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The Gordon Foundation undertakes
research, leadership development
and public dialogue so that public
policies in Canada reflect a commitment
to collaborative stewardship of our
freshwater resources and to a peopledriven, equitable and evolving North.
Our mission is to promote innovative
public policies for the North and in fresh
water management based on our values
of independent thought, protecting the
environment, and full participation of
Indigenous peoples in the decisions that
affect their well-being.
Over the past quarter century The
Gordon Foundation has invested over
$37 million in a wide variety of northern
community initiatives and freshwater
protection initiatives.
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2018 Northern Policy Hackathon

On August 21-22 2018, The Gordon Foundation
convened their second Northern Policy Hackathon
(NPH) in Iqaluit, Nunavut. The second Hackathon
brought together northerners from across the three
territories and Inuit Nunangat to develop innovative
policy recommendations regarding the growth of
Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) both
locally and internationally.
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Participants were from a wide
array of backgrounds, including
an Inuk elder, business owners,
representatives from chambers
of commerce, development
corporations, and municipal,
territorial, regional and federal
government. The NPH was
designed to be both a vehicle
for conversation as well as

an opportunity to create and
recommend viable federal policy
solutions.
The Gordon Foundation would
like to extend its thanks to
the participants of the second
Northern Policy Hackathon and to
the community of Iqaluit, Nunavut
for welcoming us.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The policy recommendations are guided by three statements:
⊲ All new programs and services intended to benefit northern Micro,

Small, and Medium Sized Enterprises (MSMEs) should be co-developed
with northern MSMEs.
⊲ Improved northern infrastructure and connectivity plays a

fundamental role in the future success of northern MSMEs. Enhancing
existing infrastructure and connectivity programs and identifying
additional northern infrastructure needs, gaps, and potential solutions is
necessary.
⊲ Although there have been some initiatives, there is no clear and

integrated national MSME strategy or vision.
The following policy recommendations should be the responsibility of:
⊲ Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada (ISED)
⊲ Canadian Northern Economic Development Agency (CanNor)
⊲ Quebec Economic Development Program (QEDP)
⊲ Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency (ACOA)
⊲ Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada (CIRNAC)
⊲ Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC)
⊲ Global Affairs Canada (GAC)

The recommendations are based
on the following five themes
determined by the participants

DATA

INNOVATION

SKILLS
DEVELOPMENT

TRADE

FINANCING
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01

DESIGN AN INFORMATIONAL, TRI-ANNUAL MICRO,
SMALL AND MEDIUM SIZED ENTERPRISES SURVEY

There is a lack of data on northern MSMEs that prevents
the development of evidence-based policy for northern
economic development.
The federal government should collect more data
and develop a tri-annual MSME survey. The survey
should include specific types of data1, use plain and
clear language, and adopt the government’s open data
principles. To supplement the survey data, existing federal
funding for MSMEs should require recipients to include
basic data in their reporting.
Data collection methods should reflect and adopt
consistent, standardized open data principles, standards
and objectives. Results should be widely distributed
through an online central economic data portal.
Government should monitor and report on how the data
is being utilized to promote northern businesses. Survey
design should be inspired by existing best practices (i.e.
the Nunatsiavut Government).

“The lack of data makes it
hard for the proper programs
or policies to be developed.”
MADELEINE REDFERN
MAYOR OF IQALUIT

1 Number and type of businesses; sector; demographics; contribution to Gross Domestic Product; Indigenous
employment percentages; size; length of business success; Indigenous-ownership; corresponding future outlook;
aggregate data; social return on investments; Gross Domestic Product community-specific data; Gross Domestic Product
sector-specific data; women-owned; youth-owned, and; informal economy (self-employed).
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02

or, ensure
the following elements are included in broader policy
frameworks
DEVELOP A NORTHERN INNOVATION FRAMEWORK

⊲ Create a northern research agenda led by northerners

that will explore disruptive technologies.
⊲ Create new programming to facilitate the establishment

of innovation hubs in northern centres.
⊲ Expand innovation fund criteria to include northern

MSMEs that are not yet ready to scale, the social enterprise
sector, and non-technological innovators. Application
processes should be accessible to all businesses.
⊲ Integrate Traditional/Cultural Knowledge in the

definition of innovation to reflect northern realities.
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03

EXPAND ON-THE-GROUND SUPPORT AND BUILD AWARENESS
FOR NORTHERN MSMEs

Access to on-the-ground support for business is critical
in northern communities, considering: internet bandwidth
limitations; limited exposure, knowledge and experience
related to running a business, and; the absence of a
northern trade commissioner. Further, there is a lack of
information regarding federal programming and funding
that assists MSMEs. It is recommended that the federal
government:
⊲ Enhance Business Counselling services by introducing

business counsellors, and ensuring that there are
adequately funded and trained economic development
officers in every community in the North.
An economic development officer focuses on the macroeconomic picture and supports projects that benefit the
community. The business counsellor would provide longer
term business support that would foster the development
of financial literacy, provide technical support and
information, offer follow-up support during implementation
of business decisions, assist in the application process for
various streams of financial aid, and collect data to feed
into the MSME survey.
Business counselling services should be co-developed by
a funding partner and a community, and/or First Nation,
and/or Indigenous Development Corporation. Business
counselling services should complement existing service
providers.
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⊲ Support a pan-northern association of business

counsellors that would act as a central resource for
training, networking, and peer support.
⊲ Provide centralized northern Trade Advisory and

Marketing services that would advise and support local
companies on export and marketing services,2 connect
externally with governments and markets around the world
(including the creation of Indigenous and northern trade
missions), and complement existing business services
providers [e.g. CanNor’s Regional Development Agency,
Business Development Bank of Canada (BDC), Export
Development Canada (EDC).]
⊲ Develop a comprehensive communications strategy

which would inform MSMEs about existing federal supports
(funding and programming) in an accessible manner.
Existing staff would lead outreach and business counsellors
would enhance that reach. When appropriate, the strategy
could also leverage local events and celebrations to
conduct further outreach (e.g. First Nations General
Assemblies or feasts).

2 Services would focus on: how to become export ready; how to market products to various regions both throughout
Canada and internationally; provide advice on market strategies, and; provide information on various international
standards and laws.
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04

CREATE A CULTURE OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN THE NORTH

It is recommended that the federal government:
⊲ Develop youth entrepreneurship and life skills

training in communities across the North in partnership
with territorial, provincial and Indigenous governments,
chambers of commerce, Business Development Bank
of Canada (BDC), and schools. This initiative could
be facilitated through the new Northern Innovation
Framework, and programs such as innovation hubs.
⊲ Develop a campaign to promote Indigenous and

northern entrepreneurs as role models.
⊲ Ensure that social support policies are not barriers to

future entrepreneurs. Design incentives that encourage
and enable those on social assistance to start businesses
or gain employment in northern businesses.

“We need to create a
culture that celebrates
entrepreneurship at a
young age.”
CYNTHIA ENE
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,
KITIKMEOT CHAMBER OF
COMMERCE
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POLICY ENVIRONMENT AND OVERVIEW
The Government of Canada has identified Small and Medium Sized
Enterprises (SMEs) as an important strategic sector in their policy
objectives. In northern Canada (specifically the three territories), SMEs
play an important role, employing over half of the working population. If
micro businesses were included, this number would rise.3
The Government of Canada has a range of policies and programs
that support Canadian SMEs with a focus on business development,
exporting, innovation, technology, entrepreneurship, financing, and
skills development. The federal government is in the process of
developing new policies and adapting existing policies that may affect
northern SMEs such as the Innovation and Skills Plan and the Arctic
Policy Framework. The Arctic Policy Framework, for example, will focus
on several themes including “strong, sustainable and diversified Arctic
economies” and “the Arctic in a global context”.
Northerners have an important role to play in informing policy decisions
that affect them. The NPH provides an opportunity for northerners to
come together and develop concrete policy recommendations to inform
government on existing and new policies and programs.
Expectations from participants of the second NPH were that the
recommendations should focus on how to:
⊲
⊲
⊲
⊲
⊲
⊲

Better serve northern businesses
Promote northern products
Create strategies for youth
Provide information on financial literacy
Find alternatives to the resource extraction industry
Empower locally-owned business start-ups

3 Statistics Canada. “Table 14-10-0215-01 Employment for all Employees by Enterprise Size, Annual.” Last modified June
12, 2018. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/cv.action?pid=1410021501
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There was recognition that made-in-the-North solutions were
fundamental for the development of a strong and economically diverse
northern economy, and that northern MSMEs should be included in
these policy conversations.
While participants acknowledged existing federal supports for
MSMEs, they also identified numerous gaps. For example: there is no
clear MSME strategy or vision; there is a lack of data on MSMEs and
evidence informing programs and policies; there is a lack of policies and
programs tailored to northern MSMEs and limited awareness of existing
supports, and; northern business innovation is not being enhanced. It
was also mentioned throughout the event that the term SME does not
reflect the northern context and should be redefined as Micro, Small
and Medium Sized Enterprises (MSMEs). The federal government should
look to international best practices and even internally to territorial and
regional government initiatives for inspiration.

The definition for MSMEs could
follow international best practices
from Nordic countries.

MICRO*
0–3 employees

SMALL
4–20 employees

MEDIUM
21–49 employees

*includes self-employed and part-time entrepreneurs

LARGE
50+ employees
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Other concerns included the need for increased on-the-ground
support for businesses, who must overcome barriers such as very
slow internet speeds, and low levels of financial literacy and business
acumen. Engaging with a wider market was also identified by some
as a prerequisite for long-term success. The North, despite its vast
geography, has limited potential for buyers. For many businesses,
building relationships with other Canadian jurisdictions and accessing
international markets is essential and requires supports from
government to succeed long-term. The absence of a northern trade
commissioner also reduces the potential for successful domestic and
international trade.
Finally, participants determined that significant resources should be
allocated to fostering entrepreneurship skills in youth. The North has
a significantly younger population than southern Canada and most
northern youth have little to no direct exposure to the workings of
business. Investing in the creation of a culture of entrepreneurship
among northern youth was recommended as a means for long-term
resiliency in the North.

“You never hear
about any of these
opportunities in
Nunavik. I would have
loved to know about
them when I was just
starting out.”
DENNIS LOCK
OWNER/MANAGER,
NUNAGOLF
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Owner
Amaguk Inn,
Nunatsiavut
Molly Shiwak
Business Development
Officer
Government of
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Owner/Manager
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Nunavik
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Owner/Manager
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Nunavik
Nathan Cohen- Fournier
Socio-Economic
Development Officer
Makivik Corporation,
Nunavik
Cynthia Ene
Executive Director
Kitikmeot Chamber of
Commerce,
Nunavut

Megan Pizzo-Lyall
Manager of Operations
Atuqtuarvik Corporation,
Nunavut
Qajaaq Ellsworth
Senior Associate for Inuit
Nunangat
Tides Canada,
Nunavut
Shari Caudron
Chief Executive Officer
Collaborative Innovations
Inc.,
NWT
Brenda Dragon
President
Aurora Heat, Inc.,
NWT
Dane Mason
Manager of Policy and
Strategic Planning
Government of Northwest
Territories,
NWT
Darrell Beaulieu
Chief Executive Officer
Denendeh Investments
Inc.,
NWT

Eric Doiron
Manager, Business
Development & Strategic
Development Unit
Government of Nunavut,
Nunavut

William Kellett
President and VicePresident
Kellett Communications
and NWT Chamber of
Commerce,
NWT

Glenn Cousins
Manager Business Services
Kakivak Association,
Nunavut

Shirley Ong
Senior Policy Advisor
Global Affairs Canada,
Ottawa

Madeline Redfern
Mayor
City of Iqaluit,
Nunavut

Virginia Poter
Vice-President, Policy,
Planning, Communications
and Northern Projects
Management Office
Canadian Northern
Economic Development
Agency,
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Mathieu Parker
Director General,
Operations
Canadian Northern
Economic Development
Agency,
Nunavut

Blair Hogan
President
Gúnta Business Advisory
Services,
Yukon
Peter Turner
President
Yukon Chamber of
Commerce,
Yukon
Andrew Gaule
Director of Business and
Industry Development
Government of Yukon,
Yukon
Heather Callaghan
Owner
Yaxkasei Art House,
Yukon
Michael Pealow
Principal and Member
Michael Pealow Consulting
and Yukonstruct,
Yukon
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