Starting to see light at the end of the tunnel: Petrone 
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Harry Sandu, owner of City Furniture Appliances & Electronics, will move his store to the old Midwest Furniture location on the bypass in April. 
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Reports of a slow but steady economic recovery across Canada are becoming commonplace, with some economists and politicians alike cautiously predicting positive growth by the end of the year. 

But is that what's happening in the Grande Prairie region? 

The area was particularly hard hit in the past year, particularly because plummeting commodity prices like natural gas forced the slowdown or cancellation of numerous drilling projects, leading to layoffs, temporary or otherwise. 

However, Rob Petrone, president of the Grande Prairie Petroleum Association said he sees a light at the end of the tunnel. 

And he says the recent spate of mild weather will not derail that momentum by forcing an early spring break-up, which usually occurs in the middle of March. 

"The early breakup is going to be when we start hearing road bans are going to be coming on. But I would tend to think that if it's still -10 at night there's still some pretty good frost in the ground," he said. 

An early break-up would pose a danger to companies' capital program this year and next, he said, because they wouldn't be able to tie in wells, delaying production later this year, resulting in a loss of revenue," he said. 

"What happens there is some of the wells that were drilled, we may not have time to tie them in before break-up. So, in some cases, remote wells with remote access would sit stranded until next year before we could get back in to them." 

But regardless of the mild weather, Petrone, also a district superintendent with Devon Canada, said the first quarter has so far been better than last year. 

"The first quarter here has been good…and we all knew that going in. I know from Devon's standpoint, our capital program was all structured around the first quarter and then come break-up it will slow down again. But I think we're going to see activity is going to be about the same as last year after break-up, I would think, or maybe a little bit busier. 

"All indications are things are turning around and I think there will be more capital available for next year, so we'll start seeing some more activity next year even more so than this year."

RETAILERS PLEASED 

Meanwhile, in the retail sector, city-centre merchants are also starting to feel a thaw in customers' spending habits, said Helen Rice, director of the DownTown Association. 

"Actually, we were pleasantly surprised over Christmas. The sales weren't as soft as we had anticipated. What we put that down to was that people were buying perhaps less, but they were buying quality. And so the unique merchandise downtown seemed to fare very well over the Christmas season," she said. 

There also hasn't been the traditional slowdown in sales during January and February. 

"It's not as soft as we might as expected. People were still spending and we expected more of a slowdown than there actually was," she said. 

"Obviously there were some stores that were hit, but for the most part I think downtown had a slight increase over last year. So I think it's remaining very strong." 

An indication that this run of good fortune is not an anomaly is that locales are being snapped up as soon as they're vacated, Rice said. 

"What we're starting to see is vacancies fill up again within days. So if the landlords are reasonable and that, they're moving very quickly, turning over very quickly." 

PREDA WORKSHOP 

It's the fuel that keeps the economic engine running efficiently. 

Productivity from employees is essential to running a successful business, but not all businesses are able to work the delicate balance between getting the most out of an employee while keeping a positive, healthy environment conducive to good work. 

It's why the Peace Regional Economic Development Alliance (PREDA) and the Centre for Research & Innovation (CRI) are focusing on helping local companies learn ways to develop that balance and increase productivity. 

They have organized a day-long workshop today on improving your competitiveness and productivity. The workshop began at 7:30 a.m. in the Community Room at the Montrose Cultural Centre and runs to 4:30 p.m. It is moderated by Robert Porter Lynch, CEO of the Rhode Island-based consulting firm Warren Company. 

"Productivity is in the long run that which ensures organizational survival. If you take a look at, say, a competitive business environment, basically the reason that one will start to progress or advance in front of another, is because they're better able to offer value to their customers. And value is a combination of price and performance," explained Richard Beeson, CRI manager of innovation services. 

Businesses are not consciously neglecting taking steps to improve productivity," Beeson said. 

"I'm not convinced that it's a lack of knowledge, I actually think it's more a problem of habits. When you think about it, what happens with companies is, or people even, you get used to doing things a certain way. So after you've decided that this is the way things are done and it's not causing you any grief, you just keep on doing it," he said. 

"Now it may have inherent inefficiencies that if you looked through it again and you reflected on it somewhat, you might come to different conclusions as to what you might do now, if you're falling." 

OLYMPICS ANGLE 

With the Vancouver Winter Olympics in full swing, many employees will be tempted to follow athlete's exploits online, which may hamper their productivity. 

However, recognizing this, a recent Hewitt Associates survey found that 25% of Canadian companies polled said they would allow their employees access to the Olympics, even if events occur during business hours. 

It's an example, CRI's Beeson said, of the positive and negative impacts technology has on a company's overall productivity. 

"Well, if you look at it, productivity and technology, it's kind of a two-edged sword because when you look at it, communications have increased and the ease and the cost have been diminished considerably," he said. 

"The problem is that you may not have restrictions from things that people shouldn't be doing during the time of their work. But there's absolutely no doubt that it can increase productivity." 

ON THE MOVE 

City Furniture & Appliances is having a clearance sale of all merchandise because it's moving to a new location. 

It's just not moving very far. 

Harry Sandhu, owner of the store on 117 Avenue in the Royal Oaks area, plans to set up shop a few blocks away on the Highway 43 bypass (116 Avenue) site vacated by Midwest Furniture in January. 

"That location basically, that business had been there for the last 40 years and that was becoming (available) and we figured it was a good opportunity to go in there," Sandhu said, estimating the new location on the bypass will offer them 6,000 additional square feet. 

Sandhu said they were planning on constructing a new facility on Highway 43 just west of Costco when the Midwest location opened up for them and they promptly bought it. 

"What happened is we came into this town in 1997 in a small location downtown, and within two years we figured that's not big enough for us, so we built this building ourselves and moved into this," he explained. 

"And we were in preliminary stages (of planning the new building). We were going to build the building, and when we were planning that then this thing came up and we started looking at that to see if it's viable for us." 

Sandu said they still own their current building, and said a furniture-related business would "most likely" move in in the future. 

"This existing location is not going to stay empty, there'll be something new coming in there." 

GOING GREENER 

PrairieCoast Equipment is going green…er 

The Grande Prairie-based company that operates 11 John Deere dealerships in Alberta and British Columbia has recently begun selling solar panels and small and large wind turbines. 

"It's not really new; John Deere has been doing it in the States for quite a while now. And we are one of the first branches in Canada to be actually offering the wind turbines like the ones that are in Dawson Creek," said Mark Porta, recently named the first Alternative Energy Manager. 

The small turbines would work best on a house or an acreage location, while the larger turbines are for commercial or industrial applications, Porta said. 

"Most people, if they're going to put a new acreage in, the cost is up to $25,000 a kilometre just to get power into your location. So for $25,000 you can put your own system in and be independent from power," he explained. 

"I think with the new technology that's out there in making it more cost effective, you've got farms and acreages now that can actually make money." 

Porta said PrairieCoast will sell the green technology in the Grande Prairie region for about a year before moving it out to its other locations around Alberta and British Columbia. 

Starting a new business? Changing something, expanding, moving locations? Got a business issue you want to talk about? Hosting a conference or business event? Tell me about it! It's Your Business runs Tuesdays, email rzaccagna@bowesnet.com or call me at 532-1110 ext. 249.
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