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In a photo finish, Saskatoon beat out Grande Prairie as the best city in Canada in terms of entrepreneurial culture, but finishing second is nothing to sneeze at, local business leaders say. 

According to the second annual “Communities in Bloom: Canada’s Top Entrepreneurial Cities” list compiled by the Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB), which was released yesterday, Grande Prairie finished second among 96 urban centres across the country. 

In last year’s inaugural list, the city placed fourth. 

“It means that there’s a serious emphasis on the benefits of entrepreneurship. We know that in Grande Prairie there are much higher than average proportion of people who are self-employed in the community. 

“There’s definitely kind of an entrepreneurial bent to the people and the economy there, and that’s a good thing,” explained Ted Mallett, CFIB vice-president of research and chief economist, in a telephone interview from Toronto. 

“It was a very strong result. The fact that the city was in the top five both years, I don’t think any other city was in that category.” 

The CFIB used a series of 12 indicators to evaluate performance, ranging from business startups, businesses per capita, future business performance, local government regulation, and future hiring expectations. 

Data was culled from Statistics Canada as well as from polling the CFIB’s 105,000 members nationally. 

Larger cities like Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver, and Toronto finished 41, 47, 93, and 96, respectively. Smaller centres in Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Quebec dominated the top 10. 

“That follows the profile. Smaller cities tend to have a higher proportion of family-run and self-employed firms. 

“So the larger cities tend to have the multi-national businesses and the publicly-traded companies,” Mallett said.
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The results are validation for the city and greater Peace Country’s reputation as being a hotbed of entrepreneurial innovation, local officials and business leaders say. 

“There’s places where people are cutthroat competitors, but up in this area and in the Peace Country, yes we compete, and we compete fairly and with all of our efforts, but we often get together and co-operate,” said Mayor Dwight Logan when asked why an entrepreneurial spirit exists in the area. 

“How many examples of co-operation have we seen where businesses have come together and sometimes even in the same line of business, to expand their offerings to the public? 

“I think part of it is historical,” he added. “We were isolated for so many years from the major centres, so we developed a spirit of independence and entrepreneurship up here, and that’s just carried forward, sometimes carried forward in different generations of the same family.” 

Ever since the downturn in the economy, there has been an increase in people looking to start up their own business, explained Holly Sorgen, executive director of Community Futures Grande Prairie. 

“We’ve certainly seen over the past four years a huge increase in the number of people who are looking to start out to be self-employed, we’ve seen an increase in loans and an increase in our training and self-employment programs,” she said. 

Shannon Preus of the local branch of the Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC), said he has noticed the same thing. 

“What we’ve found is with the economic downturn, it’s really created opportunities and the fact that we are a very innovative, entrepreneurial region, and I think the fact that people lost jobs where they were, it’s given them the opportunity to realize that they have a chance to start a business,” he said. 

The entrepreneurial culture within the city is encouraging more and more young people get into business for themselves, says Janice Chomik, chairman of the Grande Prairie & District Chamber of Commerce. 

“In speaking with some of our members that work with entrepreneurs, they have been noting an increase in loans in the 25- to 35-year-old category. They’re looking at starting up their own businesses as an alternative to employment, so that’s very positive,” she said. 

Bruce Rutley, director of the Centre for Research & Innovation (CRI), said mechanisms and organizations in place in the city, such as the CRI, Community Futures, the BDC, and Peace Region Economic Development Alliance (PREDA), work hard to allow that spirit and culture to thrive. 

“Yes we have a great a entrepreneurial spirit but that doesn’t mean that we can sit back and let it happen on its own,” he said. 

But Rutley also noted that certain indicators in the CFIB list, such as local government regulation, could be used as starting points for where the city could improve. 

“Our local government has been, not rated as poorly as other areas, but still 51% of people in this region indicated that they had some major concerns with local government regulation,” he said. “So even though we’re number two, we have to be aware where are the places in which we can improve. 

“Let’s look at the areas in which entrepreneurs are finding challenging and see if there isn’t something that can be done about it.” 

But Logan said the city is doing what it can do become more business-friendly, pointing to the recent introduction of the BizPal online service as an example. 

“The municipal government in Grande Prairie has for years taken the lead in putting programs in place that are positive for entrepreneurs.” 
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