
It was only last year that The Red 
Bench founders Mackenzi (Mack) 
Johnston and Jolene (Jo) Borrelli 
were featured in the CWB WELD 
magazine, looking for shop space 
to call home for their community 
project that offers women and 
underrepresented people an 
opportunity to learn and practice 
welding and metalworking. 

The two women, Mack, who is from  
Calgary and Jo from Edmonton, 
have grown the project from a 
dream to the fully functioning 
welding workshop it is today. 
Although they had been working 
on The Red Bench since 2020, 
they were finally able to open the 
doors in February 2022, which 
was followed by the launch of two 

group DIY projects named after 
their corporate sponsor, ALCO 
Gas & Oil Production Equipment 
Ltd., and a collaborative event 
with the CWB Group on welding 
joint types. The future is very 
bright for their welding workshop, 
with collaborative projects on the 
horizon with industry institutions 
such as InnoTech Alberta and 
local tradespeople eager to 
share their skills with women 
and diverse people interested 
in learning more about welding. 
There is definitely electricity in 
the air about the potential for The 
Red Bench to push more women 
and diverse talent into the weld-
ing industry as it takes gender 
inequality head-on.

The Red Bench is a membership- 
based welding workshop whose 
mission is to provide women and 
diverse people ages 18 and up  
with a shop space that is equipped 
with tools, equipment, and 
consumables and is focused on 
welding and metalworking skill 
development. Those interested 
in becoming a member do not 
need any previous experience 
welding or working with tools. 
In fact, membership is free, and 
members pay a small drop-in fee 
to access programs. "We believe 
that the most effective way to get 
more women and diverse people 
into welding and metalworking is to 
give them a shop space, tools, and 
confidence so that they can gain or 
continue to develop skills," said Jo.
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The Red Bench focuses on pre- 
training and pre-certification with 
the intention of drawing women 
and diverse people to welding,  
encouraging them to continue de-
veloping their skills, and pushing 
them towards the pursuit of educa-
tional and employment opportuni-
ties in the industry. Their programs 
include group DIY projects or 
one-time events that involve 
welding education and the fabrica-
tion of simple, functional objects. 
The programs are designed to 
incorporate the basic theory of a 
selected welding process, such as 
GMAW, with hands-on practical 
experience through fabrication 
and an emphasis on shop 
safety. Shop safety underpins 
every program, and each 
member receives both shop 
and tool orientations. “People 
who have never tried welding 
before might be afraid to do so 
because of a concern for safety 
and a lack of confidence,” 
explains Mack, “We’ve seen 
beginners go from nothing to 
having complete confidence 
using a tool like an angle 
grinder because they have 
been shown how to use it with 
the best safety practices in mind.”

The shop safety orientation in-
cludes reviewing The Red Bench's 
health and safety program, emer-
gency procedures, and proper PPE 
use. The tool orientation includes 
demonstrations of tools such as 
the angle grinder and welding 
machine and step-by-step training 
on how to operate them safely. 
After participating in a program,  
members possess fundamental 
knowledge in welding and met-
alworking that can act as a solid 
footing to jump into apprentice-
ship training or post-secondary ed-
ucation, round out their expertise 
in their current trade, and inspire 

them to seek more opportunities 
in the industry.

The summer of 2021 was during 
the throes of the pandemic, and 
the search for a shop space was  
at the top of Mack and Jo's priori-
ties. Their workshop received  
a $3,000 grant from the Edmonton 
Community Foundation (ECF), 
where the release of the 
much-needed funds was contin-
gent on having a physical address. 
“At that point, everything - incor-
poration fees, marketing costs, 
business expenses - came out of 
our pockets,” explained Mack, 

“We needed funding for capital 
and operating costs for at least the 
first year.” The two wrote emails 
and mailed letters to local fabrica-
tors, engineering firms, and work-
shops asking if they had space 
to spare to run their programs a 
few days a week on evenings and 
weekends. Two of the nearly 50 
locales they contacted responded 
with an invitation to meet. The Red 
Bench partnered with one of them, 
Canwe Solutions Ltd., a western 
Canadian welding engineering 
firm based in Edmonton who 
offered a portion of their shop 
space to use rent-free provided 
that utilities were taken care of. 

The first chess piece was in place, 
and the momentum was building. 
Mack and Jo set their sights on the 
next step - getting connected with 
an insurance provider and insuring 
the business. The two were put in 
touch with a broker who scoured 
the market, eventually receiving 
a yes. "The day we heard that we 
had gotten an insurance offer, we 
knew it was happening for real," 
said Jo, "We were on the edge 
of our seats because what we are 
trying to do is very niche, and not 
everyone understood it."

A fundraiser was launched for the 
remainder of the insurance 
premium that the ECF grant 
was unable to cover. In a block-
buster GoFundMe campaign, 
their “The Red Bench Startup 
Fund" raised $2,770 and was 
successful in covering the 
biggest business expense yet.  
"We couldn't believe that 
we had raised the money," 
remarked Mack, "It was crazy 
to us that it was all coming 
together. We could do this." 
The business foundations were 
laid, and operating costs were 

the next concern. A networking 
opportunity led to a casual conver-
sation with management members 
from ALCO Gas & Oil, who liked 
the idea of The Red Bench. The 
executives, Faisal Velji and Mike 
Egilsson, agreed that they should 
meet with the two. Their meetings 
focused on getting The Red Bench 
funds to cover their operating 
costs for 2022 so they could open 
to the public. When ALCO Gas & 
Oil signed on to be their official 
corporate sponsor, it was a water-
shed moment. "After we gained a 
corporate sponsor, I think we also 
gained a lot of legitimacy," says 
Jo, "That got us more donations 
down the road." 

"We believe that the most  
effective way to get more 
women and diverse people  

into welding and metalworking 
is to give them a shop space, 

tools, and confidence  
so that they can gain or  

continue to develop skills,"

the red bench
LIGHTING A SPARK IN THE COMMUNITY 
THROUGH WELDING AND METALWORKING

Mack (right) overseeing a participant learning to weld during the CWB Welding Joints guest workshop.
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A critical part of the sponsorship 
agreement was two group DIY 
projects named after the produc-
tion equipment company. The 
launch of the first project had 
finally arrived. "We had come 
all this way, and it seemed like a 
whirlwind. But the moment came 
to finally bring what we set out 
to do into reality with our first 
project," says Mack. "We had 
waited for that moment for so 
long, and it was there at last. It was 
pure excitement," added Jo. The 
first project was the fabrication of 
jewelry trees, followed by a tour of 
a local powder coating facility, The 
Powdermill, who offered to coat 
the trees free of charge. However, 
a few big things stood in the way. 
Through donations from the com-
munity, they had acquired a weld-
ing table and a tool chest. Still, 
their shop remained relatively bare 
- important items like a welding 
machine, MIG wire, shielding gas, 
and even PPE were still missing. 
"ALCO Gas & Oil talked to ALCO 
Inc., who provided two amazing 
welding machines to us on loan as 
well as gas cylinders and a supply 
of scrap for projects and practice," 
said Mack. With PPE in mind, 
the two contacted manufacturers 
and Miller Electric came to the 

rescue, donating welding helmets, 
jackets, and gloves as well as a 
Multimatic welding machine, while 
Hobart Filler Metals donated filler 
wire and other consumables. The 
show was on, and it was The Red 
Bench's time to shine. 

The first project was a hit, and 
their second project, the fab-
rication of industrial-style wall 
hooks, was filled up with eager 
participants in just two weeks. The 
Red Bench received donations 
from NAIT, LJ Welding, AquaTerra 
Water Management, Spectra 
Supply, and more. The outpouring 
of support from the community 
has encouraged Mack and Jo to 
keep pushing their dream further. 
"We are so excited about the 
upcoming programming we will 
offer," said Jo, "With the support 
of our corporate sponsor, ALCO 
Gas & Oil, and all the wonderful 
industry partners that provide us 
with a shop space and the tools to 
operate, we are ready to take this 
to the next level." The two have 
their sights set on offering more 
projects, opening shop hours, and 
becoming an official non-profit or-
ganization. Their current program-
ming can only stand to grow with 
the help of volunteers. "We want 

to start welcoming women and 
other people into volunteer lead-
ership positions at The Red Bench 
so that they can be change-makers 
in their community," said Mack.  
"It's amazing to think that we did 
this all, just us," remarked Jo, "But 
now we want to bring more wom-
en and people into the fold and 
into leadership positions.”  

If you are interested in volunteer-
ing at The Red Bench or making a 
donation, Mack and Jo are eager 
to get you involved and can be 
contacted at hi@theredbench.ca.

The last session of the ALCO Wall Hooks group DIY project. 
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 High-quality MIG welding

 Versatile MIG gun

 A highly resistant and long-lasting technology

 High quality materials 

 A light product that is easy to use

 Ergonomic handle

 An ideal distance from the weld point that  
 eliminates any risk of porosity

 A ‘‘MADE IN CANADA’’ technology 

 A Modern design

MIG WELDING FUME EXTRACTOR GUN 

Ergonomic ball joint 
offering an optimal 

handling

Higher pollutant 
extraction capacity

Three-position handle top vent 
for precise air flow control

 Jo (left) and Mack (right) in The Red Bench's shop space.

  
Jolene Borrelli and 
Mackenzi Johnston

For more info on the Red Bench  
visit:  THEREDBENCH.ca
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