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growing UP
Getting a startup off the ground takes a special set of 

skills — but they’re very different from the ones required 
to run a rapidly expanding company. We talked to five 

entrepreneurs facing different growth-related challenges 
for advice on how to not just survive, but thrive  

By Bryan Borzykowski 
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DISCLAIMER: The information disclosed herein is intended to provide 
only general guidance with respect to the various matters dealt with and 
is not an exhaustive description of all issues and risks that may be present 

to any person or persons. The information disclosed herein should not 
be regarded as advice and is based solely on facts and circumstances 

provided to KPMG and should not be regarded as suitable for use by any 
person or persons. Any information herein is based on current tax law 
including judicial and administrative interpretation. Tax law is subject 
to continual change, at times on a retroactive basis and may result in 

incremental taxes, interest or penalties. Facts and circumstances along 
with changes in law or its interpretation change impacts such foregoing 

referred to information. The information herein is current as of the date of 
the information and has not be updated for changes in law or interpreta-

tion after the date thereof. For this reason, the reader should not rely upon 
this information without seeking the advice of a qualified professional. We 
accept no responsibility or liability for any reliance that the any person or 
persons may place on the information contained herein. We neither war-
rant nor represent that this is sufficient or appropriate for any purposes 

that any person or persons may have.

the ivey entrepreneurs’ index WhAt’s online noW

W
elcome to the inaugural issue of inbusiness. The team here at KPMG Enterprise is 
delighted to launch a publication that provides meaningful business insights to you, 
Canada’s entrepreneurs and business owners.

The theme of our very first issue is growth. At KPMG Enterprise, we are all about 
helping entrepreneurs grow thriving enterprises — and building value in their business. But we 
are also about celebrating the spirit of entrepreneurship every day. And because of who we are 
and what we do, we are fortunate to gain first-hand insight into amazing business stories from 
wonderful business owners who are out there doing great work, bringing great products and 
services to the market. Through this experience, I believe it is important to share business sto-
ries — tools, tips and ideas to promote the success of Canadian businesses, so readers can learn 
and apply that knowledge to the future success of their business, or in their role as inspirational 
business leaders and entrepreneurs.  

Any entrepreneur can attest to the fact that starting a business is incredibly challenging, 
regardless of the economic conditions. But as you’ll read in our Special Growth Guide, keeping a 
business running and growing is just as tough, if not more so. It takes commitment, conviction, 
intensity, a positive nature and a great deal of determination. Entrepreneurs face a multitude 
of opportunities and unique challenges every day. Sometimes they make their way via trial 
and error, and sometimes with a lucky break, but for the successful ones, it is usually through 
perseverance and tapping into the experiences and knowledge of others. 

The content in inbusiness will entertain and enlighten you with meaningful information and 
articles that will inspire and inform. Whether you are looking for ways to spark innovation, 
seeking advice from trusted industry professionals or trying to wrap your head around social 
media and its position in the business world, we are confident the articles in the magazine 
touch upon the issues at the heart of running a successful business. We look forward to bring-
ing you news and information that can make a meaningful difference to your business. 

KPMG enterprise strategic Focus: 
growth readiness index

Gain immediate insight to your company’s 
performance by completing a short, 
complimentary business diagnostic that 
will provide you with a customized report 
covering six critical business areas and 
benchmark your company’s performance 
against similar enterprises.

strategicfocus.ca
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dennis fortnum

We’ll grow on you
Kpmg enterprise’s canadian managing partner on the launch of inBusiness

welcome

A survey of 370 graduates of QuantumShift, an elite leadership development program 
created by KPMG Enterprise and the Ivey School of Business.

Spring 2011 Fall 2011 Spring 2012 Fall 2012Fall 2010

do you expect the canadian economy to grow over the next year?

69% 89% 65% 78% 66%
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start
STRONGER THAN STEEL
Bamboo bicycles? For $6,000 a pop? 

INNOVATION NATION
Generate money-making ideas 

ASk A pRO
How to pass on your family business 

GOING STATESIdE 
Advice for an ambitious startup 

It all begins here: expert tips, 
inspiration and ideas for  

your business

CRIME PAYS
Jad Saliba created the Internet 

Evidence Finder program while he 
was a cop with the Waterloo Regional 
Police. Before long, the software was 

helping law enforcement agencies 
around the world — including the 

FBI, the CIA and Homeland Security 
— catch bad guys, and Saliba had 

turned in his badge to run Magnet  
Forensics full-time.
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the product

Better, 
stronger, 
faster
Titanium. Aluminum. Steel. 
Those all sound like the right 
kind of materials for a bicycle 
frame. Bamboo, not so much. 
But to Al Roback, the owner 
of Grass Frames, based in 
bike-friendly Vancouver, it’s 
the only thing that makes 
sense. “Bamboo is sturdy and 
sustainable,” says Roback, 
who started experimenting 
with different drying and 
binding methods after living 
in Japan. Today, Grass Frames 
custom-builds bikes that start 
at $2,000 to $3,000 a frame; 
depending on the tweaks 
and components, a finished 
product can run up to $6,000. 
For those who wonder why 
you’d spend that kind of cash 
on something made from a 
weed, Roback has this to offer: 
“There are bamboo fishing 
rods that get passed down 
through generations. That’s 
because it has a lot more 
give and resilience, and will 
bounce back when bent. It’s 
also better for the planet.” 
Roback is using California-
grown bamboo to build his 
bikes (along with a hemp-fibre 
composite), but he hopes to 
start growing his own crop in 
Vancouver soon. And he and 
his five-person shop are now 
fielding inquiries from as far 
away as Asia and Europe.   
— JudITh PEREIRA

ph
o

to
g

ra
ph

 b
y 

cl
in

to
n

 h
u

ss
ey

inBusiness_Product2.indd   5 13-02-01   12:03 PM

4                february 2013 kpmg.ca/enterprise

technology

how I DID It

I was on general patrol 
when I was diagnosed 

with Hodgkins lymphoma. I was 
off for a year doing chemo and 
radiation, and when I came back, 
the force needed help in the tech-
nological crimes unit. We would 
examine computers, hard drives, 
tablets, cellphones and thumb 
drives, to try to find relevant evi-
dence. The software we had didn’t 
help much with the newer types 
of evidence — online chat, social 
media and social networking. I 
had a background in software 
development, and I started doing 
some research on my own time. 
I learned that a fair bit of data 
gets left behind when you’re using 
Facebook and other online sites. 
And I found a way to recover it. 

Take Facebook. When you use 
the chat feature or post on your 
wall, traces of data get left behind. 
If you know what these traces look 
like, you can find patterns. From 
there, it’s just a matter of figuring 
out if it’s valid data. People used 
to discuss this kind of stuff on 
the phone or in person, but these 
days, it doesn’t seem odd for them 
to talk about a robbery they just 
committed over MSN chat or 
Facebook. There is a wealth of 
information to be found.

The policing community is 
tight-knit, and I wanted to help 
out other officers, so I released the 
software as a free tool. It spread by 
word of mouth, and it got picked 

up pretty quickly by bloggers. In 
2011, I started charging for it, 
and I started seeing potential for 
this to be a real business. I had the 
technical skills, but I needed help 
on the  business side. I met Adam 
Belsher, who was a vice-president 
in sales and marketing at Research 
In Motion. I’m a big believer in 
first impressions and gut feelings, 
and it just felt right. In September 
2011, we quit our jobs and went 
full-time on this.

We increased the price early on, 
to get it closer to what it would 
be if it had just been released as 
a commercial product. And we 
didn’t get a lot of pushback — 
people saw the value. From there, 
we started figuring out where we 
needed to advertise, and which 
conferences and tradeshows we 
needed to be at. We’ve hired a 
number of very smart program-
mers, and we’ve added a lot of 
features, streamlined the program 
and accelerated how quickly we’re 
able to iterate on new versions, 
because things are changing so 
quickly. One example: Craigslist 
was used a lot in the past for 
fraudulent-type interactions, 
prostitution, that sort of thing. 
But it’s come under some scrutiny, 
so a lot of people are moving to a 
new site called Backpage. We’re 
also helping users analyze data 
faster. It’s one thing to uncover 
500,000 records, but then some-
one has to go through all those 

records to find the relevant stuff. 
We’re selling the software in 92 

countries, and people who use it 
tell us they use it on every case — 
it’s part of the process. You get it 
going before you leave for the day, 
and you have the data when you 
come in the  next morning. 

We really feel there’s a lot of 
runway with our current products, 
but our new products are opening 
us up to new markets. Our goal is 
finding the truth, whatever that 
may be — whether it’s getting to 
the bottom of a child exploitation 
case or in a corporate setting. 
We’re also expanding into the 
mobile market, adding support for 
smartphones and tablets. We’ve 
got a lot of work ahead of us.

I do miss being a police offier, 
though — the comraderie, the im-
pact you can have. I kinda thought 
when I got hired that policing 
would be my career for life. But 
I didn’t expect to get cancer. It’s 
kind of funny where life takes you.
— As told to dAwn CAllejA

Magnet Forensics
Waterloo, Ontario

Founded 2011

23 employees

Customers in 92 countries

•	 Focus on something you’re 

passionate about and have 

experience in. 

•	 Surround yourself with 

people who have skills that 

complement your own.

•	 Protect your time. A lot of 

entrepreneurs want to have 

a hand in everything. Hire 

people you trust, so you can 

give them the responsibility 

and leave it with them. 

•	 Paying attention to every 

transaction you make is key 

to how well things will work 

out. 

•	 My accountant once told me, 

There are a lot of people who 

own 100% of a company 

that’s worth nothing. Being 

willing to share your success 

and bringing on people who 

can help you get there is 

really important.

 VITALS

tips

“I’m a big
believer in  
first impressions 
and gut feelings, 
and it just felt 
right”

four
apps to 

download 
now

Expensify
This mobile app lets users take pictures of receipts and then shoots it to 
the cloud, where the items are categorized into an expense report

Asana 
A group communication and project management tool that provides a 
single spot for employees to view a project’s tasks and deadlines, ask 
questions and get instant updates on everyone’s progress

Dropbox
The app that made e-mail attachments obsolete lets users create a 
folder and then drop in files, photos and other documents that can then 
be shared with others

Evernote
Think of Evernote as a digital Post-It. Users can type notes, take 
photos, clip online stories and record audio across multiple platforms 
and save it in the cloud. There’s also Evernote Business, which allows 
employees to share content with their team or organization

HOW I DID IT FIX.indd   4 13-02-01   11:56 AM
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how to

Have a clear vision
A marketing exec at Southwest Airlines used 
customer survey data to suggest adding 
chicken Caesar salad to long flights. The CEO 
asked: “Will adding a chicken Caesar help 
us be the low-fare airline in those markets? 
Because if it won’t, we aren’t serving any damn 
chicken salad.”

Takeaway It’s important to have a clear  
mission statement so that new ideas don’t 
compromise core values.

Don’t fear change
When Encyclopedia Britannica refused to 
digitize their books for fear they would eat 
into print sales, Bill Gates created Encarta, 
which became the dominant player. But he 
moved too slowly to the Web, leaving it wide 
open to Wikipedia.

Takeaway Be willing to sacrifice sales of an 
existing product to create a new market.

 
Use crisis to your advantage
After the tech bubble burst, Steve Jobs was 

criticized for not deep-sixing R&D. But that 
investment led to the development of iTunes. 
The rest is history.

Takeaway Don’t sacrifice your future growth.

Do something different
In the late 1990s, the BBC set up a fund to 
green-light programs that didn’t meet the 
broadcaster’s traditional screening process. 
That’s how Ricky Gervais’s The Office got 
produced.

Takeaway Have a program or process in place 
that ensures the company tries something new.

 
Look beyond your industry
A designer at Ferrari didn’t look at other high-
end car companies for inspiration — he looked 
at women’s fashion magazines.

Takeaway It’s not all about your competitors. 
Look at successful companies in other industries.

Push psychological diversity when hiring
Companies worry about gender and cultural 

diversity but they should be equally concerned 
with finding people who differ from 
themselves. You want different thinkers on 
your team.

Takeaway Geeks and freaks are sometimes  
the best people to hire. They think differently 
than everyone else.

Meet your customers
Cadillac wanted to find out why the Escalade, 
which was geared toward older, wealthy males, 
was so hot among young black men in Detroit, 
so the head designer went to Detroit and did 
ride-alongs with drivers. 

Takeaway Focus groups, surveys and 
interviews often tell you what doesn’t work.  
To find out what does, go to customers.

Develop prototypes
Design firms like Ideo create prototypes for 
their employees to tinker with. 

Takeaway Creating a physical model helps  
you visualize problems and discuss solutions. 

Jeremy Gutsche helps big-name 
businesses like Sony, Victoria’s Secret 

and Nestle generate money-making 
products and processes. His Toronto-

based company, Trend Hunter, 
an online guide to everything 

hip, gets more than 35 million 
monthly hits, and he’s the author 

of Exploiting Chaos. Here are 
Gutsche’s tips for how to come 

up with brilliant ideas. 
 — JuDITH PErEIra

HOW TO FIX.indd   7 13-02-01   12:01 PM
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In the 
mood
What’s the best way for bag 
designer Pixie Mood to expand 
its reach without burning 
through all its cash?

the pitch

In hindsight, Kelvin and Chloe Ho could 
have done a bit more research before they 
chucked their jobs at IBM, borrowed $30,000 
from family, and moved to Hong Kong to 
find suppliers for their colourful bags. The 
couple made plenty of mistakes in the early 
days of Pixie Mood, based north of Toronto, 
like sending money to China for samples that 
never came and placing an initial order for 
10,000 wallets they couldn’t sell. “We tried 
to walk into stores and introduce ourselves,” 
says Kelvin, who has a degree in business 
management from Ryerson University, 
“but they would just ask if we’d be at the 
tradeshows.” Two years later, Pixie Mood sells 
its wares, designed by Chloe, at 200 stores 
across Canada and expects to sell 5,000 bags 
this season. It’s also pushing into the United 
States, where each tradeshow sets them back 
$8,000. “We look for a return of $24,000 to 
call it a good trip,” says Kelvin. They’d like to 
hire sales reps across the US to help expand 
their reach, and allow them to focus on 
design, marketing and overseeing suppliers in 
Guangzhou. Their long-term plan is to make 
the bags in Canada, though that would mean 
a substantial hike in price. “One of our selling 
points,” says Chloe, “is to keep them accessible 
for everybody.” — Dawn Calleja

Sunil Mistry 
Partner, KPMG enterPrise 

Expanding to the US can be daunting, especially 
with well-established brands such as Tim Hortons 
and Canadian Tire having failed in the past. For 
small businesses, it can lead to explosive growth. 
Pixie Mood should use its existing web presence 
and invest in social media and search engine optimization to drive not 
only US customers, but international ones, too. Although costly, attending 
US tradeshows might lead to introductions to key fashion industry 
individuals, who can then find sales reps who will help drive business.

Brian Miske 
Chief MarKetinG OffiCer, KPMG llP

Start small and then scale — market products 
and services to multiple buyers in a geographic 
concentration. This will mitigate risk and optimize 
marketing investment to defined segments. If you 
deal with one buyer, then business to the US ceases 
until a new buyer can be found. Co-marketing can help extend your brand 
in new markets and broaden the geographic base. Rationalize marketing 
investments across traditional and digital channels to build awareness, 
and create a dialogue with customers through social media. 
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ask a pro

Q: We’d like to see our family winery business continue when we retire in  
five years, but our daughter has different plans. How should we develop  
non-family talent to lead, until she (hopefully) changes her mind?

A: You’ve got to figure out what your family rules are so you can communicate them to your 
key management people. Do it now, while there isn’t an immediate decision to be made. 
Even though your daughter says she’s not interested, you should have ongoing discussions 
with all your children about the future of the business so they understand their options and 
responsibilities. Ownership should be a separate discussion from management. 

One of your family policy decisions should be whether to put the business or the family 
first. There are no right or wrong answers here. If your daughter wants to come into the 
business later on, for instance, is she qualified to work in a management role? Hiring is 
entirely a business decision — until you add family on top of it. That mixes things up. How 
will her performance be evaluated or her compensation determined? Employees should be 
aware of the rules around employing family members, particularly if their role could include 
mentoring and training them. 

You also need to be clear with non-family members about their expectations and future 
opportunities. A good compensation package is critical. For instance, can key employees ever 
own shares? Employees need to know that right off the bat. I know people who were promised 
that if they managed a business, they’d get to buy it when the owner retired, only to be out 
when a family member returned. That’s not fair to your non-family people. Don’t promise 
something that’s not going to happen. 

Ultimately, keeping the business successful — which may require non-family management 
— and staying flexible are the keys to your future. 

Bev Johnson is a Partner and national leader for the KPMG enterPrise 
faMily Business  teaM

Q: As a small tech startup, what should  
we be doing now if we want to claim an  
R&D tax credit down the road?

A: These credits can be very lucrative — up to 73 
cents on every dollar of labour in Ontario — so it’s 
important to get it right. The No. 1 thing to remember 
is to track your eligible projects throughout the year. 
The key to proving to the Canada Revenue Agency that 
your claim has all the right technological components 
of a scientific research or experimental development 
(SR&ED) project is documentation. While CRA can 
be a little more lenient with startups, there’s a big 
push lately to see paper that supports the work you’re 
claiming. This includes time-tracking, project-
planning documents, any records of trial runs, project 
progress reports, photographs, videos, prototypes, 
even meeting minutes. 

It’s a good idea to have one person on staff 
dedicated to preparing and keeping all SR&ED-related 
documentation. You have 18 months to file this claim, 
but memories get foggy, and documentation gets lost 
or was never created, so the longer you let it go, the 
harder it is to pull that out.

There are basically two pieces to an SR&ED claim: 
the science write-up and the actual numbers. When 
CRA first gets a claim, they have one of their technical 
science advisors review it from a science point of 
view to determine whether it meets the definition of 
an SR&ED set out in the income tax act. CRA really 
does want to see that you’re trying to overcome 
technological obstacles to achieve some form of 
advancement. This could include improvements to 
products and processes, or brand new ones. But you 
can’t just try something and, if it doesn’t work, twist 
it a bit and try again. There needs to be a scientific and 
systematic investigation.

Then there’s the financial review, which may or may 
not occur. But the financial auditor will be checking 
that people’s labour was included at the right rates or 
that you followed rules around overhead. 

The bottom line: Making a claim requires time and 
effort, but it’s definitely worth it.

BoB WaterWorth is a Partner with KPMG 
enterPrise’s r&d tax Practice in toronto

Keeping it  
in the family

read this book

The E-Myth by Michael Gerber
“That was my manuscript on how to scale and grow a business. I grew up with ADD. I had trouble focusing 
and I was terrible with books — I’d get three pages in and then put it down. This one, I read cover to cover, 
put it down, took a five-minute break and read it again.” — Brian scudaMore, founder of 1-800-Got-JunK d

is
cl

a
im

er
 (j

o
hn

so
n

, w
at

er
w

o
rt

h
) s

ee
 p

ag
e 

2;
 il

lu
st

ra
ti

o
n

 b
y 

er
ik

 m
o

hr

inBusiness_Ask.indd   8 13-02-01   12:00 PM



kpmg.ca/enterprise february 2013                11

 
                       

Giving up control
 
iWeb inc., Montreal
Founder: Eric Chouinard
2012 revenue: About $42 million
one-year revenue groWth: 17%

e
ric Chouinard never imagined giving up the corner office to someone else. 
After all, he’d founded iWeb, his Montreal-based web hosting business, 
when he was just 25, with a $5,000 grant for young entrepreneurs, and, 
over 15 years of toil, had grown it into a $40-million-plus business. But 
nearly two years ago, Chouinard came to the realization that if iWeb were 

to keep on expanding, he’d have to replace himself.
Each time iWeb reached a revenue milestone — $1 million, $10 million and so on — he 

was at a loss as to what to do next. “Every time we wanted to go to the next level of growth, 
I had to find a coach or get some advice from people who had done business with this size 
of a company before,” he says. “It was all brand new to me.”

Chouinard’s next target is $100 million. But he freely admits that running a company 
that large is out of his league. So, he started to search for a chief operating officer who 
could eventually take over as CEO. The problem is finding the right fit for iWeb, which 
provides web hosting services and dedicated servers to corporate clients. The new boss 
would have to embrace iWeb’s open, collaborative culture (it has only 27 managers for 235 
employees) and be willing to have fun. “We like to celebrate at least once a month, when we 
finish a big project,” says Chouinard. They also have to be willing to work with Chouinard, 
who plans to stick around as the face of the company. If he chooses the wrong leader, he 
says, the company he worked so hard to build could go bust.

Chouinard’s first move was to create a job posting for his own position, putting down 
on paper exactly what it entailed. “I included all the key things I really wanted from these 
guys,” he says. That meant everything from hard skills like overseeing projects with 
massive amounts of data and information, to softer ones, like having a strong, respectful 
relationship with customers, staff, shareholders and the board of directors. The candidate 
also had to share Chouinard’s outlook on life. “If the reason in life is to just make money, 
then there’s a problem,” he says. “I wanted someone who respected the human factor.”

This past May, he found a guy who fit the bill: Christian Primeau, a former Bell Canada 
and Sun Microsystems executive who’d held several managerial roles, mostly in IT and 
marketing. Primeau was actually applying for a different role at iWeb, but because Choui-
nard had written down what he was looking for in an eventual successor, he knew during 
Primeau’s interview that he was perfect for the job. 

He didn’t just hand it to Primeau, though. “You don’t go to the bar and say, ‘I want to 
marry you,’” says Chouinard. “You have to take time to make sure you’re connected.” He 
took Primeau out to dinner with his wife and introduced him to the board. They chatted 
over a pint. Over about four weeks, they met five times and frequently spoke on the phone. 
The more time Chouinard spent with Primeau, the more confident he was that he was the 
right person to guide iWeb’s future.

While Chouinard still retains the CEO spot, he says he’ll probably relinquish the role 
within a few years — he wants to give his new hire a bit of time to get used to the company, 
and vice versa. “After a year, I’ll know if he’s a good guy,” says Chouinard. “So far, so good.”
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“Every time we 
wanted to go to 

the next level of 
growth, i had to 

find a coach”
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Growing franchise
 
Frogbox Inc., VancouVer
Founders: Doug Burgoyne and Trevor McCaw
2012 reVenue: N/A
one-year reVenue growth: 200%

 

d
oug Burgoyne and Trevor McCaw 
were definitely on to something. 
In 2008, they launched a company 
based on one very simple idea: 
renting out reusable, eco-friendly 

moving boxes. By the end of 2010, Frogbox’s rev-
enues had grown by 500 percent, and they’d signed 
on Boston Pizza founder Jim Treliving and entrepre-
neur Brett Wilson as investors, after Burgoyne made 
an appearance on Dragons’ Den that had the entire 
cast fighting for a piece of the business. 

Burgoyne had always dreamed big. From Day 1, 
he’d planned on taking Frogbox’s bright green deliv-
ery trucks to 150 cities across North America. But he 
took it slow. A year after opening the first location 
in Vancouver, he set up a second across the border 
in Seattle. “We wanted to test the market to make 
sure it was viable,” says Burgoyne, the company’s 
president. In 2010, he expanded to Toronto. 

He’d always had franchising in the back of his 
mind — even before Treliving, who’s been called the 
“franchise king,” came on board. After three years 
of honing the operation, Burgoyne felt he had taken 
it to the point where someone else could repeat his 
winning formula. He had an IT system and a detailed 
operating manual franchisees could follow, and a 
distinctive brand and phone number, 1-877-FROG-
BOX. Plus, it was a low-overhead operation, since 
there are no physical stores — customers place their 
orders online, and Frogbox delivers and picks up the 
plastic boxes. Franchisees could run the business 
from home, shelling out only for a diesel delivery 
truck and a storage unit to stash their initial allot-
ment of 2,500 boxes. 

Sure, holding on to every new location would give 
him control and a larger cut of revenue. But opening 
corporate stores was an expensive proposition: He’d 
have to hire managers and staff to run each location, 
pay salaries and overhead, and so on. He’d definitely 
need more investors. Franchising had its drawbacks, 
too, since he’d only get the upfront franchising fee 
and a seven-percent cut of profits (if there were any), 
and there was a lot of legal work to take care of. But 
he knew that if he passed on some of the financial 
burden to franchisees, he could hit that 150-city 
mark far faster than he could on his own. “It was the 
best way to get a national footprint quickly,” he says. 

The demand was certainly there: Burgoyne had 
started getting requests from potential franchisees 
as soon as he opened his first location, and in the 
week after Dragons’ Den aired, he got 1,500 more. He 
just had to find the best of the lot — a process that 

involves multiple interviews. What’s he looking for? Top-notch sales types, since most 
of the job entails meeting with realtors, stagers, property managers and other real 
estate players to boost Frogbox’s profile.

So far, the franchise model is working. In 2011, Burgoyne sold his Seattle and Toron-
to stores to franchisees, and opened an additional 15 outlets across Canada and four 
in the US. (On average, it takes franchisees a couple of years to turn a profit.) And he 
hasn’t lost any franchisees, which is an accomplishment. “You usually lose one or two 
a year,” he says. To keep his far-flung franchisees feeling connected, Burgoyne and his 
team at head office use Skype and collaboration technology from 37 Signals to “meet” 
with them regularly. And every quarter, head office goes through each store’s finances 
with the franchise owner, who can call or Skype Burgoyne whenever they need to.

Next year will be a big one for Frogbox. Burgoyne plans to open 30 new franchises 
stateside and will keep expanding until he hits the 150 mark. “Selling franchises is 
easy. We’ve developed our training and support models, and now we can sell in the 
U.S,” he says. “Canada, though, is sold out.”ph
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“franchising was 
the best way to 
get a national 
footprint quickly”
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hiring top talent
 
Uken Games, ToronTo
foUnders: Chris Ye and Mark Lambert
2012 revenUe: “High millions”
Year-over-Year revenUe GrowTh: 300%

 

e
very day, employees at Uken Games, 
a Toronto-based video game maker, 
sit down for a free lunch in the office 
cafeteria — maybe a plate of seared 
chickpea polenta or garam masala 

pork chops. There are foosball and ping-pong tables, 
and all employees get free smartphones and new 
computers. “As a company,” says co-founder Chris Ye, 
“we try and provide an environment where people 
can be creative.”

The perks are part of Uken’s recruitment strategy. 
The four-year-old company, which develops mobile 
games like Dark Galaxy and Mighty Monsters, 
is competing with the likes of Google, Ubisoft, 
Electronic Arts and other major players for talented 
game developers and designers. It’s a big concern, 
says Ye, because Uken’s sales are exploding by about 

300 percent a year, and Ye hopes to double Uken’s headcount from 50 to 100 by the end 
of 2013. “It’s difficult to compete against the top engineering firms out there,” he says. 
“Those guys are highly competitive.”

In fact, though Ye pays just as much as companies like Google and EA, roughly 30 
percent of the people who interview at Uken end up taking a job at a brand-name shop, 
and that slows down hiring. If he had more people now, says Ye, he’d be able to produce 
more games. As it is, Uken has to shelve roughly one in every three ideas because it 
doesn’t have enough people to take on the additional work. Which means Ye’s company 
could be making a lot more money, if only it could find more new hires.

To find potential candidates, Ye has had to get creative. He and his developers do the 
speaking circuit, talking to other developers about what Uken is doing and how they 
create their games. They’ve spoken at numerous events over the last year and a half. 
They also host a “hackathon,” opening their office to developers who can use the com-
pany’s tools to create games. It’s all helped to raise Uken’s profile in the community, 
and it has resulted in new hires — sometimes developers drop off a resumé after an 
event; at other times, Ye will approach a promising developer and ask them to apply.

Beyond the games and the lunches and the shiny new gadgets, Ye pushes the fact 
that Uken is a small, nimble company — ideal for developers looking for a change of 
pace. He also offers employees the chance to buy shares in the company. There’s even 
an open vacation policy, so staff can take off whenever they want. “We trust people 
with responsibilities,” says Ye. “We’re more focused on getting tasks done than tracking 
people’s time.”

Uken’s hiring issue won’t disappear overnight. But every new employee boosts the 
company’s fortunes — and that piques the interest of other talented people. And Ye 
takes comfort in knowing that more and more developers are eschewing name-brand 
companies like Google to come work for him — and the people who sign on tend to 
stick around. “I’m fairly certain we’ve won, as well,” he says. ph
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“We’re more focused 
on getting tasks 

done than tracking 
people’s time”
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to sell or not to sell
 
Farmers edge Inc., WInnIpeg
Founders: Wade Barnes and 
Curtis MacKinnon
2012 revenue: Nearly $10 million
one-year revenue groWth: 100%

 

W
hen Wade Barnes got a call 
from an investor looking to buy 
his business, he was ecstatic. 
Then came a second inquiry. 
And a third. Between 2010 and 

2011, a total of nine potential buyers got in touch 
about acquiring at least a piece of his fast-growing 
company.

Barnes is the cofounder and CEO of Winnipeg-
based Farmers Edge, which uses satellite technology 
to help farmers figure out where to plant their crops. 
The system, which can be accessed on a computer or 
tablet, pinpoints which parts of a field are the most 
fertile and have the best sunlight exposure, which 
fertilizers work best on different crops, and more. 
Agriculture is hot these days, says Barnes, since 
demand for food is growing along with the world’s 
population. And there’s increasing demand for 
technology that will make farming more efficient. 
Roughly 1,000 farmers are now using Barnes’s 
system (200 of them signed up in 2012 alone), and 
many of them see a 15 percent to 20 percent increase 
in yield. So, in hindsight, he’s not surprised that so 

many investors were interested in the company.
But having nine suitors presented an interesting challenge: Should Barnes just pick 

the best offer and sell, or wait for an even better offer to come along? With expressions 
of interest ranging from $10 million to $30 million, he was worried that if he waited, 
Farmers Edge would lose out entirely. “One fear is that in two or three years, more 
competitors will go into the space and prices will fall,” Barnes said back in 2011. “We 
may not be able to raise capital later.”

Yet, the business was only six years old when the offers started rolling in, and 
Barnes thought it had a lot more potential. “We’re a very young group,” he said at the 
time. “Making a deal might be too premature.”

Barnes did end up narrowing down the buyers to two serious candidates, but ulti-
mately decided to hold out for more money. Then something unexpected happened: 
Massive floods hit Western Canada, and new sales stalled. Cash flow dried up, too, 
since Barnes had a deal with existing clients that they didn’t have to pay their subscrip-
tion if they weren’t using the service. Barnes started to think he’d made the wrong 
decision. “When I looked at the books last February, I was thinking that we should 
have taken a deal,” he says.

Then, this past spring, along came Avrio Capital, a Calgary-based company that 
invests in agriculture-related ventures. Farmers Edge had just struck a deal with global 
agribusiness Viterra to put Barnes’ technology in the hands of its farmer clients, and 
Avrio was interested in buying a piece of the company.

Barnes and cofounder Curtis MacKinnon, the company’s chief technology officer, 
jumped at the offer. Since Avrio is focused on agriculture, not pure technology, they 
thought it was a great fit for Farmers Edge. Plus, they were eager to work with Avrio 
board member Jay Bradshaw, the president of Syngenta Canada, which sells herbicides 
and insecticides to protect crops. Bradshaw’s connections and expertise would be just 
as valuable as the money they would receive from Avrio. In the end, Barnes and MacK-
innon sold 15 percent of Farmers Edge to Avrio, giving the company a valuation of just 
under $20 million. The best part: Barnes has already signed on new clients thanks to 
Avrio’s agribusiness connections.

Barnes’s advice for other entrepreneurs is that finding the right fit is more im-
portant than waiting for the highest bidder. “There’s value in having a partner who 
understands the business,” he says. “Don’t be focused on which company will give you 
the highest valuation.”
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“There’s value in 
having a partner 

who understands 
the business”
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staying flat
 
Frank & Oak, MOntreal
FOunders: Ethan Song and Hitcham Ratnani
2012 revenue: N/A
One-year revenue grOwth: 5,100% 

 

F
rank & Oak isn’t just an online 
retailer of men’s clothing. The 
Montreal-based company bills 
itself as a curator of cool, offering 
a rotating selection of up-to-the-

second shirts, blazers, ties, hats and more (all 
designed in-house and manufactured in Montreal, 
Asia, the US and Europe), mostly for less than 50 
bucks apiece. A year ago, Frank & Oak had five 
employees and zero revenue. Today, it has 50 staff-
ers and “revenues are growing fast,” according to 
cofounder and one-time engineer Ethan Song. And 
in October, it received a $5-million cash infusion 
from major US venture capital firms.

One of the secrets to Frank & Oak’s success 
(aside from its hip threads) is its unstructured, 
collaborative culture, says Song. All of the com-
pany’s mostly twentysomething employees can 
contribute ideas that help grow the company, and 
there are no middle managers or finger-waving 
executives watching over their shoulders.

At least, not yet.
The more employees Song hires, the more dif-

ficult it’s becoming to maintain that flat organi-
zational structure. Back when Frank & Oak was 
a five-person shop, everyone was responsible for 
one specific area — graphic design, programming, 
fashion design, customer service — and the team 
met whenever they wanted to share ideas. With 
50 employees, jobs now overlap, and some people 
aren’t sure what task to tackle next. “What I’ve 
realized is that most people like to have a bit of 
guidance,” says Song. “But how do you put that 
in place while maintaining transparency, and 
without building walls or losing the fast-decision-
making model that’s been working?”

As much as he wants to hold on to the cur-
rent system, Song knows it needs some tweaks. 
There have been times when two employees have 
unknowingly been working on the same project at 
the same time. Others get frustrated because of 
a lack of direction. “If we don’t put a more formal 
project management structure in place, things 
won’t get done,” he admits.

Song has taken some steps to set things right. 
In the past, staff meetings would revolve around 
vague topics like IT troubles, he says. Now, he 
holds meetings based on specific projects or busi-
ness challenges, like a new product launch. During 
the meeting, the team appoints a project manager 
who’s responsible for seeing the task through. 
It’s not a manager in the traditional sense — the 

person is only in charge of this one project; someone else may oversee a similar 
task the next time.

Song holds a more formal company meeting once a week, and different groups 
gather to talk about particular projects on an as-needed basis. These smaller 
groups, he says, include no more than four people, and meetings last no longer than 
30 minutes at a time. One member takes notes to share with the group members 
who aren’t in attendance. “We want to stay action focused,” says Song.

So far, these small changes have been working. Having one-off project man-
agers allows him to add some hierarchy without having to introduce a layer of 
middle management and, because there’s no hard-nosed supervisor, people still 
feel comfortable expressing their opinions and ideas. His challenge, however, is 
just beginning. What happens when he has 150 employees roaming the hallways? 
“I need to understand what the next phase will bring and how that will affect my 
company culture,” says Song. “If we don’t recognize problems early on, the whole 
team becomes less efficient.” ph
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“What I’ve realized 
is that most people 
like to have a bit  
of guidance”
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Not so very long ago, only the most adventurous of entrepreneurs were using social networks like Facebook and Twitter 

to promote their businesses. Today, social media aren’t merely a complement to traditional marketing efforts; they’re the 

centrepiece. Don’t think of them as just a way of clicking up an arbitrary list of followers. Rather, savvy entrepreneurs 

are using social networks to forge ties with the people a growing business needs most: potential clients, loyal customers, 

future partners and employees. So, if your business isn’t already taking full advantage of these online networks — which 

are increasingly becoming indecipherable from those in the real word — here’s how to start.
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Average amount of  
time users spend  

monthly on social media

Twitter
21 minutes

  

Pinterest
89 minutes

       

    

Facebook
405 minutes

Source: 
report on BuSineSS mAgAzine

Birdwatching 101
twitter
 
For some people, Twitter is a source of news; for 
others, it’s a firehose of diversions or an open-ended 
chatroom full of friends. For Marc Smith, it’s the 
business-intelligence tool that means he’ll never have 
to make another cold call again.

Smith runs Amuse Consulting, a Vancouver-
based business that, for eight years, focused on 
organizing events whose guest lists could run in to 
the thousands. For the first five years, the company’s 
so-called Chief Muse built his client roster the 
traditional way: word-of-mouth, cold calls and events 
like networking breakfasts. His business grew, but 
incrementally. Then, in 2009, he joined Twitter. At 
the time, the microblogging site wasn’t known as a 
business builder so much as a way of learning what 
other people were having for lunch. But the results 
Smith got upended his professional life.

Twitter is appealing in its straightforwardness. Its 
140-character updates have taken the world by storm. 
(The latest high-profile tweeter is Pope Benedict XVI.) 
But its simple dynamic conceals a huge variety of 
users: Some never tweet, but just read. Many have just 
a few dozen followers. A few have millions. The ones 
in the middle sort themselves out in an ever-evolving 
hierarchy of influencers, ranging from performing 
artists to politicians to pundits. (A user with Smith’s 
6,000-odd followers has reached a respectable 
degree of influence; users with upwards of 20,000 
followers have usually attained some measure of 
minor celebrity.) Twitter is especially popular among 
producers and voracious consumers of news; it acts as 
a bit of a media back-channel, and can be a good way 
to catch journalists’ attention.

 Twitter 

LINGO
Follower: Anyone who 

chooses to follow your 

updates

Retweet: When a user re-

broadcasts a tweet they like 

to all of their followers

Hashtag: A made-up tag, 

starting with a hash sign (#), 

that lets Twitter users join a 

broader conversation

TIPS
• Start with a good avatar 

picture, a concise biography 

and a link to your web page 

— that’s the first thing others 

will check

• Don’t be afraid to listen 

rather than talk. Wait until 

you have something you 

want to say

• Remember that you are 

your brand, and own it. “You 

can’t lie on Twitter about who 

you are,” says Marc Smith 

“You can try, but you’re going 

to fail. Once you’ve done 

20,000 tweets, you won’t 

remember what your lie was” 

There’s no separate Twitter option for businesses, 
beyond the fact that the network will “verify” 
accounts of a certain stature with a little checkmark, 
to protect from phoney accounts. Smith and, say, 
Coca-Cola use the exact same tools to reach their 
audiences. And even brands like Coke have discovered 
that the best way to use Twitter is to reach out to 
individuals — speaking casually and conversationally 
with individual users about what’s on their mind, even 
if it’s not strictly on-brand. After all, this is the stuff 
that relationships are made of. 

As for Smith, instead of tweeting aggressively to 
broadcast his services, or fretting over whether to 
say anything at all, he first used Twitter to listen. 
He sought out prospective clients who used Twitter 
— public relations and human resources firms, 
and marketing companies with no in-house event 
planners. He followed them to see what kind of events 
they were putting on and what their needs were. “The 
reason it’s been so successful for me is that I would 
follow prospective clients, see the things that they 
were tweeting and, when appropriate, tweet back,” he 
says. “Over time, we would do some back and forth. 
When I phoned, we already had a relationship.”

The move to Twitter yielded almost immediate 
results. “All of the new business that I’ve acquired 
since 2009 has come, in some way, shape or form, 
from the network that Twitter has built for me,” 
Smith says. In fact, that same networking power 
has launched him into a whole new line of work — 
blogging about his travels and doing speaking gigs 
(which he’s proven successful at arranging online). 

He hasn’t changed his way of doing business, 
though. “My formula is that broadcasting should be 
no more than 20% of your tweet stream,” says Smith. 
“Otherwise, you’re a news source, and how many 
businesses are interesting as a news source?”
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 facebook 

Lingo
Facebook Page: A 

Facebook profile designed 

for promotional, not 

personal, purposes

Like: For businesses, likes 

act as a subscription list for 

future updates

Timeline: Facebook’s 

new chronological format 

for organizing pages; 

applies to business as well 

as individual pages

Tips
• Move past your personal 

page. Start by making 

a Facebook Page for 

your firm or product. 

Attract “Likes” to gather a 

subscription list for future 

updates

• Update judiciously, and 

resist the urge to over-

post. “If you don’t have 

anything to say, just keep 

waiting and listening. You 

don’t need to be surfacing 

content constantly,” says 

Erin Ireland

• Keep the visuals fresh 

and professional. High-

quality images are the best 

way to distinguish a page 

— especially the banner 

image Facebook now 

allows at the top

From friends to followers
Facebook
 
Erin Ireland didn’t set out to be a banana-bread 
magnate. The Vancouver entrepreneur started her 
career in broadcasting, but decided she’d rather 
pursue her passion for food. Her plan was to become 
a food writer, but her friends kept bugging her about 
the banana bread she baked in her spare time — to 
such effusive praise that she would sometimes carry 
it in her purse, handing it out to friends. Through her 
online network of influential foodies, a buzz about the 
bread started to build. It was joking at first, but the 
more she baked, the more earnest it got, until Ireland 
realized she’d cooked up a saleable proposition.

A year and a half later, Ireland’s To Die For bread 
is on sale at over 50 locations in Vancouver. Her 
production space has moved from her kitchen to a 
professional bakery. And she hasn’t spent a penny on 
advertising. Rather, she puts her stock in social media. 
“I never will push anything on anyone,” she says. 
“Whenever I feel someone is trying to sell something 
to me, I’m naturally turned off.”

Facebook is becoming increasingly ubiquitous 
as a small-business commercial platform (it has an 
entire division dedicated to small biz marketing) 
and an entire self-help industry has sprung up to 
explain the ins and outs of Facebook Pages. (If you 
think Facebook has enough ever-changing options 
on its personal side, wait till you experience the 
business end.) Meant as a promotional home for 
businesses, organizations, products, public figures 

and the like, Pages look similar to regular Facebook 
profiles, but they encourage viewers to “like” them 
instead of befriending them. Among other features, 
Pages provide a suite of analytics insights into your 
company page’s viewership, along with a direct-
messaging tool that lets page owners get private 
feedback from viewers. With the help of third-party 
applications, some pretty advanced tricks are possible. 
(For instance, some companies drum up interest by 
running contests on their Facebook Page.) 

Ireland has maxed out her own Facebook friends 
list at 5,000, filling it with content that’s personal and 
fun. Meanwhile, she has also attracted thousands 
more likes on her public Facebook Pages, which 
contain as little personal detail as possible. “I believe 
in being unselfish with it,” she says. “It’s about what 
I’m featuring.” And so, her To Die For page is filled 
exclusively with content related to, well, banana 
bread. Endless pictures of banana bread. Posts about 
banana bread. Queries to her readers about banana 
bread, responded to in Facebook comments. And did 
we mention glossy, well-lit, high-quality pictures of 
banana bread? “People are so visually stimulated 
when it comes to food,” says Ireland. “When they see 
it, they’ll want it.”

But for all this, the basics are simple and familiar: 
Use the social medium to listen to what your users 
want, then post compelling content to draw them in. 
And try to view this online interaction as just one part 
of a conversation that’s going to continue in person 
later. “Every post must either be informative or 
entertaining,” says Ireland. “If it’s not, I wonder what 
value it offers to my followers.”

Number of people visiting 
Facebook Pages every day

= 1 million

Pages provides a suite of analytics insights 
into your company page’s viewers
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 PINTEREST 

Lingo
Pin: A single picture, 

posted to Pinterest

Board: A category of 

pictures. Other users can 

subscribe to individual 

boards

Re-pin: Posting a photo 

you’ve found on Pinterest 

to one of your own boards, 

so that board’s followers 

can see it too

Tips
• Set up a verified 

Pinterest page for your 

business; post the photos 

from your website to act 

as ambassadors for your 

brand and products

• Remember to always 

attribute the pictures you 

pin; good etiquette counts!

• When posting images, 

draw them from a web 

page that you’d like other 

users to be drawn back to 

— in particular, a sales or 

e-commerce page

A Pinteresting idea
Pinterest

XMG Studios, a growing Toronto game maker, 
makes its business on the back of images. One of the 
company’s iPhone games, Fashion Star Boutique, has 
racked up a cool million users — primarily tween and 
teen girls — by letting them design clothes by easily 
mixing and matching fabric cuts, colours, textures 
and accessories. To keep its users interested in coming 
back, XMG nurtures an online community across 
various platforms, including Facebook, where it runs 
weekly contests. But it has found an even better way 
of spurring customers’ visual imaginations, thanks 
to Pinterest, the social network that presents itself as 
an endless stream of little pictures pinned to boards, 
entreating users to share them with their friends. 
“We started using Pinterest right away, since it has a 
high following among women and fashion in general,” 
says XMG’s Lydia Schaele. “People who follow us on 
Pinterest will see what we’re looking for — and also get 
inspiration for their designs.”

Pinterest has come out of nowhere to become an 
immensely popular — and decidedly consumer-
oriented — social network. It revolves around sharing 
pictures, plain and simple. Users scour the Internet, 
and Pinterest itself, for photos to post (or “pin”). Those 
pics might be of things they’re interested in, or items 
from a catalogue that they’d like to buy. Since Pinterest 
lets users sort their photos into categories, or “boards,” 
some use it as a way of scrapbooking — keeping track 
of the things they want to remember.

Meanwhile, like Twitter, users choose who to follow, 
then watch as the photos posted by those people 
go cascading down their screens. When they see 
something they like, they click to “re-pin” the photo 
into their own collection. “It’s so simple, and that’s why 
it’s been so successful,” says Jess Loren, co-author of 
Pinterest for Business, one of several books touting the 
site’s business potential.

But here’s where Pinterest differs from other social 
networks: You can’t upload pictures to Pinterest, so 
your photos must be drawn from somewhere else on 
the Internet. When you click on a Pinterest photo, you 
get taken back to the page the image is drawn from. 
That means that clicking on a pin of some desirable 
item could take you, conveniently enough, to the 
shopping-cart page for this item at an online store. A 
2012 survey from Shopify, a provider of online stores, 
reported that Pinterest users were 10 percent more 
likely to make a purchase than shoppers referred from 
other social sites.

You can encourage visiting Pinterest users to pick 
up photos from your site by adding a “Pin it” button 
on your website, and by making sure your site features 
images that are remarkable enough to share. Better 
still, set up a Pinterest account and develop a following 
on the network, to prime the pump. 

But a business doesn’t have to be selling tangible 
goods to put Pinterest to good use. For XMG, it’s a 
way of spurring interest — and of encouraging their 
customers to talk back. “Followers actually create 
their own boards, just for Fashion Star designs,” says 
Schaele. “We wouldn’t say that it has a huge impact on 
sales, but it’s another tool to engage with our users.” 

79%
Women

21%
Men

Pinterest is an immensely popular — and 
decidely consumer-oriented — social network
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Down below, construction workers are putting the finishing 
touches on a mini bio-ethanol refinery, owned by Nuttall’s 
company, Woodland Biofuels, that has been under construc-
tion since the summer. The $12-million facility consists of 
two towers supporting gleaming stainless steel furnaces and 
a maze of vertical pipes buttressed by blue and yellow beams. 
At one end is a loading bin full of woodchips from a local mill, 
bound for a hopper on the lower tower, where it is burned at 
ultrahigh temperatures, turning it into a cocktail of carbon 
monoxide and hydrogen. From there, the gas is pumped into 
the taller tower and exposed to a series of catalytic reactions 
that eventually yield distilled ethanol, the biofuel additive 
now mandated by federal law — several containers of which 
sit on the ground outside the plant. 

The beauty of Woodland’s system, explains vice-president of 
engineering Doug Gray, is that it requires no outside chemicals 
or extra hydrogen to produce its ethanol, and it transforms 
100 percent of the feedstock into liquid energy. 

To those steeped in the rapidly evolving science of biofuels, 
this could be something of a showstopper. For years, chemists 
and entrepreneurs have struggled to figure out how to extract 
the energy locked inside wood or agricultural waste and 
transform it into liquid fuel. But early attempts at producing 
cellulosic ethanol have proven to be expensive and inefficient, 
while the corn-based version, which remains the most widely 
used fuel additive, depends heavily on subsidies. 

After years of R&D, Nuttall and his team think they’ve 
cracked the riddle. They will spend the next several months 
testing their solution at this facility, which combines a pair 
of licensed commercial technologies with a proprietary one, 
known as catalyzed pressure reduction, or CPR, that the com-
pany’s scientists have been developing since the mid-2000s. 
According to engineering studies commissioned by Woodland, 
its CPR process should yield about 100 to 130 gallons of etha-
nol per metric tonne; the plant’s purpose is to show if those 
experimental yields can be replicated on a larger industrial 
scale. “The main product is information,” Nuttall says.

That information, they hope, will turn this biotech firm 
into a major commodity producer in the burgeoning biofuels 

knock 
on wood
Woodland Biofuels has  
created a potentially  
blockbuster technology.  
But before the company’s 
backers will hand over the 
millions it needs to take  
it commercial, CEO  
Greg Nuttall has to  
prove that it lives up  
to the hype. By JOhN LOriNC 

phOtOGraphs By dErEk shaptON

Turning Point

Greg Nuttall likes to take 
visitors to the very top of his 
10,000-square-foot chemical 
plant, tucked behind a secluded 
research building outside Sarnia, 
Ont. He runs up a couple flights 
of metal stairs, which give way 
to three sets of ladders woven 
into what looks like an outsized, 
freshly assembled Erector set ris-
ing from the snow.
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market. Nuttall, a lawyer turned investment banker, is position-
ing Woodland to take advantage of investor interest in renewable 
energy, as well as the growing backlash against the subsidized 
grain-based ethanol sector. “It’s probably not a great idea to make 
fuel from food,” he says. 

To get there, he and his chief operating officer, William White, a 
veteran chemical executive, will spend the next six months steering 
Woodland into full commercialization mode — a transformation 
that combines engineering savvy, strategic alliances, financing and 
team-building. “In a high-growth business, the CEO needs to be 
focused on preparing for, and eventually executing on, the com-
pany’s coming development horizons,” says Nuttall. “You need to 
consider what value is being created for stakeholders. What are the 
measures of success? What are the resources required, whether we 
are talking about financial resources, human resources or strategic 
partners? The CEO needs to be planning two horizons out, while 
focusing on diligently executing on the current one.”

The Market
As of late 2012, global production of biofuels stood at 1.94 million 
barrels per day, equivalent to just over two percent of the world’s 
fuel production, according to the International Energy Agency. 
Demand is driven by regulations in North America and Europe re-
quiring oil companies to blend ethanol with conventional gasoline. 
(Canada introduced its renewable fuels mandate in 2010, requiring 
producers to blend an average of five percent content in gasoline.) 

Most biofuel, however, is derived from corn, soy or palm. Envi-
ronmentalists have long expressed concern over using food crops 

to produce conventional biofuels, arguing that they represent an 
energy-intensive energy source that tends to drive up grain prices 
and displace small-scale farmers in the developing world.   

But the search for a more environmentally friendly, “second-gen-
eration” alternative that doesn’t rely on food-based feedstock has 
been marred by false starts (by, among others, Ottawa-based Iogen) 
and low yield rates, in the range of 70 to 90 gallons per tonne. The 
company closest to winning the race to open the first commercial-
scale, non-food bio-ethanol facility is Texas-based KiOR. Last fall, 
it started building an 11-million-gallon-per-year plant in Missis-
sippi with financial backing from Silicon Valley powerhouse Khosla 
Ventures. Tom Rand, a managing partner at Toronto-based MaRS 
Cleantech Fund, which recently invested in Woodland, notes that 
the publicly traded KiOR now has a $700-million market capitaliza-
tion — proof, he says, that investors are still interested in this kind 
of opportunity. 

Woodland, adds Nuttall, is planning a “significantly larger” com-
mercial facility — a 20-million-gallon-per-year plant expected to 
cost about $130 million, in a location yet to be determined. His mid-
range goal is to build several refineries over the next six years.  

The Money
As with hydrogen fuel cells, governments and cleantech investors 
have been dabbling with second-generation biofuel firms for several 
years, although viable results are only now starting to emerge. Since 
Nuttall founded the firm eight years ago, Woodland has attracted 
$29 million in investment, including a 2008 infusion from Investeco 
(launched by green energy entrepreneur Andrew Heintzman), plus 

This demonstration plant near Sarnia, Ont., converts 

wood waste into pure liquid energy – otherwise known 

as distilled ethanol. RIGHT:  Woodland Biofuels CEO Greg 

Nuttall (left) with his vice-president of engineering, 

Doug Gray, the guy responsible for making sure the 

system is ready for a commercial rollout
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consider what  

value is being  
created for  

stakeholders.  
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resources  

required?”
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grants from Ottawa’s Sustainable Development Technology Canada 
(STDC) and Ontario’s Innovation Demonstration Fund. 

Before the 2008 credit crisis, the firm was looking at building a 
plant in Eastern Canada. But the market collapse forced Woodland 
to shelve those plans. Instead, says Rand, the company decided to 
first raise funds for a demonstration plant as a launching pad for a 
full-scale commercial facility. The company chose Sarnia, just across 
the river from Michigan, to take advantage of the region’s expertise 
in the petrochemical industry (its roster of plants includes facilities 
run by Suncor, Shell, NOVA Chemicals and Royal Group).

In terms of leveraging more investment, Nuttall points out that 
securing the public support is tactically important because agencies 
like STDC are known for their tough scrutiny. “In technology, cred-
ibility is everything,” he says.

The STDC backing helped leverage other private sources. Last 
year, Woodland completed a $5-million round of fundraising, secur-
ing backing from two U.S.-based tech funds — Greenrock Capital 
and Middleland Capital — as well as MaRS. After looking at Wood-
land’s technology, Rand and his team concluded that it could be a 
low-cost producer because its process transforms all the feedstock 
into fuel, whereas other biofuel technologies create byproducts that 
either have to be sold or disposed of, thus adding costs. 

While Nuttall will be looking to private equity firms or possibly 
an IPO to finance Woodland’s first commercial plant, he won’t be 
raising money until Gray and his team have shown that the dem-
onstration facility can deliver the sorts of yields that would make 
Woodland’s ethanol competitive with unsubsidized alternatives. 
During the company’s first attempt at commercialization, Woodland 
claimed its process could double the yield of existing bio-ethanol 
technologies. Iogen’s system, for example, yields 60 to 80 gallons 
per metric tonne of feedstock. But Nuttall now demurs when asked 
for hard numbers: “I prefer to under-promise and over-deliver.” 

The Team
Commercializing a commodity like cellulosic ethanol requires reams 
of in-house experience as the operation scales up. Last year, Nuttall 
talked to White, the veteran president of Dupont Canada, about 
joining Woodland’s board. Both soon realized that what Woodland 
really needed were senior managers with operational savvy, so 
White quit his job at Dupont and stepped in as chief operating of-

ficer with an eye to creating a “clear and understandable path” from 
demonstration to commercialization.

“It always comes down to people,” says White, a chemical engi-
neer who spent 35 years with Dupont. As he sets out to build a team 
that can get to work rolling out the first commercial plant, White 
knows the trick is to bring in staff at just the right time — too early 
means they’ll have nothing to do, and too late means missing the 
market opportunity as other competitors enter the field. 

Having opened dozens of chemical plants around the world dur-
ing his career, White also understands what’s involved in construct-
ing them. So, as Gray’s engineers work out the process kinks, White 
is vetting engineering firms with experience in this field. He knows 
he needs to focus on short- and medium-term goals — readying 
Woodland to break ground on its first plant later in 2013, but also 
looking ahead to scaling up the expansion so the company can 
develop additional plants over the next six years. “We will have 
the ability to build several plants at once, but we have to show they 
can hit the return on investment on the first one,” he says. “That’s 
complex, but it’s not rocket science.” 

The logistics
Commodities businesses are all about marginal production costs. In 
Woodland’s case, the key determinants involve balancing the cost 
of feedstock and the proximity to a so-called off-take partner — a 
refiner that is prepared to enter into a supply agreement with Wood-
land. So much depends on the location of the plant and the related 
choice of feedstock supply. 

Woodland’s technology is designed to work with a range of 
materials, including agricultural residue, construction waste, wood-
chips or “slash” left over from logging operations. In all cases, the 
material itself is free, in that the producers — farms or contractors 
— must either pay tipping fees to get rid of it, or they simply leave it 
in situ, as with forest slash. For that reason, the marginal cost is de-
termined by the expense incurred in shipping the material between 
the originating source and an eventual plant. 

Nuttall and White also know that security of supply is key. If they 
go with construction waste, for example, they must locate the plant 
in or near an urbanized region with enough long-term growth to 
produce a steady stream of used 2x4s, plywood boards and other 
dumpster gold. If Woodland decides to go with forest slash, by con-
trast, the plant would likely need to be located near active logging or 
milling operations, which obviously means a more rural location. 

But with Woodland shipping its ethanol by truck or rail to 
potential refinery customers, distance to market becomes the other 
critical variable, because transportation expenses will directly affect 
the firm’s cost structure. Given that Woodland’s goal is to be the 
low-cost producer, the choice of location has become a key decision 
point for White as he prepares to build that first commercial facility. 

The prize   
Because of Canada’s vast biomass, Nuttall believes it is well posi-
tioned to become what he calls a biomass superpower. But, as he has 
pointed out to his company’s investors and other backers, Wood-
land’s system for brewing a more sustainable type of biofuel is both 
scaleable and transferable. “This is a global opportunity,” he says. 
“Any place that produces significant biomass waste could benefit 
from Woodland’s technology.”

Now, he just has to prove it. 
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I
t’s sexy again to be an entrepreneur, especially 
in the digital world. The headlines are starting to 
look like they did back in the late 1990s: Young 
kids slap together an original mix of all-nighters, 

ideas, caffeine and code, followed by a quick exit 
involving million-dollar paycheques. Sign me up, 
right? Not so fast.

Going out on your own is more endless work than 
newspaper glory. You’ll never read a headline that 
says, “Entrepreneur develops product that some 
people tried before company folds.” But you’ll hear 
those stories, many times. Entrepreneurship is the 
stuff of long hours, sacrifice, heartbreak and, if you 
grind it out long enough, maybe a living.

Since joining the cast of CBC’s Dragons’ Den, I’ve 
often been asked what it takes to be a successful 
entrepreneur. The frequency of the question made me 
stop and wonder how to measure that success. Should 
I factor in neglected relationships? Sacrificing nights 
and weekends through my twenties and thirties? Do 
I divide my share of the Lavalife exit back in 2004 
by hours worked and figure out my actual  return? 
Depressing! And yet, I have never felt more alive than 
when I was building Lavalife.

All I can say is that, for me, I was doing what I 
loved. The long hours, the doubt and the sleepless 
Sunday nights that I spent worrying about tomorrow’s 
creditors were painful, but I had the conviction that 

I was doing what I was meant to do. It felt right. And, 
even driven as I was, I allowed myself to feel like a 
success the moment our efforts, our creation, paid my 
rent. And once I had done that, I had to keep it going, 
to grow it. More hours. More work. And, luckily for 
me, even a headline or two.

I like the life. I like it so much that I started a digital 
investment firm that seeks out and supports the 
all-nighter crowd. Round13 Capital is named after the 
most brutal round in boxing history. It was in Manila 
in 1975. Muhammed Ali and Joe Frazier had beaten 
each other so badly that neither could get off the stool. 
Yet, to win the fight, they had to get up. Ali pulled 
himself up first. Then Frazier. It is the paradox of 
boxing that a fighter is judged by when they are least 
able to fight.

Why such a tough brand? Because it’s true. Any 
successful entrepreneur who tells you they didn’t 
have to struggle to get off the stool is either lying or is 
Mitt Romney. At Round13, we look for entrepreneurs 
whom we feel can get up after they’re knocked down. 
Again and again. Because that’s what it takes.

Still want that headline? Then think it through. 
The first clue to whether the life of an entrepreneur or 
small business owner is the life for you is how well you 
handle rejection on the inevitable down days. Do you 
come home and kick the dog? Curl up and go to sleep? 
Hit the bottle? Or do you still have enough left to cook 
for the kids? Can you sleep at night? Can you get up in 
the morning?

Be honest with yourself. How you deal with 
rejection and failure must be a consideration. It affects 
not just you, but everyone around you. Because if 
you can’t get up, if you kick the dog, then a balanced 
life — one with a Monday-to-Friday workweek and 
stress-free weekends — is better for you. In fact, in 
many ways, that sounds like success to me.

For those of you who still want to create a startup, 
or for those already in one, know that Round13 is 
cheering for you. I am cheering for you. Hang in there 
and grind it out. You’ll make some sacrifices, but 
remember that you’re fighting to keep our economy 
growing, to keep Canada cool. Don’t let anyone count 
you out. And keep getting off that stool. 

Bruce croxon is a lifelong entrepreneur,  

cofounDer of the online Dating site lavalife anD  

a Dragon on cBc’s DRAGONS’ DEN. he is currently  

a managing partner at rounD13 capital.

Welcome to Fight Club
A Dragon’s-eye view of what it takes to be an entrepreneur
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