
IT’S HARD NOT to feel like a bit  
of a slacker next to Roxanne Joyal. 
Aside from having co-founded  
a charity and created a social enter-
prise, the Manitoba native is a 
Stanford University grad and  
a Rhodes Scholar who clerked at 
the Supreme Court of Canada after 
completing a law degree at Oxford. 
The woman has even met Oprah, 
for Pete’s sake.

“I’ve been very lucky, but also 
very eager to take opportunities 
presented to me,” says Roxanne,  
a slight French lilt still noticeable 
in her voice. (She grew up in a fran-
cophone home and didn’t speak 
English until she was eight.)  

One such opportunity was her 
time as a page on Parliament Hill, 
which arguably shaped the rest 
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of her life. That’s where she met an 
outgoing fellow page named Marc 
Kielburger, whom she soon started 
dating (and eventually married). 
The couple took a year off from 
university to volunteer overseas 
and spent time in Kenya, where 
Roxanne helped source locally 
made gifts for an eco-lodge. She was 
struck by the plight of the female 
artisans she met there. 

“They often didn’t have a voice 
in society; they put in the work but 
got very little credit,” she says. “I 
realized that I wanted to help wom-
en in developing countries and 
provide them with opportunities 
to support their families.”

The chance to do just that would 
come from the most unlikely place: 
Marc’s younger brother, 12-year-
old Craig, who had founded the 
international development agency 
Free The Children while they were 
overseas and was running it out of 
his parents’ home in Thornhill. The 
widespread success of this grass-
roots venture would eventually 
land the brothers a spot on Oprah, 
after which Roxanne met Lady O.

“I was the first Free The Children 
employee,” she says. “Over the 
years, I’ve done every job within the 
organization!—!thankfully, I’m no 
longer the accountant!” 

These days, she’s co-CEO of Me 
to We, the Free The Children o"-
shoot she was instrumental in de-
veloping, and divides her time be-
tween Toronto and the Maasai 
Mara region of Kenya. She works 
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closely with 400 women who craft 
jewellery and accessories for Me to 
We’s new line, Artisans. 

Each item in the line’s first col-
lection is inspired by African handi- 
work and colour palettes but in-
formed by North American tastes; 
Roxanne and her team pull to-
gether trend forecasts and design 
every product. It’s a win-win-win: 
The products are on trend, the net 
profits are split between Free The 
Children and Me to We and the 
artisans are paid a fair wage. For 
most, it’s their first taste of financial 
independence. And forget splurging 
on a new purse or pair of shoes; one 
artisan, Mama Toti, used her first 
paycheque to buy a goat. “When she 
went to the market and bought it, 
she told us that she finally felt like 
a person,” says Roxanne. 

We wouldn’t blame you if you 
wanted to buy a Me to We item 
solely so Mama Toti can expand her 
herd (she’s now up to six goats). 
However, Roxanne is adamant that 
this not be the case. “I don’t want 
you to buy our products because you 
feel guilted into it,” she says. “I want 
you to buy them because you love 
them.” Trust us, you will.
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