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Notes from the THECIS workshop on “The State of Entrepreneurship in Canada”
April 27, 2010 – Calgary; April 28, 2010 – Edmonton.

Workshop speaker: Elaine Fisher, Dr. Fischer is Director of Entrepreneurial Studies at the Schulich School of Business, York University, Ontario

Calgary Panel:  Joan Barichello, Executive Director, IRAP West; Stephen Kenny -  Executive in Residence, Mount Royal University; Rick Tofani -  Director, Southern Alberta Operations, Alberta Innovates - Technology Futures
Edmonton panel:  Gary Albach – President and CEO  Alberta Innovates - Technology Futures; Randy Thompson - CEO VentureAlberta and Entrepreneur in Residence at NovaNait; Chris Lumb – President and CEO, TEC Edmonton
The paper:  Available at http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/sbrp-rppe.nsf/vwapj/SEC-EEC_eng.pdf/$file/SEC-EEC_eng.pdf


The PowerPoint presentation: Available at www.thecis.ca


These comments do not necessarily represent a consensus of the panel or the participants. It is an attempt to capture some of the points made during the discussion.

Notes from the Calgary Workshop

There is a disconnect between Canada’s ratings for innovation [e.g. a D by the Conference Board] and the entrepreneurship ratings here, which look very good. We need better data on innovation and productivity at provincial and regional levels. 
We need to define what an “innovative Alberta” would look like.

Canada has far fewer high growth service companies that its peers. Perhaps services in Canada are more highly regulated, and perhaps they get acquired before they grow too big.

We need the political will to provide leadership on innovation the way Ontario has by, for instance, providing $18 billion in incentives for alternative energy. We have huge potential for that here.
We need to address cultural issues starting in the educational system.

How realistic is it to expect an aggressive entrepreneurial society when the ‘Millennials’ have a life style focus and no apparent desire to work hard? We are fat and happy and not hungry for success like some Asian countries. However, educators said that our students will rise to the occasion.

Diversity is a competitive advantage for Canada and for Alberta. They bring global networks with them.

Notes from the Edmonton workshop

General agreement that we need better statistics on entrepreneurship and innovation. Canada is not involved in the GEM [Global Entrepreneurship Monitor] program. The OECD has an initiative to develop better statistics on entrepreneurship. The data ignores virtual firms and the self employed.
The data on obtaining funding for SMEs in Canada is misleading. It also hurts efforts to build political support for increasing risk capital to high growth companies. While VC funding may be small as a percentage of the total, in the US VC backed firms constitute a disproportionate part of the stock market.  We have poor tax incentives for investing in SMEs. In the UK, investors get a large % back from the government plus capital gains on the shares are tax free

We are doing a lot of thing right here. There are 74 active U of A spin off companies.
“It’s all about culture”. In Britain it used to be that a bankrupt faced social ostracism, while in France the brightest and best graduate want to work for the government as those are see as the high status jobs. Canada is way better than the UK and France but not as good as the US. Grande Prairie is the second most innovative Canadian city [after Saskatoon]. They are because they have to be. How do we encourage entrepreneurs?

We don’t know how to tell stories about our successes.
We should link high tech firms with local industries.

Immigrants are a big advantage for us. 50% of Silicon Valley firms were started by individuals born outside Canada.

We have an aging demographic with more companies being started by older people. These people will want to cash out at some point, and this presents a huge opportunity for younger entrepreneurs.

In Canada we don’t tend to build big companies. It is possible that service firms are bought out before they b4ecome big.

Public policy is focused on job creation, not wealth creation.

We need to raise the profile of some of the financing problems for small firms. The National Angels Organization [NAO] and National Venture Capital Association [NVCA] have started reporting statistics to help with this.

The nanotech strategy is not sector specific. Like ICT it will benefit many sectors of the economy.

We need to recognize that we cannot create clusters.

Immigration is a huge benefit for innovation and entrepreneurship in Alberta. At Micralyne, 150 of the 250 employees were born outside Canada.

Notes by Peter Josty
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