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THIS REPORT PROVIDES a summation of ABACx: The APEC-Canada 
Growing Business Partnership Symposium, held on July 25, 2017 in Toronto, 
Canada. The symposium was convened in the margins of the APEC Business 
Advisory Council (ABAC), the private sector arm of the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC), during its four-day meeting in Toronto. The symposium, 
which focused on technology and innovation amidst an era of disruption, 
provided an opportunity for ABAC representatives to hear from leaders 
of incubators, companies they have invested in, investors who are 
growing the sector, and regulators who are trying to keep pace. 

Several themes emerged during the symposium, including:

The importance of micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises in driving economic growth, specifically in 
Canada and more broadly, the APEC region as a whole;

The economic case for gender equality and youth inclusion;

An examination of the key components of an innovation 
ecosystem (the government, academic institutions, incubators 
and accelerators, and investors or sources of funding) and 
their relationships with each another; and,

The impact of internationalization on the innovation ecosystem.

This report concludes that just as innovation and entrepreneurship 
can be defined differently by different people, there is no single model 
for the building of innovation ecosystems, as they vary according to 
each economy’s strengths and weaknesses.  
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Canada has fantastic small businesses that create jobs 
and growth in communities across our country. I am pleased 
that through the [APEC-Canada Growing Business Partnership] 
project announced today, some of their expertise can be shared 
with the broader APEC community to help entrepreneurs in 
the region become more competitive and prosperous."

"
Rt. Hon. Justin Trudeau, 
Prime Minister of Canada
November 19, 2015 
Manila, Philippines
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THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) 
in driving economic growth in both Canada and the APEC region forms the 
rationale for conducting the symposium. Estimates show that more than 90% 
of entrepreneurs in both Canada and the APEC region are MSMEs and they are 
major contributors to employment and economic development in general. 

Amidst changing dynamics in the APEC region, MSMEs have taken on an even 
more essential role. Despite being one of the fastest-growing regions in the world 
and being home to three of the world’s largest economies, the APEC region is 
experiencing a slowdown in economic growth and feeling the effects of an aging 
population. Accounting for 60% of GDP, 54% of employment, and 70% of total 
export value in the APEC region, MSMEs (totaling some 110 million in number) 
have the potential to revitalize economic growth in the region and transform 
its current economic trajectory. 

It is for these reasons that one of the key recommendations of the APEC 
Business Advisory Council focuses on enhancing MSME’s global presence through 
e-commerce and ICT. Despite their contribution to the APEC economy, MSMEs are 
rarely integrated with global value chains. Nevertheless, increasing connectivity and 
growing mobile penetration are transforming the game and reducing barriers for 
MSMEs. First, e-commerce allows MSMEs to cross borders and enter international 
markets at lower costs and risks. Studies show that 60-to-80% of e-commerce serves 
exporters and MSMEs that export their products through e-commerce are more 
likely to survive their first year compared to those that do not. Second, growing 
connectivity allows MSMEs to access technology, knowledge, and information for 
free or at low costs. MSMEs are able to access free programs online to promote 
their products, and studies indicate that 60% of MSMEs use Facebook as their 
primary website to promote themselves. Free online tools also allow MSMEs to 
educate themselves on the latest trends and information. Consequently, MSMEs 
that access the Internet and leverage technology grow twice as fast as their peers.
 

TOWARD A NEW 
ECONOMIC TRAJECTORY: 

Micro, Small & Medium-Sized
Enterprises in APEC
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DESPITE ECONOMIC GAINS through international trade and increases in 
productivity, symposium speakers acknowledged that the benefits are not equally 
shared. To ensure that economic growth is sustainable, an effort needs to be made 
to include vulnerable sectors, such as women and the youth. 

Although gender equality and youth inclusion are often considered basic human
 rights, addressing challenges surrounding the incorporation of women and young 
people into the economy also poses an economic imperative. Several speakers 
believed that addressing both issues constitutes the key to future economic 
prosperity not only in Canada but also across the APEC region. United Nations 
estimates indicate that addressing limits to women’s participation in the APEC 
region will add US$89 billion to the APEC economy as a whole. Closing the 
gender gap globally will add US$28 trillion to the global economy. 

On the other hand, young people account for half of the unemployed population 
in the APEC region. Globally, the International Labor Organization estimates that 
reducing the youth unemployment rate by half could add US$2.2 trillion to global 
GDP. In addition, unemployed youth account for 70 million of the world’s population, 
and recent events such as the Arab Spring have demonstrated clearly the type of 
damage having a massive group of unemployed, discontented youth can cause. 

PROMOTING PROSPERITY 
AMONG VULNERABLE GROUPS: 

Youth Inclusion & Gender Equality
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During the symposium, speakers agreed that some progress has 
been made in closing the gender gap. However, they also stressed 
that more progress is required. In Canada, less than 10% of the 
top 500 Canadian companies, measured through revenue growth, 
are led by women. As a result, a separate list that features top 
women entrepreneurs has been created to provide sufficient 
attention to women entrepreneurs and leaders. Moreover, 
speakers representing incubators and accelerators estimated 
that approximately 30% of startup companies under their 
mentorship have at least one female founder. To achieve the 
target of 50%, incubators and accelerators acknowledge the need
 to actively engage women and to provide them with the programs, 
resources, and networks required for them to address current 
systemic challenges. Within APEC, the percentage of women in 
micro, small and medium-sized enterprises has increased only 
5% from 1999 to 2011 (from 33-to-38%), demonstrating that 
there remains a massive opportunity to change the structure 
of the economy through increased female participation. 

The symposium heard that youth inclusion efforts may also take on international 
dimensions. An example raised during one of the panels was Ryerson Futures’ 
fellows program, which brings students from India’s technology institutes to 
Canada. Another panel focused on comparing youth entrepreneurs in Canada 
and in APEC developing economies such as Vietnam, the Philippines, and 
Indonesia. The panel found that the motivations, concerns, and challenges of 
young entrepreneurs are largely similar. The entrepreneurial lifestyle appeals 
to young people in both regions because of autonomy, freedom, and ability to  
make an impact. Most entrepreneurs also share similar concerns related to 
failure, access to funding, financial and social risk, and competition. 
Interestingly, Canadian young entrepreneurs have found their networks 
to be their most valuable assets while those from the APEC region cited work 
experience. The notion of international partnerships among young entrepreneurs 
in the region is associated with benefits such as access to new markets and talent 
pools. However, young entrepreneurs recognized that differences in culture, 
language, and business practices may pose serious barriers. The panel ended 
with recommendations on how best to support young entrepreneurs, and these 
included entrepreneurial support from the government, the establishment of 
online resources consolidating information for entrepreneurs, and general s
upport through the entrepreneurship cycle. 
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An innovation ecosystem is the result of the relationships among its different 
components, namely the government, academic institutions, incubators and 
accelerators, and capital. During the symposium, detailed discussions were 
devoted to the roles of these actors in the innovation ecosystem and their 
relationships with one another, with a focus on the Canadian case.

GOVERNMENT

The Canadian government’s role within the innovation ecosystem was the focus 
of several discussions throughout the symposium. These discussions suggest that 
the government’s relationships with other members of the ecosystem are often 
fraught with paradoxes. On the one hand, a strong government presence is required 
to lay the foundation of an innovation ecosystem, as the Canadian experience has 
demonstrated. But on the other hand, too strong of a presence can be debilitating 
and counterproductive.

Speakers recognized that the Canadian government was crucial in creating 
an innovation ecosystem in Canada. Through a conscious public policy decision, 
the government built institutions that supported the ecosystem and enabled 
various actors to rally around this ecosystem in a concerted effort. 

Examining Elements of
the Innovation Ecosystem
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Startup and company representatives invited to speak at the symposium cited 
Canada’s general business environment, low tax rates, and the government’s 
innovation programs, particularly the SR&ED (Scientific Research and Experimental 
Development) program, as being useful for innovation and the growth of their 
business. Matching programs by the government have allowed companies to 
leverage their spending for three to four times their value. At the same time, the 
manner in which the SR&ED program was implemented was a matter of substantial 
discussion. Companies praised the program for not “picking winners,” but instead, 
choosing to subsidize through tax reductions any company that is able to prove 
that is has discovered a new manner of doing things and is able to monetize this 
innovation. A participant further added that because the government has decided 
not to choose winners, it has fostered collaborative relationships among companies 
and with other entities, as companies do not face the imperative to compete 
for direct government investments. This trend, however, may be changing as 
Canadian companies increasingly try to leverage U.S. programs for direct support. 

Another example raised by one of the participants 
as an example of an effective public-private partnership 
is to allow the private sector to find solutions for 
problems identified by the government. In these 
cases, not only does the government benefit from 
the talent and resources of the private sector, but 
companies receive funding for the development of 
this technology and are able to license this technology 
to sell to other parties. 

Despite a seemingly symbiotic relationship between 
the government and businesses, speakers also stated 
that government regulations can stifle innovation. 
This problem can be particularly acute in fields where 
regulations have failed to keep up with current 

innovations. An example of this is financial regulations, where the latest 
Canadian government regulations were introduced in 2001. Given that 2001 
is a mere two years after the founding of PayPal, current laws do not cover the 
regulation of fintech startups, and fintech startups suffer from the confusion 
whether they are considered tech companies or financial companies. Canada 
is not alone. Central banks all over the world face the challenge of designing 
adaptive financial legislations and none of them have specialized departments 
that deal primarily with fintech. 

Foreign regulations may also be seen as barriers to the trade of products. 
In addition to importation laws and tariffs, differences in standards impede 
the import and export of technological goods, even when a demand for these 
goods exists in the target destination. These challenges may force businesses 
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to choose other markets. Hence, the harmonization of standards is an increasingly 
important imperative going forward. 

The relationship between government and capital providers was also a focus 
of one of the panels. Investors recognized the importance of the government in 
building the venture capital industry in Canada, particularly following the dotcom 
crash when both venture capital and more traditional sources of funding dried up. 
To address the shortage of capital, governments introduced matching programs 
that required the private sector to match contributions from the government. 
Although the process did involve much trial and error and required the government 
to shoulder early losses, the process eventually attracted enough players to 
rejuvenate sources of capital.
 
Beyond this role, however, investors do not believe that governments should 
intervene further. As stated by one of the speakers, there exists a fundamental 
contradiction between the government and the venture capital firm. As Paul Lee, 
Founder and Managing Partner of VanEdge Capital Partners, stated, “the instinct of 
the government is to support the weak, to help those in need. But in venture capital, 
the goal is to kill those who are weak, and to support those who are strong.” Several 
speakers highlighted the need to separate financial return from other economic 
objectives that the government may have, such as job creation, support for specific 
industries, and inclusion of marginalized groups, among others. By focusing on 
multiple objectives, the government reduces financial returns, which, in the 
long-run, will reduce the availability of capital as lower returns serve as a 
disincentive for investors to enter the space. Neither should government money 
be seen as being ‘free’, as the market will treat ‘free money’ differently from 
investments. Instead, several speakers argued that the government should allow 
the market to manage itself, let private investors focus on seeking high returns,
 and let their successes attract more capital. 

ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS

The role of educational institutions within the innovation ecosystem was 
discussed in detail during the symposium. Much emphasis was given to educational 
institutions’ relationships with startup companies and incubators and accelerators. 

Academia was described as inefficient, slow, and difficult to navigate by several 
of the speakers at the symposium. It was also argued that academic institutions 
do not face the same incentives to commercialize. However, all speakers agreed 
that there continues to be much value in engaging academic institutions. Academia 
serves as a valuable source of scientific research and expertise and often validates 
knowledge and information discovered by companies. As emphasized by one of the 
speakers, because academics are rarely constrained by cash flow or profitability 
issues, academics are able to enjoy freedom of thought. Hence, partnerships with 



12

SU
M

M
A

RY
 R

E
PO

RT
: A

B
A

C
x

universities allow businesses to explore ideas or technologies that are normally 
monetarily not possible in a company setting. In some cases, companies buy technol-
ogies created by universities or students. 

Because of the challenges of interacting with academia, governments often give 
companies added incentives to engage universities. These include matching programs 
in cases where companies have partnerships with academic institutions. As a result, 
these partnerships often enable companies to leverage their spending at up to four 
times their actual value. 

Further, academic institutions provide the talent pool without which the 
innovation ecosystem would not exist. Some of the speakers stressed that aside 
from universities, vocational schools or community colleges must also be 
recognized for their role in providing talent. 

The relationship between academic institutions and incubators and accelerators
 can also be described as challenging but beneficial. As already noted above, 
academic institutions operate at a different pace. At the same time, when incubators 
are attached to a university, incubators are subject to hiring rules and practices 
of the university which constrain hiring. However, affiliations with universities 
allow incubators to receive more funding from corporate partners in the form 
of tax-credited sponsorships. In addition, aside from being a source of scientific 
knowledge and talent, partnerships with universities allow incubators and 
accelerators to access the university’s alumni base, which is often global in nature. 

To further strengthen educational institutions’ relationships with the 
wider innovation ecosystem, speakers recommended that academics avoid 
a disproportionate focus on theory and focus also on applications. Another 
panelist expressed the need to address the brain drain of STEM graduates in 
Canada, many of whom move to the U.S. where opportunities are more 
abundant and salaries more competitive.

INCUBATORS AND ACCELERATORS 

Canada has seen a proliferation of incubators and accelerators not only in major 
metropolitan areas, but also in smaller cities. Their increasing popularity gives 
credence to the importance of physical human interaction that leads to the creation 
of ideas, despite living in an age of technological connectivity. As people congregate 
in the same spaces, this interaction allows the exchange of ideas upon which 
innovation occurs.

In the panel discussion with representatives from various incubators and 
accelerators, panelists stressed the role of incubators and accelerators in forming 
a community. This community not only includes entrepreneurs who are able to 
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find support and camaraderie among fellow entrepreneurs who understand their 
challenges and needs, but more significantly includes other key players in the 
innovation ecosystem, such as investors, universities, corporate partners, and the 
government.  Through the building of a community, startups are able to congregate 
and act against multinational corporations that have access to more resources. 
Incubators and accelerators are inherently local actors, and they take talent, 
resources, and networks locally and build an ecosystem around them.  

Incubators and accelerators also address the needs 
of companies at different stages. They provide coaching 
and mentorship to early stage companies and facilitate 
access to talent and customers for more mature 
companies. At the same time, incubators and 
accelerators may also serve as sources of funding 
and often serve as the intermediator between startups 
and corporate partners that are in search of new trends 
in the ecosystem and may wish to be early customers 
of startups or hire them to solve specific problems. 

Nevertheless, as Rick Spence, President of 
CanEntrepreneur Communications and Director of 
Startup Canada, pointed out, incubators and accelerators 
cannot be complacent about their successes. He says, 

“It [incubators and accelerators] is a tremendous change, and it is changing the 
face of entrepreneurship in Canada. On the other hand, I don’t think any of the 
accelerators or incubators should be sitting proud and saying, ‘Okay, we got this.’” 
Estimates suggest that 95% of entrepreneurs are not part of incubators and 
accelerators. Hence, the onus is on incubators and accelerators to search for 
other ways to engage startups and integrate them into the larger community. 

CAPITAL

Access to funding is key for many startups to be able to develop, grow, and scale. 
When investors were asked about the key driving force behind their investment 
decisions, the answer was unanimous: the management team. Investors are 
concerned not only with the founders’ competencies, but also their ability to 
execute and adapt to changes in the market. This ability is often measured by 
past experiences, passion, the potential to receive coaching from the investors, 
and the existence of a network to support the activities of the startup. 

In addition, other factors, such as the uniqueness of the product and services, 
capacity to raise additional funding, and the company’s ability to make an impact on 
disruption, also play a role in driving investment decisions. One speaker highlighted 
the development stage of the company in shaping decisions. Whereas the strength 
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of the management team is a key decision-making criterion in early stage 
companies, traditional metrics to evaluate a company play a strong role in 
shaping decisions to invest in more mature companies. 

During the panel, investors stressed that they wish to play an 
active role in companies that they invest in, rather than just being 
a source of capital. As one of the speakers mentioned, he will not 
invest in a company in which he cannot add value. Because 
investors typically have abundant experience, part of the investors’ 
contributions lie in preventing their portfolio companies from 
committing similar mistakes that investors have made or seen 
in the past. It is this desire of venture capital firms to be involved 
that differentiates them from new sources of funding such as 
online fundraising or crowd sourcing. Although these new sources 
of funding allow companies to raise capital through product 
promotion, these funding sources are not able to offer the type of 
help and guidance thatinvestors provide, nor can they bestow the 
same type of credibility that institutional venture capital financing 
usually confers on its financing recipients.

Despite all the due diligence that investors undertake, investors recognized that a 
key factor in determining the profitability of their investments lies in timing and the 
market cycle. Profitability hinges on the existence of a broader technology cycle, and 
as recognized by one of the panelists, although we are currently witnessing broader 
market events that lead to profitability in their investments, markets do not last 
forever. Investors can take advantage of market trends, but not resist, change, 
or fight against them. 

Although much attention has been given to venture capital, it must be noted that 
venture capital is not always the right option for some firms. As pointed out by 
Bilal Khan, Managing Director of OneEleven, “The idea around introducing venture 
capital is actually, it’s a very binary result. When you introduce venture capital, 
you are actually fuelling the growth at a rate and scale that either allows it to be 
a massive success or a complete failure.” Out of a list of 500 top Canadian 
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The process of innovation, as one of the speakers argued, is an inherently local 
phenomenon. Hubs are created locally as various actors take local talent and 
resources and create an ecosystem around them. From this perspective, there is, 
according to Bilal Khan, no such thing as an international hub. Instead, he says, 
they are byproducts of local innovation ecosystems that are able to scale, 
interact, and collaborate with other local ecosystems internationally. 

It is undeniable, however, that global forces have an impact on the dynamics 
within an ecosystem. Now more than ever, it is possible for companies to go 
global, despite their small size or even before being established in their home 
economy. As Bob Vaez, CEO of Eventmobi, a startup app company in attendance, 
pointed out: “Interestingly enough, our second paid client was for a conference in 
Singapore. The early clients are sometimes a trigger for death and survival . . . and 
as you kind of use the app today, keep in mind that having that event in Singapore 
might have been that trigger for us to be here today.” Incubators and accelerators 
at the symposium also pointed out that they are increasingly working with 
companies that have global ambitions. This was emphasized by Salim Teja, 
Executive Vice-president Ventures at the MaRS Discovery District, who said, 
“All of us are working with companies that have global ambitions, and so I think 
all of our programs now have an element of global strategies.” 

Canadian startup companies’ first international market is usually the U.S., which 
allows them to raise additional capital before entering other markets such as Asia. 
However, as emphasized by one of the speakers, now is the best time for Canada 
to diversify its trade relations, and Asia serves as one of its most important target 
markets. This was highlighted by Pamela Goldsmith-Jones, Parliamentary Secretary 
to the Minister of International Trade, who stated that, “Canada is a Pacific nation, 
Canada is a trading nation, and Canada is a family member of APEC. Today our 
commitment and enthusiasm to strengthen our commercial relations with the 
economies in the Asia Pacific region is stronger than ever. For Canada, there’s 
never been a better time to further diversify our trade and investment partners. 
South Korea, China, the Southeast Asian family of nations and other economies 
in the Asia Pacific region are the high growth markets of today and the future.”

The desire of Canadian startups to go global is reciprocated by international 
investors and corporate strategic partners who are interested in connecting with 
innovation ecosystems abroad to gain access to foreign technology and bring it 

Addressing the Impact 
of Internationalization
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back to their respective home countries. Some of the speakers believe this 
dynamic will only intensify if more efforts are devoted to explaining the Canadian 
ecosystem to foreign players and the Canadian brand becomes more prominent.

As capital becomes more global and we steadily see an increase in capital from 
North America enter Asia and vice versa, it is easy to come to the conclusion 
that distance no longer matters. However, this conclusion ignores the distinction 
among different types of capital. As the panel of investors pointed out, whereas 
investments in public markets are not dependent on geography because of their 
purely professional relationship, venture capital relies on investors’ access to 
private information and the ability of venture capital firms to invest and be 
actively involved is influenced by their connectivity with the company. 
Hence, risks in venture capital increase exponentially with distance. 

Overall, global forces are changing the way we define business and stimulate 
innovation. While people-to-people ties and corporate ties currently exist to 
facilitate international interactions, these tend to be more arbitrary and differ 
on a case-by-case basis. Hence, a main challenge for public policy is the creation 
of formal mechanisms that will build structures to allow for simpler and easier 
interactions, in cases such as facilitating entry of global investments into 
Canada, or fostering international collaborations to address global issues. 
 



17THE APEC-CANADA GROWING BUSINESS PARTNERSHIP SYMPOSIUM  I

AMIDST ALL THE CONVERSATIONS surrounding innovation and 
entrepreneurship both in Canada and the APEC region overall, an underlying 
message seems to emerge: Innovation and entrepreneurship can mean different 
things to different people. Innovation is not limited to science and technology, but 
rather, discovering new ideas and changing traditional business models. While the 
notion of modern-day entrepreneurship often conjures up images of tech-based, 
venture-backed businesses, entrepreneurship can occur in any sector and industry 
and there is no ultimate model for entrepreneurship. Neither do companies need 
to be backed by venture capital. For some, entrepreneurship is not seen as an 
end goal, but as a means to nurture leadership skills among young people. 
For others, entrepreneurship is a means to stay relevant as the concept of 
a “lifelong job” disappears. 

Entrepreneurship can also have different goals. Small businesses, for example, 
do not necessarily aim to grown in size. Rather, staying small can be a conscious 
decision owing to control over finances and lifestyle reasons and it is important that 
tools supporting MSMEs recognize that growth is not every firm’s ultimate goal. 

In a similar fashion, there is also no clear mold for an innovation ecosystem. 
Rather, each innovation ecosystem should be able to reflect the advantages of 
the economy within which the ecosystem is embedded. Thus, the building of an 
ecosystem and all the elements that support it is an organic process, relying on 
an economy’s underlying strengths and characteristics, rather than a direct 
replication of existing ecosystems. 

Today’s market conditions were aptly summarized by Paul Lee who said, “Yes, there 
is always market timing; but the reality is that we’ve never had a situation where there 
is so much technology disruption. We never had this many different instances of truly 
disruptive technology all happening at once.” With these disruptions, the innovation 
ecosystem also needs to evolve, but it is this evolution that makes our models for 
an innovation ecosystem ever more relevant. 

FINAL THOUGHTS: 

Defining Innovation 
& Entrepreneurship
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ABOUT THE 
ASIA PACIFIC 
FOUNDATION 

THE ASIA PACIFIC FOUNDATION OF CANADA is dedicated to 
strengthening ties between Canada and Asia with a focus on expanding economic 
relations through trade, investment, and innovation; promoting Canada’s expertise 
in offering solutions to Asia’s climate change, energy, food security, and natural 
resource management challenges; building Asia skills and competencies among 
Canadians, including young Canadians; and improving Canadians’ general 
understanding of Asia and its growing global influence. 

The Foundation is well known for its annual national opinion polls of Canadian
 attitudes regarding relations with Asia, including Asian foreign investment in 
Canada and Canada’s trade with Asia. The Foundation places an emphasis on China, 
India, Japan, and South Korea while also developing expertise in emerging markets 
in the region, particularly economies within ASEAN.

Visit APF Canada at http://www.asiapacific.ca

ABOUT THE APEC-CANADA 
GROWING BUSINESS 
PARTNERSHIP PROJECT:

THE APEC-CANADA GROWING BUSINESS PARTNERSHIP is funded by 
Global Affairs Canada (GAC) and implemented by the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada 
(APF Canada). The project consists of two complementary components: a $2-million 
MSME sub-fund administered by the APEC Secretariat, and a complementary initiative 
valued at $2.49 million implemented by APF Canada. An additional $250,000 has 
been allocated for monitoring and evaluation. The objective of the initiative is to build 
the potential of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) and aspiring 
entrepreneurs in Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) developing economies 
to foster sustainable growth and poverty reduction through the creation of an APEC 
MSME Sub-Fund and the application of relevant Canadian MSME research, policy 
and management best practices.

http://www.asiapacific.ca


19THE APEC-CANADA GROWING BUSINESS PARTNERSHIP SYMPOSIUM  I


