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entoring relationships are
something that we often
like to talk about, but sel-
dom get a chance to do. If
you have not participated in a mentoring
program before — either as a mentor or as
a mentee - it's something you should defi-
nitely try out. During the past six months
both of us, Graham and Alex, have had
the opportunity to give mentoring a test
drive using OWWA's annual water industry
mentoring program. We thought we would
take a few moments to share what we liked
about the program and how we discovered
that mentoring is something we should all
be doing more of.

First, we should start by giving an intro-
duction to both of our roles. In the vol-
unteer mentor role was Graham Nasby,
a professional engineer and a 15-year
veteran of the water industry, who cur-
rently manages the SCADA system at City
of Guelph Water Services. In the mentee
role was Alex Laleva, a young professional
who is a 2021 graduate of the University
of Guelph and recently joined Crozier
Consulting Engineers.

We were paired together as part of the
OWWA'’s newly launched mentorship pro-
gram. As part of the 2021/2022 program,
the OWWA put out a call for both volun-
teer mentors and new professionals who
wanted to be matched with each other.
Both the mentors and mentees submit-
ted brief bios and then, through the pro-
gram, potential mentors and mentees were
matched with each other. The program was
wide-reaching, with a mix of operators,
managers, engineers, consultants, and con-
tractors participating in both the mentor
and mentee roles.

As part of the program’s design, we
met monthly from October 2021 to April
2022. Each session was generally about
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45 minutes long, and the two of us had
the opportunity to talk about a wide range
of career topics. We mostly met virtually
after work, but we also had one in-person
meeting that included Graham giving Alex
a tour of one of his utility’s water treat-
ment plants. Other mentor/mentee pairs
in the program elected to go with either
all-virtual meetings or a combination of
in person and online meetings.

The OWWA mentoring program was set
up so that a mentor/mentee pair would
continue to meet with each other for a
6-to-8-month period. This was to allow
for each pair of participants to develop a
longer-term relationship and to allow for
enough time for the pairs to talk about a
wide range of career topics. The program
was also set up so that mentor/mentee dis-
cussions would be confidential, so each
party felt they could speak freely to the
other. The format of the OWWA program
allowed us to develop a trusting relation-
ship where we didn’t hesitate to ask each
other tough questions. Both of us viewed
the program as a great learning experience.

Once we were matched up by the
OWWA, we each started off by emailing
a copy of our resume to the other person
and providing a bulleted list of topics we
wanted to talk about during our first ses-
sion. We then set up a virtual meeting for
our first meeting. We found that having
the video feed, rather than just a phone
call, allowed us to establish a more per-
sonal connection with each other. We also
decided early on that we wanted to meet
virtually from 5 pm-6 pm, so it did not inter-
fere with our workdays, and we could fit it
in before dinner time.

Our first meeting was mostly spent get-
ting to know each other, talking about our
respective school/work careers so far, and
discussing the initial topics we had emailed
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to each other beforehand. For the rest of
the sessions, we decided we would have
Alex email Graham a list of questions/top-
ics 1-2 weeks before the next meeting.
Also, rather than trying to set up all the
meeting dates ahead of time, we booked
the meetings one at a time. Thus, at the
end of each session, we would pick the
date/time for the next month’s mentoring
meeting. Graham found this arrangement
worked really well due to his operations/
projects-focused schedule, and for Alex, it
gave her more flexibility in her schedule as
she juggled her responsibilities as a new
hire at an engineering firm.

Some of the topics we talked about
during the mentoring session included
working with others, building relation-
ships, work planning, communication,
project management, teamwork, net-
working, personal judgment, self-disci-
pline, crucial choices, problem solving,
and how to manage difficult situations
just to name a few. We also spent a lot of
time talking about how to manage one’s
work-life balance, and how to contribute
to a positive work environment. Because
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of the 6-8-month period of monthly
meetings, and the ability to speak frankly,
it allowed both of us to explore many
different aspects of our careers and to
learn from each other.

For Alex, the mentoring program has
been a great way to learn about some
of the challenges (and lessons learned!)
that Graham has had during his 20+ year
career, in both the water sector and in
other industry verticals. For Graham, the
mentoring program has helped him gain
afresh perspective on the workplace from
a new professional and have a chance to
re-examine why we do some things the
way we do. Graham also enjoyed the
opportunity to give something back to
the water community.

If you have an opportunity to be involved
in a mentoring program, we would both
encourage you to try it out. We found the
OWWA’s mentoring program to be an
enjoyable experience and it helped us gain
new insights into our careers - for both
the mentee and the mentor. It was also a
wonderful way to meet another person in
our sector and get a chance to talk about
what we all do best - that is keeping the
water on.

The OWWA will be accepting applica-
tions for next year's OWWA Mentorship
program this fall. More information
about the program can be found on the
OWWA website, or by visiting the direct
link: https://owwa.ca/members/mentor-
ship-program.html. é
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