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A Family Business: 
Ken McAllister and Don Cadieux  

When businesses choose to make a difference in their community, the 
impact can be more significant than just a good deed--the result can be life 
changing for everyone involved. This was the case for Ken McAllister and 
Midland Liquidators. 

The 30 year old retailer of home, industrial and commercial supplies based 
in Vancouver’s East Side is a family affair. The business began with Ken 
and his father, and now Ken’s children are taking over the reins. However, 
Midland Liquidators’ concept of family goes beyond the family tree, and they 
have been deeply connected with Mission Possible for around 10 years in a 
mutually beneficial and strong partnership.

In the early days, Midland frequently hired Mission Possible associates to 
help unload large trucks full of products. This was how Ken met Mission 
Possible associate Don Cadieux. Don, like many people living in the 
Downtown Eastside, had a rough past between growing up in the foster 
system, sustaining a life-changing injury as an adult, as well as substance 
abuse issues that took many years to overcome. However, Don was smart, 
had a strong work ethic, and was determined to work. Ken hired Don, and 
Don would go on to work at Midland in a permanent part-time position for 
nearly eight years.

MP Neighbours team members, 
Allan and Jay, connect daily with the 
DTES community during COVID-19.

Can you remember when 
I couldn’t do anything? 
It’s great that I can do 
anything now, can’t I?
DON CADIEUX
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Don Cadieux’s name badge.
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After a life of feeling unworthy and incompetent, it was difficult to accept a 
new way of living. When Don first started at Midland Liquidators, he was 
assigned a project where he was to organize products in a numerical order. 
Don tried, failed, and assumed he would never be able to succeed. He went to 
Ken, frustrated and angry, saying, “Why did you give me this task? Don’t you 
know I’m an idiot? Don’t you know I can’t even count?” But Ken knew that Don 
was capable and would not accept Don’s self-limiting thoughts. Eventually, 
with firm but supportive direction, Don grew to trust his abilities. Years later, 
Don said to Ken, “Can you remember when I couldn’t do anything? It’s great 
that I can do anything now, can’t I?” 

For many people like Don, one of the hardest steps in pursuing a sustainable 
livelihood is learning to trust their own capabilities. Stable employment 
challenges their innate self-doubting beliefs and dares them to see 
themselves in a capable and worthy light. Don could be stubborn, but there 
was still a part of him that so deeply wanted to be whole and confident. 
Working at Midland Liquidators helped Don to believe in himself and in his 
ability to set and achieve goals. With plenty of support and the stability of a 
permanent job, Don was able to move out of the Downtown Eastside. 
 
Years later, Don started experiencing extreme rib pain and it eventually 
became so painful that he had to quit his job. When Ken was finally able 
to convince Don to get medical attention, it was discovered he had a lung 
tumour so large it had cracked his ribs. Ken describes this as a moment that 
showcased just how much pain Don would tolerate without asking for help. 
Knowing that Don was unwilling to take care of himself in the way that 
cancer demands, Ken became Don’s primary support system and Don would 
often say, “I’ve never had so much care in my life. I’ve never had  so many 
people love me.” 

Don had become part of many communities, from Mission Possible, to Midland 
Liquidators, to the clinics and hospitals he frequented. Ken reflected, “If it 
wasn’t for Mission Possible, I don’t think Don would have got to the last ten 
years of his life, and I would venture that those were the best ten years of his 
life.” Sadly Don passed away in February 2020, and Ken shared what he will 
miss most about Don: his personality, heart, care, and potential.

Ken clearly has a passion and natural talent for bringing newcomers under 
his wing at Midland Liquidators. However, this hard but important work of 
poverty reduction is most effective when it’s done together. Ken’s advice 
to companies considering hiring Mission Possible Employment Readiness 
Program graduates is to nurture their dignity, have patience, and be flexible 
and supportive. Don’t let them render themselves incapable. Like Don, they 
likely just need to learn to trust themselves and learn that they can achieve 
greatness. In closing, Ken sums it up best, “This work is worth it, even if it’s 
only one person’s life for seven years, it’s worth it. When we get success like 
Don, we’re so thankful for it.”

Don and Ken share a laugh together.

Mission Possible is always seeking opportunities to partner with companies and 
organizations who want to improve their community. To find out more about how  
you can help, please reach out to Jasmine Allen, Director of Partnerships, 
at jasmine@mission-possible.ca



A Fresh Start:
Gem’s Story

Many associates had heard of 
Mission Possible in passing before 
seeking it out but they may have 
dismissed it with skepticism or 
disregard. This was the case with 
Gem, who passed Mission Possible 
nearly every day for six years. 
She would shrug, reminded of her 
negative work experiences. After 
being unemployed for twenty years, 
overcoming addiction, fighting 
mental health challenges, and 
struggling with a back injury, she 
would be surprised to find the next 
step in her personal growth was at 
Mission Possible. 

Gem befriended an associate of 
Mission Possible at her church, 
where she had found solace 
and support.  Hearing about the 
nurturing environment at Mission 
Possible from her friend sparked 
her interest, leading her to become 
involved. She soon recognized 
that Mission Possible was not an 
ordinary employment agency, but 
was instead a purpose-driven and 
empowering organization. “Most 
of the workers here have their own 
kind of disability, but they want to 
be productive in the community.  
I’m one of them too.” 

Gem had been out of the workforce 
for some time but she was used 
to overcoming challenges. Born 
in the Philippines in an abusive 
household, she was responsible for 
taking care of her siblings when she 
was only six years old. However 
this experience allowed her to work 
abroad as a nanny, and though 
she found adjusting to Canada 
difficult, she managed to settle as 
a landed immigrant. Unfortunately 
her period of stability came to an 
end when life took a turn for the 
worst. Her relationship of 16 years 

collapsed and she struggled with 
back pain. Gem started to isolate 
herself from her community. This 
combination of challenges led to 
years of institutionalization and 
drug abuse.

Now clean for over a year and 
finishing up her contract with 
Mission Possible, Gem feels 
optimistic about her future and 
her gentle service dog L.V. now 
accompanies her as she works to 
build a new life. Hoping to move 
out of her harm-reduction housing 
into a quieter home, complete 
Basic Security Training, and visit 
the Philippines, Gem’s life is filled 
with new ambitions. Since her 

Gem, holding her gentle service dog L.V., is feeling hopeful and filled with new ambition.
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Gem’s journey is possible because of an Impact Sponsor. It costs $500 per month 
to cover the costs of training, uniforms, equipment, bi-weekly coaching, and hard 
earned paycheques for our associates. For $6,000 a year, you can be a hero to two 
individuals like Gem by becoming an Impact Sponsor. You receive quarterly progress 
reports tracking their goals and capacity building, as well as our immense gratitude. 
To become an Impact Sponsor, contact Jasmine Allen, Director of Partnerships,  
at jasmine@mission-possible.ca

Most of the workers here 
have their own kind of 
disability, but they want 
to be productive in the 
community. I’m one of 
them too.
GEM

“
fresh start, Gem’s attitude towards 
life is unrecognizable, “My life 
changed from being here.”



Holly sorts a large apple donation 
at Power Breakfast.

Letter from our CEO:
Working works!

The Mission Possible team lives 
and works by five core values. 
We are tenacious, empowering, 
compassionate, humble and 
supportive. Throughout this 
pandemic, these have guided 
our decisions and the way we 
responded to COVID-19. We offered 
to pause employment for those 
working in our social enterprises 
who had underlying health issues, 
or lived with those who do. Even 
though we could adapt our work, 
mitigate the risk, and follow the 
health authority guidelines, we 
wanted to support our program 
participants to make the decision 
they felt was best for themselves.

In March, we had 62(!) people 
working transitionally in our social 
enterprises. When we made the 
above offer, just over half of those 
who were working decided to stop 
working until the risk of COVID-19 
diminished. The remaining 
participants continued to work, 
providing crucial sanitation and 
community safety services. Our 
coaching team continued to meet 
regularly with all of the participants 
through a combination of phone 
calls, video calls, and physically 
distanced conversations. And this is 
what they noticed: even though we 

continued to pay a portion of their 
wages and provide supplemental 
food, those who stopped working 
had a much more difficult time. They 
suffered from the effects of isolation 
and social distancing; mental health 
languished, sometimes to the point 
of relapsing after years of sobriety. 
It was heart-breaking. The most we 
could do was to make phone calls, 
check in, and try to provide support.
Those who continued to work and 
maintain the healthy rhythm of their 
job were mostly stable, despite 
the anxious and difficult times. 
They stayed healthy, engaged, and 
fairly upbeat. Their resilience was 
inspiring to me and helped me cope 
with my own anxiety around the 
pandemic.

After seeing these effects, I am 
even more confident today that, 
“Working works!” We have used 
this mantra for over a decade 
to speak to the power of a job 
to positively impact a life. A job 
doesn’t merely provide money for 
more basic necessities—which is 
good in and of itself—it also fosters 
connection, creates belonging, 
builds confidence, and brings 
stability to those with otherwise 
precarious life circumstances. 
Isolation is one of the most life-
robbing realties of many of our 
friends in the DTES. Work provides 
a lifeline out of isolation and a 
pathway to a stable livelihood. 

Leave a Legacy Gift for Mission Possible

When you leave a gift to Mission Possible in your will, your contribution will 
directly impact lives in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. Even a gift of just  
1% of your estate, you will make a great difference to someone who is in need 
of our support.

Please email Jasmine Allen at jasmine@mission-possible.ca or call (604) 253 4469 
to find out how to leave your legacy gift, and receive an information package.
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I am so glad that we are now 
able to “unpause” all of the work 
opportunities for those who were 
on leave and offer our full range of 
life-giving and life-changing jobs. 

In fact, we are in the process of 
finally moving to our new larger 
location that will allow us to 
serve even more people. For more 
information or to support our 
move, head to www.mpmoves.ca. 

Thank you for partnering with us 
to transform lives in our community!

Sincerely,

Matthew Smedley
Chief Empowerment Officer


