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President’s message

At BDC, we have thousands of  interactions 

each week with entrepreneurs. We see 

first hand how improving your  business’s 

 productivity can boost its resiliency,  

growth and profitability. Our experience  

shows that the first step on your  journey  

to better productivity should be to bench-

mark how you are doing compared with 

other companies in your industry. 

You can’t fix a problem you don’t know exists. That’s 
never more true than when it comes to improving 
your company’s productivity.

Unfortunately, too few entrepreneurs measure 
their company’s performance. In fact, a BDC survey 
found half of Canadian businesses don’t measure  
their productivity levels at all, and only 6% com-
prehensively measure their productivity and 
benchmark themselves against competitors.

Your first step to a more 
productive business

That’s why we have developed an online tool 
to help you take this critical step. It is a first in the 
world and is free, easy and fast to use.

All you need is your federal tax return. You plug 
in some numbers and discover how your business 
is doing compared with other similar companies in 
your industry on five key indicators: overall produc-
tivity, revenue per employee, profit per employee, 
labour productivity and capital productivity. 

Once you know where you stand, you can invest 
in the equipment, technology and advice you need 
to become more efficient and productive. Here 
again, we can help.

We have financing offerings specially designed to 
help improve your operational efficiency and boost 
your productive capacity. We can also offer consul-
ting advice on how to improve your productivity and 
increase your use of technology.

With the world becoming ever more competitive, 
you can’t afford to stand still. You need to constantly 
improve your business by making it leaner, more 
innovative and better positioned for growth.

I invite you to go to bdc.ca/productivity and try 
our benchmarking tool. It will get you started on your 
journey to making your company the best it can be. 

Michael Denham
President and  

Chief Executive 
Officer

http://bdc.ca/productivity
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Valuation is obviously a key issue for  entrepreneurs 
seeking to exit a business. Establishing a fair  value 
for your company isn’t easy, but the sale price you 
come up with will be an important focal point of 
your transition plan. 

Because of the complexity and stakes, it’s help-
ful to hire a professional valuator to help you set a 
selling price and determine whether a buyer’s offer 
is reasonable. 

An outside evaluation will hold more sway with 
potential buyers than numbers generated in house. 
The process may also help you identify weaknesses in 
your organization and find ways to maximize its value.

Earnings are key to valuation

The most common method used to determine a fair 
sale price for a business is to calculate a multiple 
of EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depre-
ciation and amortization), which is a measure of a 
company’s ability to generate operating earnings.

The multiples vary by industry and could be in 
the range of three to six times EBITDA for a small  
to me dium-sized business, depending on  market 
conditions, says Catherine Tremblay, a board 

What’s your

business 
worth?

 member at the Canadian Institute of Chartered 
Business Valuators.

Many other factors can influence which  multiple 
is used, including goodwill, intellectual property 
and the company’s location, Tremblay says.

After arriving at the EBITDA-based figure, a 
 valuator typically seeks to confirm it by  applying 
other valuation approaches—first, calculating the 
value of the company’s tangible and intangible 
assets and, second, checking what comparable  
 businesses have sold for, says Tremblay, who is a 
Montreal-based partner and National Leader of 
Valuations at accounting firm MNP.

Requires judgement

If the three valuation approaches yield different 
numbers, the valuator investigates why and may 
 adjust the EBITDA multiple, if appropriate. “A lot of 
judgement and estimates are involved,” Tremblay 
says. “It’s part science, part art.”

Your business may also be more valuable in 
pieces than as a whole. For example, a buyer may 
find your real estate holdings more attractive as 
an asset than the entire business.

Profits  
are the key
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Up front

A primer on   
intellectual property 

How to protect your

business  
ideas 

In a knowledge-based economy, your ideas are 
 often some of your most precious business 
assets. As an entrepreneur, it’s important to 

 understand tools such as trademarks,  patents, 
copyright and  industrial design. Here’s a 
quick overview.

Patents

Essentially, through a patent, 
the government gives you the 
right to exclude  others from 
making, using or selling 
your invention from the 
day the patent is gran-
ted to a maximum of 
20 years after the day 
you filed the patent. 
Preparing and filing 
a patent application 
generally requires 
a patent agent who 
understands patent 
law. A trained agent 
can save you from 
heada ches such as a 
poorly drafted patent 
that doesn’t adequately 
protect your invention.

Trademarks

A trademark is a word, symbol or de-
sign used to  distinguish the wares or 
services of one person or  organization from 
those of others in the marketplace.

You should conduct a search of existing trade-
marks before filing a trademark application. To 
ensure a thorough search, you can hire a trademark 
agent to do the job. You will find a list of agents in 
the Trademarks Database tutorial on the Canadian 
Intellectual Property Office (CIPO) website, as well 
as guidance on how to search the database.

For detailed 
information,
visit CIPO’s 
website.

You are not actually required to register your 
trademark, since using it for a certain length of 
time gives you common-law ownership. Still, it’s 
highly recommended. 

Copyright

Copyright gives an owner the sole 
right to copy his or her work or 

 permit someone else to do 
so. A copyrighted work is 

an original literary, artistic, 
musical and/or dramatic  

work. Copyright  usually 
lasts for the life of the 
author, plus  another 
50 years,  giving you 
the exclusive right to 
stop someone else 
from  reproducing 
your work.

An original piece 
of work is generally 
 protected automati-

cally by copyright the 
moment it is  created, and 

that  protection extends to 
most other countries. You 

can also register your copy-
right with CIPO.

Industrial design

An industrial design can be a shape, 
configuration, pattern, ornament or any 

 combination of these features. Protection of 
an  industrial design lasts for a maximum of 10 years 
in Canada.

Nearly any product that catches your eye when 
you walk into a store has an element of  industrial 
design to it—your product’s visual features that give 
it a competitive edge in the marketplace and set 
you apart from your competition. 

http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.nsf/eng/Home
http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/cipointernet-internetopic.nsf/eng/Home
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Here are five strategies you can use to enter 

a foreign market, depending on what you 

are selling and the market you are targeting.

Up front

1. Sell directly to customers

The most obvious entry method is selling directly 
to customers. This approach can be advantageous 
because it excludes middlemen, allows complete 
control over sales transactions and keeps your firm 
close to your customers.

Your company must, however, find ways to make 
its products or services known to customers abroad 
and market them in a way that will appeal to the 
tastes and values of a different culture. You must 
also find efficient distribution methods, often in 
places where logistics are difficult and expensive, 
and deal with issues such as returns and warranties. 

2. Use a representative

There are several alternatives to direct  exporting. 
One is to build your export strategy around  using 
a representative—an agent or distributor, for 
 example—in your target market. 

For a newer exporter, however, finding a repu-
table and effective representative in an unfamiliar 
market can be a challenge. You can look for good 
representatives by attending trade fairs. The 
Canadian Trade Commissioner Service and  industry 
trade associations can also help. As well, some 
companies are willing to share information with 
other firms about their experience with particular 
representatives.

3. Partner with a larger company

Many smaller companies become successful abroad by 
building a strategic partnership with a larger company 
that already has a foothold in international markets. 

Such partnerships can take many forms, from 
contributing to a supply chain to providing a cus-
tom product tailored to the larger partner’s needs. 
While there may be some loss of control for the 
smaller company, this is usually far outweighed 
by the opportunity to achieve sales growth and 
 diver sification outside Canada.

4. Follow your customer into the market

If your company sells to a Canadian business that 
operates in other countries, there may be an 
 opportunity to follow that customer into their 
 international markets. 

Finding such ready-made international customers 
can eliminate much of the risk of entering a new mar-
ket. A second advantage is that your business with 
the affiliate will help you to familiarize yourself with the 
local market and give you a presence there, which in 
turn may help you find other local customers.

5. Partner with a local company

Companies can also look beyond Canadian  partners 
and instead work with local companies already 
 operating in a particular market. Local partners can 
provide on-the-ground knowledge and contacts, 
which are valuable when entering a market abroad.

 
This article was adapted from Export Development 
Canada’s publication Diversify Your Market, One Step 
at a Time, available at edc.ca/diversify.

Find the best approach for your company

to break into a 
 foreign market

strategies
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Tips on creating
a winning sales plan
How to set and reach your goals 

You’re halfway through the quarter and one of your sales representatives isn’t 
delivering. You want to  correct the situation but have nothing on paper set-
ting out the person’s targets. You may be making a common error—trying to 
increase sales without a sales plan.

A sales plan focuses you and your team on reaching specific goals, 
whether it’s by acquiring new business or by growing your existing business.

Up front

Spring 2017 07

Here are some pointers on how to put together a winning sales plan.

> Make sure your plan is simple, concise and easily revised. 
Keep in mind that it’s a document you need to revisit regu-
larly to track ongoing performance. 

> Stick to what is measurable, so you can easily monitor prog-
ress. For example, you could track such metrics as number of 
calls, leads, prospects, account reviews and client referrals. 

> Along with a company-wide sales strategy, be sure that 
every sales team member has an individual sales plan. 
Consider factors such as the nature of the representative’s 
territory and sales experience. Adjust goals accordingly. 

> Ask sales team members to devise their individual sales 
plans. This ensures they are accountable for their commit-
ments and helps them set realistic and attainable goals. 

> Ensure each sales team member lists specific  tactics,  
such as the following: “I will hold 12 seminars to attract 
120 potential clients” or “I will send 35 letters this month 
to existing clients to offer them our new product.” 

> Ensure your salespeople have “stretch” goals that challenge 
them personally and keep your business growing. 

> Your plan should have the right balance of “hunting” 
 acti vities, which are aimed at acquiring new business, 
and “farming” activities, which are aimed at developing 
business with current clients.  

> Don’t forget the skills development component of your 
plan. You should identify the skills your salespeople 
need to improve so they can bring your company more 
 business. For example, a team member might need stron-
ger presentation or negotiation skills. They can then seek 
out courses or other learning opportunities to develop 
those skills. 

> Take advantage of sales plan templates on the web to 
get started.



Karl Wirtz had been struggling to keep a temporary employment agen-
cy afloat during the recession of the early 1990s. One day, he was 
dismayed to learn his last big customer was preparing to outsource 

packaging work rather than continue to use Wirtz’s temporary employees.
If he lost the contract, his agency would soon be out of  business. That’s 

when he had the idea of pitching the customer on outsourcing the packag-
ing work to him. Within a few weeks, WG Pro-Manufacturing was born.

Wirtz was just 29 years old when he took the leap to set up his pack-
aging business. He rented a warehouse, brought in equipment and hired 
staff—all on the strength of that one contract.

Cover story

By Don Macdonald

The  
right plan
Reduce risk with a methodical  
approach to growth 

You can make better decisions, reduce risk and fulfill 
your growth  ambitions. Karl Wirtz is doing it at his 
 company and reaping the rewards.
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WG  

Pro-Manufacturing 
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“I just bulled ahead and built this plant—signed 
leases, created the company and hired  people,” 
he says. “I remember about six months into it, 
I’m walking through the plant and a forklift drove 
by me. I stopped and looked at that forklift and 
thought: I’m in a plant I own, holding a clipboard 
and checking efficiencies on a production line. Wow.”

Wirtz says he was fearless in the early years of 
building WG Pro-Manufacturing, a Brampton, Ontario, 
company that packages products on behalf of 
 manufacturers and also operates a bakery. He now 
employs 245  workers and will generate sales of about 
$16 million this year from five production locations.
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Superman mentality

“When you’re in your twenties, you’ve kind of got a 
superman mentality,” he says. “Risk didn’t bother me 
at all. I was very adventurous.”

Now at age 53, Wirtz admits he’s a different man. 
He’s still eager to grow his business, but with so 
much more on the line, he’s become more cautious. 
His family, employees, suppliers and customers are 
all counting on him to make the right decisions.

“You think: I don’t want to make a mistake and risk 
the downward cycle of our business, or risk having 
to lay off employees, or risk going out of business, 
God forbid,” he says. “So it’s amazing how fear tends 
to be very present in my mind where it wasn’t when 
I was much younger.”

Wirtz’s change in mindset hasn’t stopped him 
from embarking on a series of growth initiatives, 
including purchasing the bakery and targeting 
the U.S. market for its wares. He’s also opened a 
new packaging plant in Calgary to serve the 
Western Canadian market.

He’s found the confidence to make these bold 
moves by carefully researching the best growth 
opportunities available to his company and then 
planning how to capitalize on them. He’s done so by 
following a methodology devised by BDC’s Growth 
Driver Program, which is designed to help ambi-
tious CEOs like Wirtz grow their companies faster 
and better.

Fearful of risk

Many entrepreneurs avoid growth projects  because 
they’re uncertain about the risks involved in inves-
ting money, hiring staff and expanding operations. 
BDC Executive Advisor David Schincariol says the 
fear is understandable but can be overcome by 
 doing the necessary research, strategic planning 
and follow-up.

“You don’t want to lose your house. So you need 
to feel that what you’re doing has predictable results, 
even if there are still risks,” says Schincariol, who 
advises Wirtz as part of his participation in the 
Growth Driver Program.

Schincariol, who built and sold his own suc-
cessful company, says the program is unique in 
that participating CEOs benefit from an  ongoing 
relationship with an executive advisor who has 
experience leading a growing company. “The 
 program is not just about growing the company, but 
also growing the CEO,” he says, adding  support 
continues through the implementation phase, 
when many growth plans go off the rails.

Wirtz says he signed up for the three-year pro-
gram because he wanted to do a better job of 
 identifying projects that would generate subs tan-
tial profits. In the past, he admits he’s been too 
ready to jump at opportunities as they presented 
 themselves—“saying yes to everything.”

He explains, “I was tired of turning over dollars—
growing and making a good income but not really a 
high profit. We needed to focus.”

As a first step, the BDC team researched the 
company, its industry and potential avenues 
for growth. Wirtz and his senior managers then 
 participated in a series of workshops that helped 
them come up with 10 top growth opportunities.

I was tired of turning  
over dollars—growing  
and making a good  
income but not really  
a high profit. We  
needed to focus.”

— Karl Wirtz 

11Spring 2017
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Promising options

After more research and discussion, these were 
 win nowed down to the three most promising options:

> targeting the U.S. market for WG’s   
 baked goods, especially to benefit   
 from its capability to produce  
 nut-free products
> growing WG’s co-packing business   
 in the underserved Western Canadian  
 market rather than in Ontario, where it  
 is already strongly positioned
> increasing its business in co-packing  
 for export to the U.S., allowing  
 customers to benefit from Canada’s   
 lower dollar, skilled labour and   
 cross-border access

These initiatives form the backbone of a three-year 
strategic plan that will guide WG Pro-Manufacturing. 
The company is now implementing its first-year action 
plan with such moves as hiring a U.S. sales director 
and opening the plant in Calgary. Senior  management 
has a series of milestones and key performance 
 indicators to monitor progress and make adjustments 
as necessary.

Schincariol says smaller businesses may not 
have the resources to plan with this level of sophis-
tication but all entrepreneurs can benefit from 
strategic planning.

“It’s taking the time to do some research and get 
some perspective,” Schincariol says. “What are the 
opportunities? Can we quantify them? What are the 
risks? How can we define them?”
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Outside advice

Wirtz encourages other entrepreneurs to get 
 outside advice on planning their company’s growth.

“Entrepreneurs tend to think they can do every-
thing,” he says. “But if you take a serious, hard 
look at yourself, you will quickly know where you’re 
strong and where you’re weak. Surround yourself 
with good-quality people who will make you stron-
ger in areas where you are weak.”

WG Pro-Manufacturing was already in a strong 
competitive position thanks to investments in high-
tech machinery and the quality certifications it has 
obtained for the safe handling of food and con-
fections, where it does the majority of its business. 
The company also packages a wide variety of other 
products, including electronics, cosmetics and 
pharmaceuticals. 

Wirtz also points to the high quality of his work-
ers, many of whom have been with him for more than 
20 years, as a key strength.

He says the new growth projects are off to a 
strong start. He’s already thinking about finding 
a larger space for his Calgary operation to meet 
demand, and the push into the U.S. for his baked 
goods looks to be a winner.

Renewed confidence

“I eliminated that ever-growing fear in my mind: ‘What 
if we make the wrong choice?’” he says. “It’s like: 
‘No, this is the right choice. We need to be here. We 
need to do this. This is where we’re going to go and 
how we’re going to do it.’

“It’s given me the confidence to boldly go  forward.” 

Research  
With your team, brainstorm growth 
 opportunities. Be creative and bold. 
Explore  areas outside your normal  
business. Now, reduce the number to  
a few top choices. Research each of  
these options carefully. Build business  
cases that include financial projections.

Diversify  
Aim to diversify your company. A BDC  
study has found that diversification—  
whether measured in terms of products  
and services, geography, or number of  
customers—correlates strongly with 
 financial success.

Get outside help  
Advisors can bring fresh  insights and 
ways of doing things that reduce risk 
and give you confidence.

➀

➁

➂

3 ways  
to reduce  
risk when  
growing 
your business
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Liquid Gold
How a focus on  customer 
experience can help 
 retailers flourish
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Myrna Burlock reached into her kitchen 
 cupboard one day and discovered she 
was out of olive oil. That fateful moment 

launched her out of retirement and into an unex-
pected, astonishingly successful business venture.

The olive oil Burlock had run out of wasn’t just 
any old brand from the corner store. It was a 
high-quality extra virgin olive oil from Provence, 
in southern France. And it smelled and tasted 
just like the olive oil she fell in love with as a child, 
when her mom used to smear it on Burlock’s skin 
to treat eczema.

But after calling suppliers, she discovered the 
oil from Provence wasn’t available in Canada. She 
had bought hers at an olive oil tasting bar in Arizona, 
where customers could sample various types of oil 
before buying.

That’s when inspiration struck. Maybe there was 
a market for the same thing in Canada. Burlock 
could order some for herself and at the same time 
turn her love of olive oil into a business. She and 
her husband Bill McArthur put the idea to the test 
when they opened the Liquid Gold Tasting Bar & All 
Things Olive, in Halifax’s upscale Hydrostone Market.

Took a big risk

Burlock and McArthur knew they were taking a big 
risk. Liquid Gold’s launch in 2010  coincided with a 
rough economy and declining sales for many retailers.

Myrna Burlock 
and Bill McArthur 
Liquid Gold 
Tasting Bar & All 
Things Olive

Feature story

By Alex Roslin

A personalized customer 
 experience keeps customers 
coming back.  Myrna Burlock 
and Bill McArthur found the 
secret to retail success with 
a novel approach to selling 
olive oil.
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And the couple had just lost a large chunk of 
their life savings while living in Arizona, when their 
bank closed during the U.S. financial crisis. The set-
back forced them to return home to Nova Scotia. 

“We were quite nervous about opening the store,” 
says Burlock, 59, whose previous jobs included 
designing kitchens, driving a school bus and run-
ning a cleaning business. “We had no idea how to 
be merchants. Many people thought we were crazy.” 

But the store was a success from day one. 
Business grew so quickly that customers had to wait 
in line outside to get into the busy store during its 
first Christmas shopping season. Burlock even ran 
out of oil to sell.

The couple has since expanded to five stores 
across the Maritimes and also opened six smaller 
boutiques offering their wares in other shops.

The couple’s secret has been a highly personal 
touch, with an emphasis on educating  consumers 
about their products, which include balsamic 
 vinegars. “Once you taste a good olive oil, you’re 
hooked,” Burlock says. “You will never reach for 
store-bought oil again.” 

Focus on customer experience

Liquid Gold is a bright light in an otherwise gloomy 
time for brick-and-mortar retailers, facing fierce com-
petition from e-commerce  businesses. Its success 
highlights important lessons for retailers in today’s 
quickly changing, ultra- competitive  market, says 
BDC Business Consultant Chris O’Shea, who  advises 
 entrepreneurs on marketing.
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Most important, he says, is creating a memorable 
customer experience, focused on personalization. 

“They’ve really understood personalization,” he says 
of Burlock and McArthur. “They make it a fun expe-
rience from the moment you walk in.” 

The desire for a personalized experience is one 
of the most important trends driving consumer 
behaviour today, according to a BDC report titled 
Five Game-Changing Consumer Trends.

“Consumers increasingly demand the personal 
touch,” the report says. “Targeting  consumers with 
customized messages and personalized  experiences 
significantly improves results.”

Personalization influences purchases

Close to nine in 10 U.S. consumers say personali-
zation influences what they buy, the report says. 

“A one-to-one approach to customer interaction 
 allows businesses to provide higher value to their 
customers,” the report says.

The secret to personalization is to understand 
your customers, why they spend money on a pro-
duct and how to reach them, O’Shea says. “You 
have to own your niche and form a relationship 
with your customer.”

O’Shea says Liquid Gold “has hit the right notes 
and tone” in its pursuit of personalization. O’Shea 
is a convert himself. He regularly shops at the 
Liquid Gold outlet in Halifax and gives its products 
as gifts. “You get a special experience that you 
won’t find elsewhere,” he says. “Trying before 
 buying allows customers to make an informed 
 buying decision. It’s the choose-your-own-adven-
ture mindset.”

The desire for 
a personalized 
 experience is 
one of the most 
 important trends 
driving  consumer 
 behaviour today.

They’ve really understood personalization . . . 
They make it a fun experience from the  
moment you walk in.

— Chris O’Shea, BDC Business Consultant
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Customers become ambassadors

Burlock and McArthur seem to exemplify the 
 personalization trend. It’s not unusual for them to 
spend up to 40 minutes with a customer, expoun-
ding upon olive oil’s health benefits and fascinating 
history (olive cultivation is older than writing). 

Customers also get a lesson in how to sample olive 
oils using a technique called strippaggio. Akin to tas-
ting wine, it involves smelling the aroma, then slurping 
the oil and savouring its fruity flavours and pungency. 

The couple spends a lot of time on the road tra-
velling between stores, making sure employees are 
educated on new products. The staff includes chefs 
and nutritionists. “We’re very careful about who we 
hire. They have to have an interest in healthy food 
and living,” Burlock says. 

When the couple was approached with offers 
to franchise their outlets, they rejected the idea 
because they didn’t want far-flung cookie-cutter 
stores that lacked their personal touch.

Lots of TLC

“We want to be sure our presence is felt in every 
store as much as possible,” Burlock says. “There’s 
an awful lot of TLC involved in making sure our 
stores are on their toes all the time.”

The company supplements its physical stores 
with an attractive website that features an online 
shop and educational content on olive oil. Each 
store also has its own Facebook page, with about 
4,000 followers in all.

However the in-store experience is what fuels 
the business. The wife-and-husband team works 
hard to keep things fresh with constant innovation in  
products and merchandizing. 

“We’re old-school merchants—find the best 
 products, become experts and share your 
 knowledge with customers,” Burlock says. “We 
love that experience.” 

See our 
 consumer 
trends  
study at  
bdc.ca/ 
consumers
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We’re old-school  
merchants — find  
the best products, 
 become experts  
and share your  
knowledge with  
customers.
— Myrna Burlock 

http://bdc.ca/consumers
http://bdc.ca/consumers
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Retailing 
How to add the  
personal touch

➀

Keep innovating  Don’t be complacent. Stay 
on top of changing trends, and renew your 
customer experience to keep it fresh.➂

Personalization involves creating a memorable 
experience that keeps customers coming back 
for more, BDC Business Consultant Chris O’Shea 
says. Here are three tips for doing so.

➁ Share your passion  Passion is infectious. Spend 
time with customers to educate them about your 
products and turn them into your ambassadors.

Know your customers  The better you know 
your customers, the more you can offer them 
a special, highly personalized experience. 



20

Entrepreneur perspective

By Samuel St-Pierre Thériault

Gurmit Dhaliwal  
Celayix Software

Growing 
step by step
A sustainable  
approach to building  
a tech company

Profits
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Gurmit Dhaliwal remembers a time in the 
early 2000s when he thought his compa-
ny had nailed down the perfect employee 

scheduling software.
His Vancouver-based firm, Celayix Software, had 

just completed a major customization project for 
a security company in Winnipeg. He could use that 
work to offer other clients the capability to create 
schedules, communicate them to employees, and 
track time and attendance. 

Dhaliwal was confident he was in a strong 
 po sition when he pitched the software to a large 
company for an important contract.

“We thought we had this software that does 
everything,” Dhaliwal recalls. “In the presentation, 
they asked us: ‘How would you handle a split shift?’ 
At that moment, we realized we didn’t understand 
the business well enough to compete effectively 
because we didn’t know what a split shift was.”

The meeting was a key turning point—one that 
would set the stage for Celayix’s future success. 

Dhaliwal realized he and his team had been work-
ing so hard on software development, they hadn’t 
focused enough on the HR problems they were trying 
to solve. They also hadn’t been keeping track of who 
their competitors were and what they were offering. 

An ‘a-ha’ moment

“It was sort of an ‘a-ha’ moment for us,” he says. 
“From 2005, we started researching our key markets 
and adding features so we could actually compete 
with others in the marketplace.”

The Indian-born entrepreneur first went into busi-
ness providing IT services during the Y2K era. A 
client of his had acquired a software company, but 
only wanted the firm’s workers, not its HR schedul-
ing application. Dhaliwal made a deal with his client 
to acquire the software. 

For years, Dhaliwal focused on adding features 
to the software. However, it only really started to get 
traction in the market after he put together a skilled 
team that completely rebuilt the product. 

The technology introduced at that time still forms 
the core of the product today—even as Celayix has 
moved to the cloud and added features, including 
employee self-scheduling and a variety of employee 
tracking and communication tools. With these addi-
tions, the company has been experiencing 20 to 
30% annual growth since 2011. It has 35 employees 
in its Vancouver headquarters. 

Helps control costs

Most of Celayix’s sales are in the U.S., where 
its software is used by companies in more than 
20 sectors. Clients benefit from being able to  better 
control their labour costs, while employees enjoy 
more flexibility and choice over their work hours. 

Gurmit Dhaliwal has repeatedly been approached by investors  interested 

in his company, Celayix Software. However, with the right strategy, he has 

 managed to build a successful business while keeping full control.  
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Even though he’s had many offers, Dhaliwal has 
shied away from taking venture capital. Instead, he 
has reinvested profits and turned to BDC for term 
loans to bolster his working capital. 

Different types of financing can be  appropriate 
for a tech company, depending on its stage of 
development. However, many entrepreneurs aren’t 
aware that business loans may be available for their 
growing company.

A key advantage of using loans is you avoid the 
ownership dilution that comes with equity  financing. 
Even companies with limited revenues and  physical 
assets may be able to leverage intangible assets 
such as  intellectual property to obtain a loan.

Uses debt financing

Working with BDC has allowed Dhaliwal to protect 
his cash flow while he grows his business. He says 
this has helped him focus on his company without 
having to please investors.

“We’ve got folks who would give us money and 
take equity in the business. I think that is always 
tempting, but the risk/reward isn’t there for us, yet,” 
he says. 

“People say go big or go home, but I don’t nec-
essarily think that’s true, because going big also 
means a huge amount of risk for the business.”

You have to find 
something you feel 
passionate about 
and then work your 
butt off to win.
— Gurmit Dhaliwal 
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Dhaliwal credits a group of technology and 
 biotechnology CEOs in the Vancouver region for 
helping him to successfully navigate his company’s 
growth. The group, called Acetech, meets regu-
larly to share experiences and discuss solutions 
to  problems. 

Solving shared challenges 

“As the CEO, you are kind of banging your head 
against the wall trying to come up with solutions 
for everything,” he says. “With Acetech, there is this 
group of people who are facing similar problems. 
Many of them have solved these problems, gone 
past them and grown tremendously.”

For example, Dhaliwal often had difficulty   
finding the right people for his team. Working  
with Acetech helped him come up with a more  
systematic  hiring approach, dramatically improving 
his staffing  decisions. 

“If you want to be the top dog, you have to inno-
vate,” Dhaliwal says. “How do you innovate as a 
techno logy company? You need to have great peo-
ple and that’s what we have.” 

Dhaliwal also started using key performance indi-
cators (KPIs) to monitor his company’s performance. 
He says they have given him and his employees a 
better idea of the true health of the business. 

He has also worked to improve his  internal commu-
nications to break down silos between departments. 
The firm now holds daily huddles, weekly meetings 
to review KPIs and monthly company-wide meetings 
to clarify targets, goals and company vision. 

“It’s created a lot of transparency for the teams 
and people feel good about knowing that they are 
working towards a bigger overall goal.” 

Dhaliwal says he could never have created a suc-
cessful, growing business without being deeply 
passionate about it. 

“You don’t have to be the smartest person; you 
don’t have to have the greatest idea. You have to 
find something you feel passionate about and then 
work your butt off to win.” 

➀ Know your market  You can  
 build the best product in the  
 world, but it won’t amount to  
 much if it does not meet your  
 customers’ needs. 

➁ Be systematic about  
 your growth  Use processes  
 and monitor KPIs to remain  
 focused on your vision as  
 you grow. 

➂ Consider various sources  
 of financing  Explore all  
 your options before making  
 a decision. Term loans, venture  
 capital and bootstrapping all  
 have advantages and drawbacks.  

Lessons
learned
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Raed Bechara 
Industrie de 
 Palettes Standard

In his own words

The art of 
recycling
He’s saving 50,000 trees a 
year and helping refugees 
from his native Syria
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I came to Quebec from Syria in 1987 when I was 
16. It was hard to leave everything behind. I 
didn’t know any French or English. I didn’t have 

friends here. But my parents wanted me and my two 
 younger sisters to have a better life.

At our company, we gave jobs to 15 Syrian  refugees 
last year and arranged for them to have French 
courses in our facility during paid work time. I didn’t 
want them to live through what we went through 
when we moved to Canada. I wanted them to have 
good jobs and to know French. 

We didn’t have a lot when we arrived. My father 
took three jobs to support us. I was able to go to 
university, where I studied biochemistry. I wanted 
to become a pharmacist. 

At the time, I was working part time in  customer 
 service for Industrie de Palettes Standard. It 
was a small company that recycled used pallets— 
3,000 per week.
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Raed Bechara is helping to save the planet— 

one industrial pallet at a time. His Laval, 

 Quebec, company, Industrie de Palettes 

 Standard (IPS), has turned recycling into a fine 

art. It repairs used wooden pallets and sells 

them to businesses, saving 50,000 trees a year 

by Bechara’s estimate. 

Bechara’s environmentally friendly business 

has earned him a major prize for sustainable 

 development and led to rapid growth at his 

company. However, Bechara hasn’t forgotten 

his roots as an immigrant from Syria. Last year, 

he hired 15 Syrian refugees and arranged for 

them to learn French during paid work time. 
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At some point, the company went bankrupt, and I 
bought it for a small amount. I was a student and 
hardly had any money of my own, but I was able to 
raise it from friends and family. The company had 
some accounts receivable, so I was able to bring 
it out of bankruptcy and sell it not long after with 
enough profit to pay off my student loan.

Afterwards, I kept working at IPS part time until I 
 finished my bachelor’s degree in biochemistry. When 
I graduated, I started looking for a job in my field. I 
told IPS I was going to leave, but the man who had 
bought the company said he wanted me to stay on. 
He offered me shares in the company.

I saw it had potential that hadn’t been exploited. I 
had an entrepreneurial spirit, so I agreed. I obtained 
24% of the company, and that was the end of my 
 efforts to become a pharmacist.

We were selling barely half of the pallets we took in. 
The rest were in too poor condition to be repaired or 

were a size we couldn’t sell. Instead, they went to the 
landfill or for incineration. 

The environment has always been very  important 
to me. I had a professor who always told us that 
 recycling was the industry of the future. I thought 
we could find ways to recycle more pallets. 

In 2007, my partner passed away. I bought his 
shares from the estate and became the company’s 
sole owner.

As the business grew, it became more than just re-
pairing and reselling pallets. Instead, we evolved into 
offering integrated pallet management services. The 
diversity of our business activities is what made us 
strong as a company.

Most of our clients use large quantities of  pallets 
 every day. We may deliver a bunch of recycled 
 pallets and then pick up their broken and damaged 
pallets to bring back to our facility for repairs.
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We’ve added more and more services. For example, 
some businesses—suppliers and distributors—have 
pallets they don’t need. We buy and sell them. 

We also have clients who ask us to warehouse  
their pallets—say 20,000 or 25,000 of them—  
until they’re needed. We pick them up, inspect  
and  repair them, and then warehouse them until 
they’re  needed again.

As we’ve grown, we have also pushed recycling to the 
extreme. In 2009, I invested $450,000 to acquire a 
shredder. This machine allows us to shred the pallets 
we can’t repair and sell the wood chips and residue. 
Our shredder also separates out the nails, which we 
sell for the metal. Every time we sell our wood chips, 
we save a tree.

When the financial crisis hit, we were able to grow 
because our recycled pallets are 30 to 50% 

 cheaper than new pallets, and companies were 
 looking everywhere for ways to cut costs.

Two years ago, I made a $7-million investment in a 
larger facility. Now, we have a  3,700-square-metre 
(40,000 square foot) facility and a 19,000-square- 
metre (200,000 square foot) yard. 

Before our move, we shredded the entire pallet if it 
couldn’t be repaired. Now, if some parts are in good 
shape, we keep them to re-use and shred the rest. 
Instead of shredding a good two-by-four or a plank, 
we now re-use it, which has led to significant  savings.

Also, we now have machines to recycle our clients’ 
cardboard and plastic waste. Before, we had to pay 
someone to take that off our hands. Now, we have 
equipment to put it in bales, and we can sell it, so  
we are recycling even more. We’re trying to be a 
one-stop recycling shop. 

In 2015, we won  
a Desjardins 
 Entrepreneurs  
prize for  
sustainable 
 development.
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In 2015, we won a Desjardins Entrepreneurs prize  
for sustainable development.

The business has grown substantially. We’ve gone 
to a weekly turnover of 65,000 pallets from 35,000 
a decade ago. I now have 65 truck-trailers, and we 
have 44 employees, up from 20 two years ago. 

I’m proud to help the Syrian refugees we’ve hired. 
They needed help, and I believe if you can help, you 
should do so.

At first, it wasn’t easy for some of them. Many had 
lost their homes or businesses in Syria. But I remind 

them that at least you are safe here with your fami-
lies. You can’t put a price on that. 

My advice to other entrepreneurs is to be deter-
mined. When I acquired my partner’s shares in 
2007, the company lost two large clients who had 
gone bankrupt. I remember being worried. When I 
went home, I said to my wife, “We may have to move 
into my parents’ basement.”

But we ended up finishing the year with a profit. It 
showed me the importance of not being discour-
aged, even when things are challenging. Find the 
positive in all situations. 
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Insight

Entrepreneurs are
ready to invest 
A majority of Canadian entrepreneurs intend to 
 invest in their businesses this year, according to a 
BDC survey of almost 4,000 Canadian small and 
medium-sized businesses. The study found eight in 
10 entrepreneurs plan to invest in their business in 

1. Source: SOM, Investment Intentions of Canadian Entrepreneurs: An Outlook for 2017.

Investment intentions:  
Businesses that plan  
to do the following in 2017 
(n = 3,988)

Primary investment  
projects in 2017 

Canadian businesses plan to  
invest primarily in projects 
to improve their efficiency 
and productivity 1

More than one in  
three businesses will  
invest more in 2017 1

2017, including more than one in three who intend 
to increase their investments.

Overall investment intentions will total $96.6 billion 
in 2017, representing an increase of 1.6% over 
 preliminary numbers for 2016.

■ 35% Invest more than in 2016 

■ 16%  Invest the same amount as in 2016 

■ 31%  Invest less than in 2016 

■ 18%  Not to invest

Computer hardware, software, e-commerce

Employee training

Machinery, equipment and vehicles

Purchasing, construction and renovations

Innovation, research and development

No investment

External consulting

Investment outside Canada

Acquisition of a business in Canada

61

57

45

34

31

18

14

8

6

BDC study indicates renewed optimism across Canada
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Pierre Cléroux 
BDC Chief Economist

@PierreCleroux

Perspective

By Pierre Cléroux

U.S. stimulus program 
could benefit Canadian 
entrepreneurs

The Trump administration: 

A time for  
concern  
but also  
optimism 

Economic growth in Canada appears to be gathering 
steam after two sluggish years caused by the slump in 
oil prices. Now, many entrepreneurs are asking them-

selves whether the election of President Donald Trump 
could slam the brakes on the Canadian economy. While it’s 
still early, an analysis suggests there are some risks but also 
 reasons for optimism.

Let’s start with Trump’s aggressive economic  stimulus plan. 
Announced during the election campaign, the plan includes 
large cuts to personal and corporate taxes and  massive infra-
structure spending. We don’t know how much of this stimulus 
package will actually be implemented or when. However, 
stronger economic growth south of the border is normally 
positive for the Canadian economy because it leads to 
increased demand for Canadian products and services.

On the other hand, the deep corporate tax cuts proposed 
by Trump would make the Canadian tax system less competi-
tive compared to that of the United States, a situation that 
could be compounded by the new President’s intention to 
slash business regulations. Together, these policies could 
encourage businesses to set up shop in the U.S. rather 
than in Canada.  

Pressure on interest rates

Another risk is higher interest rates on both sides of the 
 border. With an unemployment rate of just 4.8% and wages 

heading higher, many observers believe that the U.S. economy 
is already running at or near full capacity. Therefore, Trump’s 
plan to stimulate demand could drive inflation higher, lead-
ing the Federal Reserve to increase interest rates faster than 
expected to cool the economy. Higher interest rates south of 
the border might trigger an increase in Canadian rates, even 
though most observers don’t expect the Bank of Canada to 
raise its key interest rate before the end of this year. 

The U.S. and Canada have developed close trade ties 
over the years, and these have been strengthened by trade 
agreements. Approximately 75% of Canadian merchandise 
exports are bound for the United States. Canada’s share of 
U.S. exports is smaller at 19%, but we remain nevertheless 
the U.S.’s top export market. Therefore, it’s in both countries’ 
interest to preserve good trade relations.

Fundamentals remain strong

What’s the bottom line for Canadian entrepreneurs? The 
new reality for many businesses operating in the U.S.  market 
is that they will have to learn how to manage through the 
changes of policy of the new administration. However, eco-
nomic fundamentals remain very positive. The U.S. economy 
is among the most vibrant in the world and global  economy 
as a whole is growing. Canadian entrepreneurs should continue 
to invest in their businesses and seek export opportunities, 
in the U.S. and beyond. 



BDC is where you need us to be:  
right there with you.

There are a lot of different ways to grow a business.  
As the only bank devoted exclusively to entrepreneurs,  
we’re there to give you the financing and advice you  
need to steer yours in the right direction.

See how we can help at bdc.ca


