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Widening the Window of Entrepreneurial Opportunity
By Kevin Edwards

O

ver the last five years the Community
Opportunity and Innovation Network (COIN) of
Peterborough, Ontario has been sponsoring an
innovative approach to involving young people in
community economic development. We call it the
Flexible Venture Development Network (FVDN),
and its main goal is to“widen the window of
entrepreneurial opportunity.” But it also is aimed to
expose young people to CED principles and
practices – to make CED both practical and
possible from a young person’s perspective.
COIN wanted to widen the window in terms of both the type
of person who gets to participate in entrepreneurship and the type
of enterprise that new entrepreneurs launch. We hoped to create
opportunities for young people to participate in entrepreneurial
endeavours, and to do so through a number of corporate forms:
for-profit and not-for-profit, corporations and co-operatives. We
also wanted this experience to serve as an avenue for engagement
in local CED.
Like the Flexible Manufacturing Network we modeled it after,
the FVDN pools scarce resources in order to create a new
product – only for the FVDN, the new product is the team
enterprise. Like the Flexible Manufacturing Network, the FVDN
rests on the cornerstones of trust and partnership. Without the
development of strong, trusting relationships between partners
from diverse sectors, it would have been difficult, if not impossible,
to get these new enterprises off the ground.

approach to entrepreneurship is inherently problematic. We’ve
dubbed it“cowboy entrepreneurship” since it expects individuals
to have all the skills and resources necessary to make it on their
own. Check any source: the discontinuance rate for enterprises
started by lone entrepreneurs is in the 80-90% range within the
first three years of operation.
This may be an acceptable level of risk for many individuals;
for our community, however, we at COIN decided such a rate of
failure was simply unacceptable. Devote the lion’s share of
individual, community, and government resources to an approach
to entrepreneurship that results in business failures or discontinuance in the vast majority of cases? What a terrible waste.
We reasoned that there had to be a better approach, an
approach that would increase our collective rate of return on
scarce community capital. That alternative was a team approach
to entrepreneurship. A team can pool skills, experience, and
financial resources. A team can give a new company greater
intellectual critical mass and allow each team member to apply
his or her gifts where they can have the greatest impact.
In structural terms, we decided to foster alternatives to the
individual proprietorship. The for-profit corporation and cooperative, for example, are forms that focus entrepreneur
attention on equity financing and investor interests. (They also
teach a lot about patience – a great benefit to young
entrepreneurs who are enthusiasm rich but asset poor). The notfor-profit or social enterprise, on the other hand, offers access to
public funds for start-up purposes.
A Community Support System for Youth
Team Enterprise

The Team Approach
The FVDN has been a response to the need to create more
sustainable enterprise and the need to create entrepreneurial
infrastructure that is by definition more inclusive. The traditional

Team Entrepreneurship Training has opened doors that
otherwise would have remained shut, and opened them to people
who traditionally would not get the opportunity to go through
them. Since 1996 the FVDN has supported the launch of more
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than 20 ventures and the creation of over 80 jobs for young
people in Peterborough and environs, creating an estimated $8
million in new investment and economic activity.
These enterprises have generally involved young people 16-30
years of age. Indeed, over 70% of the jobs created through the
FVDN have gone to young people who are also members of the
employment equity target groups (e.g., women, persons with
disabilities, aboriginal people, and visible minorities) and face
multiple barriers to participating in entrepreneurial opportunities:
, a general lack of experience and particularly, a lack of
entrepreneurial experience. The FVDN builds in mentorship
and commits to five years of aftercare support for new ventures.
, a lack of access to more traditional entrepreneurial support
programs, which are geared to adults. The FVDN has
specifically sought resources to address the needs of young
entrepreneurs.
, a lack of start-up capital. To open up new sources of financing,
the FVDN builds cross-sectoral partnerships and provides
access to Angel Investors, Community Partners, and COIN’s
own Equity Fund.
Proposals originate with entrepreneurs, community partners, and
from research initiated by a group of business, community, and
government leaders we call the“R&D Think Tank.” The FVDN
has specific criteria for selecting ventures to support:
, They must be built around a growing or emerging market.
That means they have the potential to generate wealth and to
pay reasonable wages in the long haul.
, They must tap unused or underutilized community capacity, in
order to reduce start-up costs.

, They must be sustainable financially, socially, and
environmentally. We view all three as sound business criteria
and important CED principles.
, They must involve an entrepreneurial team and some form of
multiple ownership in the corporate structure.
, They must complement, rather than duplicate existing
businesses. For example, we would consider supporting a
restaurant built on a unique theme that would compete with
other local establishments, but not one identical to an existing
business.

Check any source: the discontinuance rate for
enterprises started by lone entrepreneurs is in the
80-90% range within the first three years
of operation…. We reasoned that there had to be
a better approach, an approach that would
increase our collective rate of return on scarce
community capital. That alternative was a team
approach to entrepreneurship.
Once an opportunity is selected, the R&D Think Tank guides it
through the processes of feasibility analysis and business planning.
If there is a consensus on the FVDN board that an enterprise is
worth undertaking, we then secure start-up resources and recruit
young“working partners” to make these ventures go. Ideally, the
start-up resources are in place before recruitment commences.
The working partners can then spend their first year on marketing
and sales rather than planning and resourcing.

(above) Simon Boone inspects a solar
hot water system installed by
Generation Solar. In the course of two
years he spent working for municipal
hydroelectric utilities, Boone became
increasingly aware of our reliance on
utility companies for energy. He quit his
job and went on to launch Generation
Solar with the help of two other young
entrepreneurs and the guidance of
partners like COIN.
(right) Located in the Peterborough
Public Library, the Natural Blends Café
offers 1-on-1 training to developmentally challenged adults. The premises
were renovated to suit by participants
of the John Howard Society’s Youth
Build Program.
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Trent Centre for
Community Based Education
The Trent Centre for Community Based Education (TCCBE)
provides much of the FVDN’s Research and Development
capacity. A partnership between the Frost Centre at Trent

The net result is a community support system for youth team
enterprises that nurtures new ventures through the opportunity
identification, planning, resourcing, start-up, and aftercare phases.
This is a unique approach, and a highly successful one to date. Of the
ventures supported by the FVDN over the last 5 years, 78% are still in
operation.

University, the Peterborough Social Planning Council, the
Haliburton County Community Co-op, and COIN, TCCBE is a

Cross-Sectoral Partnerships

new approach to experiential learning. Students earn course
credits and pursue career development while applying their
skills to community-inspired projects.
In 1996, TCCBE’s first year of operation, six students were
involved in R&D efforts for the FVDN. In 2001/02, 71 students
were involved in over 47 projects sponsored by a wide range
of community organizations in our region. The projects
completed through the Centre have covered social, cultural,
environmental, and economic issues and have made an
important contribution to community development in the
region. In 2001, for example, one student completed the
following:

,
,

an analysis of the local youth labour market (for the
Peterborough Youth Career Centre)
an examination of the eco-tourism potential associated
with the proposed new Kawartha Highlands Provincial Park

,

(for the FVDN and COIN)
a study of the tourism potential of the Hope Mill (for the
Ottonabee Region

,

Conservation Authority)
development of a Global
Education Conference
Organization Manual (for
the Kawartha World
Issues Centre)
The program provides a

very important service to
many organizations that
simply do not have any
research and development
capacity. Many of the
research projects have
precipitated community
development initiatives and ventures that otherwise would not
have happened. For more information on the TCCBE, go to
www.trentu.ca/tccbe.
One sure sign of success is – succession. Ian Guest, seen at right
in this photo getting the Warsaw Caves Conservation Area ready
for spring, is one of three young entrepreneurs who currently
serve on the COIN board of directors. Another five are on other
boards or committees. Over the last four years, at least 20 Trent
and Fleming students who provided voluntary R&D and technical
support have found work with COIN and FVDN partners in related
CED initiatives.

Our approach relies heavily on the evolution of a community-based
venture development system. The system is not seamless, but it is both
cohesive and strategic in its intent. Among its many partners are Trent
University, Fleming College, The Greater Peterborough Community
Futures Development Corporation, the City of Peterborough, Literacy
Ontario Central South, over 100 private partners, mentors, and
advisors, and over 20 community agencies and organizations.
A number of funding partners have also worked collaboratively
(and creatively) to support the FVDN. The Ontario Trillium
Foundation and Human Resources Development Canada have
provided core financial support. Support for specific ventures has
come from the Ontario ministries of Agriculture, Food and Rural
Affairs, Community and Social Services, and Education and Training,
as well as Natural Resources Canada, Industry Canada, and the
Peterborough and District United Way.
One major reason for building cross-sectoral partnerships has been
to get more business people involved in CED. The response has been
overwhelming. Over 100 entrepreneurs and managers have
served as mentors, advisors, and even investors in FVDNsponsored enterprises. It turns out that the practical nuts
and bolts work of enterprise development, be it a forprofit company or a not-for-profit training enterprise, is
just the type of CED work that successful entrepreneurs
can sink their teeth into.
One example of cross-sectoral partnership is White
Pine Land Stewardship Services Inc. Started by three
young entrepreneurs, a private partner, the Ottonabee
Regional Conservation Authority, and COIN, this ecotourism company has managed the Warsaw Caves
Conservation Area and campground for the past five years
under a joint venture agreement. The area had been in
economic decline for a long time due to cutbacks and the
closure of the public campground. Together the partners have been
able to leverage private and public support to convert the area into an
“eco-campground,” by installing a solar-thermal shower facility and
establishing a complete recycling program, among other measures.
“From the beginning all the partners have thought of White Pine
Land Stewardship Services Inc. as a community economic
development initiative,” notes Ian Guest, White Pine’s president.“We
wanted to improve the local economy and create jobs for young
people.” They have also launched an aggressive marketing campaign. It
is estimated that the Warsaw Caves Conservation Area will attract
over 30,000 visitors in the summer of 2002, and will have an economic
impact of $2 million or higher.
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Another example of cross-sectoral partnership is the Natural
Blends Café. It started in 2001 as a not-for-profit training
enterprise for developmentally challenged young people – a way
to integrate these young people into the economic and social life
of our community. The Café is a joint venture between the
Peterborough and District Association for Community Living,
the Peterborough Library, and COIN. Private partners helped
with the design and act as mentors to this social enterprise,
sitting on its management committee. The Ontario Ministry of
Community and Social Services and the Youth Build Program of
the local John Howard Society provided start-up funds and
labour respectively. The common commitment of all these
partners has made the Natural Blends Café a reality.
R&D & CED
As we’ve gone along one of the things we have done is increase
the concentration on the building of teamwork skills (something
many of us are simply not exposed to) within the training
components of the FVDN. Learning to work in a collaborative
and collegial manner is something that CED practitioners might
sometimes take for granted. But it remains very much outside the
norm in our hierarchical mainstream economy.
We have also put more emphasis on marketing and sales and
less of an emphasis on the traditional business planning skills.
Members of the Think Tank now do much of the planning for
new ventures. They also guide the R&D work of students from
the Trent Centre for Community Based Education (see sidebar,
page 20). Since 1996 over 200 Trent University and Fleming
College students have completed feasibility studies and/or
business plans for prospective ventures, while gaining real-world
CED experience for themselves.
Three years ago, for example, a team of Trent University
students completed a study of de-regulation and green energy
trends in the electricity market. As a result of this research the
Think Tank directed the development of a business plan. The
result: Generation Solar Renewable Energy Systems Inc., an
alternative energy business that supplies and installs solar
thermal, photovoltaic, and wind power systems.

Since 1998 the company has seen steady growth in Ontario’s
rapidly changing electricity market. Its president, Simon Boone,
received the 2001 Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award from
the Peterborough Chamber of Commerce. As Boone notes,“our
commitment to CED and sustainable development has been very
important to us. It recently lead to our partnering with Natural
Resources Canada and the Peterborough Green-Up on a pilot
project to promote solar thermal hot water systems throughout
our region.”

The net result is a community support system for
youth team enterprises that nurtures new ventures
through the opportunity identification, planning,
resourcing, start-up, and aftercare phases.
In fact, we have found it very difficult to separate Team
Entrepreneurship Training from a basic understanding of CED.
(To the 120-hour course on Team Entrepreneurship we eventually
tied an 80-hour Introduction to CED.) By understanding CED
and the CED initiatives undertaken by other groups and
communities, young people realize what they can achieve when
they work together. Sustainable development and alternative
economics stop being theories, and start being both practical and
possible. There is a lot of hope in such an approach – the hope
that young people need to have if they are to make the
difference that is so very, very important to them.
KEVIN EDWARDS is the general manager of COIN and lives in
Peterborough with his wife Maggie and their three children. Reach him
at COIN (tel) 705-743-0238, (e-mail) kevine@coin-ced.org,
www.coin-ced.org. Photos courtesy of the Community Opportunity
Innovation Network.
To learn more about the Warsaw Caves Conservation Area, go to
www.warsawcaves.com. See www.generationsolar.com for more
information about Generation Solar Renewable Energy Systems Inc.

How can we support women to move out of – and stay out of poverty?
Read two papers on “Women in Transition out of Poverty”
! An asset based approach to building sustainable livelihoods
! A guide to effective practice in promoting sustainable livelihoods
The papers are based on the experience of nine model economic development projects
funded by The Women and Economic Development Consortium at Canadian Women’s
Foundation. To view and print the papers, simply visit the Canadian Women’s
Foundation web site at: www.cdnwomen.org and click “Sharing Our Learning.”
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