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Things were pretty bleak in the outports of
Newfoundland and Labrador in 1992. The cod
moratorium dealt a severe blow to the provincial
economy, and to people under 30 especially. There
was next to no summer employment available to
students in places that once looked to fish process-
ing as the economic mainstay.

In St. Anthony, population 3,164 and falling,
municipal economic development officer Greg
Mercer and a handful of others set out to run a
program that would help elementary and high
school students make their own summer jobs and
at the same time learn the basics of business. His
strategy was simple, if you know the intimacy of
small town life: engage parents, local business, and
government agencies in the entrepreneurial experi-
ence of each student; use their assistance and
existing infrastructure to reduce per capita program
costs to a minimum. In a way, the whole town
behaves like a business incubator.

This is the story of how the“Youth Ventures
Program” (YVP) took hold and then took off.

Particularly since 1997, a sustained infusion of government

and corporate resources into YVP’s“flat,” community-based

delivery method has enabled its supporters gradually to extend it

province-wide – and without compromising its community roots

and philosophy.

A business incubator was the setting in which the notion first

occurred to Mercer. In 1991, on staff at the incubator in Pasadena

(Newfoundland’s first), he noted how the interest and advice of

an established business person helped clients persevere with their

own dream of entrepreneurship. Like others, he also wondered at

the total absence of business education from the provincial school

curriculum at a time when economic diversification was of critical

importance.

Humble Beginnings

Rooted on The Rock
A local innovation in entrepreneur training
achieves scale in Newfoundland & Labrador By Gwen Mahaney

Two programs, Junior Achievement Canada and“I Want to Be

a Millionaire,” were coming on stream as ways to introduce young

people to the world of business. But neither was offering the

serious entrepreneur training that Mercer figured young people

wanted and needed. There was no individualized connection to

business mentors or to a thousand or more dollars in credit – the

kind of loan that requires a formal application procedure. Mercer

was looking to create something“real” for young people. He soon

found allies for the concept at Atlantic Canada Opportunities

Agency (ACOA), Human Resources Development Canada, and

the provincial Department of Education.

So when Mercer took a stab at launching the Youth Ventures

Program the following year in St. Anthony, a number of govern-

ment agencies were already on-side. The Business Development

Bank of Canada was drawn in by the prospect of promoting its

well-funded, but underused Student Business Loans Program to

high school students. An ACOA/HRDC contribution agree-

ment covered the cost of hiring a co-ordinator. It was that

person’s job to promote the program to students, to their parents,

and to local businesses; to recruit participants and help them with

business plans and loan applications; and otherwise to facilitate a

young person’s début in business in the summer of ‘92.

The result was six participants and three businesses. That may

not sound like much, but the stir in St. Anthony was tremendous.

Teens saw their peers making money and wanted a piece of the

action. Over the next four years, 5-6 other sites experimented

with the program. Generally, Community Futures Development

Corporations were the contracting party, hiring commerce

undergrads to co-ordinate a 16-19 week program (May-

September) for 10-12 young people, at a cost of roughly $13,000

per site. Although the program was pitched to people aged 12-29,

Since 1997, a sustained infusion of government &
corporate resources into YVP’s “flat,” community-
based delivery method has enabled its supporters
gradually to extend it province-wide – & without
compromising its community roots & philosophy.
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Whatever its difficulties with uniformity, YVP
was undeniably organic & at a small scale,
effective. Could it remain so if a lot more towns
& students took part? A stroke of good fortune
gave its supporters a chance to find out.

most participants were under 19. Co-

ordinators encouraged them to team up,

so there might be six or more

microbusinesses in each location.

There were lawn mowers, soap makers,

artists, and songwriters; boat rentals, dance

camps, and balloon sculptors. The support

from local business people was crucial. For

example, St Anthony had no car wash, but a gas

station owner agreed to pay four students a margin

whenever someone filled up, and to send the car round the

back for a wash. With a Student Business Loan, two students

sold hot dogs in front of the local bar; the bar owner stored their

supplies and equipment over night. Typically, students required a

few hundred dollars, not the $3,000 (later $5,000) maximum that

the Business Development Bank was ready to offer, and they got

it from their parents.

Everything hinged on the selection of the site co-ordinator

and his/her ability to relate to the teens, instruct them in

business fundamentals, and steer their enthusiasm toward a

venture that had some promise. (One town can support only so

many hotdog stands.) When ACOA/HRDC funding approvals

occurred in May – with year-end exams and celebrations at the

forefront of adolescent attention – the whole hiring, promotion,

and recruitment process was constricted or delayed, to the

detriment of the business starts.

Inevitably, there were disappointments at some locations.

Nevertheless, a program that essentially stopped in September

and started in May, had no single policy or training manual or

promotional package (apart from a video and booklet Mercer

assembled in 1993), and no single co-ordinating body, continued

to capture the public imagination. After their first experience

with the program, many participants and co-ordinators“came

back for more.” Whatever its difficulties with uniformity, YVP

was undeniably and at a small scale, effective.

Could it remain so if a lot more towns and students took part? A

stroke of good fortune gave its supporters a chance to find out.

In 1994-95 Mercer moved to Ottawa to serve as an economic

policy advisor to Brian Tobin, then federal minister of fisheries

organic

Leaps & Bounds
Gardening since he was a toddler, Warren Parsley, 13 (left), is growing

tomatoes on his own parcel of land in order to finance a greenhouse. A

bug infestation has put that plan on hold until next summer. Shannon

Power, 17 (right), has turned her artistic flare into a sketching and

framing business. Motivation is rarely a problem among YVP

partidipants; the real hurdles are planning and record keeping. Photo:

Youth Ventures Program.

At a cost of roughly $13,000 for

each of 22 sites, the Youth

Ventures Program is certainly one

of the cheapest summer employ-

ment programs going. Yet for the

participants it is also supremely

practical and fun.
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and oceans, but also Newfoundland and Labrador’s representative

in the federal cabinet. A major issue at the time was the negotia-

tion of federal assistance for the province’s economic diversification

and renewal, including the education of junior entrepreneurs.

Mercer found himself literally in the same room as the decision-

makers and managed to convince them to designate a portion of

the educational funding to a significant expansion of the YVP.

Another happy coincidence was that ACOA, already keen on

fostering junior entrepreneurship, also had a mandate to extend

the network of business development centres right across the

province.

The will was there. The money was there. There was even an

infrastructure. In 1996, ACOA and the Newfoundland and

Labrador Association of Community Business Development

Corporations (CBDC) agreed to deliver the YVP at up to 20 sites

for the period 1997-2001, with funding from the

Canada/Newfoundland Agreement on Economic Renewal.

The goal of the partnership was to offer across the province

program that would
�

�

�

�

�

provide summer employment for students aged 12-29.

teach business skills, build confidence, and enhance the

entrepreneurial spirit.

educate students about small business issues and their

economic importance.

involve local business people as mentors in the training process.

promote and enhance the Business Development Bank’s

Student Business Loans Program.

A small management committee was struck comprising

representatives of major program stakeholders. The CBDC hired

a provincial co-ordinator to oversee training and support of site

co-ordinators, provincial promotion, presentations, securing

corporate support, liaison with government departments and

with the management committee. (In 2000, the CBDC also hired

an executive director to act as the provincial co-ordinator’s direct

supervisor.)

Organizations with an interest in small business development

(primarily business development centres, but also regional

development associations, CFDCs, and Chambers of Commerce)

contracted to host the program: to hire and supervise a site co-

ordinator and supply the program with office space and resources.

The transition was rocky that first year. Some contractors did

not understand the program and some felt that their choice of co-

ordinators was poor. The number of sites shot up to 15, but a late

start meant the number of participants did not rise proportion-

ately. The connection with the school system was weak. Site co-

ordinators did not report back to the provincial co-ordinator as

planned. The provincial co-ordinator left after that first term.

For all that, the YVP continued to catch on. A co-ordinator’s

guide and training manual, new posters, logo, and a promotional

policy all brought greater consistency to the delivery. We

developed a communications plan and introduced advisory

committees at the site level.

Still more important, 1998 marked the first annual Youth

Ventures Program Awards Luncheon. This was a major accom-

plishment for several reasons, in addition to the public recogni-

tion it accorded our best and brightest. Like the training seminar

in Gander that now prepared all site co-ordinators for their

duties, the luncheon became a focal point for a program that was

getting ever more geographically dispersed. It didn’t mark the

“end” of the program that only ran four months of the year; it

marked the beginning of promotion for next season’s uptake.

The luncheon was also a focal point for corporate attention.

As the new provincial co-ordinator, one of my major responsibili-

ties was to find businesses and agencies to sponsor the event itself

as well as awards for marketing, financial management, artistic

achievement, and so on. I found them. Just as often, they found

me. There was and still is just that much friendly support for the

program around the province.

Participation rebounded; the number of sites climbed to 18.

The program was beginning to pick up momentum.

The Awards Luncheon became a focal point for a program
that was getting ever more geographically dispersed. It

didn’t mark the “end” of the program that only ran four
months of the year; it marked the beginning of

promotion for next season’s uptake.

(top) At 16, YVP participant Luke Janes started a lawn care business. It

grew into a full-fledged landscaping business that he has now sold to a

competitor.

(below) At the 2002 YVP Annual Awards Luncheon, Kirk Bussey (at right)

and his brother Kris won awards for Venture of the Year and Highest

Achievement in Advertising. The Busseys first participated in the YVP in

1999 when they set up a water stand in Port de Grave. Now 18 and 19

respectively, “The Burger Boys” have operated food outlets at several

major summer festivals and employed up to 17 other students. Photo:

Youth Ventures Program.
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More Partnerships

Since 1998, apart from some fits and starts, YVP has experienced

pretty steady growth. The termination of the first funding

partnership in March 2001 was a source of concern, but a new

arrangement under the Canada/Newfoundland and Labrador

Comprehensive Economic Development Agreement (CEDA)

secured our funding through March 2003. (CEDA funding of the

program in 2002 totalled $400,923.)

This continued success is due in large part to three major new

partnerships.

Marketing research in 1999 revealed that the program

remained most appealing to students aged 12-18. This made life a

lot simpler. We remained in contact with post-secondary institu-

tions (commerce undergrads continued to supply us with most of

our site co-ordinators), but focussed our attention on junior and

senior high schools. We developed learning and promotional

material appropriate in language and style to this market, includ-

ing a YVP Workbook that went to every high school in the

province. A representative of the Department of Education joined

the management committee. Site co-ordinators all made presenta-

tions in schools and participated in the Enterprise Olympics,

another program that promotes entrepreneurship among high

school students.

The geography of Newfoundland and Labrador creates special

difficulties. The cost of reaching students and keeping in touch

with the different sites is staggering.

Part of the solution has lain in teaming up more closely with

HRDC. After a suggestion at a management committee meeting

(that’s all it took), the YVP co-ordinator and HRDC student

employment officer at each site have combined their efforts to

make presentations, hold special events, and generally assist

students looking for something to do over the summer. This

arrangement alone halves travel costs.

Another solution to the geographical problem has been to

diversify our media. So long as we availed ourselves only of flyers,

posters, and school presentations, we were not reaching the vast

majority of our students. Federal and provincial funding to create

a website has gone a long way to correct that. Now there is up-to-

date information about the program available year-round. (We

look forward to using it to house a database that will keep track of

YVP clients, mentors, and partners.)

The real breakthrough has been the commitment of televi-

sion/radio network NTV/OZFM to the program, however. Jesse

Stirling, executive director of marketing, is so sold on the YVP

that it now enjoys endless free promotion through television,

radio, and print advertising. With in-service help from the ACOA

communications team and the marketing co-ordinator for the

CBDCs, we have been able to sharpen up our marketing so YVP

has now achieved brand recognition across the province.

As the program has improved its reach and consistency over

the past three years, the response has been overwhelming. There

has been an increase not only in the number of businesses and

participants, but also in the nature of the businesses themselves.

Students are undertaking more innovative, long-term ventures,

and actually create other student employment.

To keep on track, YVP has three main challenges to face.

The first is communications, between YVP and young people,

and within YVP itself. The bulk of promotion should be the

responsibility of the delivery sites, especially the completion of

site-specific multimedia kits to assist with off-season promotion.

The provincial co-ordinator should provide the sites with clear

direction, but the greatest part of my job should concern

administration, training, and representing the YVP as a whole to

stakeholders, sponsors, and the public at large.

In particular, the provincial co-ordinator needs time, informa-

tion, and resources to provide on-location assistance to sites and
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The timing of the program (generally, the first two weeks in May

through to mid-September) has always been challenge – which is strange,

because its timing is its reason for being in the first place. Timing is one

of the reasons YVP has never created a lot of business for the Student

Business Loans program – an average of 15 per year. The time it takes to

process a loan that someone has applied for in May leaves little time for

the business to actually be started and running before schools re-open.

But the chief problem is simply that our market is not the right one

for that loan program, which has been a great one for students who

qualify. Many of our students are below the age of 15 and the some

money they require is more readily available by other means.

The Bank has recently decided to discontinue

the Student Business Loans Program. Alternative means of providing

this type of support is being explored. It may be, however, that YVP

will develop a lending process of its own, tailored to the needs of its

participants.

I am certain we will be able to find the help we need to do that. YVP

is supported by both levels of government, championed by the private

sector, and driven by the enthusiasm of nearly two dozen communities.

Its cornerstone, however, are young people and the opportunity YVP

gives them to play a vital and real role in the economic

development of their communities.

Business Development

GWEN MAHANEY has been provincial co-ordinator of the Youth Ventures Program

since 1998. She wishes to extend her particular appreciation to the following for

their enduring support for the YVP: Newfoundland and Labrador Association of

Community Business Development Corporations, the Atlantic Canada

Opportunities Agency, the Department of Education, the Department of Industry,

Trade and Rural Development, the Canada Newfoundland Business Service

Centre, Stirling Communications International, and all the members of

the YVP Management Committee. To learn more about YVP, contact her at 709-

834-8343, gmahaney@nf.cbdc.ca or visit www.youthventuresnl.com.
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co-ordinators in difficulty. Our reporting system still leaves much to be

desired. The on-line database and additional training should enable all

site co-ordinators to forward reports to the central office more consis-

tently, despite the time pressures they work under. Uniform participant

applications will help, as will placing more responsibility on the partici-

pants to complete a business plan in order to be nominated for an award.

The information gathered from the sites is crucial to the future program

delivery.

Late start dates continue to affect the program. Depending on the

timing of government approvals, our start dates vary annually and the

difference of a week or two can really hamper the performance of some

sites. We may be able to address this to some degree by actively using the

website for year-round promotion and by permitting sites to advertise for

a co-ordinator pending government approvals. It may also be possible to

collaborate more closely with school boards and teachers so they talk up

the program themselves.

YVP in Parson’s Pond

This May will mark the 10th summer that the Youth Ventures

Program has been offered in Economic Zone 7, on the

southern end of Newfoundland’s Great Northern Peninsula.

Across its 400 km are scattered 33 communities of 3-400

inhabitants. With Parson’s Pond (population 530, see photo)

as home base, the site co-ordinator will circulate between

about two dozen of these outports. The co-ordinator will assist

one or two young people in each with their summer

businesses: car washes, kennels, bands, hotdog stands,

webpage design, and the like. “Business mentors” are few in

number (but growing). Everything rides on the energy of the

young entrepreneur and the business expertise of the site co-

ordinator.

Running the program will cost the RED Ochre Regional

Board around $13,000, which is provided by the Atlantic

Canada Opportunities Agency. Management and

administration is provided by the Board’s office and mentors

come from the local business community. Over the years,

perhaps 250 young people have participated in the Youth

Venture Program, many two or three summers running.

That mix of supreme flexibility and low cost are two

reasons that YVP is a winner for Parson’s Pond and vicinity.

Another factor is that no other program offers an

entrepreneurial experience that is so practical and attractive

for teenagers. Participants make on average $800, with some

pulling in $5000 or more – enough (to their parents’

astonishment) to pay for the fall term at Memorial University

in St. John’s.

This is momentous in an area where generations of people

have looked to the fish plant or general store for a job, not to

starting their own business. High school business courses are

increasingly common; but for honest to goodness business

experience, most entrepreneur teachers urge their students to

sign up for the YVP. With new opportunities in tourism,

aquaculture, and crafts, the region needs people who

understand business ownership and the benefits of being their

own boss.

Finally, there’s the sheer good will that YVP generates. The

impact of the program in terms of regional business revenue

is miniscule. But YVP is the only investment RED Ochre makes

that gets parents phoning Sean St. George, executive director

of RED Ochre, to say, “I’m so impressed with how much my

child has learned from that program!”
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Photo: RED Ochre Regional Board Inc.

YVP’s impact on regional business revenue is minuscule.
What makes the program a winner are flexibility, cost,
practicality, & the good will it generates.




