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Leaders, trailblazers and influencers. 

Those three words perfectly sum up our Faces of Victoria 2024. 

The people featured in these pages are an integral part of our 
community and they truly are leaders in their respective fields. 
By following their dreams and passions, they have contributed 
to making Victoria a vibrant and unique place to vacation, do 
business and most importantly, to live. 

In this issue, you’ll find stories of perseverance, transformation, 
integrity, and inclusivity. That being said, I think notably, 
community was a common theme throughout this year’s features. 
Having a strong community helps us to feel connected, like we 
play a role in something larger than ourselves—that feeling can’t 
be achieved without people who put care into what they do 
every day. 

Whether it’s keeping our residents healthy, brightening their day 
with sweet treats, or supporting the growth of fellow businesses, 
you can count on these innovators to look after and inspire others. 

It has been a pleasure to oversee the stories of this amazing group 
of people, and I hope you love reading them just as much as we 
loved writing them. 

Until next year, 

MTrudeau
Megan Trudeau 

Managing Editor, VictoriaNow

CONTRIBUTORS

PUBLISHER

16 Flights Publishing House

A division of NowMedia Group

1600—1631 Dickson Avenue

Kelowna BC, V1Y 0B5

PHOTOGRAPHY

Jay Wallace

CREATIVE DIRECTOR
Castor Nielsen

EDITOR
Megan Trudeau



FACE OF DIGITAL MARKETING FACE OF OPTOMETRY

When he joined Royal Oak Optometry 
in 2022, Dr. Mark Paquette brought 
with him a wide range of experience. 

Before he became an optometrist, he was a 

basketball coach, a personal trainer, and a search 

and rescue medic with the Canadian Coast 

Guard. 

He now helps people in the place where he was 

born and raised. 

Paquette grew up on Vancouver Island, and 

in fact, his childhood home is within walking 

distance of the clinic.

“It's kind of a neat circumstance circling back to 

Royal Oak because one of my childhood houses 

is three blocks away. When people ask if I'm 

local, I  give them the address literally down the 

street and say ‘yes, I'm quite local,’” he says. 

“The Island has always been home, and always 

will be home.”

MARK PAQUETTE 

ROYAL OAK OPTOMETRY

A graduate from the University of Waterloo 

School of Optometry in 2013, Paquette’s special 

interests are in ocular disease and vision therapy.  

He completed an ocular health externship 

in Florida, with a focus on the management 

of conditions such as macular degeneration, 

glaucoma, and dry eye disease. Paquette also 

spent three years working at a vision therapy 

clinic here on the Island. 

He has completed two volunteer eye care 

missions to Central America, with plans to do 

more in the future. 

Paquette volunteered with I Care International, 

a non-profit organization that brings glasses, 

medication and medical attention to people in 

need in places including Honduras and Mexico. 

Twice each year for six years, Dr. Paquette also 

provided eye care to First Nations communities 

on Haida Gwaii and Klemtu. 

“It really is rewarding to 
end a work day having 
made a positive impact 
in 15 people's lives.”

 

The mix of different jobs has come together and 

made a formidable force. Now, after returning to 

his roots, Paquette likes handling the challenging 

and unexpected cases. Royal Oak Optometry 

keeps its doors open to eye emergencies and, 

just as he showed when he was a medic, he 

thrives under pressure. 

On any given day, you might find him doing 

vision therapy with a child, helping a concussion 

patient with new glasses, and developing a 

management plan for a patient with ocular 

disease. No matter the case, he finds fulfillment 

when patients leave the clinic in better shape 

than they arrived.

“It really is rewarding to end a work day having 

made a positive impact in 15 people's lives,” 

Paquette says. “They’re either seeing better, or 

have more awareness of something medically 

that we were able to help them with.”

JESSY SAVAGE
VICTORIA DIGITAL MARKETING

and we recognize that others are strong as well, and we would rather bring 

that all in together.”

Savage and her team have clearly had an impact on the clients they serve, as 

they’ve built a pool of clients who have been there since the beginning.

“I love the relationships that I get to build,” Savage says. “Some of my 

longest term clients are friends, and most new clients are sad when their 

website development is done. And we maintain the friendship, honestly. It’s 

always been about the community and the client relationships for me.”

“People don't realize how much of an impact digital marketing can have until 

it is something that they commit to,” she adds. “We build our strategies and 

customize it entirely for our clients, because no two businesses—even in the 

same industry—are going to have the same needs.” 

To keep herself and her team sharp and up to date on the latest trends, VDM 

makes sure to provide dedicated time every month for internal development, 

which is sponsored by the company. 

That continued growth and creativity is what Savage believes will allow them 

to pivot into new worlds and clients. VDM has already started taking on more 

clients in real estate development and property management companies, a 

booming industry in Greater Victoria as well as across BC. 

“Creativity and being able to present a project that somebody just absolutely 

loves. It’s the synergy of working together to develop the website of their 

dreams,” she adds. “Seeing somebody’s business grow and 

flourish because of what we do is incredible.”

It’s been a landmark year for Jessy 
Savage, who is at the helm of Victoria 
Digital Marketing (VDM). 
Savage has gone from a one-woman show to a full-scale agency that is even 

more equipped to address the needs of the clients she serves.

For Savage, digital marketing has been more than a career—it’s her calling. 

It goes as far back as age 10 (“Don’t tell labour relations!” she jokes) when 

she worked at the print shop her father owned. There, she started to learn 

how to use Photoshop, and over her young adult years she spent her time 

making everything from business cards to billboards. 

Her early affinity for industry didn’t stop there. In the sixth grade she chose to 

learn how to custom code websites while her classmates were in gym class. 

However, before embarking on a full-on career in the field, Savage found 

herself at a crossroads. She was in school for accounting, but realized it 

wasn’t what “made her heart sing.”

“I took a look at all the experience that I had and I realized, wow, my whole 

life has been really geared towards digital marketing,” she recalls.

She found herself hired on at an agency in Kelowna, where she delved even 

deeper into the world of digital marketing, and hasn’t looked back since.

Since then, even a pandemic couldn’t stop her from doing what she loves. 

Savage found herself back in Victoria when COVID-19 hit, and was able to 

create the business of her dreams while helping local businesses thrive. 

“I’m the type of person to turn a crisis into an opportunity,” Savage says. “And 

so I thought, well why not start building a client database here in Victoria and 

do this on my own? It turned out to be one of the best decisions I could have 

ever made.”

Success hasn’t stopped her from evolving, which is how Victoria Digital 

Marketing (VDM) was born. Over the past year, Savage has moved away 

from the solo freelancer model in order to offer a wider range of services and 

resources. Savage describes the current business model as a “coalition of 

creatives.” 

She believes in offering services from the people who are the best of the 

best. While VDM has focused on offering the best services in website design, 

SEO, social media management and more, they have a roster of external 

creatives to fill in the gaps—such as videography and print marketing.

“We play well with others and we don’t really believe in competition,” she 

explains. “We don't like to do things halfway. We recognize our strengths 

Photo Contributed
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FACE OF HOSPITALITY EDA KOOT

EDA 
KOOT

INN AT LAUREL POINT

Victoria is a unique tourism 
destination, and Inn at Laurel 
Point is the perfect place to 
experience it in every season.

Eda Koot became the general manager in 

2021, and has overseen the hotel operations 

through the rebuilding phase following the 

pandemic. With over 20 years of experience in 

the hospitality business, Eda garnered much of 

her hotel knowledge in Calgary, followed by her 

move to BC when she became general manager 

at Delta properties in Victoria, Whistler, Sun 

Peaks and the Lower Mainland. Now, her office is 

located in Victoria’s Inner Harbour in the stunning 

community of James Bay.

“Inn at Laurel Point isn’t your typical hotel, it’s 

independent and run by a local trust, which 

just means we can do things a little differently, 

with a focus on this property, this team, in this 

community," Koot explains. 

"The luxury residential feel of the hotel is unique, 

from the architecture and art collection, to the 

stunning views from every room, to the stand out 

culinary offerings. You’re not going to get this 

experience and what happens here anywhere 

else.”

The Inn is well-positioned to offer special room 

rates and packages, meetings and events 

that help travelers enjoy the hotel year-round.  

Because Victoria’s weather is mild it’s the perfect 

winter getaway, a haven for garden enthusiasts 

in the spring and of course our summers can’t 

be beat.  

“This creates excitement for the team who can 

design our packages and menus around the 

seasons,” Koot says. “It adds variety and creativity 

to our experiences year round.” 

The uniqueness of this independent hotel and 

love for the hotel business is what inspires Eda 

Koot year in and year out.  

“I’ve been working in hotels my entire career,” 

she reflects.  “I’ve always loved hotels—the 

feeling of a busy hotel lobby, the energy of a 

successful event taking place, the variety of 

people that walk through the front door. There is 

a buzz you don’t get in all workplaces. And, I still 

love staying in hotels.”

She adds that it “may sound cliché,” but the 

people are also one of the best attributes of the 

job.  Koot personally responds to guest feedback 

online and while the hotel receives glowing 

comments on the location and views, the biggest 

compliments come from those commenting on 

her team and community.

While the stunning location, amenities and 

customer service make the Inn shine as one of the 

top places to stay, another important aspect is 

their devotion to issues that matter to the people 

who live and work in Victoria.

Stewardship is one of the hotels core values, 

and it has been for over a decade.  The hotel has 

been carbon neutral since 2009, while hosting 

over one million guests.  Koot says the positive 

impacts on the environment have been a priority 

for a long time, but there’s an even broader 

community scope she keeps in mind.  

“I’ve always loved 
hotels—the feeling 
of a busy hotel 
lobby, the energy of 
a successful event 
taking place, the 
variety of people that 
walk through the 
front door."

 

"The luxury residential 
feel of the hotel is 
unique, from the 
architecture and art 
collection, to the 
stunning views from 
every room, to the stand 
out culinary offerings. 
You’re not going to get 
this experience and 
what happens here 
anywhere else."

 She explains that she feels as an independent 

business it is their responsibility to give back to 

the community and the local economy while also 

being environmentally sustainable. “

“Our community involvement and contribution to 

the destination are as important as anything we 

do at the Inn,” she says.  

“That’s why Victoria is so special – it lends itself 

well to being very collaborative, and you know 

you can make a difference that impacts the 

destination positively.  The hotels and business 

community work so well together, we support 

one another, cheer one another on and that is 

good for business.  Victoria is a wonderful place 

to be in the business of hospitality.”
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FACE OF FENG SHUI QIPROSAM

QIPRO SAM 
FACE OF FENG SHUI

Two of the most popular services of 
QiPro Sam are likely familiar to you; Feng 
Shui and Chinese Astrology. Feng Shui 
is the art and science of understanding 
how the environment affects you, and 
Chinese Astrology is the art and science of 
understanding who you truly are from your 
birth date. 

Plovie has been applying her skills to 
individuals and businesses to help them 
reach their goals for over 12 years, after 
going through a significant transformational 
period herself. 

It all began as a mother of two young 
children in the Okanagan participating 
in her children’s activities, Plovie noticed 

“Simply put, Feng Shui 

is the art and science of 

how the environment 

will affect you.”

“The secret to success is 

understanding who people are, 

identifying what they want, and 

showing them how to get it."

patterns with people. She saw how a 
person could be good at what they did 
individually, yet when it came to the group 
dynamic, things went awry.  

“I noticed that some groups never got a 
grant, while other groups seemed to get 
everything they asked for,” she explains.

That observation led her down the path of 
researching if people were affected by their 
environment, which opened the door to 
Feng Shui, Astrology, then Face Reading, 
QiMen Strategy, Martial Arts and the birth 
of QiPro Sam. 

“I started to understand why people get 
along, and why they don’t, and how 

Looking to transform a part of your 
life, enhance relationships, explore 
a new venture, or expand an 
existing one? 

The answer lies within the ancient art of 
Chinese Metaphysics, and as we enter 
2024 Year of The Dragon, your curiosity is 
perfectly timed. 

Meet Sam Plovie, professionally known 
as QiPro Sam (pronounced CheePro), 
a Master of Chinese Metaphysics who 
recently moved to Victoria. Schooled in the 
5 Chinese Arts, she is the ace up many a 
successful sleeve.

you bring the best out in people,” Plovie 
explains. 

Her curiosity was sparked, and fortunately 
for her, there was an Asian Master in 
her area who agreed to mentor her in 
the Eastern philosophies of Chinese 
Metaphysics. 

Upon mastering the subject and becoming 
a Lecturer herself, she sought out new ways 
to apply her knowledge. 

“I wanted to bring this ancient art into 
today’s modern world, and entered the 
online arena so people could benefit from 
this powerful knowledge, no matter where 
they were in the world.” Plovie says. 

While the Internet is a powerful tool and 
enables Plovie to help people around 
the world, her true loves are in-person 
moments.

For her clients in Victoria, Plovie focuses 
on two of the most popular Chinese 
Metaphysical arts: Feng Shui and Chinese 
Astrology (known as BaZi). 

Assisting people with their home Feng 
Shui, whether buying, selling, renovating, 
building, or aligning family members' 
needs to the space, is definitely a sweet 
spot for Plovie. 

Working with BaZi is magical,Plovie says, 
as a person’s true character is uncovered to 
reveal career potentials, financial prowess, 
relationship cohesiveness and can help to 
divert health challenges. 

Plovie adds; “When you merge these 
two disciplines, you create the best 
environment for personal and professional 
success.”  

Many of us have only heard Feng Shui as 
the art of furniture placement, how a room 
is set up, where the bed is in relation to the 
door, and so on. Plovie explains there’s a bit 
more to it than that.

She uses the example of Wi-Fi signals in 
your home. You know where the Wi-Fi is 
strongest and if you’re downloading a large 

video, you go to that spot for a smooth and 
efficient download. 

Feng Shui is the same, with a goal to tap 
into the best signal, and avoid the weak 
spots. 

Plovie adds that everyone is actually a 
“Feng Shui consultant in training,” as we 
are constantly assessing our environment 
and making adjustments to achieve our 
objective.  

“We wake up, look outside, evaluate 
the environment and alter our clothing, 
(sometimes our plans) to work effectively 
with what is occurring around us,” she says. 
“It’s like when you grab an umbrella as you 
head out the door because you see a rain 
cloud.” 

Feng Shui is the same. We look at a space 
(home or business) and evaluate what is 
occurring, what issues will arise and bring 
in a mediating factor to ensure the situation 
has a positive outcome. 

Plovie gives people realistic, achievable 
solutions. “I remove the invisible barriers 
that sabotage people’s success with the 
tools of Chinese Metaphysics,” she says. 

When Plovie assists with real estate, she 
helps clients step aside from their emotional 
connection to the home and provides 
an unbiased assessment that is uniquely 
different from the realtor. 

She says; “What I look for in a home, is 
whether it aligns with my client’s lifestyle 
goals, if they’ll get a return on their 

investment, and if the timing is right for 
them to proceed.”  

Plovie also says; “A home is the biggest 
investment you’ll ever make, and it’s 
important we ensure that investment is 
timely and protected.” 

With a tagline of: ‘Once you have a Sam, 
you’ll wonder how you ever got along 
without one’ it’s easy to see why Victorians 
are seeking her out.

A curious observer of the world around her 
the last few years, Plovie noticed everyone 
was feeling ‘off’, ‘out of alignment’ and 
‘fearful,’ and this spurred her into action. 

She developed a monthly video forecast 
system, called ‘QiCast’ to boost people’s 
mindset and give them direction in 
moments of indecision. 

The QiCast effectively turns 20/20 
hindsight into 20/20 foresight with 
personalized guidance for career, 
finances, relationships and a much needed 
confidence boost. 

As Plovie says: “I want to give people a 
place to go for information. I want them 
to enjoy learning about Qi and how it 
can positively affect their lives. I want to 
empower people with information they 
can use, as the one thing that can never be 
taken away from you, is your knowledge.”

 

If you’re ready for ‘A Sam’ in 
your life… she’s right here:
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JOHN KOT & BRANDON KOT

Kot Auto Group has cemented itself as a leader in the 
automotive industry through years of strong family 
values, hard work and dedication.

It all started with John Kot, who has been selling cars since he was 18-years-

old. Now, 36 years later, he’s brought his family together to deliver 

unparalleled customer service.

John’s first experience with a family business came from working alongside 

his father on the farm in Weyburn, Sask.—but it was during the off-season 

that he discovered he had a talent for selling cars.

He decided to dive right in, got a job in Alberta and started running 

dealerships. In 2011, he bought his first dealership—Kelowna Hyundai—

alongside his wife Trina. Now, there are nine dealerships under the Kot Auto 

Group name with a 10th on the way.

In 2025, they’ll be opening their new Victoria location with the award-

winning Hyundai brand— as well as Genesis, the fastest growing luxury 

brand on the market, which has plans to be fully electric by 2030.

What makes the Kots such a powerhouse in the industry, John says, it’s that 

unwavering focus on family.

His eldest son, Brandon, is the Vice President and General Manager of 

Victoria Hyundai and Woodgrove Chrysler. According to him, what sets 

them apart is simply that “If a customer walks in and says “I want to deal with 

the owner and buy a vehicle,’ they can”. 

“If you can't meet us in person, you can get a hold of us pretty quickly,” 

Brandon adds. “Every single one of us are at the dealerships and working. 

That’s something you can't find anywhere else.”

Who exactly can you find on the frontlines? Trina assists and advises on 

employee relations and customer experience. Their son, Jordan, is the vice 

president of all Kot locations, while their daughter, Janessa McGowan, acts 

as finance director for the entire Kot Auto Group.

There’s also their son-in-law, Connor McGowan, who is a senior sales 

executive at Kelowna Hyundai. Even the youngest, Logan, is in the 

commercials shouting out the company slogan: “We sell cars!” 

Brandon adds that they also invest a lot of time into making sure their staff 

have the knowledge they need to provide a great customer experience.

“We spend a lot of time talking to our staff, who have been here with us a 

long time,” he says. “There is more than one way to be successful in this 

business, and it excites me to get to share this with my team. I take pride in 

every staff member, because not only am I watching the business succeed, 

I’m watching my friends succeed.”

KOT AUTO GROUP

JOHN KOT & 

BRANDON KOT

“We’re all pretty hands on—talking every day, while dividing and conquering 

the business,” John adds.

Not only do the Kots believe in making buying a vehicle a great experience, 

they also make efforts to create a better world outside of their dealerships. 

You will often see them engaging in charitable initiatives, from coat drives 

to fundraisers and this year’s Go Fund Me that raised nearly $75,000 for the 

families that lost their homes in the tragic Okanagan wildfires.

With their annual Operation 100 event, each dealership under Kot Auto 

Group makes a donation of up to $10,000 to a local charity. They also have 

a Pay It Forward campaign where each staff member receives $500 every 

December to give to a cause or charity of their choice.

“We need to support our community if we want the community to support 

us. We also want to motivate our team to donate where they can,” says John.

“I take pride in every 
staff member, because 
not only am I watching 
the business succeed, 
I’m watching my friends 
succeed.”

FACES OF AUTOMOTIVE

“We need to support our 
community if we want the 
community to support us.”

Photo Contributed
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Derek Orr has had an impressive 
sports career, but is now feeling 
at home after starting his own 
business, Iron & Wood Golf 
Simulators. 

The space, located at 3453 Saanich Road, offers 

people a place to go and have fun, without 

the pressure to be great. You can take a few 

swings without needing a membership, and 

take advantage of some high tech equipment to 

improve your game. 

Its creator, Orr, has worked everywhere from 

municipal golf courses to golf resorts in Florida, 

Mexico and the Okanagan. His work in the golf 

industry has taken him to a number of incredible 

places and he is ecstatic to be back where it all 

started, with his family in Victoria, BC. 

“My favourite days are when the to-do list is put 

away and I get to be the host. There’s this cool 

vibe in the building. We only sell local beers and 

it creates that cool culture of supporting local,” 

he says. “When people come here, they're here 

for fun and they come in with fun on their mind. 

IRON & WOOD GOLF SIMULATORS

DEREK ORR
welcomed their first child, Maxine, he adds that 

he and his wife Gillian soldiered on because they 

“felt they could do something pretty special with 

both our hands on the steering wheel.” 

Now, having his own business means he can 

“go full Derek”—which is a direct quote from 

Gillian— meaning he can do the things he really 

cares about. 

He says Iron & Wood is “not reinventing the 

wheel necessarily,” but does still put a unique 

spin on it. His main goal is to have people 

come in and enjoy themselves without feeling 

intimidated by the game. 

“It's meant to be a place where you can be 

yourself and play a sport that can be intimidating 

for any skill level,” Orr says. “In my opinion, the 

heartbeat of the industry customer-wise are 

the people who aren’t necessarily shopping at 

Golf Town every weekend, or watching it every 

weekend or buying all the latest technology—

they just really like the sport and they want to play 

it with their friends. That golfer is under-served in 

the industry.” 

Orr is more than an entrepreneur, he is an 

advocate for the sport. His mission is to make it 

more accessible for people of every walk of life. 

What a lucky thing to capture and enhance. It 

gives me so much energy.” 

It’s safe to say that he gets a lot of his passion for 

sports and community from his late father. Larry 

Orr was known for the work he did for the local 

hockey community, which included setting up 

a skate sharpening shop in his garage. He had 

such an effect on local players that Larry was 

featured in an episode of My Hometown, from 

Hockey Night in Canada. 

He recalls his father purchasing the skate 

sharpener from a local business on the Saanich 

Peninsula that was going out of business. What 

started as a cool set up to sharpen the kid’s skates 

evolved into a space that was the heart of the 

local hockey community. It became a hangout 

spot where his dad started sharpening skates for 

other teams, and eventually he even started an 

equipment share program that helped families 

keep their kids in the sport. 

Years later, Orr’s own business has become a 

rewarding part of his life, but it wasn’t always 

smooth sailing.

“The joke I always make is, if you remember that 

first day you heard of COVID, that would be the 

day that we started building the walls,” says Orr. 

Despite the impacts of the pandemic, plus having 

He explains that golf has a strong learning curve, 

and has historically been primarily accessible to 

more affluent people. He hopes to shake that up 

and see more women, low-income families, and 

minorities pick up the game he loves so much. 

One partnership he’s worked on with Lululemon, 

for example, brought to life a women’s only event 

called Sips and Tips where women can learn golf 

in an authentic and social way at Iron & Wood. 

“We live in a day and age where it's very easy to 

say, ‘this is an inclusive environment,’ but it's not 

something you can just necessarily say and tick 

the box and move on. You've got to build some 

framework around it,” Orr says. 

“Let this be your home away from home—come 

hang out. When you walk through the doors, it 

is your club. We don't have a membership, but 

if you're here for your first time or here for the 

hundredth time, it's going to feel the same way. 

That's what I love about my job.”

“Let this be your home away 

from home—come hang out. 

When you walk through the 

doors, it is your club."

FACE OF GROWING GOLF DEREK ORR
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FACES OF DESSERTS CLAUDIA & MATTHEW

improved and decided that ‘now is the moment 

of truth,’” Claudia explains.

Their very first sale was on Facebook, and 

then they began hustling at local markets with 

successful results. Now, OSO has its own 

professional kitchen in the COHO commissary 

kitchen at the Victoria Public Market and have 

expanded their menu to sandwiches and lattes.

Since starting the dessert café, the couple have 

been  absolutely overwhelmed with gratitude 

to learn their supporters had vaulted them atop 

Victoria's established donut, cookies, and pastry 

categories in CommunityVotes 2023. The love 

and passion for their craft also earned them 

second place (Gold) amongst Victoria's bakeries 

as well.

You’ll find Claudia baking and decorating the 

OSO creations, and she’s also responsible for 

the branding, social media and the recipes. 

Matthew’s support and expertise has also been 

crucial in the business, and he acts as their sales 

representative at markets, meetings and more. 

All the tireless work they’ve put into OSO is to 

continue with the idea of ​​having the dessert cafe 

they always wanted. 

Claudia describes how they want their customers 

to feel when they visit with an expression that she 

says is commonly used in her home 

country—”the warmth and affection 

behind a tight bear hug.”

A shared passion for desserts brought two people together and resulted in a 
delightful dessert café coming to fruition in downtown Victoria. 

OSO Cookies & Donuts was created by Claudia Roman and Matthew Dupee in 2022. Located in the 

Victoria Public Market, their confections can often be found at markets around the Victoria area. 

The “food and dessert-loving duo” have a story that is just as sweet as their creations. 

Before embarking on their shared business, their paths crossed in 2017 at La Cantina in Whistler, where 

Matthew was head chef and Claudia was beginning her kitchen training. As Claudia, who is Chilean, 

didn’t speak English at the time, the pair got to know each other through translation apps. Years later, 

they are happily married with two young daughters and a family business. 

“After some time working together, we fell in love and began our relationship, sharing recipes and our 

passion for cooking,” says Claudia. “And since then, we have worked hard to achieve our dream and 

make it a reality, little by little.”

CLAUDIA & 
MATTHEW
OSO COOKIES & DONUTS

Then, when she moved to Whistler, she entered 

the world of gastronomy. It was at La Cantina 

where she received the mentorship of owner 

Pepe Barajas and learned everything about front-

of-house and back-of-house operations.

After just six months, Claudia was promoted to 

kitchen supervisor and invited to be part of the 

new team opening one of the new branches 

of restaurants in Whistler and Vancouver. She 

then worked her way up to head chef and then 

general manager.

“That's where I fell in love with this industry,” 

Claudia says, adding that she always dreamed of 

having her own bistro restaurant with cocktails 

and tapas or a delectable brunch menu.

Although it was a challenge coaching a team 

that didn’t speak Spanish, Claudia says that 

didn’t stop her. She excelled at the numbers, 

and started to learn everything she needed to in 

English.

“For me, I was living my dream and I enjoyed 

the process,” she says. “Everything I learned has 

helped me create OSO.”

Claudia studied graphic design after becoming a 

full time mother, and took advantage of that time 

to really pursue her goal.

"I believe that in addition to planning, 

organization, determination and dedication, 

preparation is one of the most important points 

to be successful in business or in anything you 

undertake in life,” she says.

Matthew, her life and business partner, also has 

a rich background and passion for gastronomy.

He remembers his first kitchen job at an Eastern 

European restaurant that served $3.95 breakfast, 

ushering up to 300 hungry patrons through the 

doors every Saturday and Sunday. 

“I fell in love with the rush,” he says. “From that 

point, I was hooked and never looked back.”

From there, at the age of 19, he got his first shot at 

running a restaurant with his own menu at an old 

English style pub in a small town in Ontario. Then, 

he moved into the world of casual fine dining and 

eventually ended up in Whistler working under 

a great chef, James Paré, at a restaurant called 

Caramba before he ended up at La Cantina.

“James pushed me harder than I have ever been 

pushed, but also showed me so many skills and 

helped me grow leaps and bounds,” Matthew 

recalls.

In 2019, the couple made the decision to raise 

their family in Victoria and ultimately open a 

place that was all theirs. This powerhouse of a 

couple certainly understands the importance of 

perseverance, as they have weathered storms 

together. When the pandemic started putting 

pressure on their ambitions, Claudia went back 

to working in banking to help keep their dreams 

alive. 

“After a year of working there, I felt like I needed 

to return to my dream, so with some nostalgia 

for leaving an amazing company and team, I 

left the bank and started baking. Little by little, I 

started building cookies and donuts and I haven't 

stopped creating since.”

They were still in pursuit of starting something 

where they could do what they love every day. 

Their first idea was a food truck, but after that 

became a non-option they were forced to pivot. 

That's when Claudia asked Matthew “what if we 

started making cookies, but something different 

from what Victoria has seen before.”

“We started trying recipes and looking for 

decoration ideas that maintained the tradition 

of the flavours, but looked elegant and made 

people's mouths water when they saw them. 

Our cookies were very ugly at first, but then we 

Both Claudia and Matthew are accomplished in the kitchen and it shows in their intricate and balanced 

desserts. 

“We are dedicated to making every dining experience in our kitchen memorable,” the couple says. 

“Our menu reflects a balance between tradition and innovation, as well as a high standard of quality and 

integrity. We believe in love and doing things with passion above all else, and we hope people taste and 

feel that value in our delicious desserts.”

Their journey is marked with plenty of ambition —Claudia even left a 15-year career in banking in her 

home country to take on a career in cooking in Canada, and Matthew started working in restaurants 

when he was just 13-years-old.

Claudia is from Chile, and that’s where her love of food first began. She grew up in a Latin American and 

Italian family, and remembers her Abuelita’s cooking well, with recipes that have been passed down for 

generations. She says that when you share a meal at a huge table of family, the atmosphere is incredible, 

and you can “feel the dedication” that was put into the food. 

“It is something that makes a beautiful experience around the kitchen, and no school can teach you that,” 

Claudia says. 

For her, dessert was the most exciting part of family dinner, and every Sunday she was in charge of 

bringing the sweet recipes of her grandmother and mother to life.

“Which by the way, were a complete success!” she adds. “Now, I try to pass that experience on to my 

daughters.” 

Since immigrating to Montreal in 2015, Claudia took with her a dedication to cooking and baking, but 

also rounded out her skills with a BA in business administration with a major in finance, a certificate in 

restaurant management and a diploma in graphic design and digital marketing.  
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FACES OF FINANCE ISLAND SAVINGS

FACES OF FINANCE     MEET THE TEAM AT 

  ISLAND SAVINGS Ryan Gerwing, Director of Commercial Banking at Island 
Savings, brings 22 years of expertise to his role. 

Thrilled about contributing to the success of Commercial and Business 

members at First West, he aims to facilitate their prosperity on Vancouver 

Island and across Canada. With a robust background in Commercial 

Banking, Ryan values active listening and curiosity as essential skills for 

success. During his leisure time, he rejuvenates by spending moments on 

the ocean, whether fishing or exploring. Emphasizing the importance of 

customer/member service, Ryan learned the key lesson of always picking up 

the phone and consistently meeting commitments throughout his career.

"Always pick up your phone, 
always strive to meet your 
commitments”

Chris Gerow, the Director of Financial Planning and 
Advice at Island Savings, brings 13 years in the financial 
industry.

Valuing the collaborative environment at First West, he aims to contribute 

to a stellar member experience through strong partnerships and teamwork. 

Chris credits his leadership style to the mentorship and guidance he 

received throughout his career. He is passionate about the financial planning 

process, and the value of tailored advice to help members achieve their 

unique financial goals. In his leisure time, Chris enjoys exploring Vancouver 

Island for fun adventures with his wife and curious toddler.  His career's most 

crucial lesson is the significance of genuine curiosity and active listening in 

understanding individuals' needs and values to better support them.

“By being genuinely curious about 
an individual, you can gain a deeper 
understanding of their needs, beliefs, and 
values, which will help you better support 
them.”

Kendall Gross, President of Island Savings, brings 32 
years of experience to the financial industry. 

Proudly associated with First West Credit Union, Kendall values a workplace 

culture centered on equity, inclusion, and diversity, encouraging employees 

to volunteer for social causes. Excited about mentoring and coaching teams 

in his role, Kendall believes these practices enhance skills, boost confidence, 

and create positive member experiences. With a diverse career, including 

leadership roles and project involvement, Kendall leverages authenticity, 

resiliency, curiosity, and connection-building skills. Emphasizing the 

importance of self-awareness, he credits it with improving relationships, 

communication, and overall well-being. Residing in Victoria, Kendall enjoys 

exploring the Island's scenic beauty, diverse food culture, and innovative 

restaurants with his wife.

"Being true to oneself and others is a key driver 

of trust and respect in the workplace, while 

adaptability and resilience are essential in 

today's fast-paced business environment.”

Lorena Milkert, the Director of Retail Banking at Island 
Savings, brings three decades of industry experience 
and an English literature degree from UVic. 

Initially a temporary teller to pay off student debt, she values First West's 

supportive culture, emphasizing teamwork and creative thinking. With 

an MBA in executive leadership and a Certified Financial Planner, Lorena 

has spent two decades in senior leadership roles, finding fulfillment in the 

dynamic challenges. Balancing work with family, fitness, and a love for 

reading and cycling, Lorena's success hinges on her authentic, values-driven 

leadership. Her key lesson: a leader's success depends on uplifting and 

empowering their team.

 
“There’s no place for Ego as a 
leader. Always elevate your team 
first.”

Photo ContributedPhoto Contributed

Photo Contributed
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 FACES OF STUFF THAT MATTERS VICTORIANOW

V I C T O R I A N OW
The team at VictoriaNow has always focused on staying 
true to their mission of sharing the “stuff that matters” 
to the people of Victoria. 

Starting in Kelowna with the flagship KelownaNow platform 
over two decades ago, NowCities represents a chain of local 
news sites across British Columbia. As the Kelowna team 
grew to being a respected member of the media landscape 
in the Okanagan and a resource for current news and 
updates, they began eyeing opportunities for expansion. 

After establishing new offices in new markets like Kamloops, 
Prince George, and Vernon, they set their sights on the 
capital of Victoria in 2021. 

Logan Halpenny, Manager of Business Development, has the 
important job of maintaining relationships with clients and 
community partners.  

“We are driven by what’s best for our clients and the 
community,” he says. “What sets us apart is our ability to be 
authentic while still getting results—and that really resonates 
with our audience.”

Heading up the VictoriaNow newsroom is Managing Editor, 
Megan Trudeau. She was a senior journalist at KelownaNow 
for four years, and for the last three years has been covering 
stories that matter to Victoria residents.

In a media landscape saturated by legacy outlets and online 
clickbait, the team at VictoriaNow has always prioritized 
an emphasis on positive, community news that is relevant, 
unbiased, and valuable to their audience. 

“It’s rewarding to see how much of an impact journalism 
can have on a community, and It’s a privilege to be able to 

“We are driven by 
what’s best for our 
clients and the 
community."

STUFF THAT 
MATTERS

work with a team that is dedicated to telling those stories,” 
Trudeau says.  

The business development team, headed up by Castor 
Nielsen and Adam Bloch-Hansen, make vital connections 
with the local business community, and oversee strategic 
community partnerships that drive the growth for the 
platform, resulting in more people being able to access 
quality local news and insights. 

This involves programs like Business Matters, a weekly 
podcast that was formed through VictoriaNow’s partnership 
with Island Savings to provide a platform for local small 
businesses and nonprofits to share their story and raise 
awareness.  

Additionally, in 2022 they launched programs like Best of 
Victoria, a community voting program that was created to 
help recognize the best businesses, organizations, and 
individuals that are making waves in this vibrant city.

VictoriaNow is always focused on elevating local voices, 
whether that be through providing event sponsorship, 
covering local sports news, or helping event organizers in 
Victoria to get the word out and run exciting giveaways for 
their readers. 

Over the last two years, the team has been lucky enough to 
work with many local organizations like the Victoria Royals, 
Rifflandia Festival, Dance Victoria and Oak Bay Beach 

Hotel. They have also partnered with a number of nonprofit 
organizations, including the Victoria Disability Resource 
Centre, Belfry Theatre, and Canadian Blood Services. 

Their team is always searching for ways to connect with 
the local community and look forward to even more 
opportunities to share the Stuff that Matters.

    VictoriaNow makes it easy for readers to stay up-to-date on 

everything happening in their community. You can get the 

top stories, contests, daily weather and more straight to 

your inbox every morning via the daily newsletter. 

     Scan the QR code to sign up!

“It’s rewarding to see 
how much of an impact 
journalism can have on 
a community, and It’s 
a privilege to be able to 
work with a team that is 
dedicated to telling those 
stories."

FACES OF 
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RICH HODGKINSON FACE OF TECHNOLOGY

Rich Hodgkinson and 
Glenn Marquez are in 
the business of giving 
other business owners 
peace of mind. 
The two founded Ammolite Technology in 2019 

after sitting down for lunch one day and deciding 

to join forces to deliver exceptional IT services. 

At the time, Rich and Glenn both worked for a 

large energy company in Calgary whose name 

came from a precious stone; this led them to the 

inspiration behind their own company name. 

Hodgkinson says they started to think of other 

precious stones and landed on Ammolite, a rare 

stone found in Southern Alberta and the place 

where it all began for them.

Their IT business has been growing ever 

since with offices now in Victoria, Calgary 

and Houston, Texas. Hodgkinson says their 

accomplishments thus far have resulted from 

their service-first mindset that breaks the 

stereotype of IT. 

Ammolite has proven their ability to act like an 

internal IT department for their clients, even 

though they’re an external partner.  

“We typically find the stereotype of IT where 

technicians are down in the basement and 

not seen unless there is a critical disruption,” 

Hodgkinson explains. 

“We really wanted to remove this stereotype 

and have a more proactive relationship with our 

clients; this, in turn, will push technology forward 

and make it a strategic driver for our clients 

business success.”

While most companies will say that “service 

comes first”, Ammolite has been “walking 

the walk.”  This is evidenced by their ability 

to continually earn new business and ensure 

each client’s IT road map is aligned with their 

individual business goals.

An important element to keeping their customers 

happy is being able to ensure they can deal 

with the same technician whenever possible, 

Hodgkinson says.  Ammolite prides themselves 

on ensuring their technicians are local to their 

client base. 

“When a user is struggling and has an issue, 

it is likely that they will talk to the same one or 

two technicians assigned to their account. This 

promotes the ability to build positive working 

relationships with them, which our clients love.”

“At the end of the day, business owners really 

want that peace of mind when they go to bed.  

They want to know their systems are secure and 

that there are no technical roadblocks keeping 

them from being able to get their work done,” he 

adds. “We try to take a lot of the heavy lifting off 

their plates, allowing them focus on delivering on 

their business objectives.”

Every client has different business goals and 

technical requirements to go along with them. 

Ammolite will present innovative solutions 

“At the end 
of the day, 
business 
owners really 
want that peace 
of mind when 
they go to bed."

unique to each situation, which Hodgkinson says 

is what he loves most. 

Watching his team deliver on those solutions, 

and then seeing how the client ultimately benefits 

is the most rewarding part of the job.

Hodgkinson, a veteran of the IT industry for 

over 20 years says he has “enjoyed every step 

of the journey.”  While a career in Alberta’s 

vibrant energy sector was the starting place for 

Hodgkinson; his family was drawn to the West 

Coast and relocated to Victoria in 2018 where he 

now continues to promote Ammolite’s vision for 

educating and empowering clients to embrace 

technology.

“The best thing that I get to do as a business 

owner is provide solutions that work for our 

clients; no two clients are the same,” he says.  

“It is rewarding to see our clients’ reactions 

when we show them how their organization can 

accomplish more, collaborate effectively and 

often save money in the process. At the end of 

the day, Ammolite’s job is to ensure our clients 

have total peace of mind that their technology is 

optimized from a security standpoint or simply 

empowering people through 

technology.” 

RICH HODGKINSON

AMMOLITE TECHNOLOGY
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FACES OF SUSTAINABLE FASHION MACKENZIE WAVRYK & IRA HEMOND

Sustainable fashion lovers in Victoria 
will be delighted with the fashion 
forward selection offered at this 
community minded consignment shop.

Upcycle Clothing Collective is headed up by a 

couple who share a love for style and creating 

inclusive community spaces.

Mackenzie Wavryk is Upcycle’s founder, curator 

and creative director, while her partner, Ira 

Hemond, is the chief operating officer. Wavryk 

comes from a competitive figure skating 

background, and started a consignment 

business with her mother in 2019. For a while, 

she continued to coach and compete in skating 

on the side. Then, Wavryk’s mother was bought 

out in 2021 and Hemond was welcomed to the 

team, marking the beginning of what Upcycle is 

today.

They’ve created a retail experience that 

transcends the typical clothing boutique. You 

won’t find distinct gendered sections, but 

racks sorted by colour and item. You’ll find all 

the trench coats together in one place, leather 

jackets in another, and so on. 

The mission they set out with since the beginning 

was to have people express themselves however 

they choose. 

“I wanted fashion to be taken in as it is— a way to 

express yourself and express your individuality, 

regardless of what other people may say about 

you wearing a masculine top or feminine pants. 

I really want people in Victoria to feel safe 

shopping with us,”  Wavryk says.

They encourage shoppers to have an “immersive 

experience” because, after all, “In this world of 

secondhand and sustainable fashion, there's only 

one of everything.”

“We really want you to have an immersive 

experience when you walk in and try to let go of 

those barriers where you're concerned about 

size or style, and just kind of shop around for 

things that catch your eye,” says Wavryk.

For both Wavryk and Hemond, one of the 

things they love the most about their business 

is connecting with people. She loves to 

compliment what customers have picked out, 

and chat about what would look good with the 

clothing, creating a positive moment in their day 

and making it inviting to shop secondhand.

“A lot of people find it daunting, so I love to 

bridge that gap between making it a really great 

environment and being able to connect through 

expressing yourself,” Wavryk says. “We're 

welcoming and friendly, and we're trying to build 

community connections with people, whether 

you're here to shop with us or are just hanging 

out.”

“I have a good memory for faces. I love when 

people come back and I can surprise them by 

recognizing them,” Hemond adds. “People love 

to be acknowledged. When I'm able to create 

that in the shop, I find that very rewarding.”

Hemond says that community is a “really big 

word” for the team at Upcycle, because they 

actually do a lot more than just sell clothes. 

They’ve worked with local designers to do pop-

ups, and they also allow their space to be used to 

host all kinds of workshops and events, all in the 

name of fostering human connection.  

“We collaborate with the community to have 

dance parties, we celebrate, we bring them in for 

shopping events. We’re even having a birthday 

party here soon,” Hemond elaborates. “For us 

to be a part of the community, and accept their 

consignment clothes, we wanted to be able to 

provide a space where people know, ‘Yes, these 

people are here doing this for us, not to make a 

ton of money.’"

“I wanted fashion 
to be taken in as it 
is— a way to express 
yourself and express 
your individuality."

UPCYCLE CLOTHING 
COLLECTIVE

One of the best things about shopping 

consignment is that it creates a kind of circular 

economy. When you put your items up for 

consignment, the shop doesn’t buy them from 

you up front. The clothing is put on the floor and 

when it sells you make a cut of profit. Wavryk and 

Hemond say that this creates a really positive 

exchange, because not only does the sale go 

back into the pockets of their patrons, it also 

goes into a local store whose aim is to benefit the 

community.

“We’re really grateful for the team that we have 

and the consignors that we have,” Wavryk and 

Hemond say. “We would not be here today 

without them. They have been coming back 

for the last four years and they’ve supported us 

through every transition and just love shopping 

with Upcycle.”

MACKENZIE WAVRYK & 
IRA HEMOND
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JAY WALLACE FACE OF PHOTOGRAPHY

FACE OF PHOTOGRAPHY

JAY WALLACE

In the vibrant city of Victoria, BC, one name 
stands out in the world of photography — Jay 
Wallace. 

Armed with a unique blend of skill and creativity, he has made 
a mark for himself as a versatile photographer, specializing in 
events, sports, portrait, and product photography.

Wallace has a talent for preserving the magic of moments 
through his camera lens. Whether it's the adrenaline-
pumping atmosphere of a hockey game, or the essence 
of a person in a stunning portrait, he approaches each 
assignment with a genuine passion.

A keen eye for details has propelled him through a 
noteworthy career. He has become a familiar face at 
renowned venues such as the Save-On-Foods Memorial 
Centre (SOFMC), which has welcomed high-calibre 
performers like Elton John, Shania Twain, and The Tragically 
Hip. 

Beyond the spotlight, Wallace extends his photographic 
abilities to collaborate with established brands in the 
community. Companies like Arcteryx, Titan Boats and 
Outway have repeatedly sought his expertise for product 
photography.

Wallace combines his passion for photography with another 
pastime. He is a proud member of the cycling community 
on Vancouver Island, and loves to document local cycling 
events.

 Whether it's the rush of wind during a downhill descent or 
the camaraderie among cyclists, he strives to capture the 
perfect action shot that will convey the spirit of the sport.

Jay Wallace's dedication to his craft is not just evident in 
the quality of his photographs but also in the diversity of 
his portfolio. From the grandeur of concert venues to the 
precision of product shoots and the dynamic energy of sport 
events, his work reflects a commitment to preserving the 
beauty of moments in various forms. 
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“Sport can not only provide 
our youth great opportunities, 
but what’s more, it unites our 
communities behind common 
interests, fun and the means to 
belong." 

MICHELLE LEE FACE OF COMMUNITY

 
MICHELLE LEE
Many know the Victoria Royals for their 
grit and determination on the ice, but not 
many know of their efforts off the ice in our 
communities. 

As the Chair of The Victoria Royals Foundation, Michelle Lee champions a 

fundamental belief that success goes beyond wins or losses in games. 

She echoes the Foundation's core belief, stating, "For us doing great on the 

ice is just one measurement of success, the well-being of the communities 

around us is equally as important, which is why we launched our foundation 

some years ago." 

The Foundation has already helped several partners make our communities 

better. In 2023 alone, the Foundation was able to grant out $32,135 to 

local organizations such as BC Cancer, Island Kids Cancer, Military Family 

Resource Centre and the Moose Hide Campaign.

The Foundation's holistic approach, encompassing financial support, 

volunteerism, and partnerships, helps the Royals in turn support the 

communities who show up to support them. 

Michelle Lee guides the Foundation to have a clear purpose — to improve 

the lives of Southern Islanders by creating healthier communities through 

sports. By actively participating in community volunteerism, providing 

donations, and fostering partnerships, the Foundation pledges to grow 

grassroots hockey and ensure a stable environment for the development of 

future players. 

“Sport can not only provide our youth great opportunities, but what’s more, 

it unites our communities behind common interests, fun and the means to 

belong," says Lee. "For this reason, nurturing the growth of grass roots sports 

is important.”  

HOW WE 
MAKE AN 
IMPACT
Arena 50/50

One of our biggest tools for giving back is our 50/50 draw, which 
happens every home game of the season. We work together with 
our charitable partners to gather funds for their operation through 
a revenue share model. As of 2022/23 we also offer tickets to be 
purchased online without having to physically be at the arena.​​

Gameday Inclusion

Where possible we provide opportunities for charitable partners 
to be a part of the gameday presentation (puck drops, intermission 
games). Additionally, we provide partners the opportunity to setup 
information booths on our concourses, helping them reach our 
audience.​

Community Volunteerism

Our staff and players actively volunteer, helping with causes around 
health, wellness and education, with a special emphasis on minor 
hockey. We support the growth of junior hockey on the island by 
volunteering at practices and tournaments.​

Community Partnerships

We work with our select charitable partners by providing donations 
(in-kind or monetary) to support the work they’re doing to better our 
communities. The Royals also participate in partner events, helping 
these events draw more support.​​

THE ROYALS FOUNDATION

FACES OF VICTORIA · 24 23 · FACES OF VICTORIA



FACE OF RELIABLE TAXESJOEY WALIA

 FACE OF RELIABLE TAXES

Reliable Tax Services has rightfully earned its 
name.

Joey Walia is an accountant and a businessman, and knows 
the importance of building community and offering a trusted 
service to clients. 

“We have clients that have been coming back every single 
year ever since the company officially started,” he says.  

"Their friends tell their friends and family and we are able 
to service them all with the same amount of care and 
responsibility."

When Walia first arrived in Canada, he called Duncan his 
home, but then moved to Surrey and studied accounting at 
Kwantlen Polytechnic University. 

For a while, he was a CPA/CGA and then decided to acquire 
RTS on Vancouver Island as well. He then made the move 
back to grow the new business alongside its previous owner, 
Mel Farell, who still provides tax services through RTS.

Walia and his dedicated team offer a range of tax services, 
from tax return filing, to business tax preparation and audit 
support.

“RTS is growing at an amazing pace and we are in a unique 
position to serve our clients with over 40 years of combined 
experience in Taxation and Accounting,” Walia says. 

He adds that their expertise is crucial because Canadian 
taxation is complex and offers many benefits to taxpayers. 

With a well-versed and educated staff, RTS is able to 
represent their clients and get them the maximum refund 
on tax returns. They also simplify complex structures of tax 
planning, including dealing with corporate and trust matters. 

On what he loves most about what he does, Walia says it 
is the “relief on the faces of our clients” after he walks them 
through tax planning, audit assistance, bookkeeping or 
accounting. 

“We are always striving to do the very best for our clients and 
will continue to do so in years to come.”

“We are always striving to do 
the very best for our clients 
and will continue to do so in 
years to come.”

JOEY WALIA
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OUR CITY.
OUR CLUB.

Bring your group to support our city’s club!

Ask us about group packages: vrtickets@victoriaroyals.com 

v i c t o r i a r o y a l s . c o m

�� LOCAL IMPACT

�� TARGETED EXPOSURE

�� PROVEN RESULTS

MAXIMIZE YOUR

REACH:

ADVERTISE WITH

VICTORIANOW!

�� COMMUNITY FOCUS

LEARN MORE AT WWW.VICTORIANOW.COM



BUILDING STRONG 
COMMUNITIES 
TOGETHER

Ask us about our community  
investments or visit our website today.

Working towards a better future for all,  
in partnership with local organizations.

islandsavings.ca/community


