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Making time forcommunity 

By Barbara Aggerholm

Sarah and Victor Zamin aren’t known 

for doing anything halfway. If they’re in, 

they’re in with both feet. 

It’s their strength, and perhaps their 

weakness, too, to become deeply involved 

in commitments they undertake, Sarah says, 

smiling. 

“We’re not sit-back-and-be-quiet people,” 

she says. “If we get involved, it’s hook, line 

and sinker.

“If I help somebody or something, I have to 

go all in,” agrees Victor.

The couple’s passion for making a difference 

in the community impresses friends, col-

leagues and volunteers who work with them. 

It was that commitment that made 

Elizabeth Heald think of Victor when she 

needed help launching a national organiza-

tion to educate people about a disease that 

took the life of her six-year-old son Dylan in 

2008. 

“He (Zamin) was so involved in the 

community and had great board experience 

on United Way and Habitat for Humanity,” 

says Heald, now president of Kawasaki 

Disease Canada. 

Zamin and Heald were colleagues at 

Scotiabank. Zamin is regional director 

for western Ontario. Heald is director of 

business development. 

Last September, Heald felt ready to try to 

raise awareness about Kawasaki Disease. 

She wanted parents to know about the 

disease and health-care professionals to 

keep it in mind when they treat children. 

Victor was instrumental in helping 

Kawasaki Disease Canada get off the ground.

“He helped me come to my decision that 

I can really take this on and do it in a big 

way,” Heald says.

Zamin’s connections helped build a board 

that includes a financial expert and a 

pediatric cardiologist and a senior scientist 

who work at the Hospital for Sick Children 

in Toronto. 

“It’s how I can contribute,” Zamin says. “I 

really get motivated by a challenge.”

Sarah matches her husband’s energy and >> 

Sarah and Victor Zamin, shown relaxing at their Waterloo home, give both time, expertise 

and money to various non-profit ventures.    Photography • David Bebee

C O U P L E S C

When a cause catches their attention, 
they are committed, ‘hook, line and sinker’
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>>  generosity – and she keeps the home 

fires burning. 

Sarah, 48, who owns a consulting 

business, was nominated this year for a 

Women of Waterloo Region (WOW) award 

that recognizes women making a difference 

in people’s lives. 

She was a member of the first Women’s 

Giving Circle of the United Way of 

Kitchener Waterloo and Area. In 2009, 

members of the circle donated $1,000 

each to invest in a program they chose that 

helped build confidence, self-esteem and 

leadership skills of pre-teen and teenage 

girls in rural communities. 

“She is smart and assertive, and I think she 

knew that not every young woman gets the 

opportunity or the confidence to move on in 

education,” says Jan Varner, chief executive 

officer of United Way of Kitchener Waterloo 

and Area. “You need that support.” 

Sarah has been on school board commit-

tees and chaired a parent council. 

She’s owner of Zamin Consulting, which 

does consulting and project management 

for programs related to post-secondary 

and career options. She works with school 

boards and with adults affected by plant 

closures, among other clients. 

She has been a program manager of Skills 

Canada-Ontario, a regional trainer with 

TD Bank Group, and a training consultant 

with the Ministry of Training, Colleges and 

Universities.

She’s also the family’s go-to person when 

Victor is volunteering or working. 

His office is in Toronto, and he is often on 

the road for meetings. Both have offices at 

home, which they use as a base.

Victor, 46, has been in the banking 

business for 26 years, in roles including 

mortgage specialist and branch manager 

to his present position as regional director 

for Western Ontario for Scotiabank, home 

financing solutions. 

Victor has received numerous leadership 

and service awards, including the province’s 

Ontario Volunteer Service Award in 2013.  

Among his volunteer roles, he is a 

director and chair of the fund develop-

ment committee of Habitat for Humanity 

Waterloo Region. 

“For me, because I put people in houses 

for a living, it was a real connection to get 

involved in Habitat for Humanity,” Victor 

says.

He was also director, campaign chair and 

board chair over a seven-year period with 

United Way of Kitchener Waterloo and 

Area. More recent is his role as founding 

director of Kawasaki Disease Canada.

Support at home from Sarah makes the 

volunteer work possible, he says. 

“I think that Victor needs to do this stuff 

to be Victor,” Sarah says. 

“It’s who you were when I met you,” she 

says to her husband as the couple sit in 

the living room of their Waterloo home. 

Outside, large flower beds, a co-ordinated 

effort (“I point, he shovels,” Sarah says), 

are in blossom. 

“I’ve always known involvement is 

important to him, like he knows that I’m 

eloquent and I’m opinionated,” Sarah says, 

laughing. “We’re a team.”

They have two children, Alex, 20, a 

student at Wilfrid Laurier University, and 

Jocelyn, 17. The household also includes 

Stella, a golden retriever, who at this 

particular moment is hiding from a noisy 

storm, and Shadow, the black cat, who is 

deserving of her name. 

The couple’s community involvement has 

made an impression on their children. 

“It’s inspiring to show that you don’t 

have to be famous or be a millionaire to 

make an impact on the community,” says 

Jocelyn, who was home the day of the 

interview.  

Jocelyn will graduate next year from high 

school and is considering medicine as a 

future career. She also loves horseback 

riding and competes in dressage on a horse 

they lease. 

A visit with her father to House of 

Friendship, a charitable social service 

agency that helps people living on low 

income, helped Jocelyn realize there are 

needs locally, as well as abroad, that the 

community needs to address.

“I feel like I’m learning you have to have a 

balance,” Jocelyn says. “I put an emphasis 

on academics. But it’s important to have a 

social life and job and extracurricular and 

be part of the community.”

•••

Victor and Sarah, who both grew up in 

Guelph, met in Toronto’s Eaton Centre 

where they were working in side-by-side 

clothing stores. 

Soon after, Sarah, a University of 

Guelph student, left for an archeology 

dig in Wales, a credit offered through the 

University of York in the United Kingdom. 

She planned to visit relatives while she was 

there. 

It was 26 years ago, before the Internet 

and email, and the couple got to know 

each other through letters. Victor asked 

her for a list of her relatives’ addresses. 

When she arrived at each house, a letter 

from Victor was waiting for her. 

The dig at the West Wales site was in 

its early stages. Sarah was working with 

senior students who were excavating the 

roundhouses at Castell Henllys fort. Today, 

the site in Pembrokeshire Coast National 

Park is a reconstructed Iron Age settlement 

that harkens back a couple of thousand 

years to late prehistoric Britain.

Sarah loved history, but she realized the 

archeologist’s nomadic life was not for her. 

History continues to fascinate her, but 

mostly, she just loves to discover. 

“Jocelyn jokes I can’t watch TV without 

Google,” Sarah says. “I’m an information 

junkie.

“I made the kids watch Vikings (an 

historical drama TV series) and we’d see 

if it was historically accurate,” she says, 

smiling.

Sarah’s parents, who immigrated to  

Canada from England in the late 1950s, >>  
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>> encouraged fact-fi nding, analytical 

thinking and community involvement. 

“You couldn’t make a statement without 

being able to defend it,” she says. With 

three children in the family, “it was a loud 

dinner table.” 

Her father became an Olympic-level track-

and-fi eld coach. Sarah grew up playing 

in the high jump pits at the track while 

athletes trained. Her mother was a Meals 

on Wheels volunteer and Sarah remembers 

her family delivering meals on Christmas 

mornings.

Victor’s parents immigrated to Canada 

from Italy separately, his father in 1952 and 

his mother in 1962. 

His father owned a Guelph grocery 

store and met his mother while delivering 

groceries to her home. They later owned 

and operated the grocery store together; 

then his father sold real estate in Guelph. 

His father was on the Catholic school board 

and Knights of Columbus. 

Both parents are longtime members of 

the Italian Canadian Club of Guelph where 

Victor’s mother is still on the board. She 

also helps Italian Canadians with pensions 

and correspondence with the Italian 

Government’s Social Services through INAS 

(Canada).

“They’re always involved in something,” 

Victor says.

Both sets of parents taught their families 

that if you’re able to help someone, you 

should.

As a young woman, Sarah volunteered 

with Child Find; she helped with wheel-

chair athlete Rick Hansen’s Man in Motion 

tour when he went through Guelph; she 

was a women’s commissioner at University 

of Guelph when she was a student and 

promoted women’s rights and opportuni-

ties.

When Victor was 16 years old, he was 

head of a Guelph chapter of a group that 

helped children from lower-income families 

who wanted to play organized sports but 

couldn’t afford the fees or equipment. The 

group raised money to provide the confi -

dential help. 

He felt fortunate that his own family was 

able to afford the costs of hockey, soccer 

and other sports he played. 

“I’m a big fan of donating to all relief 

efforts in the world, but I won’t forget there 

are young kids I was coaching, players 

whose families couldn’t afford the money to 

play,” he says.

He continues to be motivated to address 

inequities in people’s opportunities. 

“Over the years, I’ve watched our region 

transform into a key player on the world 

stage, receiving global recognition as an 

intellectual and technology leader,” Victor 

wrote in a blog after being given the 

Arlene Smith Memorial Award in 2012  >>

KaWaSaKi diSEaSE is the leading cause 

of acquired heart disease in children in 

North America, yet the disease is unknown 

to most parents.

Since the death of her six-year-old son, 

Dylan, Elizabeth Heald has learned a great 

deal about a disease that causes infl amma-

tion in the walls of blood vessels through-

out the body, including the coronary 

arteries that supply blood to the heart. 

In 2008, Dylan died suddenly at home. 

That morning, he hadn’t felt well at a play 

group. An autopsy showed he’d had a 

massive heart attack caused by a coronary 

aneurysm. The autopsy concluded he had 

contracted Kawasaki Disease at some point 

in his life and it was undiagnosed.

“I had never heard of it before,” says 

Heald, of Kitchener.   

Later, the more that Heald, husband 

Warren Galilee and daughter Madison 

discovered about the disease, the more 

Heald wanted other parents and health-

care professionals to be mindful of it.  

The cause of Kawasaki Disease is 

unknown, though it’s thought to be caused 

by an infectious agent that creates an 

intense immune reaction, Heald says.

Heald is president of Kawasaki Disease 

Canada, a national not-for-profi t organiza-

tion which she founded with help from 

Scotiabank colleague Victor Zamin on Feb. 

14 of this year.   

Most children who develop Kawasaki 

Disease are fi ve years of age or younger, 

though it can also affect older children and 

teens, Heald says. 

Early signs or symptoms include 

persistent high fever lasting four or more 

days, swollen palms of hands and soles of 

feet and red, cracked lips and red swollen 

tongue. Other symptoms that may develop 

include joint pain and diarrhea.

If it’s caught, treatment within 10 days 

of the start of fever is highly effective in 

preventing coronary artery complications, 

and most children will make a complete 

recovery, Heald says. 

In Canada, it’s estimated that 30 of every 

100,000 children under the age of fi ve 

have Kawasaki Disease, she says. 

Heald says there are no specifi c diagnos-

tic tests for the disease, and diagnosis is 

done mostly by ruling out other diseases.

“Our mission is to raise awareness of 

the disease right away with parents and 

the general public as well as health-care 

professionals,” she says. 

“We are passionate about this. If we can 

raise awareness of the disease, we are 

ultimately looking for early detection.”

A website is being developed; for infor-

mation: email kdcanada@outlook.com. 

Mom launches campaign after son, 6, dies of Kawasaki Disease 
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>> from United Way.

“Despite this success, though, there are 

still many in our community being left 

behind. In my view, this is not acceptable  

and needs to change.”

•••

Victor began his banking career as a teller 

after he graduated from high school, and “I 

never left the industry,” he says. With his 

father selling real estate, he decided to take 

a real estate course. 

“I did mortgage financing and I thought 

I’ll stick with it,” he says. Among other 

banking courses, he has trained as a “black 

belt” in “Lean Six Sigma,” a “fascinating” 

education that improves business perfor-

mance, he says.

When Sarah returned home from Wales, 

she finished her university credits and 

worked in her first full-time job in employ-

ment counselling at a community-based 

rehabilitation and advocacy charity for 

people with physical disabilities. 

They were engaged six months after they 

started dating. They married on a Friday 

night on Oct. 12, 1990. For the union of an 

Italian man and an Englishwoman, it was 

a smaller wedding than one would expect, 

Victor says.

“It wasn’t a typical Italian wedding,” he 

says, laughing. “We wanted to do it our 

way,” Sarah says.  

Among her jobs with the Ontario govern-

ment, Sarah worked in a program aimed at 

increasing the number of women in trades.

Years later, the couple’s jobs took them 

to Collingwood where Victor became a 

branch manager and Sarah worked with the 

government’s apprenticeship office.

They lived in Wasaga Beach and immersed 

themselves in the Collingwood community. 

Among their volunteer activities, Victor 

was president and director of Collingwood 

Chamber of Commerce for 2½ years and 

a founding member of a business leaders’ 

group looking at the community’s develop-

ment. 

Though they like the area and the beach, 

they jumped at the chance to return to 

Waterloo in 2000, Victor says. 

Jobs took them away from Waterloo to live 

in Waterdown for a time; but they returned 

in 2005.

“We love Waterloo,” Sarah says. “For 

the size of the city that it is and all the 

amenities, it still feels like a small town.”

They’ve maintained strong friendships 

while moving back and forth.

“They’re very generous with each other, and 

also with their friends,” says Barb Oswald, 

who with her husband, Dave, has known the 

couple for about 20 years. They live close by 

in the same Waterloo neighbourhood.

You only have to ask, and they’re there for 

you if you need them, says Oswald, who 

is a teacher. “I trust them with the most 

important things in our lives.”

Besides other gatherings, the couples 

have been together on New Year’s Eve 

and Canada Day for almost two decades, 

Oswald says. 

“They’re our traditions and Sarah is pivotal 

in keeping these going. It’s in large part 

thanks to her,” Oswald says. “She doesn’t let 

things slide.”

While the Zamins do more volunteering 

than most couples they know, Oswald 

says it never dominates the friends’ time 

together.

“I think it’s a big part of their lives and a 

big part of who they are, but they’re quiet 

and humble about it,” she says. 

“Anything they do, they do wholeheart-

edly and I think they make great connec-

tions and it’s in all parts of their lives.”

•••

Volunteer work is Victor’s way of “decom-

pressing” after a day’s work.

“That’s my time,” Victor says.

“My brain is constantly working,” Sarah 

says. “I read a book or watch TV whereas 

Victor has to be involved to do down-time.”

Victor is a keen, high-energy individual 

who attended every United Way event 

when he was on the board, says Varner, the 

current CEO. >> 
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>> He was the first person to take on the 

role of United Way campaign chair for two 

years, rather than a single year, she says. 

“He threw himself into it.

“He was here for everything and given 

how busy he is, that’s amazing. He made 

this a priority in his life.”

If there’s an event that involves volunteers 

working on a group’s premises, Victor is 

outside, rain or shine, cleaning up the 

grounds.

He has helped United Way through a 

period of transformational change.

That means, for example, partnering with 

the City of Kitchener so neighborhoods can 

tap into grants for programs and festivals 

that bring their neighbours together.

It means investing in the 211 telephone 

service hotline that helps residents access 

community, social, health and government 

programs. 

“He was a key player in making sure we 

were committed to work on community 

impact,” Varner says. “We fundraise, but it 

wasn’t the reason for our existence. It’s to 

make change in the community.

“We are tradition-based but not tradition-

bound, and he was instrumental in making 

that change occur.”

•••

The couple are the kind of people who, 

when they blue-sky about winning millions 

of dollars, their first thought isn’t escape to 

a tropical island. 

They feel fortunate in their lives. “We 

sometimes look at each other and think 

if we won five or six million dollars, what 

would we do?” Sarah says.

“Would we open a foundation? Would 

we make our home available to someone 

waiting for a home?”

There is one thing, Sarah jokes. Long 

days spent at Jocelyn’s horseback dressage 

competitions have made them look just a 

little wistfully at the high-tech, fully loaded, 

kitchen-included horse trailers that some 

stables bring to the events.  

“First thing we’ll do is buy a live-in horse 

trailer with a hot tub,” she says, laughing. 




