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The outsized impact of immigrant entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurs are the catalysts of Canada’s economy. The new businesses
they create are outsized job creators, with 35.8 percent of the country’s net
employment growth coming from small businesses between 2014 and 2019.
But even among this dynamic group, immigrants play an outsized role. First-
and second-generation entrepreneurs undertake 34.7 percent of all early-stage
entrepreneurship in Canada — significantly higher than most other comparable
economies in the European Union, Group of Seven and Group of 20.

According to Statistics Canada, immigrant-owned firms in Canada are
younger on average than those owned by Canadian-born entrepreneurs,
which means they tend to grow faster and have higher rates of job creation.

Also, research has shown that immigrant-owned businesses are more likely

to enter global markets, and that immigrant entrepreneurs “can mobilize
their diverse socio-cultural networks in helping to overcome market-size
limitation and commercialize innovations in the world market, either through
export or transnational new ventures.” This is key to addressing the chronic
commercialization gap in Canada’s innovation economy.

Given their disproportionate economic potential, we need to work to attract
and retain the most promising immigrant entrepreneurs and their ventures.
With Canadian help and resources, they can scale up, attract capital and
create jobs here for the benefit of all.

Organizations working to build Canada’s innovation economy have already
taken notice of this growth potential. This work is taking place across

the country — through venture capital funds, angel investor groups and
business incubators — but some of the most enthusiastic proponents
have been Ontario’s regional innovation centres (RICs), which have been
leveraging the federal Start-up Visa (SUV) Program in order to build
immigrant entrepreneurship into their strategies and mandates.

The SUV Program, one of several federal pathways for immigrants to Canada,
targets people with the potential to build innovative businesses in high-
growth sectors that create jobs here and compete globally. Canada is one
of approximately two dozen countries, including the United Kingdom, that
encourages international entrepreneurs to relocate in order to start or scale
up their ventures. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada launched
the program in 2013 to test a new approach to business immigration and
made it permanent in 2018.
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Sherry Colbourne
President and CEO

Spark Centre

“Coming out of the pandemic, the clear message we are sending with the
Start-up Visa Program is that Canada is open for business,” Immigration
Minister Marco Mendicino tweeted in June.

To be eligible, an entrepreneur must have a qualifying business, a letter of
support from a designated angel group, incubator or accelerator and a certain
amount of money, plus proficiency in either English or French. Only a certain
number of immigrants can clear those hurdles — the program makes up just
0.1 percent of all permanent resident authorizations. Since 2016, 1,613 foreign
entrepreneurs have been approved for permanent resident status (to July 31,
2021) representing about 200 startups launched here.

Applications peaked in 2019, just before the pandemic. That year, the total
number of approvals for permanent resident status for startup businesses was
802, more than double the year before. Two years later, however, applications
have tanked, with just three received by the end of 2021's second quarter.
Approvals consistently lag behind applications.

The National Angel Capital Organization administers the program for
angel groups and participating incubators and accelerators, a two-threaded
approach for entrepreneurs who want to come to Canada.

“When [ first saw the program, | didn’t have a lot of faith in the investor
pathway, only because investors are pretty conservative and they wouldn't
necessarily invest in foreign companies that hadn’t come to Canada yet,”
explains Sherry Colbourne, president and CEO of Spark Centre in Oshawa.
“| saw this incubation pathway as a really wonderful opportunity because

| can find companies with potential and | can stand them up on their feet
and make them investable. And now they’re Canadian, they've been here
for a year, and we can demonstrate traction and the investors will say 'Yes.'
| thought that made a lot more sense.”

Exploiting the Start-up Visa Program

Spark Centre, the RIC for Durham Region and Northumberland County,
might be the poster child for facilitating the immigration of entrepreneurs
through the SUV Program. To date, 168 companies have come through Spark’s
globalization program. Providing access to workshops, mentorships, advisors
and events, it's designed to provide a foundational understanding of how
business works in Canada.

“We had the very distinct pleasure when we started this program of spending
two weeks with a cohort of 50 people, dragging them all over downtown
Toronto and Ontario just to give them the lay of the land of where they're
going to immigrate to, and it’s life-changing,” says Colbourne. “Instead of
being exhausted, they're full of jubilation and tears and gratitude, and they're
so excited to come.”
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The most popular countries of origin for applicants to date have been Iran,
Vietnam, China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, followed by Brazil, Egypt, Nigeria,
Japan, India, Ethiopia, Bangladesh and Libya. They come from a range of
sectors, but particularly life sciences, advanced health, advanced materials
and advanced manufacturing.

The challenges faced by entrepreneurs who want to move their businesses to
Canada is something Colbourne understands from experience. In her previous
life, Colbourne was an expatriate who co-founded Startup Oman, a community
of entrepreneurs in the Middle East. “Trying to start a business when it's not
your home is challenging,” says Colbourne. “Canada allows entrepreneurs

to come here and start a business without having to have a Canadian partner,
which most other countries don’t.”

That said, the entrepreneurs who come through the SUV Program are hardly
neophytes. “We see a lot of incredible companies, and their founders are all
double-degreed, sometimes triple-degreed, in their area of expertise,” she
says. “They've spent decades in their field, they’'ve become quite expert and
have decided to leave their home country and create a business with all the
knowledge and network amassed throughout their careers — but from

a Canadian address.”

Colbourne says most Spark candidates “are much more global-minded than
local companies because they’re coming from other geographies to Canada,
so, helping them to understand that the world is their oyster is not a challenge.
The concept of growing scalable companies fits right within their radar.”

And whereas home-grown entrepreneurs are keen to learn how to pitch and
meet angel investors right away, international business owners are more
accustomed to taking care of themselves, Colbourne adds. “They bring their
money, their energy, their expertise and their families, and they’re very happy
to bootstrap their company on their own dime until they get to a place where
they really need money to scale.”

To date, the Spark Centre has written 463 letters of support for founders

of the 168 companies through the SUV program. While granting permanent
residence is in the hands of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada,
a letter of support can significantly influence that decision. COVID has
slowed the process down considerably — pandemic delays are realsly the
only complaint about the program from most entrepreneurs — but Colbourne
is adamant that once those letters are processed and work permits and
permanent residencies start getting issued again, the benefits for Durham
Region and Northumberland County will be enormous.

Indeed, the total amount of capital those 168 companies will bring with them
to invest in their businesses is more than $50 million, according to Spark. Their
contribution to GDP would be more than $85 million. Entrepreneurs typically
arrive with their own savings plus $400,000 to $500,000 in investment capital,
Colbourne says — much of which goes directly into their businesses. In most
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cases, they also come with intellectual property. “Most have created products
that are patentable and often have already commenced that process,”
Colbourne says.

The expectation for Spark and other RICs is that their SUV clients will stay

in the region beyond the time it takes for them to get their letters of support.
Spark considers its region to extend from Durham to the Quebec border,
because the organization has partners in the Eastern Ontario Innovation

Corridor and they all collaborate to help the companies grow. “We just want
them to come and add their expertise to Eastern Ontario, because, let's face it,
Toronto's got lots of good stuff going on and it's already congested enough,”
says Colbourne. "We want to take some load off the mother ship.”

Of Ontario’s RICs, the Spark Centre has probably had the most significant
experience with the SUV program so far. The secret to its success, Colbourne
says, is her team, which is weighted toward international experience. “We
have all been — in one shape or form — that person. We know what it feels
like to leave your home country and come to another country, and that is an
interesting edge that | think we have.”

Spark offers desk space and networking opportunities and surrounds its
international clients with sector expertise to help them penetrate the Canadian
market. Because of their own experiences, Colbourne and her team offer
“that little bit of extra touch — that heightened sensitivity.” She adds:
“"We've honed in on all the elements that make immigrating a challenge

and we've continued to perfect our program so it's highly effective.”

But she acknowledges that not everyone likes the SUV program as much as
they do. “It's a big lift,” she says. “You're taking on responsibility for anywhere
from two to five new humans coming to a region with their families and you
have to know what you're doing when you do that,” Colbourne adds. “I think
for some people that just becomes daunting and overwhelming.”

She isn't fazed at the prospect of backing a company that ultimately doesn't
make it. “Even if they don’t become a unicorn, there’s a ripple effect because
they've created a business. Particularly if they're making a product, because
then you've got subcontract manufacturers, marketing agencies, and
employees that they're hiring,” she says.
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Steve Boese
Manager of Tech Incubation
Innovate Niagara

Mike Skinner
CEO
Innovation Cluster

The benefits for regional development

Another RIC using the SUV Program is Innovate Niagara — in fact, it was
one of the first. “Helping innovative startups and scale-ups succeed is [now]
a pretty standard mandate across the board for all the RICs in Ontario,” says

Steve Boese, manager of tech incubation at Innovate Niagara. “"But we started
the program as a way to attract talent to our area and bring over innovative
companies that could contribute to the economy here.”

Administering the program has been a challenge. For one thing, Innovate
Niagara gets about 100 inquiries about the SUV Program each quarter, and
the vast majority “are really out of touch,” Boese says. They don't meet the
stated criteria for applicants, they haven't filled out the applications properly
or they're too early — their companies are still at the idea stage. “We get a lot
of people who inquire who are just not there. They're just pitching some idea
or they're not a tech company or they’re not a good fit for the program.”

There have been other frustrations, Boese says. Over the past year or so, the

incubator has done due diligence on three companies, two of which — once

the process was complete and everything was set and ready to go — went an
alternative route, with a different government immigration program that had

a quicker turnaround time than the SUV program. “It's a lot of administration,
a lot of work, for something we don’t recoup any funds for,” he adds.

The incubator looks for tech and software companies that have a product in-
market, are generating revenue, own their own |.P. and have scalable potential
in North America, but specifically want to settle in the Niagara Region. “We're
not just a gatekeeper to say, "We'll support you, give you that letter of support
and then you just go anywhere you want in Canada,’” Boese adds. “It's a talent
attraction piece for us. Homegrown talent is fantastic, but your economy is
really thriving when other people are coming here and want to be here, be

a part of it.”

Innovation Cluster in Peterborough and the Kawarthas is in the early stages

of the Start-up Visa program. Like Innovate Niagara, it's looking for successful
employers who want to put down roots. “Will the business be successful,
be sustainable — but more importantly, how many jobs will it create?” says
CEO Mike Skinner. “That's the same lens we apply for all of our clients. We're
looking for companies that really want to stay in this community.”

To date, Innovation Cluster has run its virtual program with 30 entrepreneurs
from such places as Hong Kong, Iran, North Africa and Kazakhstan. None
have yet relocated to Canada, but the incubator is focused on companies with
I.P. in one of four streams — cleantech, health tech, digital tech or agritech.
The latter is a natural focus, since Innovation Cluster is one of the very few
rural areas that'’s running the SUV program. “You can literally go from [Trent
University], which has an experimental farm, to an actual farm to our office in
a 10-minute drive,” says Skinner.
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Because of the rigorous application process, the bar is much higher for SUV
clients than it might be for the cluster’s other regional clients. “They're well-
funded out of the gate — they've got a few hundred thousand dollars ready
to expand their businesses, they know where they want to be, they've got
potential domestic investors already,” he adds. “So they're further along
than where our traditional [non-immigrant] clients would be when they first
connect with us.”

As for Innovate Niagara, they’ve only supported and brought over a handful
of companies so far. But when the program works, Boese says, the benefits are
clear. "We've had a couple of companies that have been great contributors

— they're hiring people, they're part of our ecosystem and that growth of
everybody working together here,” Boese adds. “And that's why we continue
to do it, knowing that we could get one or two companies here every year

or two that are really meaningfu

Iu

Relocation success stories

Two high achievers that have come through Innovate Niagara are rel8ed.to,
which is in the open data Al space, and Destiny Resources, which has

developed an advanced copper extraction solution for the mining industry.

The owner of rel8ed.to has a headquarters in Niagara and also operates
in Buffalo —a common cross-border access point into the U.S. market for
Innovate Niagara companies. “He’s been just a great contributor — lots of
hires, lots of co-op positions for our postsecondary students,” Boese says.
“He's done a lot in the community.”

Destiny Resources has been able to expand much more quickly in Niagara
than it would have in South Africa, and one of the leaders has already
cofounded another start-up that's working with the incubator.

Spark Centre’s heavy use of the SUV Program has given it a longer list
of success stories, including:

Longan Vision

McMaster University engineering graduate Enzo Jia and fellow students
founded Longan Vision in 2018. The company’s flagship product, Fusion Vision
System, is an augmented reality visor that attaches to a firefighter's helmet to
provide enhanced information in complex environments. Between augmented
reality, thermal imaging, edge detection and special coatings to protect it in
extreme temperatures, the visor addresses common challenges for firefighters,
enabling them to see through smoke, find victims and even locate the source
of a fire.

LONGAN With its mesh system, the headset uses mobile connections to create a hot

. spot for each firefighter. Eventually, as connectivity improves, it could allow
Enzo Jia P 9 y ymp

Cofounder and CEO firefighters to have a complete visual understanding of what to expect inside

a burning building and give them the ability to keep other firefighters

Longan Vision

updated in real time.
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Evandro Barros
Founder and CEO
DATA H

Jia and his group, originally based in China, applied to the Spark Centre in
September of 2019, and after “serious due diligence,” as Longan Vision COO
Leno Zhao puts it, Spark confirmed that it would support the company through
the SUV program.

Longan Vision now has seven employees and is conducting a pilot program
with Durham College’s firefighting school to train firefighters on the equipment
and is trying to do something similar with the Cobourg Fire Department.

Jia and Zhao believe many other groups — police officers, oil and gas
pipeline inspection, mining — will eventually benefit from their technology.
The company has attracted multiple investors over the past two years and
some contracts, including one with the Department of National Defence.

The relationship with Spark Centre has been fruitful, with important mentorship
and introductions, although the pandemic slowdown has been a sticking point.
“It's the nature of startups to grow fast,” says Jia, “so that's a problem we're
facing.” Because of COVID-19, a process that was only supposed to take
about a year has stretched closer to three. But Zhao agrees that the delay

has been the only hitch in a great experience.

“I was talking to another entrepreneur through Spark and that was the only
criticism,” he says. “He loves being in Canada; he wants to stay here for the
rest of his life. He's got a great idea and a great business, but 31 months ...
It would've been faster for him to apply to become a permanent resident.”

DATA H

DATA H has helped companies create new products and services and improve
processes by transforming knowledge into algorithms. So, when DATA H
founder Evandro Barros came to Spark Centre from Brazil three years ago,

he didn’t know much about Canada except that it was famous for its artificial
intelligence researchers. He took his time applying at first because he, his wife
and his two children wanted to learn more about Canada. “Now they know
more about Canada than Brazil,” Barros says.

Barros and one of his three business partners came to Canada through a
process that Barros says was straightforward, thanks to their advisors. “They
helped us to understand the difference between doing business in Canada
and doing it in Brazil, because some of them know how things work in Brazil,”
he says. “And they helped us to find facilities and to understand how to bank
and how to buy things. The people in Spark Centre are more like family.”

Since moving to Canada, Barros and his team have also started another
company, Synkar Autonomous, which has sold autonomous robots to Brazil,

Ireland and Portugal so far. Its mission is “to bring robotics, A.l. and innovation
into everyday logistics.” What could that look like? Barros envisions vehicles
for heavy-load transportation, delivery services, snow removal and more.
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Joel Nascimento
Founder and CEO
Kevares Autonomous Services

DATA H and another Spark Centre client, Kevares, have also joined forces on
a new project for the City of Oshawa, using Synkar robots to inspect sidewalk
conditions. “Right now, we are talking with some colleges in Durham to buy
robots to deliver things inside the college — food or documents, things like
that,” he says.

And his companies are growing — doubling from the 25 people they had
upon arrival in Canada. Barros was even able to start some projects in Europe
during the pandemic, which was more straightforward as a Canadian company.
“It's easier for them doing business with Canadian companies than Brazilian
companies,” he says. “So that has helped us a lot.”

Kevares Autonomous Services

Brazilian Joel Nascimento’s company is the result of the alliance of
international startups that landed at Spark Centre in 2018 and have since

all become Ontario-based companies. Kevares's self-driving robots deliver
inspections, lawn-mowing, litter collection, snow removal and other services.

Nascimento'’s background is typical of many SUV program applicants. He has
a postgraduate degree from Brazil's best university; he worked for 25 years
with project and operations management, initially in the I.T. stream; and
then he decided to create a company to offer that as a service in the form of
software products. Out of that, eventually, came Canada in 2018 and Kevares.

"We stayed here for one month at Spark Centre and | decided to stay basically
right away and apply to Start-up Visa,” he says. Now Kevares has nine
technical staff — five in Brazil and four in Canada, plus two Queen’s University
PhD students who are researching robotics and A.l. Next year, they will add
five global interns.

Nascimento is currently pursuing Kevares's first big pilot with the City of Oshawa
in conjunction with DATA H and Synkar Autonomous, using autonomous
sidewalk inspections. “We have many layers of complexity, because you need
to deal with software, with A.l., to control a robot and to deal with robots that
are not in the virtual world — they're in the streets and on the sidewalks,”

he says.

Kevares is not in the business of taking people’s jobs, he says. “The carbon
footprint of human operations is a reality right now. We are turning automation
into an ally to do boring, repetitive and low-value tasks so that humans can

do things that matter more.”
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Additional case studies

Innovate UK
In October 2021, MaRS announced a first-time partnership with the U.K.’s
national innovation agency, Innovate UK, and its Global Incubator Programme.

Through the new U.K. Accelerate program, eight advanced manufacturing
companies will use advisors at MaRS to help find international partners,
connections and customers to scale in the North American market.

The hope is that the four-month pilot project will create another pipeline
for companies wanting to start up and scale up in Canada, as well as
create a blueprint for future programs with MaRS and collaborations
among accelerators, incubators and private ventures around the world.

Among the first cohort of the Manufacturing Incubation Program are a
maker of robotic farming harvesters, a developer of an automated real-time
inspection system and a group that is pushing the boundaries in additive
metal production leveraging electron beam printing technology. Through
MaRS, the cohort will work with NGen, the organization leading Canada’s
Advanced Manufacturing Supercluster, and Autodesk Technology Centers,

a leader in 3D design and engineering software — among others.

"“Enabling access to the North American market is expected to be an important
step in turning these companies into global superstars,” Jane Kearns, vice
president of Growth Services at MaRS, said at the partnership’s announcement.
“Our MaRS team is globally renowned for helping companies scale to their

full potential.”

Pathways to Canada

After the COVID-19 pandemic, the federal government is counting on
immigrants to help with economic recovery. Its lofty goal is to bring 1.2 million
internationals to Canada between 2021 and 2023, with 401,000 permanent
residents this year, 411,000 in 2022 and 421,000 in 2023.

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada launched the Global Skills
Strategy in 2017 with the goal of helping employers attract skilled workers
from other countries. Since then, almost 60,000 work permit applications
have been received (to April 30, 2021), 97 percent of which have been
approved. Among the applicants: computer programmers and interactive
media developers; information systems analysts and consultants; software
engineers and designers; university professors and lecturers; computer and
information systems managers. The top five countries of origin are India,
the United States, China, France and Brazil.
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There are four levels to the Global Skills Strategy:

Priority processing: Work permits for highly skilled talent, their spouses
and family members are issued on a priority basis. The worker either has

a job offer in a managerial or professional position and is exempt from
requiring a Labour Market Impact Assessment or has received one through
the Global Talent Stream.

Short-term work permit exemptions: Highly skilled workers may work

in Canada for up to 30 days and top researchers up to 120 days to meet
deadlines, perform research or expand operations with less administration
for employers or institutions.

Dedicated service channel: Expert guidance through the immigration
process for employers who are making a significant investment in global
talent or top academics.

Global Talent Stream: For highly skilled workers and expedited Labour
Market Impact Assessments.

Other immigration pathways include:

Express Entry: An online system for skilled workers interested in
permanent residence that uses a point system (for work experience,
language skills, education, employability, and so on) to secure a place in
a pool. Top-ranked candidates from the pool are then invited to apply for
permanent residence status. Status granted rose steadily between 2015
and 2019. There was a decline of 42 percent in 2020 but in the first three
quarters of 2021, Canada has granted more Express Entry permanent
residence statuses than ever before.

Regional pilot programs: These target the Atlantic provinces and specific
northern and rural communities.

Agri-food immigration pilot: For workers in this industry.

Municipal and Provincial Nominee Programs: Local communities, chambers
of commerce, labour councils and provinces may directly sponsor a certain
number of immigrants for permanent residence, including, among others,
skilled workers and business people.

Regular Skilled Worker Program: For those with the training and
professional skills to contribute to the economy in Quebec.
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Call to action

Canada does immigration well and is committed to it. But in the startup world,
things move quickly, and the Start-up Visa program has not been keeping
pace during the COVID-19 pandemic. While the IRCC recently lowered the
number of points needed for Express Entry into the country, approvals for

P.R. status through the SUV Program have slowed almost to a halt. The six-

to 12-month wait initially advertised is now pushing three years. “We've seen
so many businesses close down,” says Nova Oliphant, globalization manager
at Spark Centre’s sister company, Synergy Lab Inc. “The country is looking

for innovation and job creation. Why would we put SUV on the back burner?”

That wait may negatively affect not only potential startup investors but also
the entrepreneurs themselves. The bar for acceptance into the SUV Program
is high. The men and women who make it are typically highly educated (on
another country’s dime), experienced and financially stable. Many are bringing
spouses and children with them. But without permanent residence status
and a Social Insurance Number, they are unable to access personal credit,
mortgages and other necessities. “If you allow immigrants who are working
to have access to things that are [currently] only unlocked for P.R., possibly
you are creating a little more work for you, a little more risk for the program,
but you are boosting results dramatically,” says Joel Nascimento, CEO of
Kevares Autonomous Services.

Administration of the SUV program is rigorous, time-consuming and, in
some cases, all for naught in the end — work for which the RICs are not
compensated. In addition, foreign entrepreneurs have much to learn when
they come to Canada, from the language — “the greatest challenge,”
Colbourne says — to cultural and business practise differences. Spark Centre
works with sister company Synergy Lab Inc. (housed at Spark Centre) to
help address those differences; Innovation Cluster has been working on
streamlining its programming so that it will eventually be able to accept more
entrepreneurs into its program. The New Canadians Centre in Peterborough
is also working with Innovation Cluster so “that there’s a nice soft landing

for when they do get here,” Skinner says. “And they will be familiar with
faces when they do land, so they know exactly where to go and what to do.”

Simplifying the administration and creating structured support systems for
the challenges that newcomers will inevitably face may encourage more
RICs to get involved with the SUV program and free them up to do more
of what they do best — broadening the geographical reach of Canada’s
innovation economy.

Currently, there are 26 startup visa programs globally. Without picking up
the pace of approvals, Canada — a location that has otherwise surpassed
expectations, foreign entrepreneurs here agree — risks losing out to
scountries that are willing to move faster.
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