaking fluent English, she already noticed the
prejudice faced by ethnic minorities. They were shut out by systemic
discrimination in mainstream society, but she was determined to be
included. She began to volunteer in the community and majored in
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social work in university, hoping that one day she would be a social
worker fighting for the rights of the disadvantaged.

Her work as a refugee coordinator with the ‘boat people’, newly
arrived southeast Asians fleeing war in the 1970s and 1980s,
underpinned the importance of “inclusion” through their struggles
to build and live normal lives in Canada. To uphold “integrity”
meant that she would hold herself and everything she did to

high standards of accountability. “Innovation” for Teresa meant
expanding her efforts into the broader community, beginning a
lifelong campaign for systemic integration and equality.

As she broadened her work with mainstream institutions and
government departments, Teresa found herself among a select
tew minorities influencing decisions. She challenged institutions,
governments, organizations, and even some members of her
own community to build and support the foundations for a more
inclusive society.

After graduating from university in 1982, Teresa’s advocacy began
in earnest through supporting ethno-specific organizations. She
started her community advocacy on the fundamental principle of
equitable access to services, regardless of whether for mainstream
or ethnic groups. With her volunteer and professional experience,
she founded the first of six organizations, the Calgary Chinese
Community Service Association, which was the first ethnic
organization to receive grants from Calgary’s city council.

Seeing the need for positive identity development for Chinese
Canadian children and youth, Teresa developed a summer
curriculum for cultural programs. She even had to borrow money
from her husband to pay for the teachers’ salaries in the first term,
but she never regretted it. Later she also set up Huaying Chinese
school, which offered the first Chinese as Second Language
program in Calgary.
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Teresa started four other initiatives in the following decades: Society
for Cultural and Multicultural Programs, Community Partnership
tor Access and Participation, Ethno-Cultural Council of Calgary
and Asian Heritage Foundation. These helped improve Calgary’s
multicultural communities by combining direct action, community
organization, and systemic change.

Teresa’s dedication for social inclusion at the community level
transformed her later into a diversity, anti-discrimination and
organizational change trainer and consultant. Some of the
organizations she worked for include the Canadian Red Cross, the
United Way of Calgary and Area, the Calgary Board of Education
and the Calgary Health Region.

When Teresa arrived in Canada in 1972, she never thought that
one day she would be elected to the Calgary Board of Education as
a trustee, let alone becoming its Chair, but she never fully embraced
the political game. Instead she always worked hard, over ten hours
a day, in between raising her three children. There was no time for
self-promoting interviews. Following her work with the Calgary
Board of Education, Teresa continued her community building as
founder and chair of Asian Heritage Foundation and the Ethno-
Cultural Council of Calgary.

With that coalition-building experience under her belt, and with
support from her mentors and peers, Teresa once again sought
public office to address community issues. She seized an opportunity
to run in 2008 for a seat in Alberta’s Legislature to represent her
north Calgary community. She only had five weeks to campaign,
but her hard work over 30 years in the community paved her way to
victory.

As a political “insider” once again, her plan was to take what she

had learned to live up to her promises to her diverse constituents.
She strongly championed the multicultural view in the provincial
government, but Teresa’s concerns were for more than just visible
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minorities and new Canadians. She never shied away from any
chance to use her office to protect and advance human rights, the
rights of women and children, or the right to equitable and fair
access to public services. Teresa’s work in advocacy earned her a
role in cabinet, first as the Associate Minister of International and
Intergovernmental Relations, and then as Associate Minister of
Asia Pacific Relations and Chair of Asia Advisory Council. There,
she worked to bring the benefits of robust international connections
to Albertans at large, the result of which would be greater
opportunities for all Canadians.

Teresa says that Canada’s multicultural policy of the 1980s provided
her with a solid foundation. She received training in inter-cultural
communication and dispute resolution, and was even selected as

a cultural ambassador. This gave her more confidence, skills and
networking opportunities to prepare for future work.

In 2015, Teresa bid farewell to the Alberta Legislature. While her
role has changed, her direction in life stays the same. Tempered by
over 40 years of community and public service, she now prepares the
next generation of community advocates.

Teresa now focuses on three areas. The first is planning a

national organization to promote civic engagement of Chinese-
Canadian citizens, especially among youth, to realize inclusion in
multiculturalism. As a mother of three, she is naturally interested
in listening to the voice of the next generation. To this day, she
still hears many Canadians of Chinese descent protest unfair
treatment, or being made to feel ashamed of their ethnicity. She
hopes to change that by improving the capacity and understanding
for multiculturalism in education, media, and public and private
organizations.

Secondly, she is focused on “Save Chinatown” campaigns in Calgary

and across Canada. Calgary’s Chinatown faces land use changes
which threaten the residents, culture and history of Chinatown. In
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her view, the unique cultural heritage inherent in many Chinatowns
can only be protected by a united voice and action to preserve these
collective contributions to multiculturalism.

Finally, as the current Co-Chair of Asian Heritage Foundation, she
is organizing over 30 organizations to devise a strategic action plan
for the Asian-Canadian community supported by a new generation
of leaders. This plan will help build capacity for integration and
collaboration among community groups. Her concern is not only
for the well-being of Chinese Canadians, but for a broader and far-
reaching integration of multiculturalism into all aspects of Canadian

life.

Teresa stresses that full integration cannot be accomplished in

one lifetime, and one has to continue to fight for it. She freely
admits that her work is especially challenging in Alberta, which
cannot begin to match Ontario or British Columbia in the degree
of inclusiveness for minorities and multiculturalism. She says that
obtaining government funding for ethno-cultural organizations

in Alberta is as difficult as moving a mountain, but decades of
persistent effort and lobbying have finally secured funding from the
three levels of government for ethnic service organizations.

Recalling the days of building and running community programs
and organizations out of her home, she says she did ask herself
whether it was worthwhile to continue such a thankless job with so
little return. She laughs and says “negative reinforcement” only gave
her impetus to do more. When she sees the government cut social
spending, and the rights of the community are being eroded, she
increases her effort and perseveres in her work.

If you ask Teresa about the high points of her life, she would point
to her election as the first Asian-Canadian female in Alberta’s
Legislature and as the first female Asian-Canadian cabinet minister.
As a Member of the Legislative Assembly, she successfully defended
three times an important part of the Alberta Bill of Rights. She was
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awarded the Queen’s Golden Jubilee Medal and holds numerous
other awards. Securing government funding for Calgary Chinese
Community Service Association after many years was particularly
memorable for her. She says with a smile her “unpaid” work is far
greater than her “paid” work, but the fruits of her unpaid labour are
in itself the greatest reward.

Teresa remembers her childhood years in Hong Kong as another
high point in her life. She feels fortunate to have grown up in
Chinese culture. When she moved to Canada as a teenager, it felt
like her family was leaving their home, but in reality it was a family
reunion. Extended family members had set roots in Canada and the
United States decades before. She transformed easily into a fourth-
generation Chinese Canadian. Her father also met his own father
from the United States for the first time when he arrived at the
Calgary airport in 1972.

Teresa’s immigrant experience has crystalized Canadian citizenship
in her heart. Mr. Pierre Trudeau, the Prime Minister of Canada
when Teresa became a Canadian citizen, often emphasized in

his speeches that Canada was a just society. She heard this and
was convinced that ensuring fairness and justice was critical in
Canada. It was only a matter of course for her to commit to
community service, especially in ethnic communities.

She thanks her parents, her husband, siblings, children, several
community leaders, and friends who believe in and support her, for
her success. Although her husband is a geologist in a completely
different field, he has always backed her up. Her parents also gave
her support, no matter whether she was working at home or in the
community. They encouraged her, and twice motivated her to run
for public office, despite her being a woman and a minority.

She says the key to her success is simply: “put your heart into

everything you do.” No doubt, such a life lesson applies regardless of

gender, race, language or culture.
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