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Business 
Opportunities 

HOW CANADA COULD BUILD A NATIONAL BUSINESS 
OPPORTUNITIES MARKETPLACE 

By: A.J. (Tony) Kirby 

Most municipalities need to be aware of 
good business opportunities in their areas 
so that they can adequately service both 
potential investors and local vendors. 

The term "business opportunity" is used 
here to include the following: (I) Mature 
situations, manufacturers or service com
panies seeking an outright sale of an estab
lished business; (2) Growth situations, 
companies seeking an equity infusion; (3) 
Start-up situations, new companies seek
ing capital; ( 4) Joint venture, strategic alli
ances, and licensing situations; and (5) 
Commercial buildings and land. 

While there's probably a good infra
structure in your area to handle these types 
of situations- a CA firm, a business bro
ker, a real estate agent, or some other 
"middleman" - there is often difficulty in 
getting good representation for opportuni
ties in the $1 million or less category. 

Too often these lower-priced opportu
nities fall into "no man's land" - nbt so 
much for lack of interest but usually be
cause it takes as long to consummate a 
small deal as it does to do a large deal. 

Information to Serve the 
Market 

Here are a couple of situations that could 
occur in your community ... 

Mary Jane wants to retire. She runs a 
successful retail operation that generates 
$1.5M a year in sales and it shows a healthy 
profit before taxes. She is asking $600,000 
for the business. Who does Mary turn to? 
Usually it's a local business broker but of
ten it's her local economic development 
officer. 

In the same community could be some
body with another need - Joe Brown, a 
middle manager in the retail business who 
has been subjected to "early retirement" but 
is anxious to remain active in the market-

place. Joe has some $250,000 in cash to 
invest and he has talked to his accountant 
or banker and realizes that he could lever
age this amount to buy a business in the 
$600,000 range. But how to find the right 
business? In his search, Joe might well con
nect with Mary but there is no certainty. 
His personal network, however, could well 
include his local Economic Development 
Professional (EDP). 

A seller and a buyer, both looking to 
their local EDP for help. 

Some EDPs feel very comfortable in this 
situation because they have an infrastruc
ture in place and could easily connect both 
Mary and Joe. But experience indicates that 
most EDPs, probably overworked anyhow, 
are frustrated by this "unstructured" mar
ketplace. Usually they look for somebody 
in the community to help with this type of 
situation but, in these two cases, most of 
the local mergers & acquisitions players 
will not be interested; they're too busy 
chasing "bigger deals". 

In order to assist the Mary's and Joe's in 
their communities to locate buyers/sellers 
EDPs have to get involved in three areas: 

I. Sourcing local opportunities. This is 
often a hit-or-miss affair. Most EDPs tend 
to make a real effort for a special event, 
such as an upcoming business trip to Hong 
Kong. . . or a group of Europeans are ar
riving and want to see specific types of op
portunities in the area . . . or possibly a com
pany requests special assistance in seeking 
a joint venture partner. EDPs are used to 
handling these types ofrequests but there's 
often no formal system ( or staff assign
ment) for gathering information on these 
types of opportunities in a standardized for
mat so that it can be disseminated to po
tential investors on a regular basis. 

2. Marketing the business opportunities, 
matching the buyers and sellers. If the EDP 
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has managed to gather and correlate infor
mation on local opportunities, and a few 
EDPs across Canada do this job well, then 
the next step is to aggressively market this 
information locally, nationally and interna
tionally. This should be done quickly and 
simply so that potential investors are able 
to get in touch directly with the vendors or 
their representatives. 

3. Maintaining business opportunity list
ings. For the listings to be effective and 
useful they must be purged and updated on 
a regular basis. 

All three steps are time-consuming and, 
particularly step 2, can be quite expensive. 
Not all municipalities are prepared, or can 
afford, to make the necessary financ ial 
commitment. 

In reality steps 1 to 3 could be handled 
quite economically. 

It could start this way. The EDP could 
get on the phone, call a business opportu
nities consultant and have this expert visit 
the municipality for a few days of concen
trated work as follows ... 

• make contact with all possible sources 
of local business opportunities; 

• gather and write-up the opportunities 
in a standardized format according to Stan
dard Industry Code (SIC) categories; 

• set up a computer system within the mu
nicipality, and establish a method of fol
low-up, that could be maintained by a jun
ior staff member using an IBM-compatible 
PC; 

• market the opportunities via national 
and international business opportunity net
works; 

• initiate a method of regular interaction 
between the networks and the municipal
ity. 

Ideally, the service would be strictly con
cerned with information - neither the ex-



pert nor the networks would be in the 
matchmaking business or interested in tak
ing a percentage on deals. The only pur
pose of the service would be to put ven
dors and investors together speedily, effi
ciently, and with a minimum of fuss. 

A couple of years ago most of the ele
ments to do this were in place, not in an 
integrated sense but on a piece by piece 
basis. There were business opportunity ex
perts available, local initiatives, national 
networks, and an "opportunity" publication 
that reached overseas investors. 

Not any more, as most of you are aware. 
Among the better funded initiatives that 
have bitten the dust are the Federal Busi
ness Development Bank's matchmaking 
service, the Canadian Chambers of Com
merce initiative through COIN, and the 
Bank ofNova Scotia's Business Quarterly. 
Numerous other players in both the private 
and public sectors are no longer operating, 
including my own "Invest Canada" maga
zine and the Entinex Inc. national database. 

Remember FACE? · Venture Link? 
S.B.D.C? VentureNet in B.C.? 

Very few initiatives remain, of which 
only two come immediately to mind -- the 
Investment Exchange and the Ontario 
Government's "Marketplace". The latter, a 
free service, concentrates' on manufactur-

. ing opportunities (not service opportuni
ties) but its activities were recently stunted 
when the NDP Government saw fit to shut 
down the province's Strategic Alliances 
Branch. 

There are many reasons for the failure 
of these various networks and everybody 
has a different idea as to how the situation 
could be corrected. For example, the Ca
nadian Bankers Association says" ... One 
of the main problems is that while these 
networks provide information relative to 
the opportunities available, customers also 
require expertise to assess the transaction 
and none of the networks provide any as
sessment/due diligence on the quality of the 
listings." 

It sounds like a logical argument but the 
reality is that an opportunities database, to 
have any relevance at all, must contain a 
wide variety of investment choices, many 
hundreds of business opportunities, and as
sessment/due diligence of these opportu
nities is virtually impossible. But while you 
cannot "police" the individual opportuni
ties you can certainly police the sources that 
provide the opportunities, and in a very 
short time the "bad apple" sources would 
be purged from the database. 

From my experience of this highly un
structured marketplace I believe the two 
key reasons for lack of success were (1) 
inadequate marketing and (2) a general re
luctance on the part of Canadians to pay 
for information. (Studies have shown that 
Americans are five times more likely to pay 
for information than Canadians are. I guess 
we have had too many "freebies" over the 
years and this expectation has been incor
porated into our psyche.) 

Ifwe can find some way to eliminate the 
costs to the buyers/se!lers, and also solve 
the marketing problem, we could quickly 
build a viable, national opportunity mar
ketplace of which any community in 
Canada could be an integral part. 

Needed: A National Date 
Base Network 

Here's one suggested scenario, reduced 
to its very basic elements: 

1. Establish a national standard for op
portunity listings. (Cost: nil). 

2. Use Provincial regional offices as the 
opportunity sourcing/data input locations 
for all regional business opportunities. Send 
data gathering teams, comprised of private 
sector information brokers, to each regional 
office and its surrounding local 
communities in order to establish the 
necessary infrastructure and on-going 
liaison. (Cost: two experts for a maximum 
of 10 working days in each provincial 
region). 

3. Set up a simple computer infrastruc
ture so that the local communities can trans
mit their opportunity data to their various 
regional offices. (Cost: no additional staff 
should be necessary but start-up costs 
would include the time of a computer con
sultant and a writer of a computer opera
tions manual.) 

4. The regional offices will check the data 
to see that it conforms to pre-established 
parameters and will feed it down the line 
to a provincial database. (Cost: one liaison 
person at each regional office plus one or 
two at the provincial level, probably all new 
positions). 

5. The provincial databases will feed the 
data down the line to the national database. 
(For credibility purposes, particularly with 
certain overseas markets, the national da
tabase should be operated by the private 
sector; however, it should be accessible by 
all the various levels of government). The 
national database would then disseminate 
the data on a national and international ba-
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sis. (Cost: varies according to arrangements 
made but need not be exorbitant). 

Up to this point the opportunity listings 
are "free". Anybody with an opportunity 
will have dealt through a "recognized 
source" which in this case would be the 
local EDP. Listings through other recog
nized sources -- bankers, accountants, busi
ness brokers, technology transfer people, 
etc. -- would also be free. Only individuals 
requesting listings or searches would be re
quired to pay. 

If correctly structured, most of the rec
ognized sources should be able to list and 
search the national database without the 
intervention of other parties. Those recog
nized sources requiring assistance in both 
listing or searching would be charged a 
nominal cost plus fee. Thus it would pay 
most active sources to conform to network 
protocols and obtain the available free ac
cess. 

The end result would be local databases, 
regional databases, provincial databases, 
and a national database -- all integrated. The 
national database would contain some hun
dreds of opportunities, all of which would 
have been partially screened as they pro
gressed down the network. 

The start-up costs would include the data 
gathering teams and the setting up of a com
puter infrastructure ( or possibly piggy
backing on an existing structure) and it is 
suggested that this one-time cost could be 
absorbed by the various provincial govern
ments. The ongoing operating costs should 
be minimal to the various provinces and 
local communities. 

The national database would make its 
revenues from publishing activities, an an
nual maintenance/monitoring fee charged 
to the provinces, and from revenue for in
dividual listings/searches. 

The aim of the national network would 
be to become the main source of informa
tion on business opportunities in Canada 
to the point that anybody selling a business 
or searching for a business opportunity 
would tum to the network as a first re
source. 

Why publishing activities? Databases 
represent current technology but are only 
effective if the marketplace is aware of their 
existence, thus a printed product remains 
an important marketing component. One 
suggestion is to have a monthly publica
tion (possibly with provincial editions) that 
would be distributed both nationally and 
internationally. It could be kick-started with 
a low-cost federal government grant. (The 

---



federal government has made it clear over 
the years that it would like to see a viable 
business opportunities database in place). 

Investors are looking for facts, not gloss, 
so a printed version to serve as the "win
dow" into the database would not have to 
be an expensive production. It should give 
a representative look at all the opportunity 
categories available and information on 
how to access/list opportunities on the da
tabase. The intention would be to not only 
make this publication self-supporting but 
also offset some of the day-to-day database 
operating costs. There are at least three 
possible sources of revenue: 

1. Each issue of the publication could 

contain feature reports on different invest
ment sectors and these in-depth reports 
would be supplemented by paid opportu
nity profiles on companies within these sec
tors who are seeking funding, joint ven
tures, alliances, etc. 

2. The companies who are going to 
benefit from this free market of information 
would be invited to advertise - the 
consultants, accounting firms, chartered 
banks, brokers - anybody who stood to 
benefit from being part of the process. 

3. For this latter group an extra benefit 
could be to have their names/companies 
listed as contacts when certain given cat
egories of opportunities are accessed on the 
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database. For instance, Health Care op
portunities could list consultants who spe
cialize in this industry, market feasibility 
experts,joint venture experts, export con
sultants, etc. This could prove a real ser
vice to the potential investors. 

The distribution of the suggested publi
cation and physical access to the database, 
nationally or internationally, would not 
present major prnblems. 

The expertise is available now to start 
the ball rolling on the proposed network. 
If there is any interest out there in seeing 
such a network in place this initiative could 
get underway tomorrow at a local, regional, 
provincial or national level. □ 

1994 marks the 25th anniversary of the founding of 
the Ryerson School of Urban and Regional Planning. 
There is a lot to celebrate - we take pride in the suc
cessful maturing of the Planning Program and we be
lieve that we have contributed to the well deserved 
University designation of Ryerson in 1993. 

There is hardly a Canadian provincial, regional or 
local planning authority without a Ryerson presence. 
Many consulting firms, businesses and the not for 
profit sector with interest in land and human settle
ment development or management and in areas of 
housing, community services, and policy analysis 
enjoy working with Ryerson graduates. Graduates and 
faculty of the program work in many parts of the world 
including the United States, the Pacific Rim, Africa, 
Europe and the Middle East. 

C.I.B.C. Vaughan Commercial Banking Centre 

3800 Steeles Avenue West 

25th Anniversary Celebration 
and Reunion 

for alumni, past and present faculty and friends 

May 13 and 14, 1994 

Keynote Address: 
The Right Honourable David Crombie 

For more information call the School Office at ( 416) 979-5165 
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